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Abstract 
 
The aim of this study is to investigate how Todor Enchev sustained and negotiated his hu-
manity, faith, and freedom of conscience in prison, labour, and concentration camps in late 
1940’s-1950’s Bulgaria. Through a hermeneutic study, this investigation analyses Enchev’s 
book From Spiritual Death to Eternal Life (1998). Having been imprisoned first as a teenager 
for his vocal political beliefs against the communist regime in Bulgaria and thereafter for his 
newfound Christian faith, this study examines his narrative. This study concludes that Enchev 
was ultimately sustained by a vision of a greater eternal dimension and new humanity, while 
viewing his current suffering as a mission set before him. This vision changed his self-aware-
ness and allowed him to persevere. His focus remained on the communication, for him, be-
tween the eternal dimension of heaven and the earthly dimension of his present. This was ex-
pressed through his behaviour and attitude towards others in the camps, a period he referred 
to as a ‘spiritual university’. Through this, Enchev was able to identify as a contemporary dis-
ciple and martyr, giving him a sense of duty, which gave meaning to his time in the camps 
and beyond.  
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1. Introduction 
Initially with the Allies during the Second World War, the Soviet Union declared war on Bul-
garia on September 5th, 1944. During the 1944 Bulgarian coup d’État on September 9th, the 
Bulgarian government was overthrown and replaced with the pro-Soviet Bulgarian Com-
munist Party (BCP) and coalition, that was dominated by the BCP. On September 16th, 1944, 
the Soviet Red Army entered Sofia escalating communism’s takeover of the nation. Those 
who disagreed with the new communist government’s policies were ostracized and prohibited 
from education, healthcare, and job opportunities. Those who were loyal to the Party, were 
rewarded with secure jobs, food, education, and healthcare. The communist ideology became 
official in 1946 with the new constitution. 
 
On December 20th, 1944, the Bulgarian state passed two laws that marked the beginning of a 
period marked by repression and which enabled Bulgarian citizens with different views, pre-
dominantly religious and political, to be sent without being officially sentenced to concentra-
tion and labour camps to be ‘re-educated’: the “Ordinance Law on Labour and Educational 
Dormitories” and the “Ordinance Law on Labour and Educational Dormitories for Politically 
Dangerous Persons” (Ognyanov, Dimova, & Lalkov, 1992, p. 43). On January 28th, 1945, the 
Legal Ordinance for the Defence of the People’s Government was adopted, “an openly re-
pressive law that contradicted elementary constitutional norms” (Znepolski et al., 2019, p. 
59). 
 
Todor Enchev, a politically engaged fourteen-year-old in 1944, got increasingly entangled in 
this ideocide period’s processes. A vocal youth against the communist regime, Enchev could 
not and would not stand to see his beloved country fall into the hands of the Communists and 
overwhelming Soviet influence. This led to many imprisonments as punishments and at-
tempted persuasions to reconsider his political viewpoints, and it is during one of these incar-
cerations that Enchev first heard of evangelical Christians. He made it his mission, that when 
he is released from prison in early 1950, he will find out who these ‘strange-sounding’ people 
are and what they believe. Shortly thereafter, at the “ripe” age of nineteen, he decided to ded-
icate his life to his newfound faith and was soon after sent by the one-party state to be ‘re-ed-
ucated’ (Enchev, 1998, p. 10). This ‘re-educational’ period of his life, which he spent in vari-
ous labour and concentration camps throughout Bulgaria, lasted five years (Enchev, 1998). 
 
Whilst in the various detention facilities1, Enchev was sustained by a vision of a greater eter-
nal dimension and viewed his suffering as a mission set before him. This vision of a greater 
eternal dimension heavily influenced his self-awareness to the extent that the vision ulti-
mately gave him the strength to persevere through the oppression he was subjected to due to 
his faith. He referred to this challenging time in his life as a “spiritual university”, and it was 
during this time, when the State made every attempt to obliterate his newfound faith, that he 
ultimately matured into a firm Christian believer unwavering in his faith (Enchev, 1998, p. 
37). 
 
In this investigation, I will explore Enchev’s life story as he portrayed it in his book From 
Spiritual Death to Eternal Life (1998). The investigation will be conducted through the lens 
of a select theoretical framework in order to address the research question of how Enchev ne-
gotiated humanity, faith, and freedom of conscience in the camps.   

 
1 Local arrests in municipal facilities, prisons, and concentration camps. 
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2. Research Purpose & Questions 

2.1 Research Problem, Purpose & Aim 
The first page of Pastor Enchev’s From Spiritual Death to Eternal Life (1998), recounting his 
experiences as a new believer being ‘re-educated’, begins with a brief introduction by Pastor 
Roumen Ivanov, currently Director of Mission Possible Bulgaria – a charity focusing on the 
marginalised Roma community within the nation. Ivanov (1998) begins by noting: 
 

Only a few years separate us from that totalitarian time, as if no time has passed. Time 
mercilessly erases our memories, and our past somehow becomes impersonal and hol-
low. The events, the faces and occurrences disappear without being passed on or 
shared with the next generation. (p. 5) 

 
Echoing these thoughts, there is a real risk in forgetting this tragic time in Bulgarian history. 
Events get overshadowed, erased even by government or person, and what is left are small 
remnants, reminders, of a time that once was. As time passes, the significance of these mo-
ments and the actions of those involved that perhaps were not held accountable, are gradually 
obliterated leaving little atonement for the victims and families thereof of this harrowing re-
gime. 
 
Through a case study of Todor Enchev’s experience, the purpose of this paper is to investi-
gate how he sustained his humanity, faith, and freedom of conscience while the Bulgarian 
government at the time attempted to ‘re-educate’ him and the effects this had on his actions 
and experiences within the camps. While doing so, this investigation aims to shed light on the 
Bulgarian government at the time’s actions towards persecuted and prosecuted religious mi-
norities during the Communist regime, particularly, evangelical Christians. Previous research 
in academic, historical studies on labour and concentration camps and the totalitarian system 
in Bulgaria is limited. This is since after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the orientation of 
academic research was mostly in the area of how to transition and build a different society. 
Over the last thirty years, the focus has been on information about the labour and concentra-
tion camps predominantly through mass media outlets recounting the stories of victims and 
broadcasting documentaries about the camps. Limited academic research has been conducted, 
which will be discussed in the Literature Review chapter of this study; it is also important to 
note that the majority of the writing about the labour and concentration camps in Bulgaria is 
in a memoir format. 
 
Therefore, my hope is to contribute to the understanding of the life of a political prisoner and 
one of the religious minorities in late 1940s-1950s Bulgaria2 and to, ultimately, help prevent 

 
2 Bulgaria is an Eastern Orthodox country from the 9th century onward. The second largest religious group was 
and still is Sunni Islam; Roman and Eastern Catholic churches are the third minority group along with the Evan-
gelicals believers. Evangelicalism in Bulgaria and on the Balkan Peninsula was established in the middle of the 
nineteenth century (during the Ottoman Empire period) through the educational and translation of the Bible into 
new Bulgarian language efforts of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (a Methodist 
and Congregationalist body, founded in Massachusetts in 1810) (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.). For additional 
information about the American board, see further dissertations dedicated on the work of the ABCFM in the Ot-
toman Empire: Habib, B. (1992). Mission to "nominal Christians": The policy and practice of the American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and its missionaries concerning Eastern churches which led to 
the organization of a Protestant church in Beirut (1819-1848). [Doctoral dissertation, Princeton Theological 
Seminary].; Perry, F.A. (1974). The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and the London 
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the acts of the past from reoccurring through a greater awareness of this time period. I also 
hope this paper can serve as an encouragement for persecuted minorities, through the story of 
an ordinary man who chose to dedicate his life to a cause he saw as greater than himself.  
 
The research horizon of this investigation is thus to look through different angles and lenses 
academically at the oppressive environments of prisons, labour and concentration camps and 
to compare and contrast experiences of survival and preservation of sense of purpose by a 
person in such a context, with emphasis being laid on faith as a contributing factor to survival 
and preservation.  

2.2 Research Questions 
In order to investigate how Enchev negotiated humanity, faith, and freedom of conscience in 
the camps, the following questions will guide the material analysis: 
 

1. What sustained Enchev in the dehumanising conditions in the camp?  
2. How did sustaining Enchev’s humanity, growing faith, and freedom of con-

science lead him to remain human in inhumane conditions?  
3. What was produced out of Enchev’s time at the camps? What was born out 

of his suffering?  
4. How can Enchev’s experience in the camps apply to us today and to other 

religious minorities facing persecution3? 

           2.3     Limitations 
There are two main limitations with this study, namely: the reading material is originally in 
Bulgarian, and I have therefore translated the text into English for the purposes of this study 
which may result in a loss of the full essence of the original text due to translation differences 
though this risk is mitigated due to my fluency in both languages; and the investigation is 
about my grandfather, meaning that there is a certain element of bias due to this family con-
nection and my close relationship with him. The latter factor also means that my analysis and 
understanding from my grandfather’s text will undoubtedly be influenced by the numerous 
conversations I have had with him throughout my life, however, this is something that the 
hermeneutical approach to this study accounts for and will be discussed further later in the 
study. In addition, a third limitation, in my family, endurance for the Christian faith was 
highly valued, one of the core virtues along with faith, hope and love; a factor which is likely 
to influence the prevalence of these elements in the analysis of the study. And finally, unlike 
Enchev, I have not experienced prisons, labour or concentration camps but have lived in peri-
ods of democracy which, even though I am a family member, makes me an outsider to his 
memoir.  

           2.4    Contribution & Relevance 
This paper contributes in a number of different ways, both to the wider academic community 
and also to the individual experience of injustice and oppression in extreme dehumanising 
conditions. The investigation contributes historically, specifically in relation to Bulgarian his-
tory whilst also contributing to the understanding of surviving physically and mentally taxing 

 
Missionary Society in the Nineteenth Century: A Study of Ideas. [Doctoral dissertation, Washington Univer-
sity].; and, Schneider, R.A. (1980). The Senior Secretary: Rufus Anderson and The American Board of Commis-
sioners for Foreign Missions, 1810-1880. [Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University].  
3 Enchev endured persecution that, at times, was supported with official documents and followed the due prose-
cution process, whilst at other times, was without a legal official court action but as a decision by a minor militia 
officer. I will use persecution, which is the wider umbrella sort of term for the purposes of this study.  
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situations, particularly oppressive spaces, whilst being of a faith and faith’s effect on the hu-
man condition.   
 
There is a clear research gap due to a severe lack of previous research not only on this time 
period in Bulgarian history (late 1940s-1950s) and the state’s re-education agenda, but also 
on life within the prisons and camps, on dehumanisation, and on overcoming the oppressive 
environments within. Furthermore, there is a lack of research available on the effects faith has 
on overcoming an oppressive environment especially as it relates to oppression from the 
state. As discussed in section 2.1, previous research on labour and concentration camps is 
limited. The orientation of academic research in and on Bulgaria since the fall of the Berlin 
Wall has predominantly been on how to transition and build a different society; information 
concerning labour and concentration camps has mainly been through mass media outlets re-
counting victims’ stories (and therefore written sources are mainly in a memoir format) and 
broadcasting documentaries about the camps. This is further discussed in the literature review 
of this paper.  
 
