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Abstract

Bulgaria can be best described as a paradox:  it is an ancient land, rich in culture and natural beauty.  Its first republic was established in 681 A.D., older than any other still existing European state.  It is also among the newest of countries, having been newly reconstituted: after liberation from five centuries of Ottoman occupation, Bulgaria has been an independent monarchy, an ally of Nazi Germany, and a loyal satellite of the once powerful Soviet Union.  In November 1989, with the most peaceful of velvet revolutions, Bulgaria abandoned the Communist Party and established itself as a democratic republic with a market economy.

Since that date, Bulgaria has been struggling with its identity as a transitional economy.  Democratic elections have resulted in constant change in the parties in power, from democratic, socialist, and the party of the former boy king Simeon II.  Economic progress remains painfully slow, and most Bulgarians feel little improvement in their situation in the past 15 years.  While there has been economic growth and indeed prosperity in some sectors, the average salaries and pensions are below the poverty level of Europe, and the so-called Gray Economy is estimated at 30-35%.  

In contrast to the economic picture, Bulgaria enjoys a rich cultural heritage and impressive levels of education.  Universities struggle with lack of material resources; there is no lack of qualified faculty.  Due to the dual system of granting doctoral degrees – both universities and the Institutes of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences grant Ph.D.’s – there are more doctorally-qualified individuals than the country can support.  Despite the outflow of emigrants – the “brain drain” – the country educates students who become International Olympians in the sciences, mathematics, and computer science, students who go on to attend the most prestigious universities in the world, who enhance Bulgaria’s reputation on a daily basis.

Bulgaria joins the European Union on January 1, 2007.  It is in many respects prepared for accession.  However, along with many other EU members, and among other issues, Bulgaria needs to address a disturbing aspect of its culture: racism focused on the Roma population.   This is, in the authors’ opinion, a critical aspect of Eastern European culture, and addresses the conference theme, “Environment, ecology, and culture.” We do not mean to suggest that racism focused on Roma is a problem unique to Bulgaria or that racism is Bulgaria’s main problem.  On the contrary, we see this issue as having international ramifications that are critical for interculturalists. 

Literature Review and Key Concepts

We intend to examine the historical perspective on racism.  Racism is defined as “the theory or idea that there is a causal link between inherited physical traits and certain traits of personality, intellect, or culture and, combined with it, the notion that some races are inherently superior to others.”  (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2000)  Racism, or intolerance, entered writings on ethics and philosophy at the time of Locke, (Razavi & Ambuel, 1997) and is a major contemporary concern in all cultures.  Many recent wars have racism as a major precipitating cause:  Serbia, Palestine/Israel, Darfur, Kashmir, and World War II are just a sample.  


Bulgarians often present themselves as nonracist, the proof of this being the well-established fact that during World War II, despite its alliance with Germany, Bulgarians at all levels of society saved the Jewish people.  The monarch, partisans, Communists, clergy, and ordinary people joined in this endeavor; this is noted in Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem, this is noted, with the footnote that several thousand Macedonian Jews under Bulgarian control were victims of the Holocaust.  One explanation of why Bulgaria saved the Jews, uniquely among most European countries, is that the Jews were considered to be Bulgarians.  

While we can celebrate the fact that Bulgaria did not participate in the anti-Semitic actions of its allies, we can hardly call Bulgaria nonracist.  Evidence of this lies in the contemporary political scene.  In the June 2005 Parliamentary elections, a newly created ultra-nationalist and xenophobic party, Ataka, achieved success that could be envied by many well-established political parties.  It featured slogans of the type, “Let’s give Bulgaria back to Bulgarians,”  “Let’s stop the ‘Gypsy-ization’ of Bulgaria,“ and “Let’s stop the Gypsy Terror.”  The most important suggestions of the chauvinistic circles, that the minorities firstly are ‘people of a second category’ and secondly, together with the corruption of the political elite are the ‘guilty misfortunes’ of Bulgaria, these suggestions were clearly well greeted by the public and attracted approximately one tenth of the electorate. (Five Years Later, 2005, p. 39)  

A year later, Ataka captured 20 per cent of the vote for President.

..

Although there is some prejudice against a number of Bulgarian ethnic groups, notably the Turks, Pomaks and Moslems in general, by far the greatest vilification of any ethnic group falls to the Roma.  Recent research shows that:

86% of Bulgarians believe that Roma are lazy and socially irresponsible;

87% of Bulgarians believe that Roma are inclined to criminal activity; and

84% of Bulgarians believe that Roma are parasites, living on the backs of the others.

These are believed by 87% of Bulgarians to be the reason for poverty among the Roma.

(Five Years Later, 2005, p. 41)

Less systematic evidence validates these figures.  The butt of the cruelest jokes is always “Tsigane,” the gypsies.  The Bulgarian phrase, “Tsiganski rabota” or (Gypsy work) refers to the lowest quality of work or the lowest menial tasks.  Since the attitude of most Bulgarians towards Roma can be called intolerance, we can see that “The intolerant mind is convinced that it knows the truth and is certain that this truth is obvious and self-evident.”  (Razavi and Ambuel, 1997, p. xi).  Our students, friends, and acquaintances have repeated these beliefs over and over again.   However, there is another side.  A young Roma women student at the American University in Bulgaria told us, “Everyone says that my people are lazy, criminal, and don’t want to work, that we were given equality under Communism and then threw it away.  In fact, under Communism we had the worst jobs, and after the end of Communism we were the first to be fired.”  

While the prejudice against Roma is universal, we find the case of Bulgaria will illuminate the intercultural aspects of the problem.  The naïve wish to integrate Roma fully into society is impractical, if for no other reason than that the Roma themselves do not wish to change their culture (Fonseca, 1996).  Legislation in the past century in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania attempted to force assimilation, unsuccessfully.  “In the England and Wales of 1960 … legislation kept Gypsies on the move—in fact they were only “legal” while in motion.  But within a decade the reverse was true, as the 1068 Caravan Sites Act aimed to settle Gypsies … in which whole large areas of the country were declared off-limits to Travelers”  (Fonseca, 1996, p. 8).

We will examine other attempts elsewhere that have been made to cope with the harsh treatment of Roma.  Data on the current situation from two major documents will also be used (Zivkovic, 2005; Current Attitudes …)

As we do not advocate depriving Roma of their culture in any sense, we do feel that economic participation, as opposed to social integration, must take place.  In Bulgaria today, the Roma population is variously estimated at between 10-15 percent of the 8 million total population and is growing at a much greater rate than the ethnic Bulgarians. We are looking for economic participation – both for the sake of the Roma and to break the hostility of Bulgarians who claim that they face reverse discrimination when money is available to Roma only.  We believe that the cycle of poverty, hatred, and mutual vilification should be, must be, and, optimistically, will be broken.  
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