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Hate Speech against Roma in Bulgaria after 1990: Constructing an Enemy 

 
In this text I discuss the phenomenon of hate speech against Roma in Bulgaria in the period 
after 1990. Until today, the issue of hate speech remains significant in the public space as a 
recent study by the Media Democracy Foundation has shown. One of the main conclusions in 
the study is that: “There is an epidemic of hate speech in online media. The main victims of 
this speech are the Roma and the refugees.”1 
 
The hate speech theme has been analyzed in one extent or another in all countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe. While most of these work focus on the phenomenon of hate speech 
against Roma itself and study its characteristics and manifestations, in this text I will try to 
seek the roots of this phenomenon. I will look into the main preconditions for its emergence. I 
have focused on the period after 1990, because after the political transformation in 1989 in 
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) as a whole and in Bulgaria, in particular, the restructuring 
of the social and institutional relationships has been manifested also through the use of hate 
speech. This period of 26 years can be divided in three sub-periods that have been defined by 
major public developments with a serious impact on almost all public spheres, including the 
issue of hate speech against the Roma. The first event was the fall of the totalitarian 
governments at the end of the 1980s. The second development is the political commitment of 
the Bulgarian government for accession to NATO and the European Union that was 
formulated in 1997.2 The most recent major event was Bulgaria’s EU accession in 2007.  
While the focus of this article is Bulgaria, there is much that is relevant for neighbouring 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe. I have analyzed the entire flow of several main daily 
newspapers, some weeklies, TV broadcasts and internet sites, as well as relevant reports and 
observations by different institutions and organizations.  
  
Hate Speech: Manifestations and Stereotypical Images 

 
The first months after the fall of the totalitarian government in Bulgaria in 1989 witnessed a 
turbulent political debate in which Roma were almost invisible and rarely mentioned in 
national media. Sporadic appearances of the Roma topic were registered around the general 
elections in 1990. These publications were rather neutral or even positive (for example telling 
about Roma victims of the Communist regime). 

 
The Roma became visible in the media in 1991. The change of the prism towards this 
minority was not gradual, it happened overnight. Leading mainstream dailies such as Duma, 
Trud, and later on 24 Chasa, first started publishing short articles with titles such as “Gypsy 
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 “Epidemia ot slovo na omrazata v onlain mediite” (Epidemic of hate speech in online media), Me-

diapool, 28.03.2016, translation from Bulgarian by the author. All titles of articles and quotes used in 
this article were translated from Bulgarian by the author. 
2 Accession to the Euro-Atlantic structures was one of the main priorities of the government of Ivan 
Kostov which took office in May 1997. In October 1999, the European Commission recommended to 
the EU member states to start official negotiations for Bulgaria’s accession to the EU.  



Thieves Beat up a Militiaman”3, “Gypsy Thieves Were Captured”4, “Dark-skinned 
Annexation”5, and others.  

   
A few important features became immediately evident in these publications. First, the 
information for them was provided by the National Police (at the time this institution was still 
called People’s Militia). The publications were not based on journalistic investigation or own 
sources, but they were a transmission of the information from the police. Second, the 
information was not produced in compliance with basic journalistic rules such as providing 
an alternative viewpoint. Third, Roma were always presented as criminal actors. Fourth, the 
publications referred to the ethnic origins of the Roma establishing a link between ethnicity 
and the criminal act, i.e. the Roma ethnicity is in itself a generator of criminal acts. The 
tendentious approach and the double standard were underscored by the fact that the ethnicity 
of crime suspects or perpetrators was made explicit only in the case of the Roma and not in 
the case of other ethnic groups. Fifth, the information that “Gypsy thieves have beaten up a 
militiaman” by suggesting that the Roma attacked an institution of the Bulgarian state 
fostered hatred towards Roma as ‘enemies of the state’ on the part of ethnic Bulgarians.   

 
The attack on Roma on the part of the police and the media came as a surprise to the Romani 
activists at the time; still less expected was the transformation of these first manifestations of 
hate speech into a systematic practice in the years that followed. Developments later in 1991, 
indicated that there was nothing incidental in the collaboration between the police and the 
media against the Roma that became evident from these early publications, but that it was the 
beginning of a lasting phenomenon. The police began regularly providing the media with 
ethnically profiled information about criminal acts in which Roma were selectively 
mentioned in the context of crime.6  This was a new approach, for until then police criminal 
reports did not mention the ethnic origins of the suspects or perpetrators. An important fact is 
that the articles featuring Roma as suspects or perpetrators were published usually in the 
absence of an immediate information event, i.e. a concrete criminal act, but they presented 
summary data that the police presented at briefings, especially dedicated to crimes committed 
by Roma. The strong presence of the police in media publications on the Roma, both as a 
source of statistical information and as commentator or interpreter of this information, 
reinforces the hypothesis that the media was acting as a proxy in an organized event with the 
specific goal to scapegoat the Roma.  