This investigation aims to contribute to the knowledge gap in these two areas – the under-
standing of the human condition and experience within prisons, labour and concentration 
camps in late 1940s to 1950s Bulgaria, and the correlation between faith and overcoming an 
oppressive space. These research gaps make this study highly relevant in the fields of theol-
ogy and history; even though the purpose of this paper is not to make a historical analysis, a 
thorough understanding of the historic setting is required in order to provide an accurate and 
full background so to fully comprehend Enchev’s memoir. The following two sections will 
elaborate on the historical and theological contribution.  

            2.4.1    Historical 
Even though the primary material under scrutiny concerns a time in Bulgarian history many 
decades ago, it remains pertinent today. ‘Re-educational’ facilities, such as the ones Enchev 
was imprisoned in, are unfortunately not only in history. There are instances today where mi-
norities face the same or similar levels of persecution: China is believed to have imprisoned 
at least one million Chinese Muslims in a network of internment camps without trial or sen-
tence (Graham-Harrison & Garside, 2019; Ma, 2019); and approximately 50,000-70,000 
Christians in North Korea are in atrocious prisons or labour camps (North Korea – Serving 
Persecuted Christians Worldwide, n.d.).  
 
These are only a few examples of present-day religious suffering. Furthermore, persecution 
of ethnic and religious minorities where dehumanisation tactics are present and applied, and 
who are perhaps not being ‘re-educated’ but inhumanely treated and supressed, also occur to-
day. Present day examples range from the treatment of the Rohingya in Myanmar to Afghan 
females and groups with an interest in education.  
 
By examining Enchev’s experience, we are able to bear direct witness of the varied aspects of 
terror he experienced in the Bulgarian prisons and camps. This raises awareness of a time in 
Bulgarian history of which there is limited research and information, while rehumanising 
Enchev’s story as the story of the anonymous person (Znepolski et al., 2019). By putting a 
face on the anonymous victim, through the incorporation of a personal account, that specific 
time in history and the horrors thereof become more tangible and allow for a more thorough 
understanding of the events that transpired. By raising awareness of what happened to perse-
cuted minorities in contemporary history, we can provide a venue for discussion and preven-
tion of such occurrences before they have appeared, and we must also bear in mind that 
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groups with extreme pursuit of certain ideologies can become terrorists or oppressive govern-
ments. 

           2.4.2    Theological - Surviving an oppressive space 
In relation to this study, the evident oppressive spaces under investigation are prisons, labour 
camps and concentration camps in late 1940s to 1950s Bulgaria. However, it is also important 
to note that life outside of the prisons and camps was also oppressive. Disagreement with the 
Communist government’s policies resulted into being ostracized, as well as prohibited from 
education, healthcare, and job opportunities. Conversely, secure jobs, food, education, and 
healthcare was awarded to those loyal to the Party. This provided ample incentive to show 
support for what one may disagree with simply for survival, or to at least not vocalise one’s 
differing views.  
 
It is also of interest what influences individuals to voice their active disagreement against cer-
tain government policies which they know would lead to their arrest or, even, death. These 
actions also affect the lives of the individual’s families and loved ones. As in the case with 
Enchev whose wife, Maria, was separated from him for five years and she was strongly en-
couraged by the government to divorce him (Enchev, 1998). Whilst the perusal is of Enchev 
and how he attributes his faith as the key to his survival, this investigation also contributes to 
the wider understanding of others in oppressive spaces, including Maria and religious minori-
ties in the present-day such as Christians in Somalia.  
  
Whilst this study will directly address a few of these questions, it certainly makes ground for 
further research in the area of surviving dehumanisation and oppressive spaces and how cer-
tain factors (not only religion and faith) affect the human condition and survival under such 
circumstances. This raises the question: how does one survive living in an extreme oppressive 
environment? Whilst there are numerous factors that are likely to influence one’s survival in 
such instances, this investigation and Enchev’s booklet address one element that proved to be 
the most important for Enchev: faith. By drawing on McClendon’s Biography as Theology 
(2004) and the experiences of Dag Hammarskjöld and Martin Luther King, Jr. and, sepa-
rately, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s and Enchev’s texts, the nexus is apparent - faith; and it is there-
fore vital to see how this factor influenced Enchev’s time in the prisons and camps as it 
clearly is not a phenomenon that only he acknowledges but, rather, a source of strength for 
many. 
 
Furthermore, the paper will address the perpetrators of the re-education agenda and the dehu-
manisation tactics which caused them to view the victims as subhuman. Parallels are drawn 
from Primo Levi’s experience in the Holocaust, Haralan Popov’s experience during Com-
munist Bulgaria, and Enchev’s, with Harris and Fiske’s (2006) understanding of dehumanisa-
tion. This confluence of accounts allows for a deeper comprehension of dehumanisation as an 
effect on the victim and as an act from the perpetrator, as found in labour and concentration 
camps – another topic not widely researched. 

3. Background & Literature Review		
As previous research related to this study is limited, this investigation draws upon various 
types of sources, scholarly and also biographic accounts and novels, all in order to provide a 
clear understanding of the research landscape and the need for this research. The different 
types of sources are necessary not only in order to mitigate bias, but also to provide a thor-
ough understanding of Enchev’s book through the hermeneutic circle. These sources allow 
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for one to go back-and-forth between Enchev’s book and the additional material, in order to 
expand the horizon and understanding of the issues under investigation. The hermeneutic ap-
proach of this study further requires a thorough knowledge of the setting and human condi-
tion surrounding Enchev’s experience, allowing for the hermeneutic circle to function in 
practice. Therefore, this section delves into the following: 
 

1. The historic setting of Communist Bulgaria, specifically in the late 1940s-
1950s; 
2. Prisons, labour and concentration camps in Bulgaria; 
3. The human condition and dehumanisation, particularly the loss of conscience in 
the prison guards and the perpetrators of the communist re-education agenda. A com-
parison is made to the Holocaust through Primo Levi’s reflection which also ties into 
Haralan Popov’s account which is discussed as it relates to the historic aspect of this 
study. Thereafter, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s letters from prison are discussed as insight 
into the theological aspect of this study.  

Neither of these categories is the focus, nor is the paper’s purpose to conduct a historical 
analysis, but an understanding of all three aspects is required in order to fully comprehend 
Enchev’s account, background, and the study’s significance whilst diminishing the effects of 
bias. The understanding of these factors is also a vital element of the hermeneutic circle 
which is further discussed in the research design section of this paper; as one approaches 
Enchev’s book, the horizon changes as and when one encounters and researches new con-
cepts and areas such as the historic setting of Enchev’s book – including Bulgarian Com-
munist history and the ‘re-education’ agenda and process, and also dehumanisation. The cate-
gories mentioned therefore need to be addressed from a variety of sources in order to build an 
accurate understanding of the human condition and faith in prisons, labour and concentration 
camps in Communist Bulgaria. 

3.1 Historic Setting - Communist Bulgaria  
There is a challenge when writing about Bulgaria during her communist period, but an under-
standing is vital to Enchev’s memoir as one cannot grasp the significance of the transpired 
events. Routledge Histories of Central and Eastern Europe offer perhaps the most compre-
hensive narrative-cum-study of 1944 to 1989 Bulgaria in Bulgaria Under Communism 
(2019). Authored by seven well-established researchers, all considered specialists in their 
fields, the source is unique as rather than each chapter or section being authored by a differ-
ent individual, all seven academics contributed and discussed the contents of each chapter 
thereby providing what is considered the most thorough study of Bulgaria under communism.  
Bulgaria Under Communism (2019) is quick to acknowledge the difficulty in writing about 
Bulgaria: firstly, there is a “relatively short temporal distance separating the end of the com-
munist regime” and the present, thereby presenting a challenge for historians to address the 
“difficulties from strongly emotional evaluations of the recent past”; and, secondly, the previ-
ously written history of the regime and the “greater temporal distance separating the genera-
tions who grew up under late socialism” and those of the “radical phase of the regime (1944-
1956), when it established itself through mass terror and everyday violence (Znepolski et al., 
2019, p. 1). This regime changed its “façade several times and for each new generation, its 
countenance has shifted slightly – a process made possible due to the total absence of free-
dom of opinion and to deliberate disinformation regarding the regime’s past practices”, mak-
ing the “transfer of experience between generations and the formation of personal opinions 
impossible” (Znepolski et al., 2019, p. 1). Each generation tends to judge the regime purely 
by their own experience of it and many have been told the state’s view of the previous re-
gime, though education, etc. This does not allow for an accurate depiction of historical events 
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to be passed to future generations and has led to a “distorted understanding of what consti-
tutes ‘normal life’” under communism in Bulgaria (Znepolski et al., 2019, p. 2). Furthermore, 
the atrocities of this period in Bulgarian history often get overlooked by social equality and 
security, as discerned through tangible improvements in the lives of the poorest (Znepolski et 
al., 2019). This paper will therefore present a brief overview as it relates to the investigation. 
 
Following the coup d’état on September 9th, 1944, when the Bulgarian Communist Party 
(BCP), with the support of the Red Army, seized control of the Bulgarian government, the 
gradual transition to a communist state began (Znepolski et al., 2019). Between 1944 and 
1947, a period some religious minorities have referred to as the ‘transition period of spiritual 
freedom’, the new party’s attention was occupied with predominantly political leaders of the 
previous government and minorities were not a priority (Popov, 1975). Some contemporary 
Bulgarian historians even state that there was a “stillborn concept” in the years leading till 
1947 of the people’s democracy which is thought to have been different to the Soviet-style 
regime should the Soviets not have intervened later (Znepolski et al., 2019, p. 13-14). This 
enabled religious minorities to flourish for a short period of time. This period of freedom of 
faith was short-lived, however, and the state quickly set their eyes on the minorities in the na-
tion and the ‘threat’ they imposed (Popov, 1970). This ‘billboard democracy’ period came to 
an end in 1947, with the new constitution following the referendum in 1946 (Znepolski et al., 
2019). In 1947, with the new constitution, other changes took place such as the economy and 
factories being nationalised (Zneposki et al., 2019). 
 
After the two Ordinance Laws on Labour and Educational Dormitories for Politically Dan-
gerous Persons was adopted on December 20th, 1944, the new dictatorship consulted Soviet 
‘specialists’ on how to eliminate the enemies of the state most effectively through hard physi-
cal labour, diseases, and complete exhaustion in the camps (Cekov, n.d.). Through the Law 
on the People’s Militia, adopted in March 1948, the labour and concentration camps’ activi-
ties were regulated, and the camps were given legal grounds for detainment in the camps 
without trial or sentence, only by order of the Interior Minister (Ognyanov, 2008). There 
were several categories of people that the Ministry of Interior could detain: individuals with 
fascist and anti-national manifestations; extortionists, fraudsters, and recidivists; pimps, and 
individuals with dangerous to public morals; gamblers, beggars, and people with scandalous 
behaviour; swindlers and black marketeers (Ognyanov, 2008). 
 
There are believed to have been eighty-six such camps throughout Bulgaria, which were cop-
ied from the Soviet Gulag model of death camps (Cekov, n.d.). Historians claim that between 
1944 and 1962, approximately 28,000 enemies of the state, compared to 2,000 during WWII 
in the Kingdom of Bulgaria, passed through the so-called Death Camps (out of a population 
of 7,029,349 in 1946, 7,629,254 in 1956, and 8,227,966 in 1965) (Bulgarian National Insti-
tute of Statistics, n.d.; Cekov, n.d.). However, it is important to note that the total number of 
victims is suspected to be much higher than the officially recognised statistics as, up until 
1951 when the numbers were at their highest, the government did not keep a record of those 
who were imprisoned (Cekov, n.d.). 
 
