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ETHNO-RELIGIOUS EXPRESSIONS OF OTHERNESS                             

(CHALLENGES AND RESPONSES) 

MODULE 3.   The “us vs. them” perspective                                                           

       as a source of distrust and fear 

 

Ethnicity, Religion, National Identity 

The image that the Christian, and later on the West European rationalist, tradition had 

formed of Islam has been undergoing a many-sided transformation in the last decades. After 

the breakdown of the Soviet Union and the Socialist Bloc, the changes that took place at the 

geostrategic and political levels transformed in a dramatic way both the visibility of difference 

and the scale on which difference can be assessed and defined. The global scale of the 

changing visibility of, and attitude to, Islam, and the political dimensions of this change as yet 

remain insufficiently understood. Even now, the prevailing viewpoint on these facts is limited 

to declaring various standpoints regarding the strategic orientation of the globalization 

process. Perhaps that is why difference (which is increasingly becoming synonymous with 

Islam) is distinctly seeking to side with the opponents of globalism despite the endless variety 

of ideas, motives, and interests that go into, or are prepared to go into, this doctrine. The 

processes we designate as globalization tend to provoke resistance, which arises ever more 

often as an effort on the part of various ethno-cultural and religious traditions to preserve their 

own identity. In this context, ethnic and religious affiliations become centers of meaning in 

the striving towards a separate identity in the global debate regarding the quality of human 

development.  

Achieving a national community and building new norms of coexistence under the 

conditions of ethno-religious variety are becoming a strategic goal of contemporary 

development. Contemporary civilization faces the need to respond to the critique and 

resistance of various forms of religious fundamentalism, and especially the critique 

formulated in the tradition of Islamic fundamentalism.  

The problems related to national identity have been far more often described and 

discussed in the context of nationalist fears of difference than in terms of the effort to 



overcome the crisis of identity amidst the imposed similarities. Under Bulgarian conditions, 

ethnic and religious diversity continues to be perceived as an established fact that we must 

take into account, and not as a resource for nation building. Achieving a national identity 

should be the result of joint effort. The first and most difficult part of this effort is to 

recognize that this common meaning exists in a diversity of forms. The coming years will be 

marked by a search for new grounds of one’s own identity, a search for the spaces that define 

parts of ourselves. The great challenge facing Bulgaria is to rediscover the values and 

meaning of the national community. Only thus will our genuine, full presence in Europe 

become a fact.  

A culture that is different but shared, most often serves as a “marker” of the individual 

and group uniqueness that lies at the basis of ethnic identity. Of defining importance is the 

presence of a dynamic system of ethno-differentiating factors united into an integral whole by 

collective memory. These factors may acquire different significance and be restructured 

depending on the concrete social conditions determining the process of ethnic identification. 

The greater the number of these specific characteristics that the members of the community 

define as such, the more distinctly expressed and strong is the ethnic identity, and the greater 

are its chances of surviving and developing in the future.  

The triple structuring of “production” of ethnic identity in terms of the coordinate 

system of space, functions and inequalities determines the similar structure (at the historical-

logical level) of the knowledge of ethnicity, while the identicality, continuity and consistency, 

as basic qualitative characteristics of identity, are infringed under conditions of a social 

conflict that devalues the meaningful whole of the ethnic life world.    

Security is a necessary condition for dialogue between cultures. Without this 

condition, cultures would have little chance of opening to each other and engaging in talks 

that may enrich them and enlarge the universal element in their coexistence. Past and present 

experience has shown that the ethnic concept of nation and its related ethnic nationalism may 

have disastrous consequences for a society; they may lead to intense conflict and opposition. 

That is why the concept of political nation should obviously be adopted, in which every 

citizen has equal rights and is not discriminated in any way in society (Bauman 2003).  

In the past, when London was seen as the capital of Islamism and of terror groups – 

Londonistan, many called it – French politicians and policy-makers suggested that Britain 

faced a particular problem because of its multicultural policies. Such policies, they claimed, 

were divisive, failing to create a common set of values or sense of nationhood. As a result, 



many Muslims were drawn towards Islamism and violence. “Assimilationist” policies, French 

politicians insisted, avoided the divisive consequences of multiculturalism and allowed every 

individual to be treated as a citizen, not as a member of a particular racial or cultural group. 

Many of the French criticisms of multiculturalism were valid. British policy-makers 

welcomed diversity, but tried to manage it by putting people into ethnic and cultural boxes, 

defining individual needs and rights by virtue of the boxes into which people are put, and 

using those boxes to shape public policy. They treated minority communities as if each were a 

distinct, homogenous whole, each composed of people all speaking with a single voice, each 

defined by a singular view of culture and faith. The consequence has been the creation of a 

more fragmented, tribal society, which has nurtured Islamism. The irony, though, is that the 

French policies, from a very different starting point, have ended up at much the same place. 

First-generation postwar immigrants to France faced, just like their counterparts in Britain, 

considerable racism. The second generation, again as in Britain (they are of a milieu caught 

not between two cultures, as it is often claimed, but between no cultures), was far less willing 

than their parents had been to accept passively social discrimination and police brutality. They 

organised, largely through secular movements, and took to the streets, often in violent protest. 

As tensions within North African communities became more open, and as the far-right Front 

National emerged as a political force, so the “droit à la differénce” was abandoned for a more 

hardline assimilationist approach, with the problems of North African communities presented 

in terms of their “difference”. Few of the youth who rioted in 2005 saw themselves as 

Muslim. But the authorities portrayed the riots and the disaffection they expressed less as a 

response to racism than as an expression of a growing threat to France – that of Islam. In 

principle, the French authorities rejected the multiculturalist approach that Britain had 

adopted. In practice, however, they treated North African migrants and their descendants, in a 

very “multicultural” way – as a single community, and primarily as a “Muslim” community. 

Islam became symbolic of the anxieties about values and identity that now beset France 

(Malik 2015a). 

A much-discussed 2013 poll conducted by Ipsos and the Centre for Political Studies 

Sciences (Cevipof) found that 50% of the population believed “the decline of France”, both 

economic and cultural, to be “inevitable”. Under a third thought that democracy worked well, 

while 62% considered most politicians to be corrupt. The report described a “fractured 

France”, divided into tribal groups, alienated from mainstream politics, distrustful of their 

leaders and resentful of Muslims. The main sentiment driving French society, the report 

http://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2013/01/24/les-crispations-alarmantes-de-la-societe-francaise_1821655_823448.html


concluded, was fear. Faced with a distrustful and disengaged public, politicians have 

attempted to reassert the notion of a common French identity. But unable to define clearly the 

ideas and values that characterise the nation, they have done so primarily by creating hostility 

against symbols of alien-ness, the most visible of which is Islam. The irony is that not only is 

France’s North African population predominantly secular, but even practising Muslims are 

relatively liberal in their views. According to the Ifop poll (l’Institut Français d’Opinion 

Publique), 68% of observant women never wear the hijab. Fewer than a third of practising 

Muslims would forbid their daughters from marrying a non-Muslim. Eighty-one per cent 

accept that women should have equal rights in divorce; 44% have no problem with the issue 

of co-habitation; 38% support the right to abortion; and 31% approve of sex before marriage. 