 
It is important to mention that the sudden shift that took place in the beginning of 1991 was 
evident across the entire field of media output, rather than just the work of individual authors 
or publications. It was evident that approaches to the Roma theme were the result of 
coordinated planning rather than a spontaneous media reaction to social realities. 

                                                           
3 “Tsigani kradtsi prebivat militsioner” (Gypsy thieves beat up a militiaman), Duma daily, 
31.01.1991.  
4 “Zaloveni tsiganski kradtsi” (Captured Gypsy thieves), Duma daily, 8.01.1991. 
5 “Murgava aneksiya” (Dark-skinned annexation), Trud daily, 21.01.1991. 
6 On 18 February 1991, Duma daily published the article “Gypsy barons are fingering across the city 
of Sofia”. The newspaper quotes Colonel Zahariev from the Ministry of Interior’s department of in-
formation and analysis, who stated: “No one can assert that all Gypsies in our country have criminal 
inclinations. Recently, however, the criminal activities of some parts of the Gypsy population are 
getting more brutal, characterized by aggressiveness and cruelty. Out of approximately 35,000 Gyp-
sies in Sofia, that is 3% of the population, the Gypsies perpetrated 13-16% of all criminal and eco-
nomic offences on the territory of the capital city. Today, the militia finds it difficult to respect the 
criminal gangs.” 



The publication entitled “The Big Pretence” by the journalist Vesselina Sedlarska is a 
concentrated expression of the milestones of hate speech against Roma that have been used in 
the media in the following years. 7  The abundance of stereotypical images of the Roma 
contained in the publication are still, to this day, in public circulation, in particular:  
 

• The Gypsies are a criminal factor; 
• The Gypsies are aggressive towards the ethnic Bulgarians; 
• Public institutions are indifferent to the aggression on the part of the Gypsies towards 

ethnic Bulgarians;  
• The Gypsies are a demographic threat for the ethnic Bulgarians;  
• The Gypsies are a privileged group;  
• The Gypsies abuse the social assistance system; 
• The Gypsies are irresponsible parents; 
• The Gypsies do not value education; 
• The Gypsies are “primitive” people;  
• There is a cultural and a civilizational gap between the Gypsies and the ethnic 

Bulgarians;  
• The Gypsies are a problem for the Bulgarian state.  

 
The media environment in Bulgaria has been reproducing this distinctive catalogue of 
stereotypes and false notions, with periods of peaks and recession, over the past 25 years.   
 
In the article, the author also blames the Communist regime for not allowing journalists to 
openly discuss “the problems that the Gypsies create”.  Ironically, in the democratic state, 
one of the first manifestations of the freedom of speech, turns out to be the freedom to write 
and talk against the Roma. Although the issue of hate speech against the Roma in the years 
prior to 1989 has not been a subject to special studies and analyses, it is touched upon in 
publications by Bűchsenschűtz, Marushiakova and Popov, Crowe, and others.8  
 
Their works reveal that hate speech against Roma during the Socialist period consisted of 
isolated acts and was a rare phenomenon in the communication between the Roma and the 
ethnic Bulgarians, among public figures, and in the media at the time. Negative attitudes 
towards Roma, which existed in society were not legitimized at institutional level or by the 
mainstream media. The media under the control of the Communist party did not tolerate 
hostile portrayal of the Roma. A similar situation existed in other CEE countries. For 
example, in 1990, Mr Osztolykan, a Hungarian Roma activist from the Fraternity 
organization told the Sunday Times that, “There is a danger that the attitudes suppressed by 
the Communist regime for over 40 years, would surface again.”9  

 
It is not an exaggeration to say that since 1991, the hostile discourse in Bulgarian media 
against the Roma has become a daily routine. Moreover, it was taking place not in marginal 
but in the mainstream media, in the newspapers with the biggest circulation. Sometimes, 
newspapers published three or four anti-Roma articles per day. The most common 
manifestation of hate speech in the publications at the time was the mention of the ethnic 

                                                           
7 Sedlarska, V., “Golyamoto prestruvane” (The Big Pretence), Trud daily, 4.03.1991. 
8 Marushiakova, E., Popov, Vesselin. Tsiganite v Balgaria (Gypsies in Bulgaria). Izdatelstvo Klub 90, 
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9 Smedley, S., Steven, Ch. “Milost za tsiganite” (Mercy for the Gypsies), Duma daily, 26.04.1990. 



origin of Roma as suspects or crime perpetrators. Articles of this type often concluded with 
offensive generalizing statements relating to the entire Roma population. Thus the 
commentaries about a specific instance grew into a negative identification of the whole ethnic 
group.  

