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INTRODUCTION 

Relevance of the topic 

Religion is one of the main factors influencing the cultural development of peoples around 
the world. Today, the world is becoming increasingly globalized and cultures are becoming 
more uniform, yet regional differences remain a factor that determines people's ways of 
thinking and behaving. Globalization and regional differences are two of the main topics 
addressed in this study, as religions are undoubtedly a global phenomenon. They determine 
the behavior of people around the world, and at the same time, even within a single religion, 
there are regional differences that are conditioned by geographical, historical, and cultural 
factors.  

The prevailing view in society today is that religion or religious customs and traditions are a 
prerequisite for irrationality, i.e., they lead to the disregard of the possibilities for rational 
thinking and analysis of information. There is a centuries-old dispute between religion and 
science. Religious postulates are often rejected by science due to a lack of serious evidence 
and inconsistency with scientific laws and theories. Nevertheless, there are scientists who 
seek the rational element in religion and try to build a bridge between it and science. One of 
them is Albert Einstein, who said: "Science without religion is lame, religion without science 
is blind." Another thought by Einstein illustrates his way of thinking: "I would like to know 
God's thoughts, the rest are details" (Taliaferro 2020) . 

The question of understanding religions and mutual respect between them has not only a 
philosophical aspect but also a purely practical significance. A large part of religious conflicts 
in the past and today are due to a misunderstanding of the very concept of religion and 
ignorance of both one's own and other religions.  No matter how different people are, there is 
one thing that they all have in common – faith in something that possesses inexplicable 
power. Therefore, religion, as a unique phenomenon in the development of society, has 
different interpretations and dimensions. From a philosophical point of view, it is a form of 
social consciousness or one of the spheres of people's spiritual life. From a moral and ethical 
point of view, religion contains moral principles that are binding on believers in their 
behavior in society (Traykov 2023). Our belief is that religions have a common foundation 
and the opposition between them is largely artificial, aimed at manipulating people, keeping 
them submissive and easily controllable, because although each of us has our own specific 
differences, be it in our genes, skin color, language, height, speed, or skills we have acquired 
over the years, we are all representatives of the same biological species. In essence, people 
are the same, and every identity—ethnic, religious, even racial—is imposed on us later with a 
single purpose: to be manipulated or exploited (Bardarov 2012). In most cases, the 
differences between us are explained by purely anatomical features, which is the basis of all 
racist theories from antiquity to the present day. This has already been rejected by science; 
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rather, the geographical environment has been and will continue to be an important factor and 
basis for differences between people. It is precisely this geographical factor that has played a 
major role in the differences that some religions have and distinguish them from their 
religious opponents.  

The deepest etymological interpretation of the word religion is that it comes from the Latin 
word "religare" - "to connect". This is precisely the deep essence of religion - to connect, not 
to divide people. By analyzing religions in detail, we will find how similar the core values 
they instill in their followers are. This is particularly important because religion is present in 
all cultures and historical eras and is an integral part of the lives and value systems of billions 
of people around the world today. 

At the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st centuries, there has been an increase in 
religious intolerance in the world and the formation of several fault lines of conflict between 
the major religions. This is particularly true of the Christian-Islam axis, which replaced the 
main conflict in the world in the second half of the 20th century between the West and the 
East. After the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) and the collapse of the Eastern socialist bloc, 
there was a sense that a period of relative peace was coming to the world, but this was soon 
disrupted by numerous religious conflicts between the three major monotheistic 
religions—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. The peak of this religious confrontation was the 
escalation of the Arab-Israeli conflict in October 2023 after Hamas invaded Israel. In just a 
year and a half, by June 11, 2025, according to official data1, just over 57,000 people were 
killed or disappeared without a trace in this conflict. 

From this point of view, and given the brutal fratricidal conflict on religious grounds during 
the breakup of Yugoslavia (in the 1990s), the preservation of ethnic and, even more so, 
religious peace in Bulgaria is the greatest achievement of the post-socialist period of 
development in our country (after 1989). It is even more important to preserve religious 
peace, as the threats and conflicts in the regions around us are becoming increasingly real. 
Article 13 of the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria states that freedom of religion is 
guaranteed, which is a prerequisite for confirming the model that exists in our country—that 
of ethno-religious tolerance.  This model, although often ignored by more extreme nationalist 
organizations and citizens, enjoys broad support from mainstream civil society. And although 
the leading religion in our country is Eastern Orthodox Christianity, other religions (Islam, 
Catholicism, Protestantism, Judaism, etc.) have their place in the religious life of the country.  

Religion has both a divisive and a unifying function, as it is one of the main pillars of ethnic 
stability, especially when subjected to external pressure and threats. This is most true for 
monotheistic religions. According to Bardanov (2012), monotheistic religion, with its single 
supreme God, imposes a single center around which all other components of the ethnic group 
and nation gravitate.  

The main research question we ask ourselves in developing this dissertation is what are the 
main factors that have contributed to the preservation of ethnic and religious peace in 
Bulgaria after 1989 and, respectively, what are the possible threats to its disruption in the 

1 Source: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. 
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coming decades. This is extremely important, as in the 21st century we live in a world of 
heightened religious confrontation that threatens peace and prosperity in many parts of the 
planet. Conflicts of this type are always very bloody and protracted, as religion is often the 
most sacred thing for a person and it is very easy to provoke hatred on religious grounds (Gur 
2002). However, as Bardarov (2012) writes, "there is no world religion that preaches violence 
and hatred or justifies the killing of innocent people." Every religion, without exception, at 
some stage in its development becomes an instrument for the ruling powers to control the 
masses and an instrument of violence with which the authorities terrorize and keep people in 
submission. Today, it is topical to talk about radical Islam, but every religion has had or has 
such radical terrorist movements. They are, in essence, a gross distortion of the meaning of 
religion, but this does not prevent them from being popular and increasingly widespread in 
the 21st century.   

In the context of our research thesis on ethno-religious peace in Bulgaria, it is very important 
to note the threats and prerequisites for the destruction of ethno-religious peace in the 
Western Balkans. A possible new conflict there would have extremely negative consequences 
for all Balkan countries and could lead to religious confrontations within them as well. For 
this reason, we will analyze the current ethnic and religious situation in the Western Balkans 
very carefully and thoroughly in the dissertation. The territory of the Balkan Peninsula, and 
especially the ethnopsychology of the peoples inhabiting it and the antagonism between them 
inherited over the centuries, followed by open revanchism, will always pose a threat to peace 
and stability, both in the region and in Europe as a whole. 

Purpose, object, subject, and tasks of the study. 

The object of study in the dissertation is the religious groups in Bulgaria in the 20th and 21st 
centuries. 

The subject of the dissertation is the development of religious groups in the country during 
the period under study, their relationships, and, above all, the confrontations arising from the 
political situation. 

The aim of the study is to analyze the factors and reasons for the preservation of 
ethno-religious peace in Bulgaria after 1989 and to outline the possible threats to its 
destruction in the coming years. 

At the beginning of the development of this dissertation, we set the following scientific 
research tasks: 

1. Clarification of the genesis and development over the centuries of the two main religions in 
Bulgaria - Christianity and Islam. 

2. In-depth analysis of the geographical distribution and dynamics of confessions in Bulgaria 
in the 20th and 21st centuries. 

3. Analysis of the extremely complex political events and changes in the country's 
governance and ideology after the Liberation, which led to ethnic and religious tensions. 
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4. Study of the geopolitical situation and acute religious confrontation in the Western Balkans 
at the end of the 20th century and the potential dangers of a new such conflict affecting 
Bulgaria. 

5. Outlining the potential threats of radicalization and provocation of religious conflict in 
Bulgaria through external intervention or internal political manipulation. 

For the purposes of the dissertation, we have used the following empirical and theoretical 
methods:  

The methods applied in this dissertation are both widely used in geography and general 
scientific methods. In the initial stage of the study, we mainly used the descriptive method to 
clarify and describe the object of research in more detail. This method is closely linked to 
general scientific analysis and synthesis, which we used to analyze and summarize the 
information from the literary sources we used. Comparative analysis also plays a key role in 
our study. It was applied to compare the theoretical knowledge and historical information 
about the emergence and development over the years of the individual monotheistic religions, 
which occupy an important place in our work. We also used the spatial (chorological) method 
to trace social transformations in individual territories, as well as their significance at the 
local, regional, national, and supranational levels. This method is closely related to the 
historical (chronological) method, as these transformations have developed over the years and 
historical data are an integral part of our study. The general scientific deductive and inductive 
methods also have a place in this work. We use them to compare and explain the 
interrelationships in the bilateral influence between "old-new" religions in a given territory. 
We use these two methods in conjunction with the spatial method for a clearer expression and 
understanding of the different territorial levels of research. The cartographic method and the 
geographic information systems (GIS) method are also of significant importance in this work, 
as they are applied to visualize the data on religious affiliations obtained from the censuses in 
the 21st century and to analyze this data more clearly and accurately at the municipal and 
regional levels. 

We encountered some difficulties in the process of preliminary preparation and development 
of this work. Our goal was to conduct a survey among representatives of religious 
communities, and for this purpose we sought the assistance of the National Council of 
Religious Communities in Bulgaria. The chairman expressed his willingness to participate, 
but we did not receive such support from the other members, and the survey did not take 
place. Another difficulty we encountered was the challenge of processing a huge volume of 
sources, as religious topics are the subject of attention from many researchers in various 
scientific and other fields.  

I would like to express my gratitude to the dean of the Faculty of Geology and Geography, 
Prof. Kliment Naydenov, for the opportunity he gave me and his understanding, without 
which it would not have been possible to combine my work as a young assistant at the faculty 
with the completion of my dissertation. To my scientific supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Georgi 
Bardarov, who never stopped giving me valuable advice and providing me with his 
unconditional support. To the head of the Department of Socio-Economic Geography, Assoc. 
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Prof. Plamen Patarchanov, and the other members of the department, without whose support 
the difficulties I experienced while working on my dissertation would have been much 
greater. I would like to express my special gratitude to Senior Assistant Professor Kaloyan 
Tsvetkov, without whom we would not have been able to use the cartographic method in 
Chapter Two of the dissertation, which is of great importance for our scientific work. To the 
other colleagues from the Faculty of Geography, Geograf.BG, and, of course, my family. 
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CHAPTER ONE. 

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL BASES OF THE 
RESEARCH 

This study is based on a rich set of literary sources, field observations, archival and statistical 
documents. The topic is interdisciplinary, which is why the theoretical materials used are 
from various scientific fields related to the theological, geographical, and historical 
foundations of the genesis and development of religions. Bulgaria is located at a geographical 
crossroads, and this is certainly reflected in its confessional development and confessional 
structure today. The focus of our study is the emergence and development of the major 
monotheistic religions on the territory of Bulgaria. Their interrelationships and the 
construction of a specific Bulgarian ethno-religious model of tolerance from the Liberation of 
Bulgaria to the present day. Of course, both the moments of crisis in the preservation of this 
model (e.g., the Revival Process of the 1980s) and the threats to its stability in the foreseeable 
future are taken into account. This is extremely important in the context of the large-scale 
demographic and ethno-religious changes in Europe as a result of the aging population and 
hyper-immigration from Africa and Asia since the beginning of the 21st century. It is also 
important in the context of the severe religious wars in the Western Balkans in the 1990s. 

I.1. Research methodology, geographical and terminological basis of 
religions.  

Religion is one of the main factors that play a role in the cultural development of nations. 
From a social point of view, religion can also be seen as a system of norms of behavior for 
individuals in society. The main task of religion is to give meaning to human life and to give 
people faith that not everything ends with death. In contrast to this essence of religion is 
anomie - the feeling of aimlessness or hopelessness caused by social life.  

A common concept in literary sources, as a synonym for the word religion, is confession. The 
meaning of this term from Latin is creed, a union of believers within a religion. In fact, the 
word confession is used in relation to any religion, but it should be emphasized that it is most 
acceptable to use it primarily for Christianity. To be precise, the literal translation of the word 
"confessio" is consciousness, recognition, and hence the interpretation of acknowledging 
one's own sins and mistakes. This is precisely why "confession" is one of the sacred 
sacraments in the Christian religion. 

The word sect comes from the Latin word secta, which means an organized religious group. 
This is precisely where the essence of the concept lies, which is understood to refer to a 
religious group or community of people that has separated itself from the official church. The 
sect completely rejects or distorts the dogmas2 established by the church. For this reason, the 

2 Dogmas are the established and accepted doctrines of a particular faith/religion, which are not 
subject to discussion or doubt and are accepted as unconditional truth among believers. 
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word sect is used primarily in a negative sense, as in Christianity with regard to so-called 
heresies3.  

Other important concepts related to the topic of our study are creed and cult. According to 
most researchers, the word creed can also be used as a synonym for the word religion. Often, 
this synonym can be found in various works on the subject. However, religion is also the 
direct translation of the word we described above—confession. Cult, on the other hand, 
should rather be associated with the word sect, but it is significantly more transient and 
temporary. For followers of a particular cult, the most important thing is to be surrounded by 
people who also follow and patronize that cult.  

Faith, on the other hand, is a completely different concept, which, of course, we cannot omit 
in this work. Faith, in short, represents trust, confidence, loyalty, etc. Faith, which is essential 
to the human mindset, is the basis of interpersonal relationships between people, as well as 
economic, political, legal, and, of course, religious relationships. Because "man is made of 
faith" (Прабхупада 2020). The word "believe" in many European languages comes from the 
Indo-European root "credo," which means the power given through sacrifice to the Divine, 
subsequently returned through prosperity, health, fertility, protection, etc. All rituals and 
ceremonies practiced in many ancient religions. However, faith is also a personal choice. Or a 
group choice that we accept as our own. Faith is born precisely when we ourselves do not 
know and/or cannot know; when our mind is unable to decide or respond to a particular case 
on its own (Градев 2017). 

I.2. Types of classifications of religions in the world 

Many researchers from various scientific fields have classified the world's religions. They use 
a diverse set of criteria, which is why there are several different classifications. It is important 
to note that the more widely used approaches to classifying religions are related to certain 
distinctive characteristics: time/years of origin; nature of God/deities; number of followers; 
geographical distribution; degree of influence (Трайков 2023). 

One of the most widespread religious classifications considers the characteristics related to 
the object of worship. When each form of worship and veneration is oriented towards one 
god, the religion is monotheistic, and when there are more gods, it is polytheistic. While it 
can be argued that monotheistic beliefs prevail among the world's population today, 
archaeological evidence points to the significantly earlier emergence of polytheistic religions. 
Such beliefs include ancient Egyptian and ancient Greek mythology. Before polytheism, it is 
believed that beliefs in the supernatural power of the natural elements or awe of stronger 
animal representatives prevailed. Some prayer rituals are associated with them, which have 
significant similarities today if we look at many contemporary beliefs.  According to 
Садовников и Згурский (2010), the emergence of polytheistic religions must be linked to the 

3 Heresy is a term associated with "apostates" or believers who deviate from the official religion and 
its dogmas. In Europe during the 12th-14th centuries, one of the most widespread heretical teachings 
was Bogomilism. 
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end of clan-community relations and the emergence of social differentiation in ancient human 
societies.  