It is also important to note that non-religious and non-political minority groups, such as the 
Roma and Turkish populations, were marginalised and persecuted as well but not immedi-
ately after the takeover by the Communists. It happened gradually over time, especially for 
the Turkish minority in 1989 with the so-called Revival process. They were denied basic ser-
vices and were required to give up their own names for Bulgarian-sounding ones, all under 
the pretext of returning to their “Bulgarian roots” (Znepolski et al., 2019, p. 17). There was 
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an uproar against this which caused the state to re-open Belene concentration camp (after its 
closure in 1959) and send anyone who disagreed to the changes there (Znepolski et al., 2019).  

3.2    Prisons, Labour and Concentration	Camps	in	Communist	Bulgaria	
-	The	existential	questions	out	of	the	daily	aspects	of	life,	survival,	
dehumanisation,	and	overcoming	the	environment  

The oppressive spaces of prisons, labour and concentrations camps in Communist Bulgaria 
are at the essence of this study and it is of utmost importance to have sources which comple-
ment Enchev’s account, so to provide an almost complete understanding of life within these 
spaces, as they relate to the victims and perpetrators and as they are viewed today. This is im-
perative when addressing the existential questions arising out of the daily aspects of life, sur-
vival, dehumanisation, and overcoming the environment.  
 
There is limited information and knowledge available about the labour and concentration 
camps in late 1940s and 1950s Bulgaria. In Daniela Koleva’s study addressing the remem-
brance of Belene Camp (where Enchev was imprisoned for two years) as a symbol of com-
munist repression, Koleva mentions how the town has no commemorative plaque of the camp 
and that this part of history is often overlooked (Koleva, 2012). Throughout her study, 
Koleva interviews some of the residents about the town, the camp, and how it was eventually 
turned into a prison (Koleva, 2012). Her findings indicate that interviewees struggled to dis-
tinguish between Belene as a labour camp and as a prison, and often spoke negatively about 
the prisoners who were often there without trial; she argues that the residents of Belene be-
lieve that there must have been a reason for the prisoners to have been punished by the insti-
tution which one can argue shows a lack of awareness on the part of the residents (Koleva, 
2012). As Koleva states, “Equating the inmates with hooligans or criminals freed them from 
the intricacy of a moral judgement of the camp and indirectly serves to legitimise it” (Koleva, 
2012, p. 13). Furthermore, the responsibility of those who inflicted the suffering is over-
looked – Koleva argues that the camp is viewed as a “natural disaster” rather than resulting 
from a group of people’s actions (Koleva, 2012, p. 16). 
 
Due to the limited research available on the prisons, labour and concentration camps in Bul-
garia, biographic accounts of prisoners in these oppressive spaces are the primary tool for 
gaining insight into the lives of the victims of the regime. A biographic account similar to 
Enchev’s which almost mirrors Enchev’s experience, is the memoir of his close friend Har-
alan Popov, a Bulgarian Protestant minister4. Popov spent thirteen years in various Bulgarian 
prisons, labour and concentration camps – some of these were the same prisons and camps 
that Enchev himself was imprisoned in, but at different times. Popov provides valuable in-
sight into his experience at these camps and prisons and, therefore, valuable insight into this 
specific time period in Bulgarian history. Throughout the memoir Tortured for His Faith 
(1970), Popov writes extensively about his time in prison since he wrote to a Western audi-
ence (differing significantly from Enchev’s target audience which was predominantly the 
Bulgarian Christian community), upon his escape to the United States with his Swedish wife, 
and at an earlier time than Enchev. Popov’s writing was necessitated by the lack of infor-
mation in the western democracies about the internal political dynamics in the Soviet camps, 
particularly concerning religious freedom. 

 
4 For the purposes of this study, Popov’s account is primarily used to provide a more thorough understanding of 
life within the prisons and camps in Bulgaria due to the lack of academic research available on this matter. 
Whilst Popov was a Protestant minister and his faith is something he shared with Enchev, his book was not se-
lected for this reason but rather as it is considered one of the most thorough accounts of life within the Bulgarian 
communist prisons and camps available today. 
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Throughout his text, Popov recounts how he was falsely accused of espionage by the Bulgar-
ian Communist government, how he was tortured for his faith in order to ‘break’ him and 
force him to renounce his faith, and how he was released and escaped to Sweden (Popov, 
1970). Popov describes the torture – both physical and emotional – he was subjected to, a 
combination of starvation, beating, solitary confinement, and other physical tactics such as 
standing for two weeks straight staring at a wall about 20-30 cm from him, while repeatedly 
stating that it was God who gave him the strength to survive as, in his own strength, he would 
have been incapable to do so (Popov, 1970). Popov also distinguishes between prisoners with 
and without a faith – that those with a faith, did not fear death; something that even the prison 
guards noticed and were shocked by (Popov, 1970).  
 
Being imprisoned by state security at the time, meant to Bulgarians “disappearance, suffering 
and death” (Popov, 1970, p. 23). Popov recalls how wire nets were placed at the top of stair-
cases to prevent any prisoners from committing suicide (Popov, 1970). He describes himself 
as turning into something of a phonograph record after the extensive physical torture and psy-
chological treatment he was subjected to; he was ready to speak and sing whatever they told 
him to (Popov, 1970). He was completely broken. These ‘tools’ removed any will to live, ra-
tionality, or intelligence from the victims, all that remained was the “animal instinct” to look 
for food (Popov, 1970, p. 39). The prisoners were beaten repeatedly until they were at the 
brink of death, then they stopped until they were out of death’s way (often by medical atten-
tion to prevent them from dying), then continued beating them again until they were at the 
brink again; they did not want to give them the escape death would allow (Popov, 1970). If 
they had died, they would have become Christian Martyrs, which the Communists would not 
have allowed – they could only die on their terms (Popov, 1970).  
 
At Belene concentration camp, the prisoners received the so-called death diet – a small 
amount of bread and an even smaller amount of ‘soup’, which resembled flavoured, slimy, 
and putrid water (Popov, 1970). Popov describes this diet as scientifically designed to barely 
sustain life, as it was enough to maintain a weak pulse and to stimulate the gastric juices just 
enough to feel hunger as opposed to if they had not consumed anything at all (Popov, 1970). 
Popov (1970) describes the tactics employed by the perpetrators in the prison and camps to 
dehumanise them: 
 

Destroying a person’s will is simpler – it requires merely brutal, unrelenting beatings, 
starvation and torture building up to a rising peak and crescendo of horror until a per-
son no longer has a will of his own. This was their tactic… and they began it with a 
fury and brutality. (pp. 55-56) 

 
The perpetrators “descended down the ladder of humanity to the level of beasts”, Popov de-
scribes their faces defying description and becoming animal-like, permanently crippling their 
humanity (Popov, 1970, p. 46). In spite of this, Popov prayed for the perpetrators while being 
beaten (Popov, 1970). The cells were purposely infested with a range of bugs, vermin, and 
lice to make it worse for the prisoners, nonetheless, through their mutual suffering, the pris-
oners developed a real sense of brotherhood and true and close friendships were formed 
amongst them (Popov, 1970). 
 
In the evenings, the prisoners were chased back to their barracks by the guards on horseback 
who would beat the half-dead, staggering line of prisoners; any man who stumbled was sub-
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jected to a fury of lashings until “ribbons of flesh dangled from his back, face, and arms” (Po-
pov, 1970, p. 51). One man ate a strand of grass, which resulted into him being beaten until 
one his eyes dangled out of his head (Popov, 1970). Out of approximately 12,000 prisoners in 
Belene Concentration Camp, only circa 4,000 survived (Popov, 1970, p. 143).  

3.3 The Human Condition and Dehumanisation - The loss of conscience 
in the prison guards and the perpetrators of the communist re-education agenda 

The aim of this section is to discuss the human condition and dehumanisation, particularly the 
loss of conscience in the prison guards and the perpetrators of the communist re-education 
agenda. This section is divided into three parts, with a focus on dehumanisation and the hu-
man condition as seen in the memoirs or writings of the following individuals: Primo Levi, 
Haralan Popov, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. For Levi, a comparison is made to the Holocaust 
through Levi’s reflection. Popov’s memoir was explored in the previous section, but is fur-
ther discussed in this section as it relates to dehumanisation and the human condition. Finally, 
Bonhoeffer’s experience is presented in this section as a reflection of the theological aspect of 
this study; to examine another individual who was vocal about the strength his faith gave him 
whilst in prison and in a concentration camp. 

3.3.1    As compared to the Holocaust through Primo Levi’s reflection in If This is 
a Man, The Truce (1987) 

Throughout Primo Levi’s compilation of If This is a Man, The Truce (1987), the Holocaust 
survivor recounts his experience of the Holocaust. The inhumane and grotesque treatment the 
victims were subjected to by the Nazis, is the very essence of dehumanisation with the ulti-
mate purpose to annihilate. Howard Jacobson (2013) summarises this dehumanising process, 
as experienced by Levi, as: 
 

Through small and large acts of deprivation and destruction, we follow the process: 
the removal of hope, of dignity, of luxury, of necessity, of self; the reduction of a man 
to a hoarder of grey slabs of bread and the scrapings of a soup bowl, to the confine-
ment of a narrow bed – which there is ‘not even any room to be afraid’ – with a 
stranger who doesn’t speak your language, to the cruel illogicality of hating a fellow 
victim of oppression more than you hate the oppressor himself – one torment follow-
ing another, and even the bleak comfort of thinking you might have touched rock bot-
tom denied you as, when the most immediate cause of a particular stress comes to an 
end, ‘you are grievously amazed to see that another one lies behind; and in reality a 
whole series of others’. (p. 3) 

 
For the reasons of this study, the exact nature of the dehumanisation tactics Levi was sub-
jected to will not be analysed. The focus, rather, is on the psychological aspect of the loss of 
conscience of the prison guards and perpetrators, and also the psychological aspect of the vic-
tims of dehumanisation within the concentration camps. Levi’s reflections in the Postscript 
(Levi, 1987) provide valuable insight into his views of the psychological aspects relating to 
dehumanisation, particularly the response of the victims to the perpetrators following their 
release. 
 
Levi places survivors of the concentration camps into two categories: those who refuse to re-
visit the horrid memories, be it by physically visiting what is left of the camps or through dis-
cussion; and those who have begun afresh, thereby dismissing the deeply disturbing past. He 
explains that the first category wants nothing more than to forget this painful time, however, 
are not thus able to and often find themselves “tormented by nightmares” (Levi, 1987, p. 
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434). These individuals were often sent to the camps because of ‘bad luck’ and not political 
commitment; their suffering was “traumatic but devoid of meaning, like a misfortune or an 
illness”, an extraneous memory they so wish to eliminate (Levi, 1987, p. 434). The second 
category consists of former political prisoners or “those who possessed at least a measure of 
political preparation, or religious conviction, or a strong moral consciousness” (Levi, 1987, p. 
435). Remembrance becomes a duty for the latter group, they cannot allow themselves nor 
the world to forget. They see their experiences as “not meaningless” and that the camps were 
“not an accident, an unforeseen historical happening” (Levi, 1987, p. 435).  
 