 
Gradually, police officials introduced the term “Gypsy criminality” which the media freely 
circulated in the public space. An example from Trud daily illustrates the point: “It is a 
common view that the Gypsy criminality in the capital city is going through a real 
‘renaissance’ – it has increased three times compared to the previous year. During the 
yesterday’s briefing of the SDVR [Sofia Directorate of the Interior Ministry], a number of 
other worrisome facts were revealed: almost each fourth crime that had been revealed was 
perpetrated by the dark-skinned citizenry. Close to one-third of the population in the Gypsy 
ghettos was involved in criminal activities…”10 

 
Police reports circulated by the media tend to report increasing rates of crimes by the Roma. 
The annual analysis of the state of criminal activities in the country conducted by the Trud 
daily announced: “The analysis according to the characteristic “ethnic origin” of the 
perpetrators justifies the term “Gypsy criminality” – about one third of all criminal offences 
in which the perpetrators were revealed, were perpetrated by Gypsies.”11  

 
Accusations against Roma escalated in the following years. In 1994, according to the media, 
the Roma were not only perpetrators of crimes, but they were also guilty for the overall 
economic and social downturn of the country. The journalist Vesselina Sedlarska formulated 
a new accusation that the Roma and the economic elites in the country were equally 
responsible for the national catastrophe: She wrote that “… dark-skinned speculators 
[allusion to Roma], who took out in small pieces half of the country to south-east… red 
businessmen [reference to the political color of the Bulgarian Socialist Party], who took away 
in big chunks the other half of the country to north-west… The ordinary citizen could only 
hope that someone would hold to account those who are guilty for the national catastrophe.”12  

 
The material that most eloquently illustrates this trend is entitled “Gypsies Looted 
Bulgaria”13. The ambition of 24 Chasa daily, the daily with the highest circulation at the time, 
was obviously to put the topic into the spotlight. The article was spread over four pages, a 
large spread by Bulgarian standards; the title was written in big size letters with a different 
color. The article aimed to reach the maximum number of readers, and was published in the 
Saturday edition of the newspaper which had the highest circulation of about a half million 
copies.  Although the main content of the publication was a mechanical compilation of 
previous reports that were meant to illustrate the “Gypsy criminality”, the bombastic, inciting 
language, and the journalistic manipulative techniques created a powerful message to the 
readers that the Gypsies and the “Gypsyisation” are the main perils for Bulgaria’s future as a 
state. The article had the effect of a media bomb leaving a lasting mark in the Bulgarian 
media field.   
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Several years after the publication of this article, Mihail Ivanov, expert on ethnic relations14, 
commented for the Bulgarian National Radio: “… without doubt, when ethnic tensions in our 
country are on the rise, this fact diverts the attention of all of us from the actual problems 
facing the country, which are not few and which are very deep. It has always been the same, 
if you remember a compilation in 24 Chasa daily entitled “Gypsies Looted Bulgaria” – as if it 
was not the oligarchs but the Gypsies who looted Bulgaria, not that some of them have no 
contribution. However, when things are steered in this direction, the obvious intent is to 
distract public attention.”15   

 
In later years, we witnessed increasing activity by the media for a purposeful amplification of 
the negative collective image of the Roma as a people prone to crime. Roma were charged 
with collective guilt. With the contribution of almost all media, the term “Gypsy criminality” 
became axiomatic. This term was exploited to describe the Roma as people who commit 
crimes for a living. While the ethnic origin was always mentioned when the perpetrators were 
Roma or even when there was only a suspicion that the perpetrators were Roma, very rarely 
did media publications mention the ethnic origin of Roma as victims of crimes, especially in 
cases when Roma were victims of police violence, which was a serious human rights concern 
in the 1990s. The titles that I mentioned in this article are just a minor part of the abundant 
material published illustrating the lasting tendency to demonize the Roma ethnic group in the 
Bulgarian public sphere. The publications exploited and exacerbated existing negative 
attitudes towards Roma in the everyday consciousness of the non-Roma and generated 
intolerance and ethnic hatred.  