Only on homosexuality is there a deeply conservative stance: 77% of practising Muslims 

disapprove. Yet, far from including North Africans as full citizens, French policy has tended 

to ignore the racism and discrimination they have faced and institutionalised their 

marginalisation. Many in France look upon its citizens of North African origins not as French 

but as “Arab” or as “Muslim”. But the second generation within North African communities 

are often as estranged from their parents’ cultures and mores, and from mainstream Islam, as 

they are from wider French society (Le Monde 2013). 

The multicultural acceptance of diversity and the assimilationist resolve to treat 

everyone as citizens, not as bearers of specific racial or cultural histories, are both welcome. 

And there are aspects of both that are damaging – the multiculturalist tendency to place 

minorities into ethnic and cultural boxes, the assimilationist attempt to create a common 

identity by institutionalising the differences of groups deemed not to belong. In practice, 

though, Britain and France have both institutionalised the more damaging features – Britain 

placing minorities into ethnic and cultural boxes, France attempting to create a common 

identity by treating those of North African origin as the Other. The consequence has been that 

in both Britain and France societies have become more fractured and tribal. And in both 

nations a space has been opened up for Islamism to grow (Malik 2015a). 

 

Values and Community Consolidation 

The religious world of the Other provokes us to rethink the foundations of our own 

faith. In view of the fundamental difference of the unfamiliar faith with respect to our own, 

we cannot but problematize the justification of our own religiousness. Sociological studies of 



religious relationships in our country point to the significance of power as a decisive  factor of 

the registered stereotypes and levels of tolerance in society. The capacity of preserving and 

transmitting values has become a basic argument in the multi-dimensional debate between the 

religious and the secular grounds for constructing a community identity.    

 Affiliation to Islam and Muslim identity form a different and distinct value profile. In 

the past ten years the importance of religion as a whole has changed in Bulgarian society. The 

conclusion is that the predominant secular values have expanded their influence among the 

Christian group of respondents, while among Muslims in Bulgaria there is an on-going 

process of consolidation around Islam as a core of values. The data show that, among those 

who have indicated religion, work and the family as very important in their lives, there is a 

greater proportion of respondents who define themselves as Muslims. It is around these three 

spheres that are concentrated the most distinct groups of value orientations, for which we can 

claim with a high degree of probability that they are shared by Muslims in Bulgaria. Religious 

affiliation is becoming a factor of the entire social, civic, and political conduct of Muslims. 

Religion is no longer something separate, but a complete environment that determines the 

attitude to all other values and attitudes. The leading importance of religion as  a value 

determines the various degree of importance of other topics, such as leisure time, relations 

with friends, and the striving for individualized social self-expression.   

Assuming, most generally, that a religious community is based on shared faith and 

values, while a political community emphasizes shared interests, the question arises whether a 

new balance is possible between values and interests, a balance to be achieved under 

conditions of religious pluralism. Are we witnessing a sustainable development of the culture 

of tolerance, or is toleration continuing to maintain a potential for conflict in ethnic-religious 

relations? This is the range of questions whereby we may describe the new problem situation 

that the Muslim community in Bulgaria is entering in the context of Bulgaria’s integration in 

EU and the consolidation of the democratic political system. The main research field in which 

it is possible, and necessary, to seek answers to these and other questions should ultimately be 

located at the level of the institutionalization, structures, dynamics, and nature of religious 

education. That is where we may identify the new phenomena of religious revival and the 

models that are being reproduced in the attitude towards the neighbourhood of Islam with 

other religions and with its own earlier, traditional forms, in the European context of 

Bulgarian development.The focus of research efforts on the field of religious education and its 

subsequent social implementation may allow us to go beyond the mechanical representation 

of the relative immutability of the traditional Muslim community in our country, a 



representation that is closely related to the understanding that the social isolation of Muslims 

will, to a comparatively large degree, be preserved.   

In the 1990s and the first years of the 2000s, debates, much less conflicts, regarding 

the place of religion in the educational system were comparatively rare. In recent years, this 

has changed; three basic topic of debates have arisen: regarding obligatory religious education 

in schools, an issue raised by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church; tension stemming from the 

assumed presence of radical Islam and Islamic fundamentalism in certain Bulgarian schools; 

and the displaying of religious symbols in school. The first of these debates concerns the form 

and content of religious education. One side (primarily the Bulgarian Orthodox Church and 

the Chief Mufti’s Office) supports the idea of teaching canonical religion in school, whereby 

pupils will receive in-depth knowledge of the religion they confess; the other side (secular 

experts) prefers a comparative study of religions, which would correspond to the secular 

character of Bulgarian schools. This second topic of debate has been initiated by various 

nationalist political parties, which claim that religious education in regions with compact 

Muslim population is used as a cover for dissemination of radical Islam in the country. The 

third debate concerns the display of religious symbols in school in general, though in fact it 

refers mostly to the clothes of Muslim girls. A new draft School Education Act was designed 

in 2009, which included an article prohibiting schoolchildren and teachers “to wear religious 

symbols that aggressively and obtrusively demonstrate their religious or ideological 

preferences”. The draft Act provoked heated public debate and was ultimately not passed by 

the National Assembly. In a later draft version of the law, dating from February 2012, this 

article was missing. Nevertheless, the issue regarding Islamic dress code in public spaces 

remains a source of tension in Bulgarian society.    

 Religion, and particularly the question as to its place in school, is an indicator of a 

society’s level of modernity. Almost all representatives of civil society strongly support the 

secular character of education and consider religion to be a matter of strictly personal, inner 

choice. Religious education is considered a task for religious institutions and the family to 

deal with. The school institution should be strictly secular and not interfere in any way in 

religious matters. Moreover, the explicit demonstration of religious affiliation is often 

perceived as a trait of traditionalism.    