An important criterion for classification is the common roots of religions in their theological 
essence. According to this criterion, religions are divided into Abrahamic and Dharmic. 
Abrahamic religions are so-called monotheistic (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), with Abraham 
as the patriarch of the first of these, hence the use of his name for classification. Abraham is 
considered the progenitor of the three major monotheistic religions. The group of Dharmic 
religions includes Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. What they have in common, 
apart from their local origin, is the so-called Law of Dharma4, which represents the existence 
of a permanent cosmic order to which all living beings are subject. This is precisely what is 
associated with the caste system among Hindus.  

There is also a quantitative classification that divides religions according to the number of 
followers. According to this criterion, religions are divided into world religions and local 
(national) religions. World religions are those whose followers number around and above 
one billion people, such as Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism. Buddhism also falls into this 
category. Local or national religions include Taoism, Confucianism, Judaism, Shintoism, and 
Sikhism. A distinction can be made between local and national religions, but it is of a spatial 
(horological) nature and does not relate to the number of followers. That is why we use the 
two groups as synonyms in this classification.  

I.3. The emergence and development of religious beliefs. Ancient 
mythologies 

Religion as a phenomenon in the development of human society has its own history and 
logical explanation, or rather, prerequisites for its emergence. Most scholars and researchers 
working in this field believe that the first beginnings of religious beliefs (myths and rituals) 
came from primitive people—Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons. These beliefs are related to 
the worship of the power of natural forces and the inability to explain them (storms, 
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, ice ages, etc.). Various natural phenomena were also objects 
of worship, such as rock formations, distinctive trees, the speed or strength of certain animal 
species, etc. The basis for thinking in this direction is the multitude of rock paintings, statues, 
and similar human inventions that have been discovered. One of the first examples of these 
beliefs is totemism, which is the belief in the supernatural kinship of humans with certain 
groups of animals. Totemism still exists in isolated communities in Africa, South America, 
and Oceania. Later, animism and shamanism appear (Толев 2023). They are related to the 
belief in the existence of various spirits that influence human life, as well as the belief in the 
supernatural powers of certain chosen people who can cause various disasters, death, births, 
heal, etc. Shamanism still exists today in some more remote parts of Asia—in the northern 
and eastern territories of the continent.  

4 Dharma (literally translated from Devanagari, it means "that which sustains, supports, and contains 
the regulatory order of nature") 
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With the emergence of social stratification in societies, slightly different social functions of 
religion also appeared. It now also served to confirm the divine origin of power and the 
division of believers into social classes. Tribes and chiefs appeared, who quickly began to 
take on the role of rulers, lords, and leaders, thus giving rise to hierarchy in religious 
movements. The so-called priests also appear, who have the role of clergy. They gradually 
took over the role of worship from the believers themselves, who until recently had 
worshipped the natural elements and nature.  

In this subchapter, we have made a brief analysis and focused on the religions of Ancient 
Egypt, Ancient Greece, and Ancient Rome. Gradually, we arrive at some of the main 
reasons that led to the need for new beliefs to unite the diverse population of the empire, 
which was diverse not only in religious but also in ethnic terms. This necessity was most 
keenly felt by Emperor Constantine the Great, who, under pressure from his mother, the 
devout Christian Helena, made Christianity official within the Roman Empire with the Edict 
of Milan5 in 313 (Бакалов 1992). 

I.4. Monotheistic religions – essence and development 

Judaism is considered to be the oldest known monotheistic religion in the world. It is also an 
example of a so-called national religion, which is spread mainly within the boundaries of a 
particular ethnic group or nation. The emergence of Judaism and its history began in the 
second millennium BC. Christianity is the most widespread of the three world religions. 
Today, it has approximately 2.6 billion followers6. The religion is monotheistic and originated 
with the teachings of Jesus Christ. It developed in the Middle East, in the region of Palestine, 
which at that time was part of the Roman Empire. At the heart of Christianity is the belief in 
Jesus Christ as the redeemer of human sins. The New Testament of the Bible – the Gospel, 
which exists in four versions (Luke, Matthew, Mark, and John) – is also associated with Jesus 
Christ. These gospels tell of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. One of the objective 
prerequisites for the emergence of the Christian faith is the existence of a messiah who must 
deliver the Jews from Roman oppression. At that time, a significant part of the Jewish 
community was strongly influenced by Hellenism, and it was precisely this prerequisite for 
the emergence of a new religion that could unite the Jews and prevent them from accepting 
new beliefs different from traditional Judaism, which had emerged almost 2,000 years earlier 
and was no longer so "attractive" to the community. A major contribution to the growth of 
Christianity's influence was made twelve years after the Edict of Milan, in 325, when the 
First Ecumenical Council was convened in Nicaea, Asia Minor. There, the symbols of the 
Christian faith were discussed and measures were taken to combat various heretical teachings 
(Arianism, Nestorianism, Monophysitism, etc.). In 326, Constantine the Great moved the 
capital of the empire from Rome to Constantinople, which was an important step in the 

6 According to data from countrymeters.info and the Pew Research Center, as of May 1, 2024, there 
were 2,583,647,624 Christians worldwide, accounting for 31.7% of the total world population. 

5 The Edict of Milan of 313, also known as the Edict of Mediolanum, is an edict/regulatory act drafted 
by Augustus Lucius and Augustus Constantine. Its main purpose was to officially proclaim Christianity 
as equal to other religions. This edict is also considered fundamental in terms of ending the 
persecution of Christians. 

13 

http://countrymeters.info
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/


explosive growth of the city in the fourth century, which even more quickly turned it into the 
center of the Christian faith.  

During the first centuries of its existence, the Christian world was united, and efforts were 
focused on combating heretical teachings and expanding influence in neighboring territories. 
At the end of the fourth century, after the division of the empire and the emergence of the 
Eastern Roman Empire and the Western Roman Empire, conditions were created for the 
formation of two branches of Christianity. This marked the beginning of the division in the 
Christian faith, which later split it into Orthodox in the East and Roman Catholic in the West. 
The official split occurred in 1054, during the so-called Great Schism7 (Трайков 2003). To 
this day, the two churches (Eastern Orthodox and Catholic) are under the umbrella of 
Christianity but have developed independently. To this day, the two churches (Eastern 
Orthodox and Catholic) are under the umbrella of Christianity, but they develop 
independently. After the schism, heretical movements appeared in Western Europe, but in 
order to prevent them, the Catholic Church created religious orders—the Dominican, the 
Maltese, and the Holy Inquisition. Within the territorial boundaries of the Orthodox Church, 
the aim was to strengthen the influence of Byzantium. A little later, Eastern Orthodoxy 
spread to other parts of Eastern and Southeastern Europe.  

Catholicism, according to believers, is historically the Church of Christ. They call it 
Universal or Apostolic. Since the schism in 1054 during the "Great Schism," the Catholic 
Church has begun its independent religious development. Unlike Orthodoxy, which adheres 
to the original dogmas of Christianity, Catholicism is characterized by the acceptance of new 
dogmas related to the hierarchy of the Catholic Church itself. In its independent development, 
Catholicism has gone through various historical periods. In the Middle Ages, the Catholic 
Church fought to establish its influence in Western European countries. It also opposed 
various heretical teachings that undermined the foundations of Catholicism. The 
Albigensian8 doctrine originated in southern France and, at the same time, in the town of 
Albi, near Toulouse, France. This happened in the 12th century when, at the same time, other 
similar teachings began to spread in other parts of Europe—for example, the Bogomils9 on 
the Balkan Peninsula (Bulgaria) and the Cathars, who spread not only in France but also in 
Italy.  

A very important period in the development of the Christian church was the Reformation. 
Essentially, the Reformation was a socio-political movement directed against the dogmas of 
Catholicism. This, in turn, was a major prerequisite for the emergence of the subsequent 
Protestant religious movements under the umbrella of Christianity. The ideologists of 

9 Bogomilism is a movement that emerged in the 10th century in the Orthodox Church in the Balkans 
as dualistic and reformist. It takes its name from Pop Bogomil, a Bulgarian priest who lived in the 
middle of the 10th century.  

8 The Albigensians, also known as Cathars, represent a religious movement that emerged in the 
middle of the 10th century but reached its peak and spread throughout the 12th and 13th centuries, 
mainly in Western Europe. The name Albigensians comes from the city of Albi in southern France, 
while Cathars is the more common name. The center of Catharism/Albigensianism was Languedoc, 
southern France. 

7 The Great Schism was the first major division in the Christian faith, between Orthodoxy and 
Catholicism. The schism occurred in 1054 between Constantinople and Rome. 
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Protestantism were Martin Luther10 and Jean Calvin11. During Luther's lifetime, Thomas 
Müntzer, who is considered the founder of Anabaptism12, also lived. His followers were 
known as the "rebaptized." During the riots instigated by Thomas Müntzer, Martin Luther 
declared himself in favor of preserving public order and at the same time against the anarchy 
and statelessness sought by the Anabaptists. This era was marked by the philosophy of 
Erasmus of Rotterdam13 in Christian Europe. It was here that the idea of free will existed, 
which Martin Luther did not accept. He strongly criticized this idea and wrote in his 
subsequent treatise that the believer and his will are subordinate, above all, to his Christian 
morality.   

Another branch of Christianity is the Anglican Church, or Anglicanism. Its emergence is 
linked to the spread of the Christian faith to the British Isles. This happened as early as the 
4th-5th centuries. The first Christian missionaries tried to convert the Celts, Angles, Saxons, 
and other peoples living on the islands at that time. At the end of the 6th century, by order of 
the Pope, the monk Augustine was sent to the island and became Archbishop of Canterbury. 
Thus, the territory of the islands was already incorporated into the sphere of influence of the 
Roman Catholic Church. This remained unchanged until the 16th century, when King Henry 
VIII14 came to power. After numerous disagreements between the papacy and the king, in 
1534 the separation of the Anglican Church from Rome was officially announced. Thus, 
papal authority in England became invalid, but regardless of this, the church in England 
retained its Catholic essence for the next few years.  

Based on these three teachings, movements, and churches—namely Lutheranism, Calvinism, 
and Anglicanism—a number of other Protestant churches emerged at a later stage. Examples 
include the Methodist, Baptist, and Pentecostal churches. There are also many other 
churches that consider themselves Protestant, as well as sects, although there is no clear 
dividing line between religious movements and sects. Examples include the Adventist 
movement, the Mormon movement, Jehovah's Witnesses, the Salvation Army, and 
others. Other interesting examples are the movements of the Quakers, the Amish, the 
Mennonites, and others.  

One of the most important religions practised today is Islam15. It is one of the three world 
religions and the second largest in terms of number of followers worldwide at the end of 
2024. This religion emerged in the 7th century AD on the Arabian Peninsula, which was then 
inhabited by various pagan tribes. Islam is the youngest of the three world religions and 

15 The word Islam comes from the verb aslama, which literally means "I submit" in Arabic. 

14  Henry VIII was King of England from 1509 to 1547. In 1534, under his influence, England broke 
away from Roman Catholicism and the Vatican and established the Anglican Church. 

13 Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) was a Dutch theologian, philologist, and philosopher who lived 
and played a major role in the struggle between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism.  

12 Anabaptism is an extreme reformist movement in Christianity that emerged in the 16th century. 
Thomas Müntzer (1489-1525) is considered the founder of Anabaptism. 

11 Jean Calvin (1509-1564) was a French theologian and founder of Calvinism. He was born in Nîmes, 
France, and studied theology in Geneva, Switzerland, where he became a pastor. 

10 Martin Luther (1483-1546) was a theologian and one of the founders of Protestantism in the form of 
the Lutheran Church. He is famous for his "95 Theses" of 1517, as a result of which he was 
excommunicated by the Pope. 
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therefore borrows some basic tenets from Judaism and Christianity. The emergence of Islam 
is associated with the name of Muhammad16, who, according to tradition, lived from 
570/571 to 632 AD. Muhammad was orphaned at an early age and was cared for by his 
relatives. At the age of twenty-five, he married the wealthy widow Khadija and had four sons 
and four daughters with her. However, only the daughters survived, as a result of which 
Muhammad's life was peaceful but clouded by the sad past associated with his sons. During 
one of his meditations in the cave of Hira, the archangel Jibrail (Gabriel) appeared before 
Muhammad and told him that he was called to found a new religion and spread it throughout 
the world. In this new religion, all would be equal before their God, Allah. From that moment 
on, according to tradition, Muhammad began to preach his teachings, and gradually followers 
gathered around him. After many vicissitudes and persecutions, in 629 Muhammad and his 
followers returned to Mecca and performed the ritual of worship. After several more ritual 
pilgrimages, Muhammad died, but not the religion he founded. After the creation of Islam, 
the Arabs on the peninsula united and achieved military successes against their neighbors in 
Ethiopia, Byzantium, and Persia. Through organized military campaigns, they spread Islam 
throughout the Arabian Peninsula and later to the Middle East, North Africa, and eastward 
through Persia to the northern parts of India. Thus, in the 8th century, The Arab Caliphate17 
was formed, occupying territories from India in the east to Morocco and Spain in the west. In 
Europe, Islam is more widespread on the Iberian Peninsula, where it reaches as far as 
southern France, the city of Poitiers. In Southeast Europe, Islam encountered the impassable 
"wall" of Khan Tervel as early as the 8th century. Today, Islam is one of the world's leading 
religions18. It has just over two billion followers, mainly in the Middle East, Central, South, 
and Southeast Asia, as well as North Africa. The two main branches of Islam are Sunni and 
Shia. The followers of Sunni Islam, or Sunnis, are the most numerous branch of Islam. They 
consider themselves the bearers of the authentic tradition, namely the sermons of Muhammad 
and the texts of the Quran19. Shiites also consider themselves the bearers of the authentic 
tradition. However, according to them, it is connected with Ali20. It is his teachings and 
example, according to the Shiites, that are more reliable than those of Muhammad.  

The main canons and rules of the Muslim faith are contained in the holy book of the religion 
– the Koran. A significant part of contemporary interpretations of the sacred texts in Islam are 
not part of it, but of the so-called hadiths21. These appeared centuries later, resulting in 

21 Hadiths are the oral forms of preaching religion by the Prophet Muhammad. It is believed that he 
was primarily focused on these forms of preaching, as opposed to the theoretical writings in the Quran 
and the suras. Therefore, it is believed that the traditions are in their purest form in the hadiths. 

20 Ali or Ali ibn Abu Talib was an Islamic leader, cousin, and son-in-law of Muhammad. For Shiites, he 
is the first imam and legitimate heir to the throne, while for Sunnis, he is the fourth and last of the 
righteous caliphs. 

19 The Quran (from Arabic: qur'ān - "I read," "I recite") is the holy book of Islam. It was compiled in 650 
during the reign of Caliph Uthman ibn Affan. It contains 114 suras (chapters) and a varying number of 
verses. 