 
Vulgar and degrading language has been one of the key media instruments to fortify the 
message and provoke hatred towards the Roma.  Especially active with over 60 publications 
with inciting anti-Roma messages in the period 1994-1996, was the journalist Anna Zarkova, 
head of the criminal department of the Trud daily. It can be stated that the thematic line of 
“Gypsy criminality” is a major part of her overall journalistic work. The fact that this 
journalist received the best journalist award of the newspaper featuring her work in the 
respective period, illustrated that hate speech against the Roma was a policy of the edition 
because not only such publications were not criticized or sanctioned, but they received 
awards.16 

 
According to the expert on minority issues Antonina Zheliazkova17, in addition to ethnic 
hatred, Bulgarian media also incited mob violence against Roma.18 The article “Roma and 
Bulgarians fight for social assistance”19 is a striking example of incitement of the poor groups 
of the population to ethnic hatred towards Roma. The text of the article reveals that the 
situation described did not involve any ethnic based conflict over social assistance, however 
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1990-1997. 
15 Mihail Ivanov, interview for the Bulgarian National Radio, Radio Plovdiv, 17.2.2014, available at:  
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17 Antonina Zheliazkova was an expert on minority issues in the team of the advisor on minority is-
sues to the President of Republic of Bulgaria in 1990-1997. 
18 Zhelyazkova, A. Dve treti ot romaskite detsa ne uchat (Two-thirds of the Roma children do not 
attend school), 24 Chasa daily,22.2.1994.  
19 “Romi i balgari se biyat za socialni pomoshti”(Roma and Bulgarians fight over social assistance), 
Trud daily, 22.04.1994. 



the language of the article encouraged such conflict. Although this material was published on 
the front page of the newspaper with big headlines, it was not a report on any concrete story 
but presented hypothetical and unsourced concerns about the possibility of ethnic clashes for 
social assistance.  

 
Another even more strikingly provocative text is the article entitled “Stay out from the 
schnapps barrels!”20 The text is an open call for violence against Roma. It says: “For the 
Gypsies who dared to steal the distilling equipment for homemade brandy in the Dobrich 
region, it would be not enough to cut their hands. What a monstrous impudence – to snatch 
the distiller for home brandy – the single delight of the people?!”21 

 
Manush Romanov, a Romani activist, member of the Grand National Assembly 1990-1991, 
made a protest declaration stating that, “The fight against crime is turning into a police abuse 
of the Roma. Some circles in this country are preparing a new “revival” process.”22 

 
During the entire period, and especially at the time of the financial and economic crisis in 
Bulgaria in 1996-1997, when corruption and crime at the high levels of the state took 
unprecedented proportions, major Bulgarian media showed a clear tendency for focusing 
public attention on small offences. For example, on 13 June 1996, Trud daily published an 
article entitled: “Police officers should run after the small thieves!”23 Whether by accident or 
not, on the same page of the newspaper, there was an advertising slot of one of the major 
actors in organized crime in the transition period which had turned into an insurance 
company. Another article published by Trud daily in 1997 follows the same line: “While the 
Ministry of Interior is after the big mafia, it misses the street thugs.”24  

 
In addition to “Gypsy criminality”, the media also enforced the use of the term “household 
crime” as another denotation for crimes associated with Roma notwithstanding the fact that 
police statistics demonstrate that Roma are not the most important factor in this segment of 
criminality. Today, the theme of household crime is in the election platforms of most of the 
political parties in Bulgaria and is in daily circulation in the media.  

 
The tendency to focus public attention on small crime suggests a dependency of the media 
from major economic factors. In this relation, the sociologist Rumen Dimitrov commented: 
“When the media get political freedom from the state, they become economically dependent 
upon the market. The economic dependency derives from the audience, from the advertiser, 
and from the owner. Unfortunately, among these three factors, the audience (due to 
impoverishment and exclusion from the governance) is the weakest, although it should be the 
strongest.”25 The author adds that, “… there are only politico-economic icebergs, holding 
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 In Bulgarian language this is a warning against thieves. 
21 “Dolu ratsete ot kazanite s rakiya”. (Stay out from the schnapps barrels.) Trud daily, 22.11.1995. 
22 “Tsigani se plashat ot policeiska razprava” (Gypsies are afraid of police crackdown), 24 Chasa dai-
ly, 14.08.1992. The Revival Process is the official name of the campaign launched by the Communist 
authorities in 1986 for the changing of the Muslim names of Bulgarian Turks and Roma with Chris-
tian names. 
23 “Policaite da tichat podir drebnite razboinitsi” (Police officers should run after the small thieves), 
Trud daily, 13.06.1996. 
24 “Dokato goni golemite aferisti, MVR podminava ulichnite banditi” (While the Ministry of Interior 
is after the big mafia, it misses the street thugs.), Trud daily, 28.02.1997. 
25  Dimitrov, R.  “Mediite ne mogat da badat po-bolni ot politikata” (Media cannot be sicker than 
politics), Trud daily, 14.03.1996. 