In Islamic canon, all human activities are encompassed within one or the other of 

two categories: lawful (halal) and prohibited (haram). Without this super-regulation, the 

religious identity of the true believer would be impossible to attain. In other words, all 

values in Islam are refracted through the prism of religion, which is not just a value among 



other values but an integral environment that defines, encourages and sanctions human 

conduct. The basic aspects of the norm in the Islamic community are two: the prescribed 

rules of relations and conduct in the family and the canonic principles relevant to the 

relations between parents and children – and through the latter, the relations between 

elderly and young people in a broader aspect.  

Modernized everyday life is a challenge to part of the meanings and symbols of 

religion. With regard to Islam, this will be one of the fundamental challenges to this 

religion, i. e. elaborating a model of Muslim modernity in which the most basic norms of 

the religion will retain their status, while the rapidly incoming components of the 

postmodern era are integrated consistently into the set of moral prerequisites and value 

attitudes typical for the orthodoxy and orthopraxy of Islam. 

 

Islam: The European Scale of the Problem Situation                                                            

In most cases, the abstract representation of the dimensions of Muslim presence in the 

present-day multi-dimensional and complex modern societies remains inaccessible to public 

opinion, which orients and shapes its attitudes primarily with reference to concrete examples 

of incompatibility, or conflictive toleration, generated by concrete demands, which are 

justified on the basis of religious affiliation but, at the same time, represent a specific type of 

social expression that puts in doubt the secular character of institutions.  Islam is a structural 

element of world identity. Just as a Muslim cannot profess some other religion concurrently 

with Islam, neither can he simultaneously be a Muslim and a nationalist. There is no place for 

national feeling in Islam. This is a matter of identity – Islamic identity rejects every other kind.   

The immigration pressure that is exercised on Europe – the prevalent component of  

immigration being Islamic – generates problems in the social sphere, in education, 

interreligious relations and security. The trends related to the increasing numbers of 

immigrants are the following:    

 Inability to integrate into Western societies and ghettoization of those who are 

“different”; 

 The formation of separate societies in parallel with the main ones and a growing 

number of so-called “sensitive zones”; 

 The decreasing attractiveness of the so-called multi-cultural model; 

 Radicalization of Muslims; 



 

Europe is the only region projected to see a decline in its total population between 

2010 and 2050. Although Christians will continue to be the largest religious group in the 

region, Europe’s Christian population is expected to drop by about 100 million people, falling 

from 553 million in 2010 to 454 million in 2050. Europe’s Jewish population also is expected 

to shrink, from 1.4 million in 2010 to 1.2 million in 2050. The remaining religious groups in 

Europe are projected to grow in number due to a combination of higher fertility, younger 

populations and net gains via migration and religious switching. Europe’s Muslim population 

is projected to increase by 63%, growing from 43 million in 2010 to 71 million in 2050. The 

religiously unaffiliated population in Europe is expected to grow by about 16%, from 140 

million in 2010 to 162 million in 2050. Hindus, Buddhists, members of folk religions and 

members of other religions in Europe are expected to experience large gains relative to their 

2010 population size, but none of these groups is forecast to exceed 3 million people in 2050. 

In 2010, there were roughly equal counts of Jews, Hindus and Buddhists in the region (1.4 

million each), but by 2050, the Jewish population (1.2 million) is expected to be about half the 

size of both the Hindu (2.7 million) and Buddhist (2.5 million) populations. 

The number of Muslims around the world is projected to increase rapidly in the 

decades ahead, growing from about 1.6 billion in 2010 to nearly 2.8 billion in 2050. Muslims 

are expected to grow twice as fast as the overall global population. Consequently, Muslims 

are projected to rise from 23% of the world’s population in 2010 to 30% in 2050. This 

significant projected growth is largely due to the young age and high fertility rate of Muslims 

relative to other religious groups.The annual growth rate of Muslims is expected to be 

considerably higher than the rate for the world as a whole. In 2010-2015, the expected 

Muslim growth rate is 1.8% while the rate for the world’s population is 1.1%. Both rates are 

expected to decline over time. In 2045-2050, for example, the annual growth rate of Muslims 

is projected to be about 1% while it will be 0.4% for the world.  

The decline in the size of Europe’s Christian population will result in Christians 

decreasing as a share of all Europeans (from 75% in 2010 to 65% in 2050). By contrast, the 

share of Europe’s population with no religious affiliation is projected to increase from 19% in 

2010 to 23% in 2050, and the Muslim share of Europe’s population is expected to nearly 

double, from less than 6% in 2010 to more than 10% in 2050.  

 

 

 



Projected Global Muslim Population, 2010-2050 

 

POPULATION  ESTIMATE                                 % OF WORLD’S  POPULATION 

2010       1,599,700,000                                                 23.2% 

2020        1,907,110,000                                                         24.9% 

2030        2,209,270,000                                                                   26.5% 

2040        2,497,830,000                                                                   28.1% 

2050        2,761,480,000                                                                   29.7%  

 

 

Religious Switching 

The religiously unaffiliated population in Europe is expected to grow because of high 

levels of religious switching, largely from Christianity. Without religious switching, the 

unaffiliated share of the population would be expected to remain about the same in 2050 as it 

was in 2010 (19%). Taking into account projected patterns of religious switching, however, 

the unaffiliated share of Europe’s population is expected to increase to 23% by mid-century. 

In a projection with no religious switching, the Christian share of Europe’s population would 

be forecast to decline from 75% in 2010 to 70% in 2050. Because of expected religious 

switching, however, the Christian share of the population is expected to decline even further, 

to 65% in 2050. 

Migration   

Migration is expected to alter the religious landscape of Europe in future decades. (For 

information on the impact of migration on the demographic projections, see page 47.) In a 

projection with no migration, the Muslim share of Europe’s population would be expected to 

grow from 6% in 2010 to 8% in 2050. When expected migration is factored in, the Muslim 

share of the population forecast in 2050 rises to 10%.As migration from Asia to Europe 

continues, Hindus, Buddhists and adherents of folk religions and other religions all are 

expected to increase slightly as a share of the European population. By contrast, migration is 

expected to decrease the share of the region’s population that is Christian or unaffiliated (Pew 

Research Center 2015). 

Historically envisioned as a reconstruction plan after the Second World War, the 

origins of the European project were inspired by the ideals of peace, human rights, democracy 



and good governance, both within and beyond its borders. However, with the end of the Cold 

War and the humanitarian crisis in the Balkans, the European Economic Community (EEC) 

was compelled to stand up to new challenges and threats. After 70 years of somewhat 

successful multilateralism and a European effort of institution-building, we are going 

backwards. The focus and hope back then was on economic integration, and that through this 

economic globalization the cultures would integrate. The world doesn’t work like that, 

though. It’s not only economics that drives a people ― identity and culture matter, too! And 

that’s where the EU really fell short, and that’s what they have come to regret by now. It’s not 

only economics that drives a people – identity and culture matter, too! There is currently a 

minuscule elite that considers themselves as global citizens, where geography and culture 

don’t seem to matter. If this elite thinks that the rest of the world thinks like them, they’re 

wrong. The benefits of globalization were not shared equally, which is why there is a 

pushback. The majority of people still are on a national, if not regional level. Changing that 

will be extremely difficult and lengthy. 