18 According to data from countrymeters.info and Pew Research Center, as of May 1, 2024, there 
were 2,050,534,546 Muslims worldwide, accounting for 25.2% of the total global population. 

17 The Arab Caliphate is the general name for the Arab monarchy that emerged as a result of the 
territorial expansion of the Arab world and includes three periods: the Rightly Guided Caliphate 
(632-661); the Umayyad Caliphate (661-750) and the Abbasid Caliphate (750-945 and 1124-1258). 

16  Muhammad ibn Abd Abdullah, also known as Abu Qasim ibn Abdullah, is a religious leader, leader, 
and prophet of Islam. 
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confusion in interpretations and changes to some of the most important rules in the original 
form of the religion. This is precisely the ground on which radical Islam later developed. 
According to the Quran, Islam is based on the so-called Five Pillars22. It is very wrong to 
think that "jihad" is one of them. Nowhere in the Quran is it mentioned that it is part of these 
five pillars. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22  The five pillars of Islam are: shahada (symbol of faith), namaz (daily prayer five times a day), hajj 
(pilgrimage to Mecca), saum (fasting during the month of Ramadan – sacred to Islam) and zakat 
(alms to the poor). 
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CHAPTER TWO.  
THE EMERGENCE AND SPREAD OF THE MAIN RELIGIONS 
IN BULGARIA 
 
II.1. Christianity in Bulgaria – prerequisites for its emergence, spread 
and development over the years 
 

At the beginning of the first chapter, we provided a brief overview of the emergence of 
mythologies, beliefs, and religions in human history, as well as classifications of the major 
religions. In this part of the dissertation, we will focus mainly on the emergence in our lands 
of the major religions that are practiced today and their historical development. 

Christianity penetrated our lands in apostolic times (30-67 AD), when St. Paul the Apostle23 
preached the Christian faith in the present-day Greek cities of Veria and Thessaloniki. St. 
Andrew24 also played an important role in the spread of Christianity in our lands. Paul and 
his disciples headed the episcopal sees in Thrace and were also among the main figures in the 
construction of new churches during those years. 

With the beginning of Slavic immigration to the present-day Bulgarian lands, the number of 
local Christians decreased due to the numerical superiority of the new settlers. During the 
first years of their settlement, the Slavs began to adopt some aspects of the daily life, 
customs, and traditions of the local population, as well as their religious beliefs. The 
exceptions were the areas where the Slavs became the majority upon their arrival. In these 
places, the pagan beliefs they brought with them remained for a much longer period of time. 
A little later, towards the end of the 7th century, the Proto-Bulgarians appeared in our lands, 
bringing with them a new monotheistic faith. This was the belief in one supreme God - 
Tangra. During the reign of Khan Omurtag (815-832), the first reports of persecution against 
Christians appear. 

One of the most notable diplomats and statesmen in the entire history of our country is Boris, 
who ascended the throne in 852 and took the title of Khan, and later Prince. His foresight 
helped him unite the Bulgarian people under a common religious banner. What Boris saw 
was that the fate of the state was largely determined by the religion professed. And if much 
later, in 1897, Fr. Ratzel wrote that the spiritual connection of people to the land can 
determine the fate of a state, and that the political and geographical position contributes even 
more to this (Karastoyanov 2008), we can safely say that Khan Boris was ahead of hundreds 
of diplomats and statesmen from the following years of public history, not only in Europe. 

  

24 St. Andrew the Apostle (6–60 AD), also known as Andrew the First-Called, was a Christian 
preacher and the first of the twelve apostles. 

23 The Apostle Paul was a preacher and one of the most important missionaries of Christianity in the 
Balkans and Asia Minor from 30-31 AD until his death in 67 AD. 
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At the beginning of the 9th century, Christianity was the religion practiced by most 
Europeans, and this was one of the reasons why Boris took the step of converting. Among the 
main factors for Prince Boris's acceptance of Christianity was the overcoming of differences 
between the Slavs and the Proto-Bulgarians. Another reason put forward is the increasing 
power of the ruler and the aristocracy that accompanied the spread of Christianity. The third 
reason was the numerous attempts to stop talking about Bulgaria as a "barbarian" state and to 
have it perceived as equal to Byzantium and the German Kingdom. Along with this was the 
struggle to integrate Bulgaria into the cultural development of Western Europe, which 
gradually gained strength and influence. The reasons, even unofficial ones, will always be 
more than one, even if they refer to the same event - the conversion of the Bulgarian people. 
And despite Boris's belief that the unification of the Bulgarian people would make them 
stronger and the state would have an increasingly secure position on the political map, the 
brutal manner in which he carried out this unification was not welcomed by everyone.  

Immediately after the conversion, in 865-866, the main boyar families in the country put up 
fierce resistance against the actions of Prince Boris I and the imposition of Christianity. 
Historical records indicate that several clans gathered in the then capital, Pliska, who 
remained staunch believers in the pagan traditions and refused to accept the "new" faith. 
They organized a rebellion aimed at storming and killing the prince. However, there are 
different official historical accounts of how this conflict was suppressed. According to 
Mutafchieva et al. (1995), after the prince found out, he killed all fifty-two boyar clans. 
According to Todorov (2007), there were not fifty-two families, but exactly that number of 
boyars, and the error lies in an incorrect translation from Latin, which means that, according 
to him, the killing of entire families is more of a myth, and there is no evidence to support it. 

During the years when the Patriarchate of Tarnovo was destroyed by the Turks and the 
Archbishopric of Ohrid followed the fate of Tarnovo, it turned out that Christians living in 
our lands were subject to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. Gradually, over 
time, the idea of restoring Byzantium arose among Greek nationalists. They began to take 
active steps to Hellenize the Slavic peoples, some of whom lived within the borders of 
present-day Bulgaria. This led to the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th 
century, when the Bulgarian people were subjected to constant pressure from two sides. On 
the one hand, the Hellenization movement was putting pressure on the spiritual and religious 
identity of the inhabitants of the Bulgarian lands. On the other hand, the Ottoman Turks had 
an undeniable political and socio-economic influence over these same people. 

The 16th-17th centuries were marked by numerous attempts at Islamization with the aim of 
creating increasingly strong and consolidated Muslim communities among the Christian 
Bulgarian people. At that time, monasteries remained the most reliable support for Bulgarian 
spiritual and religious identity. They held services in the native language, attempted to spread 
the teachings of the Christian faith, and established cell schools where Christianity could be 
learned and passed down from generation to generation. The monasteries were also the 
starting point for the awakening of the Bulgarian people. It was precisely when the struggle 
began for the appointment of Bulgarian bishops to the metropolitan and episcopal sees, 
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instead of Greek clergy, that the most important steps towards the return of the church to 
Bulgarian Orthodoxy were taken. These important steps can be directly linked to the 
establishment of Bulgaria's ethnic borders at the Congress of Constantinople in 1876. One of 
the most important events of those years was the establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate on 
February 28, 1870. This happened through a special sultan's decree. Antim I25 was elected as 
the first Bulgarian Exarch, and the diocese26 under the influence of the Exarchate included 
territories with a predominantly Bulgarian population. 

The middle and end of the 19th century in Bulgaria are also associated with the so-called 
Uniates27. It is claimed that the Uniate movement in Bulgaria was a result of the 
intensification of Catholic propaganda after Russia's defeat in the Crimean War28. This 
happened when a group of activists in Bulgaria, led by Dragan Tsankov, came up with the 
idea of separating from the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople. The main goals 
were: the establishment of an independent church, a national diocese, and cultural 
emancipation. Thus, at the end of December 1860, a group of people who shared these ideas 
met with the Pope's representative in Constantinople, Paolo Brunoni, and handed him a 
petition seeking apostolic protection. This led to a union with the Vatican, in which the 
Bulgarians made two main demands: an independent church hierarchy and education in 
schools. 

II.2. Bogomilism in the Bulgarian lands 

Quite naturally, in the first decades after the conversion (864), there was serious opposition to 
the Bulgarian Church. This opposition came mainly from pagan priests, who suffered 
financial losses. More interestingly, resistance to the Bulgarian Church also emerged among 
Christians in our lands. The first heresy to oppose the Church was the so-called Bogomilism. 
According to sources, it appeared in the second half of the 10th century and originated with 
Pop Bogomil, who claimed that the Church was completely unnecessary because man is 
capable and can pray anywhere in nature, wherever and whenever he needs to. Pop Bogomil 
also claimed that icons, priests, and holy sacraments were unnecessary, and that the only 
thing believers needed to do was read the Holy Gospel and recite the Lord's Prayer. 
According to him, there is no need for an intermediary between man and God, and it is most 
natural for man to communicate directly with God, since he is His creation.   

One of the reasons for the emergence of Bogomilism is considered to be the decline in moral 
values among the clergy and the Church as a whole. Many other important figures from this 
period, who were not associated with Bogomilism, believed that there was a decline in values 
in the Church and that it was not fulfilling its obligations to the people. Even one of the most 
serious critics of Bogomilism, Presbyter Cosmas (author of "A Discourse Against the 

28  The Crimean War was a military conflict between Russia and an alliance of the Ottoman Empire, 
France, the Kingdom of Sardinia, and the British Empire from October 1853 to February 1856. 

27 Uniates, or followers of the Church of Bulgarians united with Rome, are a local church with an 
Eastern rite. 

26  A diocese is a church territory; 

25 Antim I was a senior Orthodox clergyman and the first exarch of the independent Bulgarian 
Exarchate from 1872 until his death in December 1888. 
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Bogomils"), wrote that greed, vanity, and idle talk had taken hold of those who preached the 
word of God. Ultimately, we can say that when the Turks conquered our country, the 
Bogomils gradually disappeared, with some converting to Islam and others to Catholicism, 
but reports indicate that all of them remained opponents of the Orthodox faith. 

II.3. Penetration and spread of Islam in Bulgaria 

Information about the emergence of Islam in present-day Bulgaria is mainly associated with 
the Ottoman Turkish invasion of the Balkans. Gradually, the influence of the religion grew, 
but as Zhelyazkova (1997) writes, the disparity between the number of people preaching the 
new religion in Bulgarian lands and those who continued to preach Orthodox Christianity 
was too great, with Christians predominating. It is believed that the early settlement of Turkic 
nomadic tribes in the Balkans was primarily due to the complex political situation in Anatolia 
and dates back to the time before the Ottoman invasion of our lands. 

Ethnically speaking, it can be said that Muslims in present-day Bulgaria are a complex mix of 
ethnic groups and, as a result, have a really diverse cultural life. This is also confirmed by the 
ethnographic diversity among Muslims in our country. The majority of Muslims in Bulgaria, 
as well as worldwide, are Sunni29. There are also representatives of Shiism30 in our lands. 
These are the Alians31, also known as Kizilbashi, who inhabit the present-day northeastern 
regions (Shumen, Silistra, Razgrad, Targovishte), but are also found in the Kardzhali and 
Haskovo regions. 

Quite naturally, just as there was Islamization of the Bulgarians after the invasion of the 
Ottoman Turks, so too after the Liberation there were processes of Christianization of the 
Bulgarian Muslims. The complex history that Bulgaria has gone through, the twists and turns 
of the geopolitical situation, and the new peoples who have passed through our lands have 
left a serious mark on both the ethnic and religious composition of the Bulgarian population 
and on the relationships between people in the country. 

II.4. Judaism in Bulgaria 

In her work Bulgarians and Jews: Centuries of Coexistence, Marinova-Hristidi, R. (2009) 
writes that the first records of Jewish worshippers in our lands are associated with the 
so-called Romaniote Jews32 from Byzantium. In the 11th century, the next major influx of 
Jews into present-day Bulgarian lands took place. At that time, Ashkenazi Jews33, who had 
been expelled from German and Hungarian lands, found a new home in Bulgaria shortly 

33   Name given to Jews from Central and Eastern Europe, mainly Germany, Poland, France, Ukraine, 
and Russia. They differ from Sephardic Jews not only in terms of territory, but also in the customs and 
laws they observe. 

32   The Romaniote Jews are a Greek-speaking ancient Jewish community that inhabits the territories 
of the Malaya Asia peninsula. 

31 The Alevis (also known as Kizilbash, Alevis, or Alevites) are an Islamic religious movement within 
Shi'ism, but their isolated existence for centuries can be considered an important factor in their 
separation from the main Shi'ite communities. 

30 Shiites are the second largest branch of Islam (10-15% of Muslims worldwide). 
29  The most numerous branch of Islam (80-85% of all Muslims worldwide). 
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before it fell under Byzantine rule. The last and most significant settlement of Jews in 
Bulgarian lands began after the mass persecutions against them in Southern Europe (the 
Iberian Peninsula and the southern parts of France and Italy) in the 15th century. They were 
recognized by the Ottoman sultan immediately upon their arrival as a separate people with 
their own religion, led by a chief rabbi. These were Sephardic Jews34, whom the Ottomans 
called Yevdi Millet. Their number amounted to about 90,000 people, who, like the Ashkenazi 
Jews, lived mainly in large cities. 

In the years after 1878, Jews coexisted peacefully with Bulgarians in the newly liberated 
state. They enjoyed complete equality in every respect and played an important role in the 
economic, political, and cultural development of the Bulgarian people. They also took part in 
all the Balkan wars for the unification of the Bulgarian territories. Before World War II, there 
were about 50,000 Jews in Bulgaria, but Hitler's rise to power in Germany had a big impact 
on that number. The rise of anti-Semitism in Europe did not bypass Bulgaria, especially 
among political and intellectual circles gravitating around Nazi Germany. 

Although Bulgaria is proud of saving its Jews during World War II, it failed to save the Jews 
from the so-called "new" territories, mainly in present-day North Macedonia, which Nazi 
Germany gave us to administer as their allies during the war, from deportation to 
concentration camps. In February and March 1943, preparations were made for the 
deportation of about 11,300 Bulgarian Jews from the "new" territories to the Polish camp of 
Treblinka. In February and March 1943, preparations were made for the deportation to the 
Polish camp of Treblinka of about 11,300 Bulgarian Jews from Thracian Chersonese 
(territories of Greece, which Bulgaria also administered during World War II) and 
Macedonia, where almost all of them perished. This in no way diminishes the heroism of the 
Bulgarian people, who, in the horrors of the most sinister war in human history, saved their 
Jews from the concentration camps, saving 50,000 human lives. The political face of the 
battle to save the Bulgarian Jews was Dimitar Peshev, a member of parliament from 
Kyustendil. He was supported by Exarch Stefan and Metropolitan Kiril (later Patriarch), who 
represented the strong support of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church for the Jewish community 
in the country. In his role as deputy chairman of the National Assembly, Dimitar Peshev 
launched a series of initiatives aimed at stopping the deportation of Bulgarian Jews to 
concentration camps. For his activities, Dimitar Peshev35 was honored with a tree named 
after him in the Forest of the Righteous in Jerusalem - Yad Vashem36. 