Rather than responding in a justified manner of hate towards the perpetrators, Levi “deliber-
ately assumed the calm, sober language of the witness, neither the lamenting tones of the vic-
tim nor the irate voice of someone who seeks revenge” (Levi, 1987, p. 423). He refused to ac-
cept any form of hatred directed towards any group of people, particularly the Germans, as he 
felt that if he allowed this sentiment he would be “following the precepts of Nazism, which 
was founded precisely on national and racial hatred” (Levi, 1987, p. 422). His abstinence 
from explicit judgement does not mean and should not be confused with forgiveness, this par-
don would only be granted if “he has shown (with deeds, not words, and not too long after-
wards) that he has become conscious of the crimes and errors” and “only in this case am I, a 
non-Christian, prepared to follow the Jewish and Christian precept of forgiving my enemy, 
because an enemy who sees the error of his ways ceases to be an enemy” (Levi, 1987, p. 
423).  
 
Levi specifically addresses a loss of conscience when discussing the Nazi’s fanatical hatred 
towards the Jews; a hatred that cannot be rationally explained, a hatred that is “outside man” 
(Levi, 1987, p. 442). What happened can happen again, “conscience can be seduced and ob-
scured again – even our conscience” (Levi, 1987, p. 442). The necessity of revisiting these 
first-hand experiences is further affirmed by Levi in a strong warning of man’s susceptibility 
to a loss of conscience, “In every part of the world, wherever you begin by denying the fun-
damental liberties of mankind, and quality among people, you move towards the concentra-
tion camp system, and it is a road on which it is difficult to halt” (Levi, 1987, p. 435).  
 
Jacobson (2013) affirms the necessity of recounting these first-hand experiences of the Holo-
caust; he states that: “silence – the removal of the will and wherewithal to speak, and the fear 
of never being listened to or believed – was the ultimate aim of that system of dehumanisa-
tion Nazism embraced, and the proof it has succeeded” and, “In a terrible dream which he 
discovers he shares with fellow inmates, Levi is back home telling people of his experiences, 
but they are ‘completely indifferent.. speak confusedly of other things among themselves, as 
if I was not there’. Here is the dread to end dreads – ‘the ever-repeated scene of the un-
listened-to story’” (Jacobson, 2013, p. 3).  

           3.3.2    As seen in Popov’s Tortured for His Faith (1970) 
The previous subchapter presented one of the most thorough personal accounts of a Bulgarian 
communist prison and Belene concentration camp in Popov’s memoir. The paragraphs lead-
ing up to this section discussed Levi’s reflection on his experience of the Holocaust whilst 
examining the loss of conscience in the prison guards and the perpetrators of the communist 
re-education agenda, as seen through dehumanisation tactics and the human condition within 
the camps and thereafter. This reflection ties into Popov’s account and one can thus summa-
rise his experience in prison and in Belene camp, in relation to the human condition and de-
humanisation as seen in Levi (1987), as the following:  
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1. Physical existence threat – The victims were subjected to beatings which would 
lead them to the brink of death and, only then, would they be given medical treatment 
to prevent them from experiencing the relief death would give them; and then they 
would be beaten again, creating a cycle (Popov, 1970). This was a never-ending cycle 
of torture for them. The Communists would never have allowed them to die, as then 
they would become Christian Martyrs – they could only die on the state’s terms (Po-
pov, 1970). Popov shares graphic examples such as exhausted prisoners being chased 
on horseback back to their barracks and any man seen stumbling, was subjected to a 
fury of lashings resulting into “ribbons of flesh dangled from his back, face, and 
arms” (Popov, 1970, p. 51).  
2. Mental sanity – The constant threat of physical violence was undoubtedly tax-
ing, and victims were subjected to psychological torture as well. Solitary confinement 
and physical tactics, such as standing for two weeks straight whilst staring at a wall 
and not being allowed to close one’s eyes or move are such examples (Popov, 1970).  
3. Hunger – Of his experience in state security, Popov described that all that re-
mained after the physical and psychological torture was the “animal instinct” to look 
for food (Popov, 1970, p. 39). In Belene concentration camp, prisoners received the 
so-called death diet – a miniscule amount of bread and an even smaller amount of 
soup which Popov describes as resembling flavoured, slimy, and putrid water (Popov, 
1970). He goes on to describe this diet as scientifically designed to barely sustain life; 
it was sufficient for maintaining a weak pulse and to stimulate gastric juices just 
enough to feel hunger as opposed to if they had not consumed anything at all (Popov, 
1970). One starving prisoner ate a strange of grass, resulting into him being beaten so 
strongly that one of his eyes dangled out of his head (Popov, 1970).  
4. Replacement of identity – These acts ultimately led to a replacement of identity, 
which was also part of the reason why the perpetrators could act in such a manner to-
wards another human being; they did not view the victims as human. However, this is 
also applicable in the case of the perpetrators as they “descended down the ladder of 
humanity to the level beasts” (Popov, 1970, p. 46). The perpetrators descended to the 
level of beasts, whilst justifying their actions by equating the victims to subhumans – 
to animals.  

The cumulation of these factors, the result of large acts of deprivation and destruction as 
mentioned in Levi (1987), ultimately lead to the dehumanisation of Popov and the stripping 
away of any hope he could cling to. Hope, dignity, luxury, necessity, and self was stripped 
from the victims (Jacobson, 2013). Ultimately, he, as Enchev, was sustained of a vision of a 
greater eternal dimension as is clearly seen by his reflections on his faith. During beatings, 
Popov prayed for the perpetrators, and he acknowledges and repeatedly states that it was God 
who gave him the strength to survive (Popov, 1970). It is thus a natural progression to briefly 
discuss another figure whose faith was the most important factor in their life, especially when 
imprisoned and when in a concentration camp: namely, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

3.3.3    As seen in Bonhoeffer’s Prisoner for God: Letters and Papers from Prison 
(1959) 

Another figure of a similar time as Enchev, through whose experience and legacy we can 
draw a comparison to, is Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his Prisoner for God: Letters and Papers 
from Prison (1959). A German pastor and theologian, who is perhaps best known for his the-
ological work such as The Cost of Discipleship (1937), was also an outspoken critic of the 
Third Reich and was accused of partaking in the 20 July plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler 
(Metaxas, 2009). He was an integral member of the resistance in Germany, which ultimately 
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led to his imprisonment in Tegel prison in April 1943 and, later, his transfer to Flossenbürg 
concentration camp (Metaxas, 2009). During this time and whilst he was incarcerated, he 
wrote a series of letters which would later be published in Prisoner for God: Letters and Pa-
pers from Prison (1959). He was executed only three weeks before the end of the war (Meta-
xas, 2009).   
 
The compilation of Bonhoeffer’s letters and papers differs from the memoirs discussed earlier 
in this investigation, since they depict his reflections at the time of imprisonment while the 
memoirs are reflections years later as Bonhoeffer unfortunately was executed before the end 
of the war and thus does not have a post-imprisonment account. It is important to note that 
Bonhoeffer’s work differs significantly in two ways from Enchev’s: Bonhoeffer was an aca-
demic in his late thirties, he was a mature man in age and spirit, reflecting on his life and be-
liefs from prison. In Enchev’s work, he revisits his youth as an elderly man. He reflected on 
his life as a new believer and on his faith journey. 
 
Within the letters, Bonhoeffer included prayers, poems, and reflections. The recipients of the 
letters were predominantly family and close friends. The letters, just as Enchev’s, Popov’s, 
and Levi’s memoirs, allow us to reconstruct his experience in confinement. In relation to this 
study, Bonhoeffer’s account is used for the theological perspective and its effect on the hu-
man condition rather than insight into dehumanisation tactics or a depiction of life within 
prison and within a camp – the focus is the effect Bonhoeffer’s faith had on him and his re-
flections on faith whilst imprisoned.  
 
The majority of Bonhoeffer’s letter have a theological element to them, as he was a theolo-
gian after all. He included ample biblical references, alluded to specific Bible verses, and 
drew comparisons between his present and biblical figures. Bonhoeffer initially states that 
whilst in prison, he could not “complain about my treatment here” and that he did not have 
any “bad discomforts (Bonhoeffers, 1959, p. 29). He was able to read extensively, he was 
sent parcels including food and books from his family, and he was able to exercise outside. 
From the very beginning, Bonhoeffer saw himself as a man with a God-given responsibility; 
even before he was imprisoned for being associated with Hitler’s assassination plot.  He 
states, “It is only by refusing to allow any event to deprive us of our responsibility of history, 
because we know that is a responsibility laid upon us by God, that we shall achieve a relation 
to the events of history far more fruitful than criticism or opportunism” and, “The responsible 
man seeks to make his whole life a response to the question and call of God” (Bonhoeffer, 
1959, pp. 16-17). He speaks of a responsibility to fulfil his duty set by God and therefore saw 
his time in prison not as a waste, but rather that he was there for a purpose.  
 
This is reflected in his attitude and behaviour towards fellow prisoners. Whilst suffering from 
extreme heat in his cell, he states that he does not want to request a transfer to another floor, 
since “it would not be fair on the other man who would have to be moved up here, and I don’t 
suppose he would have any tomatoes, etc.” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 46). He received the toma-
toes and other items he refers to from parcels from his family. He puts the other prisoner’s 
condition above his own. Bonhoeffer (1959) saw his actions as the most significant expres-
sion of his faith and as his God-given responsibility, stating: 
 

We are not Christs, but if we want to be Christians, we must show something of 
Christ’s breadth of sympathy by acting responsibility, by grasping our ‘hour’, by fac-
ing danger like free men, by displaying a real sympathy which springs not from fear, 
but from the liberating and redeeming love of Christ for all who suffer. (p. 24) 
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That is not to say that he did not struggle with his time in prison, he wrote, “Each time I hope 
this will be my last letter from prison” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 450). This shows that even 
though he remained hopeful and acknowledged that he believed he was there for a reason, he 
still yearned for his release. He was adamant that he was imprisoned for Christ’s cause, his 
duty, and makes statements such as, “At first I wondered a great deal whether it was really 
for the cause of Christ that I was giving you all this heart-break, but I soon put that out of my 
head as temptation, and made up my mind that it was my duty to face the worst. In this way, I 
became quite content about it all, and have remained so until this day (1 Peter 2.20; 3.14)” 
(Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 64). He believed it was a “necessary experience which helps one to a 
better understanding of human life” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 32). A key theme of his letters be-
comes suffering and his purpose to endure the trial before him.  
 
Throughout his letters, he repeats Psalms for comfort and meditates on Bible verses. He com-
forts his parents and tells them not to worry, “You must wait for things to take their course, 
like me” and asks that God may “grant that we may stand together before His throne one 
day” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 46 & 66). This points to his firm belief of a greater dimension, an 
eternal one, which justifies whatever trial he may be enduring as it is only temporary; that 
one day he will be before the throne of God and that he will be reunited with his parents. He 
was not “in the least bit worried, at any rate” about his personal fate (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 
104).  
 