To tackle this new strategic environment, the 1992 Maastricht Treaty shaped a new 

identity – the European Union (EU) – based on a three-pillar structure, including the area of 

freedom, security and justice. Within these pillars, throughout the years, member states tried 

to implement the best strategies and policies planned to control and manage its population 

flows at the national level. 

However, the disproportionate burden faced by Greece and Italy in the last couple of 

years caused a huge tension among EU members. In 2015 alone, more than a million migrants 

and refugees crossed into Europe. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

estimates that 10,550 migrants and refugees entered Europe by land and 164,779 by sea 

through 03 December 2017, around 85% arriving first in Italy and Spain and the remainder in 

Greece and Bulgaria. In addition, 3,086 people were missing or found dead at the 

Mediterranean by the beginning of December. Moreover, according to the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there were 65.6 million internally displaced 

persons and 22.5 million refugees worldwide (excluding 5.3 million Palestinians) in 2016. In 

turn, in the first quarter of 2017, the top three citizenships of asylum seekers in Europe were 

Syrians (22,500), Afghans (12,500) and Nigerians (11,500 applications). In the same period, 

according to EUROSTAT, Germany has registered 30% of all applicants in the EU member 

states, followed by Italy, France, Greece and the United Kingdom (Xavier 2018). 



Bearing all those numbers and facts in mind and considering the absence of a common 

migration and asylum policy, the EU stance was threefold: political, security and military. 

The EU tackled this issue through a holistic and comprehensive approach both in the origin, 

transit and destination countries, blurring the internal and external security nexus (Eriksson 

and Rhinard 2009; Pastore 2001; Lutterbeck 2007). 

Starting with the first dimension (political) we must mention the adoption of the 

European Agenda on Security (European Commission 2015a), aimed to set out how the 

Union can bring added value in ensuring security within and beyond its borders. This agenda 

also acknowledges that member states can no longer succeed fully on their own faced with 

cross-border terrorism, organized crimes or cybercrime which require indeed an effective and 

coordinated response at the European level. Following this document, also in 2015, the 

European Commission presented the European Agenda on Migration (2015b) that set both 

short (prevent further losses of migrants’ lives at sea) and medium/long term priorities 

(reducing the incentives for irregular migration; saving lives and securing the external 

borders; strengthening the common asylum policy; and developing a new policy on legal 

migration) to better manage the EU’s external borders along with its member states. 

In terms of security (the second dimension), three facts are worth mentioning. First, 

the EU-Turkey agreement (March 2016) aiming to restrain the influx of people crossing to 

Greek islands and to assure that for every Syrian migrant sent back to Turkey, one Syrian 

already in Turkey will be resettled in the EU. This deal has been strongly criticized because, 

in return, Turkey might be encouraged to push more political concessions in the future 

(Hakura 2016) and the EU has apparently resigned on its responsibilities to provide protection 

and security to those in need (Collett 2016). 

Second is the strengthening of the EU’s cooperation with Western Balkan countries – 

the frontline of the Eastern route – by providing them with technical, humanitarian and 

financial assistance. In fact, on 26 October 2015, a meeting between the leaders of Albania, 

Bulgaria, Croatia, FYR Macedonia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Serbia and 

Slovenia agreed on an action plan with the aim of avoiding a possible humanitarian crisis 

along the transit route. This regional approach also relies on strong coordination and 

consultation with Turkey as, by land or sea, thousands of migrants have entered Bulgaria or 

Greece with the aim of reaching the Schengen area. 

The third fact also relates to the political dimension and is the implementation of a 

European Border and Coast Guard to protect and enhance the security and management of the 



EU’s External Borders. This initiative was announced by President Juncker in his State of the 

Union Speech on 9 September 2015 as part of a comprehensive approach set out by the 

European Agenda on Migration. The implementation of a European Border and Coast Guard 

expands the mandate of Frontex (the European Agency for the Management of Operational 

Cooperation at the External Borders of the EU) in the fields of external border management. 

In addition, the EU’s rebranding of the latter as the European Border and Coast Guard 

Agency was meant to give more visibility to its new tasks. In this regard, on 25 January 2017, 

a new package of four documents on migration and security was approved by the European 

Commission (European Commission 2017a; 2017b; 2017c; 2017d). 

The last dimension is the military. Indeed, another key pillar of the EU institutional 

approach to cope with the migration and refugee crisis is exemplified by the ability to deploy 

missions and operations to identify, capture and destroy vessels used by smugglers framed by 

the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP). Thus, following a tragic Libyan migrant 

shipwreck in April 2015, the EU launched a military operation – European Union Naval Force 

Mediterranean (EUNAVFOR Med) – with the aim of countering established refugee 

smuggling routes in the Mediterranean. This was agreed on 18 May 2015 as a three-phase 

military operation in accordance with the procedures of international law (Tardy 2015): the 

first phase would focus on the surveillance and assessment of human smuggling and 

trafficking networks in the Southern Central Mediterranean; the second and third phases 

aimed to search, seize and disrupt the assets of smugglers, though it depends on the 

partnership with Libyan authorities upon a United Nations Security Council resolution. This 

mission counterparts Operation Triton as a border security operation conducted by Frontex, 

under Italian command, that began on 1 November 2014 and involved voluntary contributions 

from Croatia, Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Spain, 

Ireland, Portugal, Austria, Switzerland, Romania, Poland, Lithuania and Malta. 

In October 2015, the Council renamed this mission to EUNAVFOR MED Operation 

Sophia, honoring the rescue of a baby girl born on a vessel on 22 August off the coast of 

Libya. On 20 June 2016, the Council of the European Union decided to extend Sophia’s 

mandate until the end of July 2017 by adding the training of the Libyan Coastguard and Navy 

and contributing to the implementation of the UN arms embargo on the high seas off the coast 

of Libya as supporting tasks. On 25 July 2017, the Council extended once again the 

EUNAVFOR MED Operation Sophia up until 31 December 2018 and amended the mandate 

in order to set up a monitoring mechanism of trainees to ensure the long-term efficiency of the 



training of the Libyan Coastguard, conduct new surveillance activities and gather information 

on illegal trafficking of oil exports from Libya in accordance with UNSCR 2146 (2014) and 

2362 (2017), and enhance the possibilities for sharing information on human trafficking with 

member states’ law enforcement agencies, FRONTEX and EUROPOL    (Xavier 2018). 