 

36 The name comes from a biblical verse that reads: "I will give them, in my house and within my 
walls, a memorial and a name (Yad Vashem) better than sons and daughters; I will give them an 
everlasting name that shall not be cut off." 

35 Bulgarian politician who played a key role in the rescue of Bulgarian Jews. After the signing of the 
Belev-Dannecker Agreement, which aimed to deport nearly 50,000 Bulgarian Jews to Germany, 
Peshev wrote a strongly worded letter of protest to Bogdan Filov, then Prime Minister, which marked 
the beginning of the rescue process. 

34  Sephardic Jews are an ethnic group associated with the Iberian Peninsula. In 1492, following a 
decree signed in Granada, a large part of the Sephardic Jews migrated to the Balkans, mainly to the 
territories around and in the city of Thessaloniki. 
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CHAPTER THREE. 

DEVELOPMENT AND RELATIONS BETWEEN THE MAIN 
CONFESSIONAL COMMUNITIES IN BULGARIA FROM 
LIBERATION TO THE PRESENT DAY 

III.1. Development of religious communities in the period 1878-1944. 

The most important moment in the modern development of our Orthodox Church was the 
establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate on February 27, 1870, by a decree of Sultan Abdul 
Aziz37. With this act, the Bulgarian Exarchate was recognized as the official representative of 
the Bulgarian nation in the Ottoman Empire. Metropolitan Hilarion of Lovech was elected as 
the first Bulgarian Exarch, but since his election was not accepted by the Sublime Porte38, 
four days later he was replaced by Antim I39, the former Metropolitan of Vidin. 

The existence of the Bulgarian Exarchate is also linked to the schism in the Bulgarian 
Orthodox Church. At the Ecumenical Council convened on September 16, 1872, on the 
occasion of the non-recognition of the supremacy of the patriarch by the newly established 
Bulgarian Exarchate, the Patriarchate of Constantinople declared the Exarchate schismatic. 
The problem was that the Exarchate declared itself autocephalous (independent) rather than 
autonomous. This division dealt a severe blow to the Bulgarian Orthodox Church and led to 
its isolation from the Orthodox world (Темелски 2003). 

The influence of Western Catholicism in Bulgaria during this period was limited to two 
dioceses: Nikopol and Sofia-Plovdiv. One of the most prominent Catholic priests in our 
lands, who played a role in the development and acceptance of Catholicism after the 
Liberation, was Hippolyte Louis Agosto40. After he was ordained spiritual head of the 
Diocese of Nikopol.  

After September 9, 1944, and the establishment of communist rule in the country, religious 
institutions were overthrown and persecuted by the authorities. After the arrival of the Soviet 
army in Bulgaria, Father Flavian Mankin41 from the village of Sekirovo, Plovdiv, disappeared 
without a trace. At the end of 1948, the papal representative in Bulgaria, Monsignor Galloni, 
was expelled from the country. Many Catholic priests were arrested, including Bishop 
Bosilkov. The trial took place on October 3, 1952, with the tortured priests accused of spying 

41 Catholic priest and first victim of the repression of the Catholic Church in Bulgaria in the mid-20th 
century. 

40 Hippolyte Louis Agosto arrived in Bulgaria in 1867 as a missionary of the Passionist Order. 

39 Antim I was the first exarch of the newly established Bulgarian Exarchate, from February 16, 1872, 
to April 14, 1877. 

38 The High Gate is a term used to describe the highest legislative, executive, and judicial body in the 
Ottoman Empire—the Divan. 

37 Abdul Aziz was Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, ruling from June 25, 1861, to May 30, 1876, when he 
was deposed in a coup d'état. 
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for the Vatican. They, including Father Bosilkov, were sentenced to death, which was carried 
out on the night of November 11, 1952. It is not known exactly where they were buried and 
executed. Among those sentenced to death and killed during the so-called "Spy Scandal" was 
Ivan Romanov. Evgeny Bosilkov was proclaimed blessed (saint) of the Catholic Church by 
Pope John Paul II in 1998. 

Елдъров (2007), with the help of the archives of the Directorate of Religious Denominations, 
presents a different approach to the information related to the so-called Christianization 
process. The conversion of Bulgarian Muslims during the Balkan War and to this day is 
interpreted ambiguously. According to some sources close to the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, 
this was one of the most successful missionary endeavours, while historians and politicians 
consider it one of the most misguided steps taken by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. The 
first cases of mass conversions to Christianity occurred in the midst of the fighting, 
immediately after the establishment of Bulgarian rule in the occupied territories. It was not 
until the end of December 1912 that the Holy Synod began to prepare and send special bodies 
tasked with leading and carrying out the "conversion" or "baptism," as Ялъмов calls this 
period. (2002).  

Bulgarian Muslims came to the attention of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church again only in 
1939, two years after the establishment of the Bulgarian-Muslim Cultural, Educational, and 
Charitable Association "Rodina." The question of the integration of the "Rhodope Pomaks," 
in the words of Елдъров (1997), into the Bulgarian nation was already being discussed in the 
Ministries of Internal Affairs and Religious Denominations, War, Education, and even the 
Council of Ministers. It was then decided that the Bulgarian Muslims in the Rhodopes should 
break away from the general organization of Muslims in Bulgaria, thus marking the 
beginning of their integration. 

In 1942 the Council of Ministers issued a decree establishing a new interdepartmental 
standing committee under the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Public Health to deal with the 
Bulgarian-Mohammedan question, coordinate all initiatives, and provide overall guidance. 
Thus, during World War II, Bulgarians professing Islam in the Rhodopes became the subject 
of special attention, which they had not received for more than thirty years, since the 
beginning of the Balkan Wars. 

As can be seen from Tables 1 and 2 below, the most numerous religious community in each 
of the censuses in Bulgaria after the Liberation remained the Eastern Orthodox. The number 
of people professing this religion grew steadily until 1946 (in this case, since no census was 
conducted in 1944), and while in 1887, when the first census was conducted in Bulgaria after 
the Unification of the Principality of Bulgaria with Eastern Rumelia, the number of Orthodox 
Christians was 2,424,371, in 1946 it was 5,967,992. The population increased with each 
census and in the total population of the country, so it can be said that such trends can be seen 
in all religious beliefs.  

However, there are exceptions to the general rule here as well. The number of Muslims in 
Bulgaria fell by about 30,000-35,000 between the first two censuses, in 1887 and 1893, 
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respectively. And while their number remained unchanged in the next census (1900), ten 
years later it decreased by another 40,000. And although immediately after this census one of 
the most difficult periods for Bulgarian Muslims in Bulgaria began – the "Baptism" – in the 
next census (1920), the number of people who identified themselves as practicing Islam in 
Bulgaria was already just over 690,000. Their number continued to grow until 1946, when 
the first census was conducted during the regime, with almost 940,000 people identifying 
themselves as Muslims. 

Table 1. Population by religion and census years in the period 1878-1944. 

Data source: NSI 

Table 2. Population by religion and census years in the period 1878-1944 (in %) 

Data source: NSI 

Even before the years of Liberation, Protestant influence in Bulgaria began to spread widely 
as part of the propaganda campaign launched by English and American missionaries in the 
Middle East in the early 19th century. That is why these are considered to be some of the 
newest beliefs, although they were initially defined as sectarian (and some of them still are 
today). This happened some forty years before the Liberation, when in 1839 the American 
historian Elias Riggs settled in Smyrna. One of the most famous and first Bulgarian 
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RELIGIOUS 
AFFILIATION 1887 1893 1900 1910 1920 1926 1934 1946 

Eastern Orthodox 2 424 371 2 606 786 3 019 999 3 643 918 4 062 097 4 569 074 5 128 890 5 967 992 

Muslims 676 215 643 258 643 300 602 078 690 734 789 296 821 298 938 418 

Jews 24 352 28 307 33 663 40 067 43 232 46 431 48 398 43 335 

Catholics 18 505 22 617 28 569 32 150 34 072 40 347 45 704 - 

Protestants 1 358 2 384 4 524 6 335 5 617 6 735 8 371 - 

Armenian Gregorian 5 839 6 643 13 809 12 259 10 848 25 402 23 476 - 

Other and/or not shown 3 735 718 419 706 371 1 456 1 802 79 604 

RELIGIOUS 
AFFILIATION 1887 1893 1900 1910 1920 1926 1934 1946 

Eastern Orthodox 76.86 78.74 80.70 84.00 83.80 83.40 84.40 84.90 

Muslims 21.44 19.43 17.20 13.90 14.30 14.40 13.50 13.30 

Jews 0.77 0.86 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.80 0.80 0.60 

Catholics 0.59 0.68 0.76 0.70 0.70 0.70 0.80 - 

Protestants 0.04 0.07 0.12 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 - 

Armenian Gregorian 0.19 0.20 0.37 0.03 0.02 0.05 0.04 - 

Other and/or not shown 0.10 - - - - - - 1.10 



Protestants was Gavril Iliev, who began reading the New Testament publicly in the 1840s. 
The magazine Zornitsa, founded in 1864 and published under the editorship of Dr. Albert 
Long42 in Constantinople until 1872, also played an important role in the development of the 
Protestant movement in Bulgaria.  

By 1878-1879 , Methodism and Baptism spread in the Bulgarian lands, and despite their 
contributions to the cultural development of the Bulgarians, the propaganda activities pursued 
and transmitted by the missionaries in our lands were the main reason why they were viewed 
with suspicion and hostility by many in our society. Славкова, М. (2007). After the 
Liberation, the Protestant denominations of Adventism and Pentecostalism began to enter our 
lands. An important step in the development of Protestant churches in Bulgaria was the 
establishment of the Union of United Evangelical Churches in 1909. From its inception, it 
included Congregationalists, Methodists, and Baptists, and in 1925, Pentecostals also joined. 

In the 1920s, active evangelism among the Roma began, and with the participation of the 
Union of Evangelical Baptist Churches, the first Roma church communities in Bulgaria were 
established in Golinets (Lom), Pernik, and other places in western Bulgaria. 

At the end of March 1928, the founding congress of the Union of Evangelical Churches in 
Bulgaria was held, where Stoyan Tinchev43 broke away. It was the Tinchevists, named after 
their founder, who a little later created the "Church of God," which later began to meet as two 
branches - the Bulgarian Church of God and the United Church of God - in the 1990s.  

The government of Kimon Georgiev and the political circle "Zveno" played a major and 
leading role in the spread of some of the Protestant believers in our country, especially the 
Adventists. It was they who banned all professional unions and organizations, which led to 
the cessation of the Adventist organization in Bulgaria. 

III.2. Religious communities during the years of socialist 
development (1944-1989) 

On the eve of World War II, there were about 50,000 Jews in Bulgaria, but Hitler's rise to 
power in Germany had a subsequent impact on this number. Anti-Semitism44 emerged as a 
movement in political society and, from there, spread to the non-political strata of society. 
This was mainly due to the fact that state policy was geared towards political relations with 
the Third Reich. This was mainly due to the fact that state policy was geared towards political 
relations with the Third Reich. These relations included the administration of Bulgaria by 
Hitler, as his ally during those years of World War II. This meant that the policies adopted in 

44 Anti-Semitism is expressed in hostility or prejudice towards Jews and other Semitic peoples, which 
can be individual or institutionally violent persecution, expressed through many different methods. 

43 Founder of the Tinchevists movement, centered in his native village of Dolni Dabnik, Pleven 
Province. 

42 A Protestant missionary played a key role in establishing the influence of the Methodist Church in 
our lands. 
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the Third Reich had to be followed in Bulgaria as well. Similarly, anti-Semitism itself was 
adopted from the German model in the so-called Law for the Protection of the Nation. 

The next few years, during World War II, remained mostly negative in Bulgarian history. In 
February and March 1943, preparations were made for the deportation of about 11,300 
Bulgarian Jews from Thrace and Macedonia to the Treblinka camp in Poland, where almost 
all of them perished. However, Bulgaria, represented by Dimitar Peshev, had an ambassador 
who did everything possible to save more Jews. Supported by Exarch Stefan and 
Metropolitan Kiril (later Patriarch), who represented the massive support of the Bulgarian 
Orthodox Church, the Deputy Chairman of the National Assembly, Dimitar Peshev, launched 
a series of initiatives aimed at stopping the deportation of Bulgarian Jews to the West. 

After the coup of September 9, 1944, the so-called People's Court45 was organized. It 
convicted 39 of the 43 deputies who supported Dimitar Peshev's letter, with twenty sentenced 
to death (including Dimitar Ikonomov46 and Ivan Petrov47), six to life imprisonment, eight 
people (including Peshev himself) were sentenced to 15 years in prison, four to five years, 
one to one year, one died while awaiting his sentence, and only three were acquitted (Todorov 
2001). 

The end of World War II left Bulgarian Jews in poor economic and physical condition, and 
the newly established state of Israel was the place that over 30,000 Jews chose as their new 
home, voluntarily moving there to live until mid-1949, seeking a new life on their own 
territory (Коен 2008). According to data from the National Statistical Institute for 2021, the 
number of people professing the Jewish religion is 1,736.  

After September 9, 1944 the conversion of Bulgarian Muslims was the last thing the 
Bulgarian Orthodox Church could afford to think about, because the "Fatherland Front 
governments" came to power, entirely under the dictates of the Bulgarian Communist Party 
(BCP) and the directives of Moscow. The processes by which Bulgarian society was directed 
primarily toward accepting, understanding, and following Soviet models in its cultural and 
traditional appearance went hand in hand with the violent imposition of atheism on the 
younger generation. One of the main methods used by the BCP was to destroy the authority 
of the Church in various ways between 1944 and 1948. Three actions of the party had a 
significant impact: ​
 - Religious education was removed from schools, thus eliminating the social influence of the 
Church and its participation in the upbringing of children, which began to be noticed 
significantly after the first few years among adolescents;​
- Only civil marriages became legal, which was the main reason why almost all marriages at 

47 A member of parliament who was one of the biggest opponents of the adoption of the Law on the 
Protection of the Nation (LPN) and the only member of parliament to leave the plenary hall when 
Bulgaria declared a "symbolic war" on the US and the UK. 

46 A member of parliament from Dupnitsa and one of the first to raise the alarm at the beginning of the 
deportations of Jews from Thrace and Macedonia. 

45 An extraordinary court that operated in the Kingdom of Bulgaria from December 1944 to April 1945 
as the de facto organ of revolutionary terror. The court was established by a decree-law issued by 
Kimon Georgiev in violation of the Tarnovo Constitution. 

27 



that time were not connected to the Church, but only through civil institutions;​
 - Church property was confiscated and nationalized. 

On February 22, 1945, the newly elected Bulgarian Patriarch Stefan48 became the main 
reason for the Patriarchate of Constantinople to lift the Schism (on November 22 of the same 
year) and thus recognize the autocephaly of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. This was one of 
the important steps that led, eight years later, on May 10, 1953, to the restoration of the status 
of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church as a patriarchate and the election of Kiril as its first 
patriarch. 