some media on their top. The media pragmatically undertook to lobby for their icebergs 
before the public.”26 

 
It is important to note that towards the end of 1997, a certain change was felt in the landscape 
of hate speech against Roma in the media. The media adopted a more balanced approach to 
the Roma theme. The main factor for this change was the preparation of the Bulgarian state 
for the start of the EU accession negotiations. The dialogue with Brussels had a positive 
effect on issues such as tolerance and human rights. The active position of the Roma activism 
and the dialogue it sought with the media is not to be underestimated as a factor towards this 
effect as well. In October 1997, Roma organizations invited mainstream media at a national 
meeting, after which there was a slight improvement in the tone of the media towards the 
Roma. Another event that influenced the change was the purchase of the two major dailies 24 
Chasa and Trud by the German media group WAZ, after which the editorial policy of the 
newspapers changed in a positive direction. All these factors contributed in one degree or 
another for a more tolerant attitude towards the minorities. More Roma were able to access 
the media as authors, presenters or sources of information. A larger space opened for the 
viewpoint of the Roma. Unfortunately, this was a short-lived achievement; after a few years, 
there was a relapse into the predominantly anti-Roma discourse of the media, which 
continues until today.  

 
Capitalizing on hate speech against the Roma   

 
An instance of manifestation and use of hate speech against the Roma that deserves careful 
study is the police operation in the Roma neighborhood in the town of Pazardjik in 1992. On 
29 June 1992, the Director of the Regional Police in Pazardjik, Arlin Antonov, conducted a 
massive police operation in the Roma neighborhood.27 The operation was carried out with the 
purpose to demonstrate adequate police response to the “Gypsy criminality”, and the media 
created a very positive, almost heroic image of Antonov. The police operation started early in 
the morning without a concrete occasion; the police attacked arbitrarily dozens of houses of 
Roma and arrested Roma on false accusations. The operation was criticized for the brutality 
of the police actions and the numerous violations of the Bulgarian and international law by 
human rights advocates in Bulgaria and abroad. Despite this, the police operation in Pazardjik 
prompted an immediate career jump for the police chief who conducted it. Already in the 
evening on the day of the operation, Antonov was promoted by the Minister of Interior into 
the position Chief of the National Security Service. Later on, Antonov continued capitalizing 
his image of a fighter against “Gypsy crime” and became a member of parliament.28  Further 
in this text, I would signify the phenomenon of persons or political parties who were publicly 
rewarded for their demonstrated capacity “to deal” with the Roma as the “Antonov model”.   

 
The “Antonov model” turned out to be inspiring for persons with political ambitions. The 
first one who tested hate speech against Roma in the political field was the leader of a 
marginal political party, Georgy Gelemenov. His strident anti-Roma and openly fascist 
rhetoric secured him a regular presence in the media and in most cases benevolent media 
coverage which he did not enjoy in his political work before he adopted anti-Romani 
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rhetoric.29 Despite the massive media coverage that Gelemenov received, he did not manage 
to secure electoral support in order to enter the national parliament. His sudden appearance in 
the field of anti-Romani rhetoric in the beginning of 1994 as well as his sudden withdrawal 
two years later, is indicative of a strategy for the testing of public reactions rather than a 
spontaneous political act.  

 
A much more successful was the next big attempt for a political career based on hate speech 
towards minorities, in particular towards the Roma. Volen Siderov began with anti-Romani 
speech in the mid-1990s. As a journalist in 24 Chasa daily, Monitor daily and later in Skat 
TV, he prepared the grounds for his appearance on the political scene in 2005. In May 2005, 
Siderov took advantage of one case of a drunken brawl among Roma and Bulgarians in a 
neighborhood restaurant which ended with the death of an ethnic Bulgarian. Ataka party led 
by Siderov, through extensive presence in the media managed to enforce the notion that the 
described incident had been a case of an ethnically motivated murder of an ethnic Bulgarian 
by a Roma. The anti-Romani rhetoric based on the so called “Gypsy criminality” was 
compounded by the assertion that the Roma are a privileged group which touches deep 
sensitivities in the Bulgarian public. As a result, Ataka party won 8.93% of the vote at the 
parliamentary elections in 2005 and entered the national parliament.30 Ataka was the first 
Bulgarian party which was elected to the national parliament on the promise to deal with the 
minorities, and with Roma in particular, but unfortunately, it was not the last one. As of 2016, 
Ataka is still represented in the parliament and in addition to it, two other parties (the 
Patriotic Front and the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization) exploiting 
practically the same political resource as Ataka, became part of the ruling majority after the 
parliamentary elections in October 2014. Moreover, while Ataka never succeeded in 
obtaining real power resources (as it has never been part of the government), the Patriotic 
Front and the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization became part of the governing 
majority with all consequences ensuing from this position.  