One of the major problems related to research on Islam continues to be the degree 

of legitimacy of its representatives and the measure of shared meanings and symbols 

interpreted in a communication context. The question is: who is actually speaking on 

behalf of Islam – in Europe, throughout the world, and in our country? How valid is the 

exchange of thoughts and the mutual understanding in the space of public debate? Is there 

a double perspective, a specific communication strategy of the Muslim community, which 

may be sending out certain messages outside and different messages inwardly, to the 

brothers and sisters in the community? Could this double meaning be part of the reason for 

the lack of mutual understanding, or does the reason lie mostly in the various dimensions 

of the phenomenon that we traditionally define as a crisis of identity?  

Part of the images of present-day Islam are formed not in the framework of the 

House of Islam, but in places where the religious community is forced to coexist with 

others. The transformation of the representations regarding the so-called European Islam 

can be identified in Bulgarian reality. The willingness to accept and obey certain rules of 

behaviour typical for fundamentalism grows according to the variety of the immediate 

social environment. In fact, the spaces of fundamental interpretation of the religious canon 

are formed not where the traditional Muslim community exists and develops, but at the 

borderline of its active contacts with other cultural and religious models.  

In Europe, the Other is primarily the Muslim. The latter is most often an immigrant, 

whose social position is defined almost entirely by his/her limited access to resources. The 

Muslim is viewed as part of the risks involved in the modern European way of life and 

security. But the moral defect of the modern society is greed – a greed that allows market 

values to penetrate the lifeworld of people that has traditionally been guided by nonmarket 

norms. As a result of this expansion, social relationships come to be shaped in the image of 

the market. The only escape from this apocalyptic situation lies in the transformation of 

modern democracy by means of civic control, prevention and indictment, which might put a 

stop to the escalating loss of legitimacy of the procedures of representative democracy and of 

the figures of the politician, the scientist, the expert and the judge.  In this precise aspect, the 

fourth wave of the European Values Study (Bosakov 2009) can serve to orient us to a deeper 



and more subtle understanding of the importance of religious morality and of the answers it  

provides in the face of the daily challenges of secular life. Of determining importance for the 

problems we are concerned with here is the general correspondence between shared moral 

principles and the degree to which religiousness and religious morality serve in structuring 

certain value attitudes among Muslims.  The comparison between the results obtained for 

Eastern Orthodox Christians and for Muslims show different profiles for the two groups as 

regards the strict obedience to moral principles. The greatest share of Christians is that of 

respondents who indicated they have a relativistic perspective on morals, so that the 

qualification of good and evil entirely depends on the circumstances. This view is least 

supported by Muslim respondents. Among them, the largest percentage indicated they judged 

good and evil categorically. It is in the context of this general moral perspective that the 

respondents’ attitude to the other religion and the correctness of their own religion can be 

inscribed. What serves as a basis for religious tolerance here is, to a far greater degree, the 

view that there are clear criteria of good and evil, combined with an understanding that 

specific circumstances can lead to deviations from these moral norms. In the context of the 

growing importance of Islamic religious morality and the relatively low degree of Muslims’ 

civic participation, it may be presumed Muslims would give greater attention to the religious 

education of their children. The findings show that among the younger generations of the 

Muslim communities in Bulgaria there is now a more active and meaningful relation to 

religious practice and a clearer willingness to follow its rules.  

 

Inequalities and Poverty  

With time research is clearly confirming the hypothesis that the attitude towards ethnic 

and, even more so, religious difference is mediated and defined to a great degree by the 

problem of power. Concrete cases taken from the Bulgarian political environment prove the 

high degree of connection and mutual dependence between the forms and intensity of 

religious separation on one hand and access to power resources on the other. That is why 

every attempt at taking a partisan approach to the problem or using it for short-term political 

aims, essentially enhances the feeling of otherness in the Muslims, perceived by them as a 

situation of inequality, and hence strengthens the internal ties within the community and the 

search for new grounds of difference from the society at large (Bosakov 2010). 

The topic of inequality has customarily been a prevalent one in public interest and is in 

fact an inevitable part of any economic debate due to its great social importance and also 

because the attitude towards inequality defines the frameworks of more general ideas on 



economic development. The existence of inequalities is to some extent understandable in view 

of the varying degrees of productivity of individuals. The misbalance in income and material 

status of the population should create incentives for more efforts at work, for striving to 

obtain a better education, and hence, for improvement of the general productivity of the 

population. Inequality of wealth and income is an issue that does not inherently involve 

injustice. The case of the developed economies has proven that the presence of inequality 

does not block sustainable growth. Some of the highlights: 

 There is a very high share of people in risk of poverty or social exclusion: nearly half 

the population of the country is below the poverty threshold, suffers severe material 

privations or is incapable of finding a place on the labour market;  

 The problem of income inequality occurs with various degrees of severity at regional 

level; in some regions of Northwest Bulgaria, inequality is far above the average 

levels for the country;     

 The implementation of social policy in Bulgaria does not lead to the desired result 

with respect to reducing inequality;  

 Social mobility in the country is relatively low. Factors such as education and social-

economic status continue to be basic for determining the labour realization of people.     

 There exists in Bulgaria a new kind of poverty that is not simply an element of the 

individual’s life cycle but is rather a kind of social-economic dependence which has a 

very strong impact particularly on the Roma, a numerous ethnic minority. A large 

proportion of these people are excluded from the labour market for long periods of 

time and gradually drop out of all social spheres, including the economy, education, 

healthcare services, the cultural and political life of Bulgarian society. Poverty is 

inherited among the Roma, and ethnic segregation cuts short their possibility for 

realization and gradual integration within the social structures. Due to the prolonged 

and all-encompassing social exclusion of this minority and the rigid borderlines 

established by the ethnic majority, it is not the specific cultural content within the 

ethnic boundary but the boundary itself that separates, consolidates and preserves this 

community.  

The trends dictated by our times are manifest in a great variety of areas: in 

consumption, technological standards, mass popular culture, youth subcultures and counter-

cultures, the media and advertising, and even in elite forms of art, science and philosophy. But 



they all have one thing in common: directly or indirectly, these trends stem from the advance 

of the all-powerful global market. In recent decades the financial levers and formalized 

vocabulary of the market have been imposed as a kind of social algebra in widely different 

areas of life: the neo-liberal mantras such as efficiency, accountability, strategic planning, the 

project principle, optimized use of resources, maximized profit, etc., have colonized spheres 

of life that are quite remote from the economy, including education, healthcare, creativity, 

innovation, knowledge, the art market, and have oriented these spheres to results that are 

“immediately measurable” in an economic and managerial perspective. But is this neo-liberal 

religion not turning democracy, the liberal ideals, the freedom of the individual, the arts, the 

quality of life, etc., from values in themselves, into conditions, “dependent variables”, that are 

important only insofar as they influence economic development?  