The regime's policy at the time was also linked to attempts to infiltrate the Bulgarian 
Orthodox Church with its own people to help break it up from the inside. These attempts 
were largely successful. The Priests' Union49 played a destructive role in this. After the coup 
of September 9, 1944, the National Committee of the Fatherland Front replaced the 
leadership of the aforementioned union with its own members (then numbering around 
2,900), who began intense and multifaceted pressure on the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. 
With the final imposition of the totalitarian regime in Bulgaria in 1947-1948, the Priests' 
Union was transformed into an organization subordinate to the Directorate of Religious 
Denominations. Most of the union's members were forced to join the Fatherland Front itself. 

An important moment in this part of Bulgarian history, which we must link directly to the 
number of Muslims today, is the so-called "Revival Process," which began in the late 1950s 
and continued until the collapse of the socialist system in Bulgaria in the late 1980s. This 
process interrupted the attempts to integrate Muslims into Bulgarian society, which had been 
insufficiently successful until then. This process led to the emergence of yet another wave of 
opposition between Muslims living in the country and the Bulgarian Orthodox Church and 
the majority of Bulgarians. The process itself, according to Avramov R. (2016), is associated 
with many negative approaches and methods adopted by the Bulgarian authorities, including 
bans on: the practice of Islam; the teaching of the Quran; the use of the Arabic language in 
schools; the use of Muslim symbols; the practice of circumcision; and the use of Muslim 
names. The process itself, according to Avramov (2016), is associated with many negative 
approaches and methods adopted by the Bulgarian authorities, some of which include bans 
on: practicing Islam; visiting mosques; wearing shalwar kameez; speaking Turkish, 
celebrating major Islamic holidays such as Ramadan and Eid al-Adha, etc. Along with the 
forced renaming, the ban on practicing basic traditional customs and beliefs of Bulgarian 
Muslims and Turks, which is part of their religious identity, was an additional factor in the 
tense relations between different religious groups in the country at that time. 

As with Orthodox Christianity, the new regime imposed after World War II drew a sharp line 
in Catholicism. Here, as with the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, the regime used the method of 
taking control of the institution by placing its own people in key positions. Another policy 
that the regime pursued at that time was to bring the Bulgarian people closer to the 

49 Professional union of priests of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, existing in the period 1903-1955. 
48 Bulgarian Exarch from June 21, 1945 to September 6, 1948. 
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progressive peoples of the USSR and Yugoslavia, with whom they could wage a common 
struggle against Western imperialism.  

In the 1950s, mass persecutions of Catholic priests began. This was the fate of Damyan 
Gyulov, Robert Prustov, Stefan Tsokov, and Yosif Tonchev50. The latter was sentenced to 
death and executed in early 1953 for "subversive activities." Dozens of priests, clergymen, 
and ministers from different parts of the country followed the fate of the above-mentioned 
(Еленков 2002). 

The years after 1944 also affected the development of Protestantism in Bulgaria. With the 
imposition of the Fatherland Front regime in Bulgaria, the propagation of Protestantism 
became significantly more difficult, Славкова (2007). At the beginning of 1948, another 
important moment in Bulgarian history took place, which directly affected the Pentecostal 
Church - the beginning of the so-called Pastoral Processes, which are believed to have begun 
on February 6, 1948, when the leader of the Pentecostal Church in the village of Polsko 
Kosovo, Veliko Tarnovo, was banned from preaching.  

Until 1989, the Pentecostal Church had no evidence of holding councils or Bible courses, but 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, some of the Christian gatherings of the Pentecostals, as well as 
those of the Bulgarian Baptist Church, were held in the outskirts of Sofia - "Hristo Botev," 
Filippovtsi, Fakulteta, and other similar neighborhoods on the outskirts of larger cities in 
Bulgaria. The nature of these neighborhoods is such that they are less controlled by the 
authorities. This is the main reason why it is believed that today a huge percentage of those 
preaching the main Protestant denominations in Bulgaria are of Roma origin. Even the church 
that emerged at that time in the Hristo Botev neighborhood of Sofia took the name 
"Gornitsa"51 or “The Upper Room” (Асенов 1998). 

III.3. Current status of religious communities in Bulgaria (after 1989) 

Some of Bulgaria's first steps after 1989 were related to the restoration of the ethnic and 
religious rights of minority communities. The rights of evangelical associations and churches 
banned by the previous regime were restored. At the end of 1990, the status of the Bulgarian 
Church of God was confirmed, and a year later, the United Church of God was registered as a 
religious denomination. In short, it can be said that after the changes of 1989, a new stage in 
the overall development of religious processes in Bulgaria began. In addition to the old 
"Protestant" churches, new ones began to appear, and the spread of evangelical churches and 
associations in Bulgaria began to appear everywhere and on a massive scale. This mass 
phenomenon can be observed mainly among the Roma and their attitudes, and the reasons for 
this process are mainly related to the freedom to practice one's preferred religion, along with 
the socio-economic crisis in Bulgaria. Of course, a number of negative opinions began to 

51 The name "Gornitsa" comes from the fact that religious services were held in the attics of houses in 
the Hristo Botev neighborhood, where this church was founded. 

50  Catholic priests sentenced to various terms (from 10 years' imprisonment to life imprisonment) for 
"subversive activities," "espionage," or other offenses contrary to the policies of the ruling party and 
the 1949 Law on Religious Denominations. 
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emerge in society regarding the spread of these churches, which was considered wrong by the 
Eastern Orthodox. All supporters of Protestantism began to be regarded as "sectarians," i.e., 
people who had strayed from the true faith. Public opinion, it can be said, immediately 
stigmatized Protestants because, in its mass mentality, it did not distinguish between the old 
Protestant churches in Bulgaria, which had been practicing in our lands since before the 
Liberation, and those that appeared after 1989. Examples of the latter are the Moonies52, the 
Golden Rosicrucians53, the Mormons54, etc. (Славкова 2007). The profession of various new 
Protestant views, trends, movements, etc. takes place in all kinds of buildings and even 
outdoors. Similar examples are associated with so-called "street evangelism," which began 
immediately after the changes of 1989 and takes place in open spaces or in tents that gather 
around 1,000 people (Радков 2001). 

An interesting phenomenon in the period after 1989 was the emergence and strong influence 
of the Korean mission among the Roma in Bulgaria. The evangelical movement "The River" 
also appeared in Bulgaria, which is directly linked to the so-called "House of Joy." Others are 
followers of the "Awakening" church, the Bulgarian Evangelical Church "Good News," and 
dozens of other churches scattered throughout the country. Other groups include followers of 
the "Awakening" church, the Bulgarian Evangelical Church "Good News," and dozens of 
other churches, associations, unions, religious centers, etc. scattered throughout the country. 

One of the important acts of the Bulgarian state after 1989 was the adoption of the Religious 
Denominations Act, which came into force on January 1, 2003. Although it has undergone 
eleven amendments, the main thing that connects this law with democracy is the actual repeal 
of the 1949 law of the same name. 

Table 3. Population by religion and census years in the period after 1989. 

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 1992 2001 2011 2021 

Eastern Orthodox 7 274 592 6 552 751 4 374 135 4 219 270 

Muslims 1 110 295 966 978 577 139 638 708 

Jews 2 580 653 706 1 736 

Catholics 53 074 43 811 48 945 - 

Protestants 21 878 42 308 64 476 - 

Armenian Gregorians 9 672 6 500 1 715 - 

54  A religious movement founded in 1830 by Joseph Smith, which differs significantly from Orthodox 
Christianity, but one of the main differences is that God is not the creator, but simply the organizer of 
everything. 

53  The International School of the Golden Rosycross, also known as Lectorium Rosicrucianum, is a 
contemporary Gnostic organization that continues the traditions of schools associated with mysticism 
and, at the same time, the work of the Bogomils and Cathars. The official website of the organization 
in Bulgaria is https://www.lectorium-rosicrucianum.bg/ 

52 A religious unification movement led by Korean leader Sun Myung Moon, which aims to unite 
Christians around the world to "fight against atheism and immorality in our time." 
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Other and/or not shown 15 226 7 784 281 287 6 451 

No self-identification - 308 116 409 898 259 235 

Don’t want to answer - - - 472 606 

None / Atheists - - - 305 102 

Data source: NSI 

Table 4. Population by religion and census years in the period after 1989 (in %) 

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 1992 2001 2011 2021 

Eastern Orthodox 85.7 82.6 76.0 71.5 

Muslims 13.1 12.2 10.1 10.8 

Jews 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Catholics 0.6 0.6 0.8 - 

Protestants 0.3 0.5 1.1 - 

Armenian Gregorians 0.1 0.1 0.0 - 

Other and/or not shown 0.2 0.1 4.9 0.1 

No self-identification - 3.9 7.1 4.4 

Don’t want to answer - - - 8.0 

None / Atheists - - - 5.2 

Data source: NSI 

Tables 3 and 4 show data on religious affiliation in Bulgaria in the four censuses conducted 
since 1989. Several quick conclusions can be drawn from the tables, such as: the rapid 
decline in the number of people professing Christian Orthodoxy; an increasing number of 
people choosing one of the options "other," "not shown," "do not self-identify," "do not wish 
to answer," or "none." 

Another interesting point that can be seen in these last four censuses is the case of changes in 
the population professing Islam. Immediately after the changes, in the first census of 1992, 
their number was over 1.1 million, but by 2001 it had fallen to 966,978, and ten years later to 
just 577,139. Another issue is that it was during these years that the Protestant influence of 
the "new Western" movements and trends began to penetrate very aggressively, which we can 
partly link to this extremely rapid decline in the Muslim population. However, according to 
the latest census, the number of Muslims has risen again and now stands at 638,708.  

There are, of course, various changes among Catholics, Protestants, and Armenian 
Gregorians, but since their options were "removed" from the census questionnaire in 2021, 
we can only analyze the first three censuses after 1989. However, if the number of Protestants 
is growing by about 20,000 per census, and that of Armenian-Gregorians is gradually 
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decreasing, Catholics in Bulgaria show a wave-like movement in their absolute numbers - 
from 53,074 in 1992, to a decline of about 10,000 to 43,811 in 2001, to 48,945 in the last 
census in 2021.  

There was also a significant decline in the number of Jews between 1944 and the first census 
after 1989, when only 2,580 people identified themselves as such. Their number gradually 
decreased to remain more or less the same in the next two censuses (653 and 706 people, 
respectively). However, the last census showed a larger number of people who chose and 
identified Judaism as their religion - 1,736 people.  

These changes in the number, nature, ethno-religious and cultural appearance of the 
Bulgarian people, as well as the attitudes of Bulgarian society towards different religious 
communities, will be the main subject of discussion in the next and final chapter of this 
dissertation. 

III. 4. Changes in the religious structure of the population in 
Bulgaria at the beginning of the 21st century. 
 

Analysis of demographic data on religious affiliation from 2001 

The analysis at regional level of the 2001 census (see Table 5) shows that eight 
regions have a share of over 90% of Eastern Orthodox Christians. These are the regions of 
Pernik (97.5%); Vidin (96.1%), Sofia City and Sofia Province with 95.9%, Kyustendil 
(95.1%), Vratsa (94.4%); Montana (92.3%) and Gabrovo (91.1%).  

The regions that stand out with a predominant share of Muslims in the same census 
are: Kardzhali (69.6%) and Razgrad (53.7%), where the followers of this religion are 
respectively: 114,217 people in Kardzhali Province and 81,835 people in Razgrad Province. 
Another conclusion that can be drawn from the data in Table 5 concerns the districts with the 
largest absolute number of Catholics in Bulgaria in 2001. These are: Plovdiv (23,122 people, 
representing 3.2% of the region's population), Pleven (7,065 people and 2.3% of the 
population) and Veliko Tarnovo (3,111 people and 1.1% of the population). Among followers 
of various Protestant denominations within the Christian religion, there are also distinct areas 
with a higher absolute or relative share of the population. The district of Sliven, with 5,071 
people, representing 2.3% of the total population, is the undisputed leader in the ranking for 
both indicators in 2001. Exactly 12.0% of the country's Protestants lived there in 2001, 
numbering a total of 42,308 people. Other prominent districts with over 1% in this ranking 
are: Stara Zagora (4,094 people or 1.1%); Montana (3,680 people or 2.0%); Yambol (2,741 
people or 1.8%).  

Table 5: Population by region and religion in 2001 
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Provinces Total Religious Affiliation No 
self-identifi

cation 

Not 
shown 

Eastern 
Orthodox 

Catholics Protestants Muslims Other 

Bulgaria 7 928 901 6 552 751 43 811 42 308 966 978 14 937 283 309 24 807 

  Blagoegrad 341 173 268 968 277 1 546 62 431 274 7 018 659 

  Burgas 423 547 339 653 452 2 339 64 568 737 14 598 1 200 

  Varna 462 013 394 357 749 1 395 45 672 1 827 16 544 1 469 

 Veliko 
Tarnovo 

293 172 254 914 3 111 417 26 085 203 7 504 938 

  Vidin 130 074 125 063 143 397 139 77 3 730 525 

  Vratsa 243 036 229 452 1 116 394 4 223 142 6 856 853 

  Gabrovo 144 125 131 325 432 270 8 860 177 2 704 357 

  Dobrich 215 217 163 091 322 241 44 277 144 6 451 691 

  Kardzhali 164 019 35 265 197 89 114 217 71 13 430 750 

  Kyustendil 162 534 154 637 76 928 231 487 5 649 526 

  Lovech 169 951 146 778 366 879 10 501 136 10 739 552 

  Montana 182 258 168 171 121 3 680 283 103 9 139 761 

  Pazardzhik 310 723 250 556 260 2 913 46 338 536 9 514 606 

  Pernik 149 832 146 141 92 356 178 94 2 569 402 

  Pleven 311 985 275 112 7 065 548 15 681 336 12 278 965 

  Plovdiv 715 816 608 226 23 122 3 913 62 595 2 772 13 548 1 640 
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  Razgrad 152 417 65 480 207 228 81 835 97 4 101 469 

  Ruse 266 157 215 434 567 482 41 997 747 6 081 849 

  Silistra 142 000 83 969 196 303 54 174 87 2 805 466 

  Sliven 218 474 178 721 251 5 071 21 668 309 11 706 748 

  Smolyan 140 066 41 599 100 93 58 758 97 39 003 416 

  Sofia 
(Capital) 

1 170 842 1 122 944 2 574 3 269 8 614 3 383 25 674 4 384 

  Sofia 273 240 261 996 186 2 320 3 368 207 4 343 820 

Stara Zagora 370 615 329 628 522 4 094 21 423 363 13 390 1 195 

  Targovishte 137 689 75 236 271 84 58 838 78 2 733 449 

  Haskovo 277 478 227 593 426 1 846 33 780 912 12 000 921 

  Shumen 204 378 120 787 386 1 472 72 544 229 8 368 592 

  Yambol 156 070 137 655 224 2 741 3 700 312 10 834 604 

Data source: NSI 

According to the 2001 census, a review of the religious structure by municipality shows that 
in a total of 120 municipalities, over 90.0% of the population is Eastern Orthodox. In 14 of 
these 120 municipalities, the population identifying with this faith is over 99%. The first three 
of these are the municipalities of Chavdar in Sofia Province (99.6%); Georgi Damyanovo 
(Montana district) and Novo Selo (Vidin district) with 99.6% each. The municipalities with a 
Muslim majority (over 50%) in 2001 were 43. Chernoochene in Kardzhali district is the sole 
leader in this ranking, with 96.8% of its population professing Islam. Municipalities with over 
90.0% are: Venets (Shumen district) with 95.9%; Satoncha (Blagoevgrad Province) with 
91.3%; Ruen (Burgas Province) with 90.9%, and Kaolinovo (Shumen Province) with exactly 
90.0% Muslim population. Catholicism is more widely represented in the municipalities of 
Rakovski (Plovdiv Province), Belene (Pleven Province), Kaloianovo (Plovdiv Province), 
Levski (Pleven Province), Svishtov (Veliko Tarnovo Province), Hisarya (Plovdiv Province), 
and Byala Slatina (Vratsa Province). Rakovski is the only municipality in the country where 
the Catholic population exceeds 50.0%, or more precisely 56.4% of the total population. 
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Protestants are much more scattered across the country, but another conclusion that can be 
drawn from the territorial overview is the increasing integration of the Roma population in 
Bulgaria into Protestantism. Data from 2001 show that municipalities with a much higher 
proportion of Roma are among those with a higher proportion of Protestants. Examples 
include the municipality of Perushtitsa (Plovdiv region) with 8.0%, Lom municipality 
(Montana region) with 6.6%, Vurbitsa municipality (Shumen region) with 4.5%, Kotel 
municipality (Sliven region) with 4.2%, as well as the municipalities of Maglizh and 
Gurkovo (Stara Zagora region), Ihtiman (Sofia Province), Sliven, and others. 