 
The “Antonov model” has had dozens of applications until today. The long list of people who 
were tempted to exploit it includes not only representatives of xenophobic parties but also 
representatives of parties which present themselves and are perceived as mainstream. For 
example, the Minister of Health in the national government that was formed after the 
elections in October 2014, decided to boost his approval rate by threatening not to send 
emergency aid cars in Roma neighborhoods and calling the Roma “cattle”.31  Most blatant, 
however, is the statement made by the leader of a parliamentary xenophobic party in front of 
the Bulgarian parliament, in which he defined the Roma as “bestial sub-humans”.32  
 
Analysis of the possible roots of anti-Roma speech 
 
Most observers of hate speech against the Roma have focused on the manifestations of hate 
speech, while the phenomenon is rarely viewed in terms of its root causes. Usually, the 
analysis points to the negative prejudices and stereotypes for Roma in society which affect 
journalists and politicians, among others, as well as to the racist views of some public figures 
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31 Vaksberg, T. “Vratata, koyato Moskov otvori” (The door which Moskov opened), Deutche Welle, 
Bulgarian section, 18.12.2014. 
32 “Simeonov pak nareche romite osvirepeli chovekopodobni” (Simeonov again called the Roma bes-
tial subhumans), Club Z, 11.03.2015. 



and media. In this text I am proposing some hypotheses for which I provide indirect rather 
than direct evidence but I trust that these thoughts would contribute to the development of the 
debate on the issues moving us closer to the actual roots of hate speech against the Roma.  
 
Undoubtedly, one of the major causes relates to the dramatic collapse experienced by 
Bulgaria in almost all public spheres after 1989 – economic, social, educational, and cultural. 
Georgi Bankov, Deputy Minister of the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, who was quoted 
by 24 Hours daily in 1994, stated that “approximately 85% of the Bulgarians live below or at 
the edge of the social minimum.”33 Along with this, according to Svetoslav Terziev, “the 
problems of institutional corruption and organized crime condoned by the state”34 have 
grown to threatening proportions. The spreading of white-collar crime was also commented 
by Dimitar Moskov, chief of the Economic Police, in an interview for Trud daily: “No one 
can say what are the actual proportions of economic crime, but they are much larger that the 
figures that we provide in our public reports. The worst thing is that today the state 
purposefully does not protect its own yard. And this is how it would be perhaps in the next 
few years while we are in the phase of the accumulation of capital. Until then, many circles 
would not need a strong economic police. There is an economic mafia in our country. We 
have information about connections between high ranking officials and criminals at various 
levels…”35 
 
In the same vein, Duma daily published an analysis of the economic expert Van Petrov: 
“Chaotic, without strategy and realism economic liberalization, the interweaving of the fight 
for power with an unprecedented and arrogant protection of economic interests, are 
encouraging the violation of the law and stimulating social inequality. The Private sector as 
in no other post-communist country, has grown by absorbing public resources. Bad credits, 
hiding of income, fraud and faking of documents, remain unpunished crimes in the economic 
life of the country.  The high price of this unfairness is the birth of social envy among the 
ranks of the unanointed.”36  
 
The danger of the transformation of social envy and hatred into ethnic hatred has been 
commented upon by the renowned Bulgarian historian Andrey Pantev. In his view, the 
inevitable dissatisfaction among the prevailing part of the Bulgarian society that was 
provoked by the deteriorating social status, may tempt the ruling class to condone nationalist 
acts.  Pantev says: “In moments of crisis such as today, nationalism in Bulgaria might be 
revived. When there is no other culprit, the pool of culprits was more or less dried, you would 
find a foul vent in which the culprits are Gypsies, Turks, Armenians, etc.”37 
 
Against the background of the shocking proportions of social decay, acknowledged even by 
officials, the hypothesis that the ruling class (who also controls the media) would encourage 
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diversion of public attention from the problems of the day and would seek to vent public 
tensions by channeling public discontent towards weaker groups in society, sounds logical.  