As his letters progress, the conditions within the prison become increasingly difficult for him 
to bear. He speaks of Joseph of Arimathea and the women at the tomb and concludes that the 
one thing they have in common is their “participation in the suffering of God in Christ” and 
that, “The religious act is always something partial, faith is always something whole, an act 
involving the whole life. Jesus does not call men to a new religion, but to life” (Bonhoeffer, 
1959, p. 167). It is through suffering for his faith, something which influenced every area of 
his life, that he became like Christ and the Biblical figures he speaks of. On August 21st, 
1944, after he had been imprisoned for over a year, Bonhoeffer (1959) writes: 
 

We must persevere in quiet meditation on the life, sayings, deeds, sufferings and 
death of Jesus in order to learn what God promises and what he fulfils. One thing is 
certain: we must always live close to the presence of God, for that is newness of life; 
and then nothing is impossible for all things are possible with God; no earthly power 
can touch us without his will, and danger can only drive us closer to him. We can 
claim nothing for ourselves, and yet we must pray for everything. Our joy is hidden in 
suffering, our life in death. But all through we are sustained in a wondrous fellowship. 
(pp. 183-184) 

 
He justified his suffering as it was God’s will for him to be there; it was his mission. He saw 
himself representing a Kingdom “stronger than war and danger, a Kingdom of power and 
might, signifying to some eternal terror and judgement, to others eternal joy and righteous-
ness, not a Kingdom of the heart, but one as wide as the Earth, not transitory, but eternal, a 
Kingdom which makes a way for itself and summons men to itself to prepare its way, a King-
dom worthy of our life’s devotion” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 132). It is this vision of an eternal 
Kingdom of everlasting joy and righteousness, which propelled his every action. He devoted 
his life to this vision; a comfort he knew awaited him.  
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The day before he was hanged and when he was taken away, Bonhoeffer stated, “This is the 
end. For me the beginning of life” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 12). His eyes were set on another di-
mension, an eternal one – for him life began after physical death, giving him the strength and 
perseverance to endure the mistreatment he was subjected to with a sensitive, hopeful, and 
determined spirit. As his references to Psalm 31.16, he saw his time in the hands of God 
(Bonhoeffer, 1959). 

4. Theoretical Framework  
In addition to hermeneutic phenomenology as theory and method, this investigation employs 
two main theories in its analysis. These theories address separate elements of the study – one 
addresses the theological aspect, how Enchev’s faith was expressed and used in the oppres-
sive spaces and the significance thereof; and the other, addresses dehumanisation and the hu-
man condition within the oppressive environments therefore explaining the process the vic-
tims in the camps went through and the psychological impact. The former explores the role of 
biography to theology. It utilises practical examples of the lives of Dag Hammarskjöld and 
Martin Luther King, Jr. to exhibit how one can delve into an individual’s biography for 
deeper insight into an individual’s theology and faith – the essence is that it is through one’s 
life and one’s actions, one can truly see a reflection of their faith. On the other hand, the latter 
focuses on how dehumanisation is expressed from the perpetrators and its effect on the vic-
tims whilst utilising Haslam and Loughnan’s study from 2014 to define and understand the 
root causes of dehumanisation and how they were expressed in Enchev’s memoir. Further-
more, this theory is then applied to Popov’s and Levi’s experiences from the literature review 
in order to draw a comparison and to see an application of the theory on an experience other 
than Enchev’s.  
 
Therefore, even though these theories address separate elements, they work together to an-
swer the research questions and to provide the necessary understanding of Enchev’s memoir 
and condition. Biography as theology provides an understanding of the theological element in 
this study, as it relates to Enchev and his faith (as expressed in his actions as a response to de-
humanisation and the conditions and events described in his memoir), and dehumanisation to 
the human condition aspect of victims in oppressive spaces – i.e., the tactics Enchev was sub-
jected to and his psychological and physical treatment in prison and camps and the effect 
thereafter. These theories in conjunction to the literature review, address separate parts of 
Enchev’s memoir all in order to provide as thorough understanding as possible. As a part of 
the hermeneutic circle, the investigation addresses these elements repeatedly in a back-and-
forth manner which will be elaborated further in the next chapter of this study. Section 
5.2.1.1 discusses each of below components of the theoretical framework and how they relate 
and interact with the methodology and literature review of this investigation. 

4.1 Biography as Theology as per James Wm. McClendon, Jr. 
Throughout Biography as Theology (2002), McClendon underlines the importance of convic-
tions of a believer as theology; not the constructed theoretical frameworks, but rather the way 
life brings to the forefront the beliefs and actions of a person, the way the doing brings the 
being to the surface. Through an analysis of the lives and works of Dag Hammarskjöld, Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., Clarence Jordan, and Charles Ives, McClendon, with his portrayal of the 
similarities and parallels between these lives lived and of the great archetypical images of 
faith and how they are applied to each life story, and by extension to our own, he proves how 
each subject has contributed to the theology of the community of sharers of their faith and 
thereby argues that this is the definition of religion (McClendon, 2002, p. 75).  
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McClendon (2002) argues that theology is not: 
 

A merely historical enterprise; it is not enough for the theologian to report what the 
community or its best teacher have said; one must ask whether there is doctrine of 
atonement which we can believe today. Can we who live in the age in which we 
live, having discovered what we have discovered about ourselves in the modern 
world, believe this? Is there any longer any serious use for this doctrine? (p. 79).  

 
The doctrine of atonement is one that McClendon chooses to elaborate upon further and sees 
it as a part of the lives of the selected biographical sketches. Atonement as a concept is older 
than its Christian use, it dates back to the Old Testament and Rabbinical Judaism. In the To-
rah, there is a set day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)5 when the high priest of Israel enters the 
Holy of Holies in the tabernacle and later the temple with the blood of the sacrificial animal 
in order to atone for the sins of the community before God and thus to re-enact the humane-
divine drama of reconciliation. Since this thesis is not just on the doctrine of atonement, I will 
briefly present some information from the historical theology perspective as expounded by 
Alister McGrath (McGrath, 2012). The doctrine of atonement is a development from the 
teaching on the work of Jesus Christ and two streams of thought develop in the medieval 
days, namely one of Anselm of Canterbury and one of Peter Abelard: the former underlining 
the legal significance, the latter the transformative subjective influence upon the believers 
(McGrath, 2012, p. 104). The theme of the victory of Christ was emphasised by the ancient 
church and it is well presented in the celebration of Easter. Irenaeus (c.130-c.202) accentu-
ated the death of Christ as a ransom, and later it was elaborated upon by Gregory the Great 
where the ransom is paid to the devil.  Anselm re-formulated to whom the ransom was paid 
with the death of Christ and denies that the devil had power over humanity and emphasised 
the righteousness of God where the sin frustrated the purposes of God and this had to be 
somehow overcome by paying the satisfaction for sin (McGrath, 2012, pp. 105-106). The 
“‘God-man’ would possess both the ability (as God) and the obligation (as a human being) to 
pay the required satisfaction. Therefore, the Incarnation takes place in order that the required 
satisfaction may be made, and humanity redeemed” (McGrath, 2012, p. 106). For Abelard, a 
restating of the Augustinian idea of “Christ’s incarnation as a public demonstration of the ex-
tent of the love of God, with the intent of evoking a response of love from humanity” 
(McGrath, 2012, p. 108). 

In his work Doctrine: Systematic Theology (1994), McClendon elaborates extensively on the 
saving cross and the understanding of atonement. McClendon concludes the following: 

1. Jesus encountered on earth “representatives of oppressive government, social 
conformity, and mendacious religion. He met them all with prophetic righteousness; 
he opposed them; they crucified him” (McClendon, 1994, p. 236). 
2. Jesus’ story satisfied God on another scale, namely Jesus died to create the re-
deemed community and there is a special beauty in the community that forgives 
(McClendon, 1994). 
3. The complete faithfulness of Jesus Christ “enacted in the cross” changed the 
“disciples from observers to participants—from men and women who admire Jesus to 
women and men who follow him” (McClendon, 1994, p. 237). 

 
5 See Leviticus 16:29. 
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In Biography as Theology6, McClendon summarises “ending of the estrangement, the over-
coming of the bars to oneness, and this overcoming is atonement (at-one-ment) itself” 
(McClendon, 1990, pp. 77-78). He adds that this is a costly work as radically opposed per-
sons are not easily reconciled and poses a question to the contemporary readers about the use 
of the doctrine today (McClendon, 1990, p. 79). The persons McClendon studied, Hammar-
skjöld and King, Jr., are seen as “vivifiers” of the doctrine by embracing it and seeing it as a 
central vision for their lives following the example of Christ (McClendon, 1990, p. 80). For 
McClendon, “Hammarskjöld and King are men of unity, the one struggling for unity of na-
tions, the other for that of races and classes. For both, the unity is integrally related to the at-
one-ment images which shape their lives”7 (McClendon, 1990, p. 80). For Enchev, at-one-
ment has two dimensions: one of unity for himself with Christ and another for unity of all 
suffering in the concentration camp but with the prerequisite for young Enchev to share with 
others this unity with Christ that will aid the acceptance of grace and overcoming dehumani-
sation by living in the ‘new humanity.’  

In McClendon the doctrine of atonement has several dimensions drawing from the church fa-
thers and seeing it in the lives of contemporaries who embrace the sacrifice of Jesus as one 
forging ultimately the unity of the individual with God and of individuals for humanity.  

Furthermore, McClendon argues how Hammarskjöld saw himself as a brother of Christ and 
therefore understood the purpose of his life as a sacrifice to be offered to God (McClendon, 
2002, p. 72). King, Jr., on the other hand, relates to the image of the Exodus and that of him-
self as Moses; he led his people onto a new crossing and, like Moses, goes to the mountaintop 
but does not physically enter the promised land with his people (McClendon, 2002, p. 72). 
“The living out of life under the governance of such a vision is the best way to conceive of 
‘religious experience’” (McClendon, 2002, p. 69). Bearing this in mind and the doctrine of 
atonement, the aim is thus to become one with the work of Christ – to imitate Christ, not ide-
ologically to suffer, but out of love and hope to be as Christ and to receive from Christ. 
 
When looking at the lives and works of Hammarskjöld and King, Jr., McClendon argues that 
while there may not be any evident interest in the formal statement of the doctrine of atone-
ment but, rather, there are dominant archetypical, at-one-ment images of faith (such as “Caes-
area Philippi, sacrifice, the cross, the single garment of destiny”) which shape their lives 
(McClendon, 2002, pp. 79-80). These images, however, are certainly not separate from the 
doctrine of atonement, but can only “be truly understood only in the light of that ancient doc-
trine”; these images are a manifestation of the ancient doctrine at work in their lives and 
which give the ultimate substance to their religion (McClendon, 2002, p. 79).  
 
Naturally, the Christian tradition at the time of Hammarskjöld and King, Jr., has undoubtedly 
influenced their terminology and rhetoric. However, McClendon argues that it is precisely 
due to their convictions and faith in Christ Jesus, that their lives were marked by these con-
trolling motifs throughout their actions and words, and, predominantly, “by their application 
of these controlling images to the events of their lives” (McClendon, 2002, p. 79). Through 
their biographies, Hammarskjöld’s and King, Jr.’s faith proves to be current and peripheral, 
“a focus of the very vision by which they lived” (McClendon, 2002, p. 79). He argues that by 
seeing such lives at work, it is evidence that there is indeed still power in Christian doctrine 

 
6 This is an earlier work of McClendon; however, I chose to consult his later work Doctrine: Systematic Theol-
ogy, Vol. 2 (1994) for better consideration of his ideas. 
7 See McClendon (1990) pp. 80-81 for further elaboration on their lives.  
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today and, concurrently, should there not be such an alignment between words, actions, and 
faith in lives today then the Christian doctrine is purely anachronistic (McClendon, 2002).  
 