Analysis of demographic data on religious affiliation from 2011 

In 2011, the country's population was 7,364,570, which is 564,331 fewer than the total 
demographic data from ten years ago. This decline has also led to changes in the data on 
religious affiliation. An important addition to the analysis of this census is the fact that this 
year, in addition to the categories "none" and "not specified," people were given the option to 
choose not to answer this question. As a result, 1,606,269 people in the country did not 
answer this question. The data show that 5,758,301 people indicated their religion in 2011. In 
the 2001 census, just over 300,000 people fell into the categories "do not self-identify" or 
"not specified," which is due to the above-mentioned factor. Below you can see maps 
showing the distribution of the population by religion at the regional and municipal levels. 
The dissertation contains a set of twenty-five maps showing absolute or relative data for a 
particular religion at the regional and municipal levels. In this abstract, we have chosen to 
include only two of these maps. To prepare these maps, we used official data from the 2011 
and 2021 censuses. 
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Fig.1. Relative share of the Eastern Orthodox population in Bulgaria by region in 2011. 

 

Source: NSI, 2011 

The 2011 review at the municipal level also shows significant dynamics in the data in various 
respects compared to ten years ago. While in 2001 the population professing Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity was over 90% in 120 of Bulgaria's municipalities, ten years later it was 
only in three municipalities (Fig. 2). These are Georgi Damyanovo (Montana Province) with 
96.4%, Kovachevtsi (Pernik Province) with 91.5%, and Sapareva Banya (Kyustendil 
Province) with 90.6%. 
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Fig.2. Relative share of Orthodox Christians by municipality in 2011 

 

Source: NSI, 2011 

Analysis of demographic data on religious affiliation from 2021 

In 2021, the decline in the total population in Bulgaria continued, reaching 6,519,789 people. 
This represents a decrease of 844,781 people compared to 2011. In 2021, the total number of 
people who chose one of the three options "I cannot decide," "I do not wish to answer" or 
"not shown" was 1,348,522 people (20.7% of the country's population), which is 257,747 
fewer in absolute terms than the same group of people ten years ago. The number of 
Christians on that date was 4,219,270, which is equal to 64.7% of the total population. 
Among them, the most numerous are Eastern Orthodox Christians, who actually make up 
97% of all those who chose Christianity as their religion. According to unofficial data*, 
Catholics account for about 0.9%, and Protestants number 69,852, or 1.7%. According to the 
2021 census, there are also 13,927 people who identified themselves as Christians but chose 
"other Christian denomination," which is not Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant. During the 
census years under review, there was a clear trend towards an increase in the Protestant 
population in Bulgaria. Between the 2011 and 2021 censuses, this group grew by over 5,386 
people, and between 2001 and 2021, the positive difference in the absolute number of 
Protestants was 27,544 people. The 2021 census shows that the three regions with the largest 
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relative share (over four-fifths) of the Christian population (Fig. 3) are the three westernmost 
regions in Bulgaria: Kyustendil (86.3%), Pernik (85.1%), and Vidin (85.0%). As of 2021, 
there are six regions in Bulgaria where Christians make up less than 50.0% of the population. 
These are the districts of Shumen (48.1%), Silistra (46.7%), Targovishte (40.6%), Razgrad 
(33.5%), Smolyan (24.0%), and Kardzhali (14.1%). 

Fig.3. Relative share of the Christian population in Bulgaria by region in 2021​

 

Source: NSI, 2021 

The municipal overview of the Christian religion (Fig. 4) in Bulgaria shows that there are 
eleven municipalities with over 90.0% of the population professing this religion. The leading 
ones are the municipality of Boboshevo, Kyustendil district (94.8%); the municipality of 
Kula, Vidin district (94.5%); the municipality of Kocherinovo, Kyustendil district (94.4%); 
the municipality of Rila, Kyustendil district (94.4%); the municipality of Rila, Kyustendil 
district (94.4%); the municipality of Rila, Kyustendil district (94.4%); the municipality of 
Rila, Kyustendil district (94. municipality of Kula, Vidin district (94.5%); municipality of 
Kocherinovo, Kyustendil district (94.4%); municipality of Rila, Kyustendil district (94.2%); 
municipality of Kovachevtsi, Pernik district (93.0%). At the other end of the analysis of 
Christian religion by municipality are the municipalities of Sarnitsa in Pazardzhik district 
with only 0.4% self-identifying as Christian. At the other end of the spectrum in terms of 
Christian affiliation by municipality are the municipalities of Sarnitsa in Pazardzhik district 
with only 0.4% identifying as Christian, the municipality of Dospat in Smolyan district 
(0.5%) and the municipality of Kirkovo in Kardzhali district (0.9%). 
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Fig.4. Relative share of the Christian population by municipality in 2021 

 

Source: NSI, 2021 

Conclusions from data on the religious structure in the population censuses 
in Bulgaria since the beginning of the 21st century (2001, 2011, and 2021). 

In the context of the title and purpose of our dissertation, the analysis of data from the last 
three population censuses in Bulgaria regarding declared religious affiliation is extremely 
important. The dynamics of the processes and changes therein reflect demographic processes 
in Bulgaria on the one hand and attitudes toward religion in general on the other. It is very 
important to emphasize that in the 2001 census, almost all respondents who answered the 
question about religious affiliation were born before 1990, i.e. during the years of socialism 
(and even before), while in the 2011 and especially the 2021 censuses, the percentage of 
those born after 1990 increased. In any case, this is reflected in the data on the religious 
structure. Those born before 1989, despite the atheistic sentiments of the then ruling 
Bulgarian Communist Party, are much more connected to religion, as their grandparents 
(ancestors) were born and lived in the period before September 9, 1944, when religion played 
a very important role in the lives of Bulgarians. Their strong religious beliefs have been 
passed on to their children and grandchildren to a greater or lesser extent, despite the neglect 
of religion by the authorities during socialism. The generations born after 1990 have much 

39 



less connection to religion, even though there were no political restrictions on religious 
beliefs at that time. The generations born after 1990 have much less connection to religion, 
even though there are no political restrictions on religious beliefs. In the modern 
technological world we live in, religion has less and less place in people's daily lives, and this 
is reflected in the high percentage of respondents who answered "no" or "I don't identify 
myself as religious."  

However, looking at the data on the religious structure in the three censuses (2001, 2011, and 
2021), several interesting trends and some rather surprising processes emerge. Comparing the 
last three censuses in Bulgaria (2001, 2011, and 2021), there is a clear trend of decline in the 
Eastern Orthodox Christian population, which is much more pronounced between 2001 and 
2011 when the decrease in absolute numbers was 2,178,616 people, while between 2011 and 
2021 it was only 154,865 people. One of the reasons is that Bulgaria has been in a permanent 
demographic crisis since 1989, as a result of which the population has seriously declined, 
with the crisis and decline being much more pronounced among the Bulgarian ethnic group 
professing the Eastern Orthodox Christian religion. Specifically, however, the much higher 
number of people who did not self-identify as religious contributed to the very serious 
reduction of the Eastern Orthodox element between 2001 and 2011 (from 283,309 in 2001 to 
409,898 in 2011), and in 2011, a new category of "no response" appeared, comprising 
1,606,269 people. We believe that these are precisely Bulgarian Orthodox Christians, who are 
much less religious than Bulgarian Muslims and Turkish Muslims in the country, i.e., they are 
much more inclined not to answer or not to identify themselves as religious. 
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CHAPTER FOUR. 

CHALLENGES AND THREATS TO THE BULGARIAN 
ETHNORELIGIOUS MODEL OF DEVELOPMENT 

IV.1. Religions – a way of life (common features of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam) 

At the end of the 1990s, with the collapse of the socialist system and the bipolar world order, 
hopes arose for a long period of peace and stability in global geopolitics. Such periods are 
very rare exceptions, if not almost non-existent, in human history, as we are taught today. The 
East-West, socialism-capitalism divide was replaced by sharp religious conflicts between the 
three main monotheistic religions, also known as the Abrahamic religions55: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. These confrontations contradict the very essence of religion, which 
essentially means peace, love, and understanding between people. This is even more 
paradoxical when we consider that the similarities between the three monotheistic religions 
are many times greater than the differences. 

Religious conflicts are not unique to the modern era. Today, however, people know much 
more about each other, about each other's history, identity, origins, traditions, customs, etc., or 
can learn about them much more quickly. We must bear in mind that every conflict in human 
history and in the present day is disguised as some kind of cause—national, social, 
religious—but in fact, financial gain and economic interests lie at the root of every conflict. 
Even from a religious point of view, we can convincingly argue that there is no cause that 
stands above human life. The basis of conflicts in general, and religious conflicts in 
particular, is also manipulation. And people are most easily manipulated through their greed 
and fears. This is well formulated by Burdarov (2012): "Those in power seek to take 
advantage of people's fears or ignorance, to push them down the path of violence, instilling in 
them some higher ideals and goals, when in fact they are only exploiting their self-sacrifice." 

The three monotheistic religions have a common foundation and common roots, easily traced 
back to the progenitor of all three—the prophet Abraham. The main canons and postulates of 
the three religions are laid down in the oldest of them - Judaism. The similarities between the 
three religions can be most convincingly traced through the texts of their holy books - the 
Torah56, the Bible, and the Koran. 

Unfortunately, we return to the title of this part of the dissertation - Religions, a way of life. 
Throughout human history, religion and people's beliefs have been used to confront and 
divide them and to recognize their greatest enemy in their own kind. We can list dozens of 

56  The Torah is a sacred book in Judaism that covers religious rights, or a collection of the so-called 
Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible) and the Oral Law (texts not included in the Pentateuch). 

55  The Abrahamic religions are so named, according to comparative religion, because of their 
common root or origin, which is associated with Abraham (Ibrahim). 
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such examples. Those from the present day that are closest to us are: the war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina during the breakup of Yugoslavia, the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the Chechen 
wars. An even more brutal example is the conflict within a single religion, such as the Irish 
conflict, the Croatian phase of the Yugoslav Wars, the Russian-Ukrainian war, and the 
conflicts between Shiites and Sunnis in the Middle East. 

A fundamental and extremely important difference between the three religions is their 
chronological nature. They arose at different times in history, under different circumstances, 
and began to spread among their followers in different centuries of human history. While 
Christianity is just over 2,000 years old, the starting year of Islam is considered to be 622 CE, 
or the so-called Hijra57. In Judaism, however, we can talk about many more millennia of 
development of the religion itself. Judaism is considered the oldest known monotheistic 
religion in the world. The emergence of Judaism and its history began in the second 
millennium BC. Its initial development is associated with the so-called patriarchs of the 
Jewish people, such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. At the root of many religious conflicts, 
besides the manipulation of people's faith, lies the dispute over territory. The Arab-Israeli 
conflict is a striking example of this. The Jews were finally expelled from Judea, their ethnic 
territory, at the beginning of the Common Era by the Romans. At that time, the Second 
Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, leaving only a part of it known as the "Wailing Wall," 
where Jews mourned their expulsion from their land before leaving. The Arabs settled in 
these lands only in the 4th-7th centuries, when there were no Jews there, and they adopted 
this ethnically pure land as their own. The Jews returned to it, albeit only partially, in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. It was only after the creation of the modern state of Israel in May 1948, 
by a decision of the UN, that the resettlement of compact masses of Jews who had survived 
the Holocaust began, from all over Europe and later from all over the world. To this day, both 
Jews and Arabs rightly consider this territory their ethnic homeland. The name "Palestinians" 
has nothing to do with Arabs and is derived from the Philistines, a pagan people with whom 
the Jews were in conflict during the time of their kings Saul, David, and Solomon (11th-10th 
centuries BCE). 

In summary, the most important common elements that highlight the similarities between the 
three major monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) and which we have 
mentioned so far in various parts of the analysis are: 

●​ the existence of one supreme God; 
●​ the existence of his counterpart, the so-called demon, who is a fallen angel; 
●​ the existence of the idea of the Last Judgment, in which everyone will answer for their 

deeds before God; the absence of a single line written directly by the main prophets in 
the three religions, Moses, Jesus Christ, and Muhammad; 

●​ the existence of interpretations of the words of the main prophets (Moses, Jesus 
Christ, and Muhammad) that appeared years and centuries after their deaths; 

57  This term refers to the migration of Muhammad and his followers in 622 CE from the city of Mecca 
to the city of Yathrib (Medina al-Nabi). This event marked the beginning of the Muslim calendar and 
made Yathrib a holy city for Islam. 
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●​ the emergence at a certain stage in their development of radical religious movements 
that attempt to impose religion by force (Zealots58 in Judaism, Taborites59 in 
Christianity, Wahhabis60 and Salafis in Islam, etc.); 

●​ the sharing of key figures such as the archangel Gabriel/Jibrail in all three religions; 
●​ common parables and legends such as the one we mentioned about the sacrifice of 

Abraham and Ibrahim with their sons Isaac and Ishmael; 
●​ the prohibition of burying suicides in public cemeteries because only God has the 

right to dispose of our lives; 
●​ the idea of fasting as religious purification of the believer; 
●​ common rituals, such as circumcision of boys upon reaching puberty, which is 

practiced in Judaism and Islam; 
●​ the existence of sacred places of worship associated with the prophets of the three 

religions (Mecca, Jerusalem, Nazareth, Bethlehem, etc.). 
●​ The most important similarity is that the entire value and ritual system built in the 

three religions is related to God's commandments, which determine the rules by which 
believers must live and which, although different in number, exist in all three 
religions. 