The difference between market economy and market society is this: a market economy 

is a means – a valuable and important means – for organizing our productive capacity. The 

market society, to the contrary, is a way of life where market values permeate all aspects of 

human striving and effort. It is a place where social relations are molded in the image of the 

market.   

 

Religious Freedom and Freedom of Expression 

Should freedom of expression be restricted in the name of social order and security, 

which are of general benefit to society? What comes first in order of importance for society – 

the usefulness and veracity of opinions and stances, or their being acceptable to society? 

When does freedom of speech produce light (knowledge) and when does it generate heat 

(tension and conflicts)?  In today’s globalized world, the price we must pay to live in a 

democracy is that both freedom and security are made relative, are reduced to the status of 

relative values; their absolutization is always at the expense of both freedom and security.    

„ …The eternal problems of politics are what kind of institutions should be 

established, i.e. what kind of social order should there be, and what is the permissible coercive 

power of institutions that would ensure society will not break down, and hence human life 

become impossible, how should institutions be changed, how can it be brought about that 

social order should be perceived as a common good, by what means and in what way should 

social order be maintained in society, etc. The problem of order in society is a fundamental 

political one” (Fotev 2001:30).  



Social action aimed at establishing or changing social order is political in nature. 

Political action is public and its agents are institutional to some degree or other, whether they 

be political parties, civic movements or groups of people claiming to express certain values 

and/or interests. Political action is socio-normative not only because it is aimed at the 

creation, preservation or change of norms valid for society, but likewise because this action is 

itself dependent on norms and values.  

One of the most passionate defenses for freedom of expression is presented in 

On Liberty by the British philosopher John Stuart Mill. In the beginning of Chapter Two (Of 

the Liberty of Thought and Discussion) the author immediately sets the tone of the argument: 

„If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person were of the contrary 

opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one person, than he, if he had 

the power, would be justified in silencing mankind [..]  But the peculiar evil of silencing the 

expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race; posterity as well as the existing 

generation; those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it“ (Mill 

2011:30, 31).  

According to Mill, history has shown that people who claimed they were speaking, or 

acting in the name of, the truth have particularly often been proven wrong. One needs to be 

modest, especially as regards truth claims. Critique is beneficial to the truth. It is the 

foundation of all principles of scientific progress. Many of Mills arguments sound very 

modern: he claims his contemporaries are evidently not very convinced of the truth of their 

own opinions. That is why they justify the right to defend a (religious) opinion by referring 

not to its veracity but to its usefulness to society. In their view, it is at times useful to suppress 

criticism of generally accepted (religious) beliefs – not in the name of the truth but in the 

name of peace. In this case, the government refers to the common interest of preserving public 

order.   

According to Mill, such an approach evades the problem. A government is not 

infallible either as regards the truth or as regards its judgment of what is useful or harmful to 

society. The usefulness of an opinion is only a matter of opinion: the claim that an opinion is 

useful is just as questionable and open to discussion, deserving of discussion, as the opinion 

itself. Usefulness or harmfulness to society should therefore not be taken into consideration in 

this case. Even if you are fully convinced of the “dire consequences”, the “immorality” or the 

“Godlessness” of a certain opinion, and even if society generally agrees with you in this, that 

opinion should nevertheless be permitted, according to Mill – and especially in that case. 



Because in such circumstances, the risk of error and victimization is greatest. The general 

good, godlessness, or immorality should not be considerations for prohibiting a given opinion.  

Should the “tone” of an opinion serve as an argument against it? Should opinions be 

expressed in a “temperate” manner? The criterion “not to offend” could not be helpful in 

solving the issue, because a convincing and powerful verbal attack might always be felt 

insulting and unreasonable. Mill has an even deeper objection here. He agrees that the manner 

in which an opinion is defended could indeed be reprehensible, but the prohibition on 

offensive statements may always be used against people who oppose established beliefs. You 

are free to deride and express intolerance of the minority opinion, because you know you have 

on your side the sympathy of the (silent) majority. But a person holding the minority opinion, 

were he to do the same, should be afraid for his own safety because he lacks the support of 

prevalent public opinion. The tone in which an opinion is voiced should therefore not be a 

cause for prohibiting that opinion (Mill 2011). 

Does this mean that Mill believes there should be no restriction at all on freedom of 

speech? He does make one exception. If the circumstances are such that the expressed 

opinions may lead to criminal acts, then the right to voice opinions is no longer sacred. He 

gives an example related to grain merchants. Newspapers should be allowed to write that 

grain merchants are driving the poor to starvation. But if you were to voice the same opinion 

to an angry mob gathered in front of the house of a grain merchant, you should be penalized. 

Thus, Mill formulates the following criterion: acts that may do harm to others without legal 

grounds may, and should, be restricted, even by active intervention if need be (Mill 2011). 

Supporters of the laws against defamation of religion feel religion is not simply a set 

of beliefs but an identity linked to very deep feelings. But the same is true for many other 

beliefs. Communists, for instance, are in many cases willing to die for their convictions. Many 

racists are indissolubly tied to their beliefs. Does this mean that we must respect their 

convictions only because they are linked to deep emotions? Freedom of religion, including the 

freedom of believers to preach – should be protected. But beyond that, religion should have 

no privileges. Freedom of religion is, in a sense, another form of freedom of speech – the 

freedom of a person to believe as he wishes in the divine and to perform rituals relevant to 

that belief. In other words, freedom of religion cannot be defended without simultaneously 

defending freedom of speech. The core issue in the debate about offense against religion is the 

question not of faith or hatred but of political power. 



 Speech must be restricted only if it directly encourages action that causes, or could 

cause, physical harm to others, and if some individuals find themselves in direct danger of 

harm due to such speech. Prohibition on hate speech undermines democracy. Qualifying a 

person’s opinion as “hate speech” not only deprives the supporters of that opinion of their 

civil right but also relieves all others of the responsibility of opposing that opinion by political 

means. Where we once might have opposed repulsive or hateful assertions, today we would 

more probably simply try to outlaw them (Malik 2012). 

Hostile Speech                                                                   

Can religions be held under the control of the secular state, and by what means? Is the 

European secular model threatened and where does the threat come from? What are the 

enemies of the secular state? Can fanaticism and passionate religiosity be restrained without 

oppressing religions as such? Does freedom of speech, including its particular form as 

freedom of hate speech, a threat to the community ties in society and to the health of society? 