 
A good example reinforcing this hypothesis is provided by two subsequent materials 
published by Standart daily in February 2013.38 At that time, social unrest was boiling in the 
streets of several towns across the country. People were protesting against the monopolies, 
the oligarchy and the government, who had impoverished large masses of the population at 
such an extent that people were unable to pay for their electricity bills. In two subsequent 
editions, Standart daily indirectly and partly directly agitated people to vent their anger 
against Roma and not against the government.  
Without doubt, most people rationally understand that it is not Roma who bear the 
responsibility for the economic and social decline of the country, at least because they were 
not in government in this period. In the case of the strategy illustrated by the publications in 
Standart, aims at provoking readers’ emotions, and by their emotional engagement to obscure 
their rational judgement.  
Practically everyone engaged with the observation and analysis of the media in Bulgaria, 
acknowledged that the media have negligible independence as an actor in the public sphere, 
most often being a function of their sponsors and owners from among the politico-economic 
elites.39 According to the most recent rating of media freedoms in Bulgaria in 2015 conducted 
by Reporters without Borders, “most of the media in Bulgaria are the property of politicians 
and oligarchs”. 40   The tightening control over the media by oligarchic circles is the reason 
for the downward movement of the country in media freedom ratings from 35th position in 
2006 to 113th position in 2015, among 180 countries.41 The journalist Polina Paunova also 
highlighted the model “power, money, media” in her analysis of Bulgarian media for 2014.42 
She noted that Bulgarian media are under political and economic pressure.  

 
On the one hand, there is no doubt that the political and economic circles which are 
responsible for the overall downfall of the country, have a vested interest in diverting public 
attention from the most poignant problems and channeling public discontent in a direction 
which is safe from their point of view. On the other hand, it is also evident that the Roma 
have been a constant target of a steadily rising tide of hate speech in the public space since 
1991. Other groups became targets of hate speech as well but they should be the topic of 
separate studies. First to launch the attack were the media, then politicians and statesmen 
joined, then the circle was expanded by academic groups and organizations. This 
phenomenon is difficult to explain merely by the existence of anti-Roma prejudice and 
stereotypes in society. The existence of such attitudes in society which cannot be denied, has 
never exceeded 10%, of the vote, at its peaks, during elections. Without downplaying the role 
of racist attitudes of individual journalists and of journalism as a whole, this factor is not 
sufficient for a complex explanation of the root causes for hate speech against Roma. 
According to the analysis of the journalist Lyudmil Iliev, the ruling factors are the ones who 
instigate ethnic tensions, which he illustrated by the racist statement of the leader of a 
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government party. The journalist commented that: “Why should we be surprised by the 
instigation of ethnic tension, when as we know the fish begins to stink at the head. In the 
national parliament, the nationalists openly define Roma as “semi animals” and “the missing 
chunk between the Neanderthal and Homo Sapiens". 43 
 
As a result of the failed economic and social policies that caused huge unemployment and 
migration, the population of the country was reduced from close to 9 million people in 1989 
to 7.3 million people in 2011, according the National Statistical Institute.44  It is not 
surprising that the attacks against Roma featuring them as a demographic threat are aimed at 
arousing negative emotions in order to distract the general public from the policy failures of 
the governing elites.  
In the last five-six years, a new trend for an escalation of the anti-Roma speech is evident. 
This trend is characterized not only by the instigation of hatred but also by incitement to 
violence. According to the media expert Georgi Lozanov, “the purpose is not merely to 
affront but to eliminate, to strike down the enemy.” 45 In the most recent cases of criminal 
incidents-turned into-ethnic clashes in Katunitsa (2011), Garmen (2015), and Radnevo 
(2016), the protests against Roma were not spontaneous events but they were instigated by 
political parties and media. As of 2016, the media coverage of Roma and minorities is far 
from balanced, and there are not even prospects for normalization.  
 
It should be noted that the Roma in Bulgaria are not the most hated group in society, 
however, the most zealous and systematic efforts on the part of a wide circle of political, 
governmental, media and other public factors were aimed at instigating public hatred 
especially against Roma. Why the Roma are the main target is a question that deserves a 
separate discussion. Some hints in this respect were provided by the journalist Galya 
Dachkova in her analysis “Freedom of speech, but only for easy targets”.46 The journalist 
Tatyana Vaksberg shared her concerns that: “Dehumanization is the last phase of the semi-
conscious preparation of a society for physical aggression against the different. This phase is 
preceded by verbal and then physical demarcation of a given ethnic or racial group, its 
collective stigmatization as harmful for the majority due to its bad characteristics, and by the 
conclusion that these bad characteristics are innate for this group, i.e. they are incorrigible.” 47 
Vaksberg also reminded that the Holocaust as well as the Srebrenica massacre were preceded 
by dehumanization similar to the one to which Roma are subjected today.48 
 