As we can see from the comparison, the similarities between the three religions are many 
times greater than the differences. The opposition between them is not only manipulative and 
absurd, but also extremely dangerous, as it could spark a military conflict in the foreseeable 
future. 

IV.2. Between the success and bloody failure of the ethno-religious model in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 

We divide this subchapter of the dissertation into several parts, each of which focuses on 
different aspects. For example: 

IV.2.1. Background. The formation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

IV.2.2. Bosnia and Herzegovina between the beginning of World War I and the end of 
World War II 

IV.2.3. Bosnia and Herzegovina under Tito: A social experiment without parallel. 

IV.2.4. The Bosnian War and the madness of the Sarajevo blockade (April 6, 1992 - 
February 29, 1996) 

60  A reformist movement with extremely conservative views that emerged in Sunni Islam in the 18th 
century, which in its fundamentalist views aims to return to the founding sources of Islam - the hadiths 
and the Quran. 

59  A radical Christian movement in Bohemia in the 15th century, considered heretical by the Catholic 
Church, which led to an organized crusade against them. 

58  A political movement within Judaism that emerged in the 1st century and led rebellions against the 
Roman Empire with the aim of uniting the Holy Land. They played a major role in the First 
Jewish-Roman War in 66-73 AD. 
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IV.2.5. Bosnia and Herzegovina today. Milorad Dodik's role in the country's future 

The analysis of the formation and subsequent bloody collapse of the SFR Yugoslavia is a 
very important element of our study, as it shows the hatred and thirst for violence that 
smolders among the Balkan peoples and how easily it can be ignited by external or internal 
factors. No one in the Balkans, including Bulgaria, is immune to such actions, conflicts, and 
violence. 

In the two cantons mentioned above, where the percentage of Croats and Bosniaks is 
approximately equal, almost all well-known schools with the slogan "Two schools under one 
roof" are located. 

In the context of this analysis and the facts presented about the breakup of Yugoslavia, the 
future of Bosnia and Herzegovina is very unclear. Without the hope of EU enlargement 
towards the Western Balkans and given the extremely tense international situation regarding 
the war in Ukraine in 2025, there is a real threat of a new bloody conflict in the region. 

 

IV.3. Internal and external geopolitical factors provoking confrontations along 
the Christian-Islamic axis in Bulgaria. The role of the DPS in the Bulgarian 
ethno-religious model after 1989. 

The assimilation of minorities with foreign ethnic origins or religious beliefs is a process 
characteristic of many European countries in the national era of the 19th and 20th centuries. 
This was further reinforced after World War I and World War II and the politically imposed 
borders that did not reflect ethnic and historical realities. Bulgaria is no exception in this 
respect. Since the beginning of the 20th century, several attempts have been made to 
assimilate the Turkish ethnic group of Muslim religion in the country, including Bulgarians 
who profess the Muslim religion. The culmination of the assimilation policies was the 
so-called "Revival Process" of the 1980s. On June 19, 1984, the ruling Bulgarian Communist 
Party decided to change the Turkish and Arabic names of Bulgarian citizens to Bulgarian 
ones, which led to a change in identity documents. The beginning of the end of the "Revival 
Process" was marked by terrorist acts and demonstrative protests, which culminated in May 
1989. 

After 1989, the years were characterized by freedom of religion in Bulgaria. This was 
supported by freedom in cultural life, dress, and the practice of traditional Muslim religion. 
Although not officially recognized, because according to our Constitution political parties 
based on ethnicity are prohibited, such a party exists in Bulgaria, namely the Movement for 
Rights and Freedoms. The Turkish and Bulgarian Muslim populations play an important role 
with their electoral attitudes, which is why the party is beginning to play a significant role. 

Public opinion in Bulgaria, although divided on the issue, is predominantly negative towards 
the "Revival Process." In the so-called mixed regions of the country, there have been no 
serious problems on ethnic or religious grounds. Moreover, the "Revival Process" did not 
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achieve its goal of homogenizing the Bulgarian nation, but on the contrary, created 
unnecessary ethnic tension in Bulgaria. 

After 1989, new organizations emerged in Bulgaria, some of which were openly 
anti-Bulgarian platforms preaching radical Islam. Examples of such organizations include 
Al-Waqf al-Islami61, the Tayba Foundation, Irshad62, the Vira Foundation, the Union for 
Islamic Development and Culture (OIRK), and the Union of Muslims in Bulgaria. Interethnic 
tensions during the first 20 years of the transition grew steadily until 2012, when a case was 
brought against 13 imams accused of inciting religious hatred and anti-democratic ideology. 

Other associations and organizations that may be linked to the rise in tensions between 
different communities at a certain stage of our history after 2000 include the Muslim 
Democratic Union, the Bulgarian Red Crescent, and the European Institute “Pomak”63. 

 

IV.4. Threats and challenges to the Bulgarian ethno-religious model 

One of the things Bulgaria can boast about after 1989, especially against the backdrop of 
events in the former Yugoslavia, is the preservation of ethnic and religious peace. “The 
Bulgarian ethno-religious model” has been mentioned frequently during these years. It is very 
difficult to define exactly what this model represents, when and why it emerged. In the 
Bulgarian political and social sphere, the term used is "Bulgarian ethnic model." According 
to a report by the Risk Management Laboratory at the New Bulgarian University, the 
"Bulgarian ethnic model" differs from European multiculturalism in that the Muslim minority 
is encapsulated in a parallel community organized by its own party. In exchange for benefits 
and privileges, representatives of the majority join this community, and other ethnic 
minorities are subjected to more aggressive Islamization. According to them, the "Bulgarian 
ethnic model" is similar to the communist model of forming a political and intellectual elite 
among minorities through privileges, corruption, and atheism. They believe that this model 
should be replaced by real integration of the Muslim minority and ethno-religious tolerance 
and coexistence based on the rule of law.  

Our understanding differs from that formulated by this laboratory. We believe that the model 
is ethno-religious, since to a much greater extent we can speak of religious tolerance and 
tolerance in the mixed areas of Bulgaria, and it is very difficult to separate ethnic and 
religious affiliation among the Turkish Muslim ethnic group. We can agree that, as a legacy 
of the socialist period, there have been attempts to control the Turkish minority by linking 
their leaders to economic and political benefits. We can also agree that there is a process of 
Islamization of other minorities, specifically the Roma minority. However, in our opinion, 
this interpretation of the "Bulgarian ethnic model" is very one-sided, limited, and politically 

63 Official website of the European Institute “Pomak”. 

62 A foundation registered in Bulgaria in 1991 by Ali Hayreddin, Mustafa Hadji, and Basri Pehlivan. 
The main goal of the foundation is to translate, edit, and publish books dedicated to Islam. 

61  Al Waqf al-Islami (AWAI) is an organization operating within the supranational framework of 
Bulgaria and designated as terrorist by the United States. 
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determined. If we are talking about a model, we must take into account the peaceful 
coexistence between Bulgarians, Turks, and Bulgarian Muslims, and between Christians and 
Muslims in Bulgaria since the Liberation, especially in the mixed regions of the Rhodopes 
and Ludogorie. Therefore, when we talk about the threats and challenges to this model, we 
must return to its natural genesis, rather than the politically conditioned one after 1989. We 
must also consider the ethno-religious tolerance that exists in Bulgaria, unlike in some of our 
neighboring countries. This ethno-religious tolerance can be linked to Bulgaria's geography 
and history. No other country on the Balkan Peninsula is such a real bridge between Europe 
and Asia, the West and the East, the Balkans and the Orient, Christianity and Islam. This is a 
result of its geographical location. We can assume that ethnic and religious tolerance was 
essential for the survival of Bulgarians over the centuries as a result of this geographical 
location, which subsequently became the norm and a model of behavior. This is in contrast to 
the neighbouring Balkan countries, where statehood was formed through a process of relative 
ethnic homogenisation. Greece, Serbia, Croatia and Romania are ethnically much more 
homogeneous and have been so throughout history. The only country whose ethnic structure 
is similar to that of Bulgaria is Bosnia and Herzegovina. That is why we drew an analogy 
with it. In the centuries that followed, as a result of Bulgaria's geographical location and 
historical vicissitudes, ethnic and religious tolerance was essential for the survival of the 
Bulgarian people. This, in our opinion, became a natural element of the Bulgarian national 
character. Even during the period (14th-19th centuries) when the Ottoman Empire ruled a 
significant part of the Balkan Peninsula, we, unlike the Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks, Romanians, 
and even the Greeks, were closest to the center of the empire—Istanbul—and therefore most 
exposed to risks and threats. During this period, one of the most important factors for the 
preservation of the Bulgarian ethnic group was its consolidation around the Christian 
religion. We owe to this ethno-religious model the fact that modern Bulgaria can be proud of 
saving nearly 50,000 human lives during World War II. It is an indisputable fact that the 
rescue of Bulgarian Jews was achieved thanks to the efforts of the country's political elite, the 
leadership of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, and many ordinary Bulgarians who risked their 
lives and the safety of their families to help their Jewish friends and neighbors. Furthermore, 
despite a series of assimilation policies and measures in Bulgaria after the Liberation, 
culminating in the "Revival Process" of the 1980s, after 1989, not only did no conflicts arise 
between Bulgarians and Turks or Christians and Muslims, but there was not even any serious 
tension or threat of such conflicts. 

From this perspective, it is important to assess the current risks and challenges to 
ethno-religious peace and stability in Bulgaria, comparing them with the bloody 
ethno-religious conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the real threats to date (2025) from 
new ones in the Western Balkans.  

The years in Bulgaria after 1989 offered a completely new social, cultural, and 
ethno-religious reality, unconditioned by the ideologemes of the socialist period. On the one 
hand, we can say that the Bulgarian socio-cultural and ethno-religious space was being 
reconstructed, but on the other hand, this "new" space bore many of the ugliest scars of the 
past. As Polish public figure, dissident, and journalist Adam Michnik said, "The worst thing 
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about communism is what comes after it" (Michnik 1987). He further developed this idea by 
referring to the rabid nationalism of the new socialists, seen through the prism of: "Power 
taken by blood can only be relinquished by blood." It is no coincidence that we quote Adam 
Michnik and draw a parallel between Bulgaria after 1989 and the socialist period, because the 
bloody collapse of Yugoslavia was largely determined by similar factors and causes. In 
theory, the conflicts we discussed there are considered ethno-religious, but in practice, the 
ethnicity is the same (Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs are all Slavs), but the religions are 
different. Thus, we could say that this is a religious conflict, but that would not be true. This 
was a conflict provoked by internal political ideologies formed during socialism, antagonisms 
and confrontations between the peoples of the former Yugoslavia that had accumulated over 
decades, and external geopolitical interests. 

In this context, we must consider the challenges facing Bulgarian ethnic and religious peace 
and the risks of a conflict similar to that in neighboring Yugoslavia. Similarly, here we have 
two main religions, Eastern Orthodox Christianity and Islam, which have deep roots of 
antagonism that can easily be stirred up and inflamed, as is happening in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. The same political ideologues who shaped public attitudes, the apparent peace 
and balance under socialism, and their collapse after its end, are also present in Bulgaria. If in 
the former Yugoslavia they tried to implement a unique social experiment known as 
"Titoism," then in Bulgaria social engineering gave birth to the absurdities of a series of 
"Revival Processes." The peak of "Titoism" was the transformation of religion into a national 
identity, as happened with Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina, while in Bulgaria the peak of 
the "Revival Processes" was in the mid-1980s. We must never forget this, and it should serve 
as a very important warning sign that the ideologues and instigators of the conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia were individuals such as Slobodan Milošević, Radovan Karadžić, Franjo 
Tuđman, Alija Izetbegović, and Biljana Plavšić, who, without exception, came from the 
leadership ranks of the Yugoslav Communist Party. In order to remain in power, they shifted 
from one confrontational ideology, socialism, based on class, to another, nationalism, based 
on ethnicity and religion. 

This immediately raises a very important question: "What is the difference between Bulgaria 
and the former Yugoslavia, and what preserved our religious peace at the end of the 20th 
century?" Certainly, one of the factors that was missing in our country was the external 
geopolitical interest in igniting such a conflict. Former Yugoslavia was a much larger country 
with a more strategic location, a greater mix of ethnicities and religions, and drastic economic 
disparities that made it the subject of unhealthy interest from the Great Powers. We can 
conclude that, fortunately for us, Bulgaria remained uninterested in the ignition of a conflict. 
However, this should not reassure us, as we have many similar factors and conditions to 
former Yugoslavia. 

In the 1990s, the focus in Bulgaria was on economic plundering and the dismantling of all the 
foundations—education, healthcare, social security, and economic prosperity—that would 
have helped it transform quickly and easily into a normal European country. The ideologues 
of our transition correctly assessed that Bulgarian society was immature and civil society was 
in its infancy, and that these people could very easily be deceived and manipulated. There 
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was no need to stir up ethnic and religious confrontation to conceal economic interests. An 
additional geopolitical factor was Bulgaria's border with Turkey, and hence with the Middle 
East, which, in the event of an outbreak of conflict, especially religious conflict, could have 
led to foreign intervention in our country. It is unlikely that Turkey would have stood idly by 
if pogroms against the Muslim population had taken place in Bulgaria, as this would have 
been not just a matter of changing names, as was the case in the 1980s, but of bloody 
reprisals, as happened in the former Yugoslavia. From today's perspective, this may not sound 
relevant, but let us not forget that at that time Bulgaria was not only not a member of NATO 
and the EU, but was also very far from them. 

There is another factor, in our opinion, which is difficult to prove scientifically, but we 
assume it to be true, namely the much more tolerant and definitely good-neighborly relations 
that exist in the mixed regions of Bulgaria. There, at the level of ordinary people, it would be 
very difficult for hatred and a thirst for revenge to flare up.  