Is a society in which hostile speech generates fear and distrust of others a sick society? These 

numerous questions are given a variety of sometimes contradictory answers. Still, it is 

necessary to reflect on the issues.   

Many crimes are incited by hatred. In times of economic, social and other crises 

(including war), it is a frequent practice to manipulate the population into hating the others, 

those who are different. Hatred is aimed at people who are outsiders or belong to different 

groups from ours. This is xenophobia. The others, the different, the strangers, are the target of 

negative qualifications, perceptions and identifications (Dimitrov 2014). 

According to the definition of the Council of Europe, hate speech includes all forms of 

expression which spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-Semitism 

or other forms of hatred based on intolerance, including intolerance expressed by aggressive 

nationalism and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility towards minorities, migrants and 

people of immigrant origin. Hatred may be aimed against a race, religion, gender, sexual 

orientation, sexual identity, physical disability, ethnicity, citizenship, etc. 

“Language is the house of Being”, said the German philosopher Martin Heidegger. 

Speech is a mechanism for production of meaning. In fact, speech produces the meaning of 

our lives. The world we live in is as meaningful as we make it through the language we use. 

That is why the media environment is so important. Public speech, which can have a strong 

influence on society and on the production of the social meaning of our world, carries great 

responsibility. Freedom of belief provides the freedom to speak publicly, but it is 



impermissible to offend the dignity of the people about whom one is talking. The opposite of 

hostile speech is integrating speech. The latter integrates differences into a common 

community. The opposite of hostile speech is not tolerant speech, which is simply a general 

norm. Since hostile speech is an active verbal strategy that intends to achieve something, it 

should be countered by a different active verbal strategy – integrating speech. Tolerance 

should become an internalized value. Instead, we resort to “hostility as therapy”. When you 

have a problem you cannot solve, you construct an enemy and lay the blame on him. But this 

does not solve your problem. This is a kind of therapy that makes the problem insolvable by 

only increasing it (Discussion, club Obektiv 2013).   

Concerning the wave of refugees coming into the country, public statements were 

made in which the refugees from Syria were described as cannibals, criminals, mass 

murderers and/or Islamic fundamentalists fleeing justice. A survey conducted for the 

Association of European Journalists showed that in 8439 online publications, the keywords 

equated refugee with threat, disease, danger.    

Hate Speech and Civil Society (the Bulgarian Case) 

Every second Bulgarian has witnessed hate speech against ethnic, religious or other 

minorities. And 64% of those who have encountered this phenomenon are daily exposed to 

this type of violation of human rights. The media, the family, and the circle of friends are the 

basic sources of messages of hatred and intolerance to different social groups. These are the 

findings of a survey conducted by the Open Society Foundation and announced on November 

28, 2013 at the conference on Hate Speech and Civil Society.  

The growing wave of incoming asylum-seekers has enhanced the aggressiveness and 

intolerance of speech. Lately, refugees are a target of this kind of rhetoric but not the only 

one. According to data presented at the conference, the most frequent object of hate speech 

are the Roma (90%), ethnic Turks (58%) and homosexuals (38%). Slightly less than half the 

respondents said they never use hate speech; respondents indicated that the main speakers of 

the language of hate are politicians (70%), journalists (30%) and the family and friends 

(28%). 17 percent of the respondents had heard statements that qualified violence against 

members of minorities as more acceptable and justified than that against Bulgarians. Of the 

various media, television is the one that serves as the main source of hate speech according to 

75% of the respondents. This does not signify that hate speech occurs most frequently there 

but that the intensity of its message is greatest. People living in the capital city and the large 

cities are much more inclined to report about violations related to hate speech.  Older people, 



people with lower income, and those living in smaller cities tend to consider to a much lesser 

degree that hate speech is a crime. Eight out of ten respondents does not approve the use of 

hate speech in public places, while 58% would like the state authorities to support policies 

against hate speech. Asked whether the prosecutor’s office and other authorities should 

prosecute politicians and journalists who use hate speech, 66 % of the respondents answered 

affirmatively. 

Counteraction to Hatred 

Bulgaria must investigate and prosecute hate crimes in order to put an end to the 

instigation of fear. The failure of the state to do this fosters fear, discrimination and ultimately 

violence. Even though legislation that permits legal indictment of hate crimes related to 

racism and xenophobia does exist in Bulgaria, in the majority of cases the authorities fail to 

investigate such violations, as pointed out in the Amnesty International Report presented at 

the BTA National Press Club (09.02.2015). The report also states that, in Bulgaria, victims of 

hate crimes are not provided access to justice due to the refusal of investigators and 

prosecutors to identify discriminatory motives in these cases. Usually, such crimes are 

classified as cases of hooliganism. People subjected to violence do not receive legal support. 

That is why in most cases the victims refrain from reporting to the police (Novinite 

09.02.2015). 

When one part of public space is regulated and another part is not, that unregulated 

part becomes very easy to sell. The asymmetry between the two makes regulation pointless to 

a great extent. In the case of hostile speech, the media that permit it are penalized under the 

Bulgarian Radio and Television Act. There is no doubt that the main source of hostile speech 

is politicians. It is the duty of the media to present politicians with their values, and then the 

media are penalized instead of the politicians. When a politician talks offensively about 

people who are different, from the viewpoint of the Radio and Television Act he/she should 

not be given a forum at which to speak. But in terms of the right to information, his/her 

speech must reach the audience so that the latter may judge whether or not to vote for that 

person, especially in the context of an election campaign. The Radio and Television Act 

cannot serve to discipline political speech. And such regulation is greatly necessary both for 

politicians and for society (Discussion, club Obektiv 2013).  

Television programmes give wide coverage of mothers who do not want their children 

to go to schools together with Roma children. The newspapers daily inform readers that the 

Roma are inclined to theft, how contagious the refugees are, how dangerous the Muslims are. 



So far no prosecutor has taken interest in politicians who incite hatred. Nor have any 

politicians expressed indignation at the behaviour of their colleagues. Most media look upon 

such speech as an expression of a different opinion, not a crime. And why should they 

consider this a crime, when state institutions fail to penalize them?! All these overlooked 

cases are safety fuses that have not blown. A fuse serves as a protector. When it fails to react, 

the problem reaches the centre and things become really bad. What are the fuses I am 

referring to? They range from football clubs to the media, to teachers and to parents. That 

means all of us, but especially the politicians and the institutions that fail to do their job. 

There are so many fuses that need to be replaced! (Bedrov 2014). 