Their faith unites “death, destiny, sacrifice and forgiveness under the guidance of ‘one man, 
and one man’s experience’ – that one being Jesus, the man of the Gospels” (McClendon, 
2002, p. 81). Hammarskjöld reflects in Markings: “The greatest creation of mankind, in 
which it is the noblest dream of the individual – to lose himself. Therefore: gladly death or 
humiliation if that is what the dream demands. Therefore: how easy to forgive” (Hammar-
skjöld, 1965, as cited in McClendon, 2002, p. 81). Similarly, and on the day before his death, 
King, Jr. reflects, “So I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any 
man. ‘Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord’” (Miller, 1968, as cited in 
McClendon, 2002, p. 84).  
 
McClendon draws parallels between the language of the Gospels and the “imagery of mission 
and fulfilment of goal into interplay with the peaceful unity of mankind. Atonement is a mis-
sion; the goal of the mission is at-one-ment and peace” (McClendon, 2002, p. 81). Both Ham-
marskjöld and King, Jr. faced death more than once and each of them saw his death as related 
to the “sacrifice which was the point of life itself” (McClendon, 2002, pp. 82-83).  
 
Their lives bore witness to their vision and McClendon argues that there are many more such 
cases, such lives, presently that must be analysed one-by-one for their theological contribu-
tions (McClendon, 2002).  McClendon states, “Atonement entails nothing less than reconcili-
ation of human being to one another across the lines of race and nationality and economic 
class and religious tradition” (McClendon, 2002, p. 143). This atonement ultimately cost 
them their lives and immense struggle, however, it also gave meaning and purpose which 
they lived their lives by; a struggle and suffering intertwined with the “archetypical suffering 
of Israel, the people of God, and Christ the servant” (McClendon, 2002, p. 146). He argues 
that this “atonement work is linked in the Christian fashion to the larger community of God’s 
people, to the historic movement of faith,” and that, even though our convictions may not be 
the most obvious, they may even be suppressed or hidden, ultimately, our convictions are re-
vealed by our words and actions; they are ultimately, expressed (McClendon, 2002, p. 146). 
Our lives are the ultimate testament of our convictions, whatever they may be. 
 
By studying the lives of Hammarskjöld, King, Jr., Jordan, and Ives, McClendon assures us 
why we look into the biography of an individual for a deeper understanding of theology. Ulti-
mately, the vision of the eternal life impacts the temporal through building of character based 
on the constant beholding and reflection on the convictions of the early Christian disciples. 
By describing and analysing the pivotal moments and life changes, how these individuals 
overcame their environments and strived for a better humanity, their vision and love for their 
vision becomes evident.  

           4.2    Dehumanisation 
Dehumanisation is defined as, “perceiving a person or group as lacking humanness” (Haslam 
& Loughnan, 2014, p. 401). This entails a denial of the victim’s identity (their distinct indi-
viduality) and the victim’s community (their “belonging to a network of caring interpersonal 
relations”), which causes victims to be deindividuated and incapable of evoking compassion 
from the perpetrators (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014, p. 401). This can be seen in victims of 
genocide being labelled as vermin; immigrants being compared to invasive pests; monkey 
noises being made at African football players; and so forth (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014).  
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Dehumanisation is primarily understood to be observed in conditions of conflict and is seen 
as a psychological phenomenon which enables acts of violence, especially towards a specific 
group of people (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014). For the purposes of this study, Harris and 
Fiske’s (2006) theoretical perspective on dehumanisation will be considered. This theory is 
not derived from an explicit definition of humanness, as most other dehumanisation perspec-
tives do, but, rather, it defines dehumanisation as “the failure to spontaneously consider an-
other person’s mind, or to engage in social cognition when perceiving them”; it takes into 
consideration the neural network that underpins social cognition and its failure to activate 
correctly; and, their perspective specifies a stereotype content model (SCM) to show likely 
targets to be dehumanised (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014, p. 403). SCM states that stereotypes 
depend on warmth and competence, and that admired groups are perceived to be high on both 
dimensions; envied groups are seen to be low on warmth but high on competence; and groups 
that evoke disgust are seen as low on both dimensions (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014). They ar-
gue that dehumanising perceptions tend to target those who appear lowest on these two di-
mensions, and that, rather than engaging the social cognition network, these groups “activate 
disgust-related structures such as insula” (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014, pp. 403-404). 
 
Dehumanisation can be placed along a spectrum from subtle dehumanisation to severe dehu-
manisation. In the former, the view of the target as human is indirect, implicit and the per-
ceiver is not aware of it, often leading to fewer human attributes being ascribed to the target; 
while in the latter form, the target is overtly and directly viewed as subhuman, and the per-
ceiver is conscious of this viewpoint, often leading to metaphorical links being made to non-
human entities (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014). There are five factors which determine the con-
ditions under which dehumanisation occurs: emotion, motives, cognitions, perceived threat, 
and power (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014).  
 
The World Holocaust Remembrance Centre, Yad Vashem, speaks of the importance of re-
humanising victims, “It can and should be handled as a cluster of accessible and tangible hu-
man stories. The personal stories told by Holocaust survivors present the Jews as human be-
ings and restore their identities, thereby allowing the audience to sympathize with them in 
terrible plight” (Yad Vashem, n.d.). This highlights the importance of not only learning about 
a time in history through historical documentation, but the importance of also incorporating 
personal accounts of those who experienced the time or event first-hand. This, in combination 
to historical documentation, enables the reader to have a better, more thorough understanding 
and to also make the events more tangible. 
 

5. Research Design 
The study is qualitative and interdisciplinary; it is a convergence of ethnographic and bio-
graphic material, theology, political science, hermeneutical studies, and history. As an inter-
pretive approach will be taken, hermeneutic phenomenology as method and theory will be ap-
plied. The following subchapters discuss the material under investigation, method, and how 
they relate to the theoretical framework. 

           5.1    Primary Material 
My grandfather Todor Enchev, born on February 13th, 1930, in Golets, Bulgaria, expressed a 
strong interest in politics from a very young age. He was politically engaged throughout his 
youth and very vocal against the Communists and Soviets. It is during one of the first times 
he was imprisoned that he heard about evangelical Christians, and he decided to make it his 
mission to find out more about these ‘strange-sounding’ people and their beliefs. Following a 
quick conversion to the Christian faith after spending time with a small group of believers 
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upon his release from prison, he dedicated his life to his newfound faith. It was during this 
time, at the age of nineteen, he married my grandmother Maria. Shortly thereafter and as a 
result of his newfound faith, he was sent by the one-party state to the be ‘re-educated’. He 
spent the next five years in various labour and concentration camps throughout Bulgaria. 
Upon his release, his dedication to his faith did not waver and he became a Pastor. In the mid-
1990s he wrote a memoir recounting the events which led to his conversion and his time in 
prison and the camps. 
 
The material to be analysed is Enchev’s book From Spiritual Death to Eternal Life (1998), 
which recounts his experiences at various camps as a new Christian, and his life narrative as 
portrayed throughout his book. The booklet is a memoir type of literature that, at the time of 
its release, was published by the author and the home address was given. Thus, this investiga-
tion will bring to the academic community a personal, unique experience of someone of the 
pre-communist and communist era. The text is in Bulgarian.  

           5.2    Methodology 
I first read Enchev’s book many years ago. For the purposes of this study, I am rereading the 
book and conducting the analysis as I read and re-read it. The translation process has cer-
tainly impacted my understanding as I am addressing the investigation from an English lan-
guage standpoint, and I searched and struggled through the translation process to express the 
emotional and political-social context as accurately as possible.  
 
There are different levels to Enchev’s written text that need to be analysed in order to attempt 
to fully comprehend his experiences. This investigation has several parts, first of all the de-
scriptive, which will give the narrative and its background; then the analysis through the 
lenses of biography as theology and dehumanisation. 

Considering the rich and complex context and background related to Enchev’s memoir and 
the setting thereof, as well as that an interpretative approach is taken, I found that hermeneu-
tic phenomenology as method and theory is most suitable. Whilst the interpretation of this 
study would vary depending on the researcher, their paradigms, and the understanding hori-
zon from which they approach the topic, I found that my close relationship to the author of 
the analysed text (my grandfather, Enchev) is in this case an asset as it provides unique in-
sight into his character and articulation which will undoubtedly come across in his text. It is 
for this reason, that other methods such as discourse analysis were disregarded. My 
knowledge of Enchev and my understanding of how he articulated plays a pivotal role in how 
the hermeneutic circle is processed in this study, since my preunderstanding about the situa-
tion is unique and different as his granddaughter compared to what an outside researcher 
would have. Hermeneutics takes into consideration this starting point for a particular under-
standing, and this is further discussed in the following subchapter. 

           5.2.1    Hermeneutic Phenomenology 
Hermeneutics is the study of interpretation which takes lived experience at the forefront. By 
shedding light on particulars and aspects within an experience, no matter how inconsequen-
tial they may appear, the approach aims to provide understanding (George, 2020). Ultimately, 
this theory and approach views interpretation as the key to understanding. As various factors 
influence thought processes and deductions made, this can therefore be seen as subjective to a 
certain extent. Martin Heidegger argued that “all understanding is connected to a given set of 
fore-structures”, which cannot be disregarded (Laverty, 2003, p. 24). Therefore, an awareness 
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of these influences on the act of interpretation and its process is vital, and these factors must 
be taken into consideration. 
 
The interpretative process occurs through a hermeneutic circle, thus highlighting the ‘circu-
larity’ of understanding. This understanding is achieved through “renewed interpretive atten-
tion to further possible meanings of those presuppositions which, sometimes tacitly, inform 
the understanding that we already have”, rather than on the basis of already “securely 
founded beliefs” (George, 2020). This emphasises the importance of not only understanding 
the text as whole, but also understanding each of its parts; the understanding is developed 
from, “an interpretation of the whole of a text that proceeds from presuppositions about the 
parts; and, no less, through an interpretation of the parts that proceeds from presuppositions 
about the whole” (George, 2020).  
 
Rather than seeing hermeneutics as a process of understanding, Hans-Georg Gadamer viewed 
hermeneutics as a tool used to further clarify certain aspects within what one wants to com-
prehend (Laverty, 2003). Gadamer stated, “Language is the universal medium in which un-
derstanding occurs. Understanding occurs in interpreting” (Laverty, 2003, p. 25). He viewed 
interpretation as “a fusion of horizons, a dialectical interaction between the expectation of the 
interpreter and the meaning of the text”; a view which supported his belief of the vitality of 
questioning, as a key component of the interpretive process in the creation of new horizons 
and understandings (Laverty, 2003, p. 25). One ought to aim to expand their vantage point 
and range of vision for a more complete and balanced depiction of what one is trying to see, 
and this can only be done by questioning one’s current field of vision.  
 
As this is a hermeneutic study, the method will incorporate the hermeneutic circle by explor-
ing the individual lenses and how they relate to Enchev’s full experience as outlined in his 
booklet. This will entail “a reading that moves back and forth between the parts and the 
whole of a text, between its structure and meaning, between the reader’s horizon and the hori-
zon of the text, and between the text and its contexts” (Gilhus, 2011).  This method will allow 
for one to further analyse the original topic under scrutiny based on the deductions made the 
first time they approached the topic and so-forth (George, 2020). This allows for a constant 
stream of insight, an expansion of the horizon, allowing for one to be innovative as required 
to fully understand the full picture of the research questions. 
 