After this explanation, let us try to formulate what the Bulgarian ethno-religious model 
means. It was much discussed in the public and political sphere at the end of the 20th and 
beginning of the 21st century. We often heard that only the DPS, represented by Mr. Ahmed 
Dogan, was the sole guarantor of its preservation. In our opinion, the huge difference with 
neighboring countries and contrary to the opinion imposed over the last 35 years that this 
model was created by the political class, we argue that what is unique about it is that it was 
created from the bottom up, i.e., it arose naturally among ordinary people in mixed regions 
and has nothing to do with politics and the political class. We have already explained some of 
the reasons for this in the previous chapters. Namely, Bulgaria's border location and the 
mixing of populations and religions since the early Middle Ages. Here we will focus only on 
the most important element: the relationship between Christians and Muslims. Undoubtedly, 
Bulgaria has experienced at least two waves of extreme ethnic violence bordering on 
genocide and forced Islamization during the Ottoman period. However, for the most part, 
Bulgarians and Turks, Christians and Muslims lived together peacefully and normally. Firstly, 
unlike Bosnia and Serbia, Bulgaria was very close to the heart of the Ottoman Empire itself, 
and it was a matter of survival to have such normal relations with Turks and Muslims. 
Secondly, there were no major social differences between the ordinary inhabitants of the 
empire that could give rise to tension and confrontation; rather, they benefited from their 
contacts with each other. This statement, of course, may be considered scandalous and 
unacceptable in some nationalist circles. Let us not forget that during the Bulgarian 
Renaissance, a large part of the goods produced by the first Bulgarian factories, 
manufactories, workshops, etc. were traded within the empire, which gave impetus to the 
beginning of our industrialization. Bulgaria also obtained the right to its own patriarchate, 
which broke away from the Greek Patriarchate by a sultan's decree in 1870 issued by Sultan 
Abdul Aziz. Perhaps as a result of these historical and geopolitical peculiarities, Bulgaria 
never experienced the extreme nationalism that was so characteristic of other Balkan peoples 
and of Europe in general at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, when 
nation states were formed and political borders were drawn. For this reason, we can say that 
the Bulgarian ethno-religious model is based on mutual understanding, knowledge, and 
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acceptance of the different cultures inhabiting the territory of modern Bulgaria, which has a 
very deep historical basis. In this model, peaceful coexistence, including its economic 
benefits, takes precedence over ideology. A telling example in this regard is that even when 
politics intervened through the series of "Revival Processes," which reached their peak in the 
mid-1980s, there were very few cases of clashes between Christians and Muslims, as well as 
manifestations of extreme religious and ethnic hatred. The few such examples were the result 
of political manipulation and did not come from the desires of the people themselves.  

This does not mean, however, that by exploiting people's natural fears and one of the most 
intimate things for every human being – their faith – such a conflict cannot be ignited. 
Ahmed Dogan became the embodiment of the "political guarantor" of this model. Until very 
recently, he was backed by tens of thousands of people who believed in him unreservedly, 
relied on him, felt grateful to him, and were convinced that no one else would take care of 
them. They called him an "icon" and showed him reverence as if he were a prophet. He 
himself claimed in public statements that without him and the DPS, there was a huge risk of a 
repeat of the abuses against Bulgarian Turks during the "Revival Process." The latest political 
events in Bulgaria, the rift between Ahmed Dogan and Delyan Peevski, and the split in the 
DPS have pushed this politically determined rationale into the background. The question 
immediately arises as to whether Delian Peevski will fill the niche left vacant by the 
politically weakening figure of Ahmed Dogan. The ethnic and religious card is very 
convenient for manipulating people and using them for political and economic purposes. 

The highly complex and unstable geopolitical situation in the world today (2025) raises many 
questions about both the geopolitical future and ethno-religious peace in Bulgaria. In the 
event of a new geopolitical rift, in which the US and Russia, as powerful figures, decide to 
divide the world into spheres of influence, Bulgaria may find itself in the Russian part. It is 
then unclear what the opinion and attitude of Bulgarian Turks and Muslims would be towards 
such a new political reality. It is also unclear whether external geopolitical players would 
attempt to fuel religious confrontation in Bulgaria with the aim of destabilising the country. 
We must never forget that Russia and Turkey are imperial powers with a deeply rooted 
imperial mindset and will always have an interest in Bulgaria, which has fallen within their 
geopolitical orbit at various times in history. We must therefore be very cautious about 
manifestations of extreme nationalism. 

In our opinion, it is very important to distinguish between manifestations of extreme 
nationalism that threaten ethno-religious stability in the country and patriotism, which, the 
more global it is in the world, the more necessary it is for people to give them stability and a 
sense of belonging. Nationalism is an ideology and policy that preaches the superiority of 
one's own nation and ethnicity over other ethnic groups within and outside the state. It 
emerged with capitalism and the nation-state in the 19th century. It instills xenophobia64, 
hatred, and territorial claims against neighbors. It is instilled through the education system, 
especially during the Cold War (1947-1991) in the Socialist bloc countries, and is passed 
down from generation to generation and reproduced through the collective memory of the 

64  It means "hatred of foreigners and everything foreign," according to the Bulgarian dictionary. 
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nation. It serves the interests of great power and assimilationist-hegemonic policies. Without 
exception, every modern state, due to politically drawn borders resulting from military 
conflicts and "just" peace treaties, is a colorful mix of "n" ethnic groups. For this reason, with 
the emergence of the nation-state in the 19th century, ideas arose for the homogenization of 
the nation around its titular ethnic group, which almost always took the form of violent 
assimilation. One of the first such attempts was in Austria-Hungary in 1868. Other examples 
include Serbia in the early 20th century, the Turkish Constitution of 1924, the "Revival 
Process" in Bulgaria, and others. Many of the bloody conflicts of the 20th century were the 
result of extreme nationalism and a lack of ethnic and religious tolerance. 

In the 21st century, we are once again facing serious threats of new conflicts on this front. 

Patriotism, on the other hand, represents the preservation, respect, and reproduction of the 
culture, history, and personalities of an ethnic group, but combined with acceptance, 
understanding, and respect for "the other" (Бърдаров 2012). 

In summary, we can say that we live in an extremely dynamic world in which many of the 
models we became accustomed to in the 19th and 20th centuries either no longer work or are 
transforming into something new and radically different. Those who live with the stereotypes 
and ideas of a bygone era, in addition to lagging behind the direction in which the modern 
world is developing, can also pose a very serious threat to peace and the normal development 
of societies. We cannot delude ourselves that technological development, the increasing 
literacy of the world's population, and the greater amount of information at our disposal will 
act as a brake and prevention for future conflicts. Technologies and scales are changing, but 
human beings remain essentially the same as the first homo sapiens on this planet (Bardarov 
2024). They are driven by the same instincts, passions, and fears. Therefore, we should not be 
surprised that in 2025, the world will be torn apart by severe and bloody military conflicts. 
There is a sense of enormous instability and a real threat of a new global conflict. These are 
natural cycles that humanity has always gone through. After 80 years of relative peace 
(mainly in Europe and the developed world), we are entering a new spiral of violence and 
confrontation, but unlike in the 20th century, when it was mainly nationalistic, now it is 
predominantly ethnic and religious. 

In this regard, we must be very careful when playing the ethnic and religious card in 
Bulgaria. The region we live in is a sad example of horrific fratricidal ethnic and religious 
conflicts. Despite the attempts of the political elite to present itself as the guarantor of the 
ethno-religious model in Bulgaria, we believe that no such guarantor exists. That is why the 
whole society must be very careful and show zero tolerance towards all attempts and rhetoric 
that fuel ethnic and religious hatred and provoke people's natural fears. 
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Conclusion 

The topic we have chosen for our dissertation is relevant and will always remain relevant due 
to the constantly manipulated confrontation between religions (especially monotheistic ones) 
in the world and in particular on the Balkan Peninsula. Unfortunately, since we began 
working on this dissertation and now that we are in the final stages, several significant 
religious conflicts have escalated and new ones have emerged. There is a growing threat in 
the Western Balkans of new conflicts along the Orthodox Christian-Muslim (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, and the Republic of North Macedonia) and Catholic-Muslim 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina) axes. Bulgaria, surprisingly given its recent past, continues to be 
an island of ethnic and religious stability and tolerance in a troubled region and in close 
proximity to the region (the Middle East) that is currently the scene of the most violent 
religious confrontation in the world. 

In the context of the subject and purpose of the study stated in the introduction, in this 
dissertation we have analyzed in detail the emergence and development of the main religions 
in Bulgaria, their interrelations and confrontations in a historical perspective. The most 
important goal we set ourselves was to clarify the characteristics and parameters of the 
Bulgarian ethno-religious model widely proclaimed in the political arena at the end of the 
20th and beginning of the 21st centuries, and what the real threats to its destruction are in the 
foreseeable future. 

Given its border location between the West and the East, Europe and Asia, Bulgaria is, on the 
one hand, a fault line between Christianity and Islam in Europe, and on the other hand, this 
has determined their very contradictory, complex, and bloody history, which has often seen 
clashes on religious grounds. Our main conclusion from the dissertation is that, given its 
history, geography, and geopolitical development, Bulgaria can be seen as a model for 
religious tolerance and normal relations between the world's major religions in the modern 
world. We reached this conclusion by examining the emergence and development of these 
major religions in our lands step by step. Perhaps because we have been the arena of many 
bloody and violent religious clashes, we have gradually built this model of religious tolerance 
and peaceful coexistence. Even the imposition of Christianity was accompanied by bloody 
and brutal reprisals (864) against the main boyar families in the country who professed pagan 
beliefs. The introduction and establishment of Islam in our country during the Ottoman 
Empire was also accompanied by several waves of brutal religious violence. Attempts to 
assimilate the Muslim ethnic group in Bulgaria after the Liberation, which peaked with the 
Revival Process of the 1980s, were also marked by violence and deaths. Despite all this, to 
this day, in the mixed regions of Bulgaria where Christians and Muslims live, there are no 
signs of acute religious opposition; on the contrary, people live together peacefully and as 
good neighbors. Even the infamous attempts in the 1990s and early 2000s to play the ethnic 
and religious card in Bulgaria for selfish political ends, with the clear threat of disrupting 
ethnic and religious stability, did not lead to this. There are three versions of the factors that 
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have determined the contemporary Bulgarian model of peaceful coexistence between ethnic 
and religious groups. One is that external factors did not provoke ethnic and religious 
violence after the collapse of the socialist system, unlike in the former Yugoslavia, and in 
particular Bosnia and Herzegovina. We tend to agree with this hypothesis to some extent, 
because in the former Yugoslavia, people lived peacefully and normally together for a long 
period of time during the 20th century. Moreover, these are people whose way of life, 
mentality, and ethnopsychology are very close to ours, and both they and we have inherited 
ethnic and religious conflicts, purges, and genocides in the recent past. This brings us to the 
second factor, namely that people in Bulgaria are more tolerant, more patient (for better or 
worse!) and less prone to extremes in every aspect, unlike the peoples of the former 
Yugoslavia. In our opinion, this is the main reason for the preservation of the peaceful 
Bulgarian ethno-religious model. It is no coincidence that we conducted a thorough analysis 
of the bloody disintegration of Yugoslavia and the acute religious conflict in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in the 1990s. There are many parallels between their situation and ours. One of 
the most paradoxical examples, highlighting Bulgarian religious tolerance and tolerance, is 
that on April 6, 1992, a spontaneous peaceful protest broke out in Sarajevo, in which 
Orthodox Christians (Serbs), Catholics (Croats), and Muslims (Bosniaks) stood shoulder to 
shoulder to protest against the madness of the war in neighboring Croatia. Two days later, the 
blockade of Sarajevo was established and these people began to kill each other in a 
particularly brutal manner, including extreme forms of genocide, e.g. Srebrenica, and mass 
serial rape of women in the infamous sex camps. We share the view that no one in the 
Balkans is immune to such forms of extreme violence and genocide on religious grounds. 
However, based on our field research, we believe that the violence in the former Yugoslavia 
was due to the much more extreme nationalism and chauvinism characteristic of the peoples 
there and foreign to us Bulgarians, rather than to religious differences. 

This brings us to the third factor highlighted for the preservation of the peaceful Bulgarian 
ethno-religious model, namely the political factor. In our opinion, this issue must be 
approached with extreme caution because this model is, metaphorically speaking, a very thin 
layer of ice that can easily be broken, leading to events similar to those in the former 
Yugoslavia. Yes, at certain moments, especially in the 1990s, there were political formations 
that approached this delicate issue very responsibly, given the recent revival process in the 
country. At that time, they certainly played a positive role in preserving peace and 
ethno-religious stability. At the same time, these political groups, or groups close to them, 
tried in a cynical and very dangerous way to play the ethnic and religious card at the 
beginning of the 21st century, provoking ethnic and religious tension in the mixed regions of 
the country. 

This opinion of ours will most likely be subject to criticism, but having conducted a thorough 
analysis of religious relations in the country from the Middle Ages to the present day, we 
stand firmly behind it. As proof of this, we can cite the rescue of Bulgarian Jews during 
World War II. Yes, politicians such as Dimitar Peshev, political leaders such as Tsar Boris III, 
and religious leaders such as Metropolitan Kiril, later Patriarch, played a key role at that time. 
Kiril, BUT there was no other nation in Europe at that time where thousands of ordinary, 
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nameless people risked their own lives and those of their families to participate in the rescue 
of their Jewish friends, neighbors, and colleagues. This was not a political act, it was an act of 
humanity that elevated the Bulgarian people to one of the highest places among the Righteous 
Among the Nations (Yad Vashem).  

The most important goal with which we began and completed this dissertation is to identify 
the real threats of religious tension in our country that could escalate into serious conflict. 
Our conclusions are that if such a threat exists, it comes from the extremely unstable political 
situation and religious conflicts in regions closer to us (the Western Balkans) or a little further 
away (the Middle East), rather than from internal factors. Even with attempts to stir up 
political and ethnic tension with our western neighbor — the Republic of North Macedonia 
(RCM) — the greatest danger lies not in open confrontation between the two peoples and 
states, but in a possible confrontation and disintegration of the RCM along 
Macedonian-Albanian lines. This could lead to a bloody conflict in the entire region. 

One of the aims of our dissertation was to show that the main religions practiced in Bulgaria 
(Christianity and Islam), which are at the root of the most serious contemporary global 
conflicts, have more similarities than differences. And any religious opposition between the 
three major monotheistic religions—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism—is the result of 
political manipulation aimed at gaining economic benefits. 
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Summary of the contributions of the dissertation: 

Based on the scientific work developed, we can formulate several theoretical and practical 
contributions. 

The purely theoretical contributions are as follows: 

1.​ The genesis and historical development of the main religions and religious 
movements in Bulgaria over the centuries have been analyzed, and their 
interrelationships have been clarified in the context of the extremely complex and 
contradictory history of the Bulgarian people, marked by extreme political upheavals 
and reversals. 

2.​ The empirical and cognitive contribution of the dissertation consists in revealing, 
arguing, and practically implementing the series of attempts by the state authorities to 
assimilate and Christianize the Muslim ethnic element in the country from the 
Liberation to the present day. 

The following contributions are of practical and applied significance: 

3.​ An in-depth analysis of the current state of the main religions in Bulgaria and, above 
all, of the demographic balance between them in the mixed regions of Bulgaria has 
been carried out. It has been clarified how the Bulgarian ethno-religious model was 
formed in the 1990s and what it actually represents, and our own definition of the 
structure and content of this model has been formulated. 

4.​ The most important scientific and practical contribution is related to the analysis of 
the causes and factors that led to the bloody collapse of the ethno-religious peace 
model in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of the 20th century. Based on this, the 
real threats of a similar conflict in Bulgaria in the 21st century are outlined, taking 
into account and ranking the political, geopolitical, and purely religious factors that 
could trigger it. 
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