Magistrates are the category that undergoes specialized training in European law least 

of all Bulgarian officials, according to data of the EU Information Board in the field of justice 

for 2015. Perhaps this explains why hate crimes are not investigated adequately in Bulgaria.  

The state should create favorable conditions for the respect for, and application of, 

European and Bulgarian laws in all their dimensions and details; using the resources of 

education, dialogue and tolerance, it should stimulate the integration of others, of groups that 

are different.   

The lack of values (and hence of meaning) undermines the immunity of the social 

system, and the viruses of fear and hatred raise the temperature of intolerance towards 

otherness and difference; they weaken the social organism by making it susceptible to 

intolerance and to aggressive populist manipulation on the part of politicians. The state should 

create favorable conditions for the respect for, and application of, European and Bulgarian 

laws in all their dimensions and details; using the resources of education, dialogue and 

tolerance, it should stimulate the integration of others, of groups that are different.   

Hatred, Fear, and Something More  

When an assembly line worker makes a fault at his job, this may result in a defective 

product, but when a banker or politician makes a mistake, this may have consequences for 

thousands of other people. To err is human, so long as it is not done on purpose. And while 

those who are truly to blame are untouchable, immigrants and minorities are always at hand. 

They can always be to blame for something. The better-educated Europeans are inclined to 

value cultural diversity and to understand the economic advantages of immigration for 

Europe, a continent whose nations have a long life duration and low birth rate. The less-

educated Europeans are of a different opinion. Especially under conditions of growing 



unemployment that followed the world financial crisis, they perceive immigrants as rivals for 

their jobs and social privileges. Regrettably, the rule has been confirmed that the mean 

intelligence quotient of a crowd of people is equal to that of the most stupid individuals in it.  

Populist, xenophobic and anti-Islamist political parties are already represented in the 

legislative branch in most countries, from Belgium, Holland, Italy, Finland, to Sweden, 

Switzerland and... Bulgaria. This is the greatest change to have taken place in the political 

landscape of Europe after the collapse of Communism in the early 1990s. The extreme right is 

unable to win a full majority in the parliamentary elections in any European country, but in 

many countries it has become a force to be reckoned with. Now is the time to recall what 

happened 88 years ago, when Europe was crushed by fear and hatred. At that time, this 

continent was shaken by an economic crisis. Everyone, politicians and ordinary people alike, 

was seeking stability, and they wanted to find out who was to blame for the situation. 

Nationalism was on the rise, and tolerance and democracy were on the decline.  One 

particular Austrian was prepared to satisfy people’s expectations – to stabilize the German 

economy at the cost of enormous loans and at the same time to find a scapegoat for popular 

anger. He was able to combine the two tasks by borrowing money from the people he would 

later subject to genocide.  

(http://www.darikfinance.bg/novini/59551/%CE%EC%F0%E0%E7%E0,+%EA%F0%E8%E

7%E0+%E8+%F0%E0%E7%F0%F3%F8%E5%ED%E8%E5) 

Both in Europe and in the Balkans 

Following the terrorist attack against the French satirical weekly magazine Charlie 

Hebdo, various dividing lines emerged in European societies. The millions of people who 

took part in the demonstration in Paris showed their commitment, but the debates that took 

place in different European countries indicated that the general concept of European values is 

seen differently by different religious communities, social, academic and ideological groups. 

Bizarre coalitions appeared between right-wing conservatives and left-wing progressives, 

who, using different arguments, emphasized the question of the offensiveness, moral 

inadmissibility and even the racist stereotypes that the cartoons contained. It appears that the 

dividing lines are more than the usual ones that separate different religions and ideologies. 

The distinct questions, once again, are: Can religions be held under the control of the secular 

state, and by what means? Is the European secular model threatened and where does the threat 

come from? What are the enemies of the secular state? Can fanaticism and passionate 

religiosity be restrained without oppressing religions as such? Does freedom of speech, 

http://www.darikfinance.bg/novini/59551/%CE%EC%F0%E0%E7%E0,+%EA%F0%E8%E7%E0+%E8+%F0%E0%E7%F0%F3%F8%E5%ED%E8%E5
http://www.darikfinance.bg/novini/59551/%CE%EC%F0%E0%E7%E0,+%EA%F0%E8%E7%E0+%E8+%F0%E0%E7%F0%F3%F8%E5%ED%E8%E5


including its particular form as freedom of hate speech, a threat to the community ties in 

society and to the health of society? Is a society in which hostile speech generates fear and 

distrust of others a sick society? These numerous questions are given a variety of sometimes 

contradictory answers. Still, it is necessary to reflect on the issues.   

In the Balkans, where people live with history more than with literature, life has 

shown that people tend to reach for their guns more often than for their pens. There is a very 

fragile borderline separating the dust raised by hateful words from the spark of ethnic and/or 

religious intolerance. There can hardly be any boundary so easy to cross as that between 

tolerance and hostility. Especially if hatred has a religious background. St. Augustine wrote, 

“When people begin a war, God is the first casualty”.  

News on a Sunday (the Bulgarian case) 

 At Georgi Asparuhov Stadium, a football match was played under an 

enormous banner stating “Death to the Refugees”.   

 At the same time, people dressed in black marched through the centre of Sofia 

chanting “Bulgaria for the Bulgarians. Out with the refugees”.   

 In Bus Number 72, a black man was getting off at his stop when a group of 

young people attacked him. He had to rush back into the bus to escape them. 

Simply because he was of a different complexion.   

 A father and son of Roma origin were walking in the area of the National 

Palace of Culture. A group of youths attacked and beat them. Simply because 

father and son were of a different complexion.   

 The evening TV news showed “patriots” in white shirts who demanded that 

“measures be taken against the refugees”. They were not demanding that the 

police ensure safety in the streets and arrest all criminal offenders. They were 

only demanding that the state run out those who are different. As for 

Bulgarians, they may safely walk around armed with knives: they are our own 

people after all...   

 An MP from the party Ataka, speaking in the parliament, called the refugees, 

“murderers”, “terrorists”, “Jihadists”.  

Instead of a conclusion: If your skin is of a different colour, then expect to be beaten! 

If you come from a foreign country, then go right back to where you came from! You are 



either a traitor to your country or a fundamentalist! You are of a different opinion? – well, my 

counter-opinion is that you have no right to a different opinion! You have chosen to protest in 

your own way? Well, don’t count on it: I will charge in and will kick you until you stop 

protesting! (http://librev.com/2013-03-30-08-56-39/prospects/bulgaria/2220-2013-11-04-11-

20-59#!/ccomment-comment=17105) 
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