Gilhus (2011) describes six guidelines in implementing hermeneutics as a method and philos-
ophy of interpretation, namely:  
 

1) A thorough and slow reading of the text. In order to incorporate the hermeneutic 
circle, one approaches a text with one’s one “prejudices and then projects meanings 
into it” (Gilhus, 2011, p. 276). With each reading, one gains knowledge and impres-
sions which alter one’s prejudices resulting into a deeper interpretation of the text.  
2) Apply all knowledge about the context and language of the text. Gilhus defines 
context as the “interrelated conditions in which something appears or occurs”, with 
specific focus being its “social and cultural background and surroundings” (Gilhus, 
2011, p. 276). Meaning is thus derived from the relation between text and context, and 
the meaning can consequently change depending on the context. It is therefore neces-
sary to have a thorough understanding of the context and setting of the study, in this 
case, of Communist Bulgaria (including prisons, labour and concentration camps in 
Bulgaria), dehumanisation, and the theological aspect. 
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3) Be aware of possible cultural comparisons. Related material from a similar cul-
tural area can provide further insight into a topic following analysis of its cultural and 
textual context as described in the previous paragraph. In relation to this study, Po-
pov’s memoir describing his experience of state security and Belene concentration 
camp provide further insight into the meaning and intentions of Enchev’s text. Fur-
thermore, I, the interpreter, was raised multiculturally in my understanding and I 
therefore deliberately use other cultural lenses such as Bonhoeffer, Levi, and McClen-
don to examine the experience as described in the text of Enchev. 
4) Acknowledge that textual meanings are fluid. This is perhaps relevant to more 
dated texts, however, one still needs to be aware of the text’s origin, why it was pro-
duced, why it has been kept alive, and how it has been utilised. The text Enchev wrote 
was produced approximately thirty years ago; thus, one can argue that this thesis ex-
amines a dated text. However, the text contains certain understanding which is formu-
laic when it comes to overcoming dehumanisation. The fact that I knew the author 
makes the meaning somewhat fixed, since I recall Enchev’s consistency of lifestyle in 
his later years. 
5) Consider promoted interests. Each text and interpretation thereof is motivated 
by interests and groups. Naturally, after the fall of communism and having been a pas-
tor for twenty-seven years, Enchev would promote his life vision and enduring faith 
experience; what ultimately sustained him.  
6) Pose new questions to the text, ensuring a thorough understanding of earlier 
readings. The manifold theoretical framework aids in posing new questions to the 
text, thus facilitating a more robust understanding of the time and life of Enchev as a 
young man.  How the experiences described in the narrative of his booklet relate to 
the rest of his life, as he became and remained a dedicated pastor after he was dis-
charged from Belene concentration camp. 

Since I first read Enchev’s book many years ago and for the purposes of this study, I am con-
ducting the analysis as I read and re-read it and am thus able to explore the individual lenses 
as and when they are presented in the text in order to apply all knowledge about the context 
and language. In practice, this entails a back-and-forth analysis between the text and its con-
text, all in order to complete the hermeneutic circle through the steps discussed above. The 
literature review and theoretical framework is paramount to this, as this background provides 
the context necessary to derive a deeper meaning from the text – it widens the horizon.  

           5.2.1.1    Relation to different parts of the theoretical framework 
The previous section described how hermeneutic phenomenology is applied in practice to this 
investigation, however, it is also necessary to note how hermeneutics interacts with the rest of 
the theoretical framework. Dehumanisation and biography as theology address separate ele-
ments and questions of the study, as discussed in the previous chapter, along with the rest of 
the authors mentioned in the literature review, function together to provide a thorough under-
standing of the context and research horizon.  As a part of the hermeneutic circle, these ele-
ments are addressed repeatedly in a back-and-forth manner as discussed in the previous sub-
chapter.  
 
The hermeneutical method employed in this investigation considers detail and interrelation 
between text and context. Biography as theology helps to find an organising principle for the 
vision that guided Enchev’s actions in withstanding the pressure of the torture, humiliation, 
and the entire ‘re-education’ methodology of the concentration camp personnel. Thus, herme-
neutics and biography as theology are interdependent on each other to make a better and 
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more holistic discovery of the new humanity that Enchev found in the gospel stories and his 
“shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one” (New 
International Version, 1973/1986, Ephesians 6:16).8 
 
Dehumanisation as per Haslam and Loughnan (2014) as theory provides insight into how de-
humanisation is expressed and into its effect on the victims and the human condition in gen-
eral; particularly how it applies to Enchev’s experience within the camps and thereafter. This 
is vital as there is a psychological element to this study that biography as theology and her-
meneutics does not address sufficiently enough. Each of these authors from the literature re-
view (Popov, Levi, and Bonhoeffer) and Hammarskjöld and King, Jr. hold a different herme-
neutical key to the understanding and interpretation of Enchev’s narrative.  As meaning is de-
rived from the relation between text and context, dehumanisation therefore is viewed not as a 
singular occurrence but as a system of dehumanisation and context at the same time because 
of the systematic application of torture and other such methods.  

6. Summary of Primary Material – From Spiritual Death to Eternal 
Life (1998) 

The following is a summary of Enchev’s booklet, as he described events.  

            6.1    Childhood 
Born on February 13th, 1930, in the small village of Golets, Lovech province of Bulgaria, 
Enchev spent his childhood years amongst nature, far away from the city noise. His parents, 
hard-working villagers, had never read the Bible, as most villagers had not at the time. 
Enchev affectionately recalls seeing a Bible for the first time when he was 7-8 years old when 
his grandfather, Todor, who was more religious, had bought an Evangelical edition.  
 
During the Second World War, he fell under the influence of atheists and classified himself 
as a sceptic and atheist-materialist. In his passport, in the religious affiliation column, he 
would write: ‘free-thinker’ or ‘open-minded’9. He described the time around September 9th, 
1944, as rough; first tens of thousands of German soldiers passed through his village and, 
then Soviet soldiers. Enchev had just finished the 7th grade and remained actively involved in 
political life, while still a pupil at a school in Lovech. Although only a 15-year-old, he at-
tended all political gatherings, conferences, and meetings in Lovech, Pleven, Levski, 
Svishtov and, later, Sofia. His passion was undoubtedly politics, and he therefore undertook 
his school lessons and assignments between his political engagements, which led to him be-
coming one of the leaders in the local Youth Agrarian Union amongst the five Lovech high 
schools. He was elected the secretary of the union for the secondary schools in the city. De-
spite his young age, all his friends were much older, and all were politically involved - some 
were regional officials, members of parliament, and state ministers. 
 
Enchev was always an avid reader and, between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, he read all 
kinds of literature whether political, philosophical, or scientific; he states that this helped him 
develop into a “staunch atheist-materialist” (Enchev, 1998, p. 8). Very often, particularly dur-
ing conferences and meetings, he spoke very strongly against religion and stood for idealism 
as his choice of philosophy.  
 

 
8 In conversation, Enchev referred to his survival and sanity out of the concentration camps and to his Christian 
faith as his shield against evil. 
9 These were the terms in Bulgarian society at the time used to designate non-religious people. 
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In 1945, an opposition organisation was formed against the communists with Nikola Petkov 
as the leader. Enchev was one of the activists in this movement amongst the secondary school 
youth; he states that he invested passion, zeal, and idealism in all his activities as an enemy of 
the communist totalitarian system. These were the times after the war, but his youth took 
place in “a fight against Marxism as an ideology and communism as a practice” (Enchev, 
1998, p. 8).   

            6.2    First Arrest  
He was fifteen years old when he was arrested for the first time by the militia; he was caught 
sending telegrams to the opposition newspaper under Nikola Petkov, where he informed them 
of arrests of the opposition in his village. He desired for his telegram to be published in the 
newspaper under the heading: “We insist that there is no freedom and democracy in Bulgaria, 
these are the facts and documents” (Enchev, 1998, p. 9). 
 
Enchev was close not only to the regional leaders of the opposition, but also to those on a na-
tional level. This continued until Nikola Petkov’s arrest and murder on September 23rd, 1947. 
Following this event, the whole opposition, Agrarian National Union, and similar organisa-
tions were outlawed. However, this did not stop them. Enchev and the others continued ille-
gally with their work against the communists. He active involvement led to him being ex-
pelled from all schools, however, this did not break his spirit and he continued communica-
tion with the anti-communist emigration and with the opposition leaders in 1947. 

            6.3    Arrest, Tutrakan Labour Camp and Terter Labour Camp 
During one of his travels, Enchev was approached at the train station in Lovech by a civil 
agent from the militia who introduced himself as member of the opposition. This man at-
tempted to provoke Enchev by saying that opposition leaders had compromised with the 
communists and that they, including Enchev, were trying to create an easy life for them-
selves. Attributing his frank reply to the naivety of his youth, Enchev reiterated, “You’re such 
a weak agent, you cannot mislead me with provocations” (Enchev, 1998, p. 10).  The man re-
plied with a threat, “I’ll show you what a weak agent I am,” and arrested him. The agent took 
Enchev to the militia office where four civilian agents beat him repeatedly in “every single 
spot of my body they could find” (Enchev, 1998, p. 10).  
 
An agent showed Enchev his file, which he compared to the size of a Bible at the time, with 
charges of illegal connections to emigrants, weapons, radio stations, and similar. He was in-
terrogated extensively over these allegations, but Enchev did not admit to anything as there 
was not any concrete evidence. The militia felt they were failing, so they beat him again and 
returned him to his cell. He was then placed on a train without knowing the direction or desti-
nation, but eventually arrived at Tutrakan labour camp. He later found out, that, while in 
prison, his father had taken a significant loan and told the guard to give it to him so that 
Enchev could secretly buy food from the guards or other prisoners, as the prisons did not feed 
the inmates. Any sustenance in the prisons was from packages from family members, which 
the prisoners would often divide amongst themselves. Only those who were officially sen-
tenced could receive these occasional visitors with a package of food or similar; Enchev, 
however, was not officially sentenced and did not have this right, nor did he receive the 
money from his father as the guard had kept it for himself.  
 
Early July, Enchev was moved to a labour camp in Terter to work in the fields gathering 
wheat. They worked for forty days without rest, starting at 3-4 am and finishing around 9-10 
pm. They walked for kilometres under the blazing sun, without any trees in sight for much-
needed shade, and without any water, in order to gather the quota of 1,000 square meter per 
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person; if one did not achieve this, they received 360 grams of bread, however, if they suc-
ceeded, they were given 540 grams of bread and about a handful of bean soup. The former 
banker and minister, Atanas Burov, was imprisoned at the same time as Enchev. Enchev re-
calls how, after very heavy rainfall that had drenched them completely, he was able to give 
Burov his spare undergarments so that he could change into something dry. This was the first 
time Burov held a sickle in his entire life. 

            6.4    Release, Hiding, and Another Arrest 
Enchev was released without the knowledge of the local authorities who sent him there, 
through friends of his father’s. He was sent home after three months interment, but then the 
militia were after him again. Narrowly escaping the militia through a window in the local li-
brary, he spent ten days hiding and sleeping in barns and forests, after which the militia suc-
ceeded in finding him, arrested him, and took him to the State Security in Lovech where he 
was put on trial. 
 