In 2011, several Roma and non-Roma civic organizations made a new attempt to start a 
dialogue with the media in order to negotiate a more balanced approach to the Roma theme in 
the media. Unlike the experience in 1997, when the media as a whole demonstrated some 
effort to normalize the picture of Roma, eleven years later, the media either ignored the 
arguments of the civic organizations or, in the prevailing case, refused the dialogue with them 
by not turning up to the meeting organized by the NGOs.  
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As of 2016, the worrisome trends of hate speech against the Roma are not reversed. I believe 
that the efforts to revive the debate would contribute to a better understanding of the problem 
on the part of the powers of the day and for an improvement of the situation. This debate is 
important also because in recent years the trend for collective stigmatization affects not only 
the Roma but it spreads over larger circles of society as well. Officials and politicians at 
various levels routinely resort to arguments laying the blame for the low social status of big 
numbers of people on their lack of entrepreneurial spirit and laziness. As illustrated in 
statements by the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Labor and Social Policy, Ivaylo 
Kalfin, pointing to people’s lack of initiative and reluctance to seek jobs could be a strategy 
to avoid the serious questions of why so many people in the country suffer from social and 
economic deprivations.49 In the same vein are statements of other politicians such as Georgi 
Kadiev, member of Bulgarian parliament in 2016 and Boyan Rassate, leader of the Bulgarian 
National Union who, commenting the social situation in the country, blamed Bulgarians for 
their laziness and stupidity.50  
 
Conclusion 
 
The main goal of this article was to illustrate key characteristics of the problem of hate 
speech against the Roma as well as to analyze the driving forces behind it. I tried to provide 
evidence for the hypothesis that hate speech and hate speech against Roma in particular, is 
much less the result of spontaneous negative attitudes in society than it is an instrument of the 
ruling elites to absolve themselves from responsibility for government failures during the 
transition period by diverting public discontent from the social and economic problems. The 
overwhelming public discontent was made evident by a Gallup International poll in 2014 
showing that the prevailing part of Bulgarian society considers that the policies in the 
transition period were not successful.51  
I did not attempt to refute the theses that are in the center of the hate speech discourse 
because this debate should be the focus of a separate analysis. However, I think that with 
regard to the question what is the factual basis of hate speech publications, it would be 
relevant to mention an illustrative example.  
 
On 7 May 2002, Monitor daily published a whole page interview with Boyan Boyanov 
(publicly known as Boyan Rassate), member of the Bulgarian National Alliance (later leader 
of the organization).52 In the interview, he claims that he was a victim of physical assault and 
aggression by a group of Roma who recognized him as an activist of a nationalist 
organization. The interview makes an insinuation that ethnic Bulgarians are victims of Roma 
aggression because of their patriotic ideas. The newspaper also published a picture of Boyan 
Boyanov with a bandaged head. Three days later, on 10 May, the same newspaper continued 
the topic with an analysis by Volen Siderov (at that time Siderov was a journalist and deputy 
to the editor-in-chief of Monitor daily), again published on an entire page, in which Siderov 
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uses the occasion with the alleged aggression against Boyan Boyanov in order to develop the 
thesis that Bulgarian patriots are victims of Roma.53 
 
Some years later, however, the author of the interview, Kapka Siderova, admitted in her book 
“Mission Ataka”, published in 2011, the following: “While I was asking him [Boayn 
Boyanov] questions for the interview, I felt that he was duping me at each point. Each time 
he was telling me a new version of the beating. It turned out that he knew the Gypsies, that he 
was in good relations with them… He was virtually wordless at some questions, not knowing 
what to say… I offered to describe the case for him, i.e. to write the answers to my questions 
on my own. He accepted with a relief. I admit that as an experienced journalist, I embellished 
the interview a lot making it sound patriotic and heroic. While I was making up the interview, 
I was trying to persuade myself that, after all, he may have told the truth… These are all 
defenses that people invent when they decided to delude themselves. When I put the final 
full-stop of the interview, it turned out to be a killer. You would be shedding tears and 
clenching fists in anger. Boyan liked it a lot. Everyone liked it, from Volen54, to Blaskov55, to 
the readers... With regard to his “Gypsy” clashes, it turned out that the conflict is not on racial 
but on economic grounds. He was in the business with scrap iron, which Gypsies brought to 
him, and he often cheated them with the money… Logically, after that, they beat him.”56   
I think the above passage does not need further comments.57  We could only guess how many 
more hate speech publications against Roma were “invented”, falsified, manipulated like this 
and how many “patriots” were produced in the way described by Kapka Siderova.  
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