He spent the first twenty days in State Security in solitary confinement and without food; he 
was then transferred to a prison cell with three others, two of which were evangelical Chris-
tians. Only upon his transfer to the second cell were his parents able to bring him food. The 
inmates were not allowed to leave the cell under any circumstance and shared one bucket for 
a bathroom. Enchev describes this confinement as providing ample time where they could 
discuss all kinds of topics, and the two Christians in the cell spoke of faith-related matters 
and the changed behaviour of Christian relatives. Enchev decided that once he is released, he 
would find this group of people to examine what he had heard in relation to their faith. 
 
On January 31st, 1950, on trial, Enchev did not admit to any of the ‘crimes’ he was accused of 
and instead blamed the Communist party while accusing them of disloyalty; even though he 
was considered the guiltiest, he was released. He credits this as due to God having a different 
plan for him.  

            6.5    Finding Faith 
Upon his release, Enchev went to Doirentsi village and met with two Christians. He first re-
sponded to them with scepticism, accusing them of trickery. He found an Orthodox Bible and 
read the Book of Matthew and Genesis; the former he did not find interesting whatsoever, the 
latter he did not understand and what he understood bored him. He said, “God, if you’re real, 
reveal yourself to me and I will do whatever you ask of me” (Enchev, 1998, p. 13).  
 
After a period of Enchev attempting to explain this group of people’s strange (to him) behav-
iour, where he was unable to rationally find a satisfying conclusion, he was eventually con-
vinced that there is a God and he decided to dedicate his life to his newfound faith. This was 
followed by a water baptism on July 12th, 1950, to reflect his conversion. 

            6.6    Arrested for His Faith: Nozharevo Labour Camp and Kufaldja Disciplinary        
Camp  
In this brief period, Enchev met and fell in love with Maria, from the Christian community. 
When he travelled to his parents to tell them he is getting married and to inform them of his 
newfound faith, he was arrested. He spoke publicly about his faith, which led to his new ar-
rest. 
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He was then transferred to Nozharevo labour camp, where there were a lot of Greeks10. Dur-
ing this time, he met with political leaders of the government before and many other groups 
of people from all walks of life.  
  
Thereafter he was transferred to Kufaldja, a disciplinary camp in Dobruja region. He states 
that, at this camp, he “understood there’s bad, worse, and terrible” (Enchev, 1998, p. 33). The 
criminal contingent in this camp consisted of murderers, thieves, and “other twisted people”, 
but “they also sent a few political people in order to terrorise them mentally and destroy them 
physically” (Enchev, 1998, p. 33). He describes how people were shot to death at random, as 
the people there were people the state wanted to eliminate one way or another.  
 
Despite the repression, God gave him strength and he did not work on Sundays but only 
prayed and read the Bible. He writes, “God thought this through. Even though the New Testa-
ment was repeatedly confiscated from me, I always somehow managed to find one. Only 
God’s grace sustained me” (Enchev, 1998, p. 33).  

            6.7    Belene Concentration Camp, Island of Persin 
In the beginning of the summer of 1951, Enchev was transferred to Belene concentration 
camp. Individually, each prisoner was questioned by the camps commission and particularly 
by the ‘instructor’ Peter Gogov. While examining his file, Gogov said, “Toshko, you’ve spo-
ken about Christ everywhere and have refused to work on Sundays. Here, on the island of Be-
lene, you come in physically, but you will leave as a corpse or as an atheist. Choose one. 
Give up Christ or we will kill you” (Enchev, 1998, p. 34). Knowing the tactics already from 
Kofaldja, Enchev states, “If God allowed them, they could do anything. With faith in my 
heart and conviction that there is life after physical death, with a humble but determined 
spirit, I replied: you know that I used to be an atheist, but God revealed himself to me, for-
gave me, and gave me everlasting life. Now I dedicate my life to him, as you know. I’ve been 
an atheist before, but I will never be again. To leave as a corpse from Belene would be an 
honour for me, as I will go to Him whom I believe in and who sent me here to testify to you. 
I’m not afraid of death” (Enchev, 1998, p. 34). 
 
Enchev was adamant to keep one day of the week for God’s work, where he read the Bible 
and prayed. Guards came to him, initially to beat and threaten him to get him to work which 
proved unsuccessful on a Sunday, and started talking to him about his beliefs. The head of the 
camp, Kitov, came on horseback and threatened him but eventually gave up on dealing with 
him. Enchev said that he found a new field to evangelise. 
 
Enchev was sent as punishment to incarceration in a dungeon-like pit. They could only wear 
shorts in that place, which was a large hole dug in the ground, while working 16 hours a day 
on 250 grams of bread with a small amount of hot water without any fats. He states, “Hunger 
and exhausting work are difficult to deal with, but the most difficult, in the incarceration unit, 
were the millions of mosquitos that, only with God’s help, I survived” (Enchev, 1998, p. 36). 
 
During the autumn and winter of 1951, 5,000 people without trial or sentence were sent to 
Belene, predominantly of the Christian faith. The recently former head of state security, An-
ton Kirilov, was also sent there.11  Enchev states, “The camp was a spiritual university for 
me. God, through revelations, helped me build a Christian perspective. From the thousands of 

 
10 At that time there were unfriendly relations between Bulgaria and Greece on a political basis. 
11 This is already the next phase in communism when the ‘enemy within the Party’ [vrag s partien bilet] was ar-
rested and punished.  
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people on the island, there were a lot of enemies of Christ, atheistic, cultists, heretics, and 
others. Most were here because they ‘knew too much’, so we spent most of our time not only 
with hard work, but also discussing and solving the world’s problems. This allowed me to 
speak on things that I did not know before” (Enchev, 1998, p. 37). 
 
He met Stoil Stefanov, the former close associate of prime-minister Alexander Stamboliyski 
(Agrarian Party before communism), and witnessed to him about Jesus Christ and Stefanov 
converted to Christianity. Stefanov spoke, after his release, about Enchev and how he spoke 
to “hundreds of people about his faith with power and strength” (Enchev, 1998, p. 37). 
 
During the winter of 1951, the prisoners built banks to prevent the island from flooding; the 
quota was to dig two cubic meters and for the soil to be moved eighty meters away, per per-
son per day. This was done by hand and then dragged on a clothlike material with ropes on 
their necks.  
 
During this period of 1951-1952, those with sentences had the right to have visitors. Enchev, 
however, was there for two years and had no such right as he was without an official sen-
tence. His wife, Maria, was told to file for divorce and she was promised she would be 
granted this immediately as she was not expected to stay with this “unfixable” (Enchev, 1998, 
p. 38). There were ample suicides during this time, all in order for the prisoners to escape the 
hell-like conditions they experienced.  
 
In the summer of 1952, the head of the commission of the state, Yalumov, came and interro-
gated every inmate. Carefully examining Enchev’s file, Yalumov told Enchev, “You’re here 
two years already, without a sentence or trial because you speak of God. Go to them [the in-
mates] and tell them there is no God and we will release you immediately. If not, your bones 
will rot and we will never set you free” (Enchev, 1998, p. 39). Enchev responded by telling 
him that this decision was not up to Yalumov nor the state, but up to God; He opens doors no 
man can close, and he knows He will make the way for him to leave soon. 
 
Tens of inmates listened to this discussion through the cracked door and in the next few days, 
they read a list of names which included Enchev’s. The inmates assumed that these people 
would be taken to Siberia or Romania to a similar camp, however, this was to announce 
Enchev’s release in July 1952. Right after his release, one of the prison guards heard him 
speak again of his faith and remarked, “Toshko is the same, I heard him speaking of those 
things again…” (Enchev, 1998, p. 39).  

            6.8    Release and Military Service  
A short while after his release and reunion with Maria, in 1953, the state summoned him for 
compulsory military service. Enchev refused to take a weapon due to his religious beliefs and 
he refused to swear an oath to the army, as he would then have to do whatever they ordered 
him to do. He told them he would work and do most of what is required, but not what is 
against his faith convictions. The army officials then decided to put him on trial but, when the 
file went to their superiors, they were told that there is no point to bother with Enchev as he is 
a lost cause. 
 
Major Popov, head of the state security at the time, threatened they would take him to a 
camp, then to prison, and then kill him. Enchev replied that he was there yesterday, he had 
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already been there too, and that they were very welcome to kill him as it means he would fi-
nally be united with Christ. One, taking his pistol, took Enchev out to shoot him but then 
changed his mind, stating, “Fanatic, get out of here!” (Enchev, 1998, p. 41). 
 
Enchev had a long discussion with the head of the political department of the military, Major 
Yankov, where they interrogated him with his file. Enchev shared with them how he became 
a Christian and his experiences. Eventually, Yankov told him, “You’ve convinced us there’s 
a God. Fine, don’t have a weapon and don’t swear an oath. You don’t have to work on Sun-
days either - do what you want, just don’t get in our way” (Enchev, 1998, p. 41). In the end of 
1955, his mandatory serving time was over and he was discharged. 

            6.9    Legacy – Toshko the Evangelist  
In 1990, Enchev returned to Belene on the island of Persin for a reunion with other victims 
who survived. Thousands were present who had gone through the communist camps. As he 
walked over the bridge, a man came to him and asked, “Aren’t you Toshko the Evangelist?” 
(Enchev, 1998, p. 46). Thirty-eight years had passed. He held a speech once more in front of 
all who came, about his faith in Christ, and many remembered him as Toshko the Evangelist. 

7. Analysis & Discussion 
The investigation of Enchev’s life story and his negotiating of humanity, faith, and freedom 
of conscience in the camps required four subquestions: 
 

1. What sustained Enchev in the dehumanising conditions in the camp?  
2. How did sustaining Enchev’s humanity, growing faith, and freedom of con-
science lead him to remain human in inhumane conditions?  
3. What was produced out of Enchev’s time at the camps? What was born out of 
his suffering?  
4. How can Enchev’s experience in the camps apply to us today and to other reli-
gious minorities facing persecution? 

As discussed in the earlier chapters, hermeneutics is key to interpreting Enchev’s work. Its 
function as an interpretive lens is on two levels: primarily, it allows me to interpret how I 
view Enchev’s story; and secondarily, it allows me to uncover how Enchev viewed his real-
ity. It is only by carefully following the six steps described by Gilhus (2011) when analysing 
the content in Enchev’s memoir in conjunction to the literature review and theoretical frame-
work of this study, that we are able to achieve the circularity of the hermeneutic circle. These 
steps were discussed in the theoretical framework, such as thorough reading of the text, dig-
ging deeper through context and language, making cultural comparisons, acknowledging the 
fluidity of textual connotations, promoted interest, and new questions posed to the text.  
 
As I employed the different methods, I detected patterns that eventually developed into a 
clearer picture. In the thorough reading, I noticed the frequent usage of the words: ‘faith’, 
‘guards’, ‘strength’, ‘perspective’, ‘life’, and ‘death.’ Then as I examined the historical set-
ting and ascertained the high levels of danger and inconsistent pattern of torture, I realised 
that many of the prisoners lost their sanity or lives and many lost hope for change. I recog-
nised that out of c.12,000 inmates only c.4,000 survived. Hence my analysis was a ‘conversa-
tion’ between Enchev’s text, Levi, and McClendon where I looked for patterns of traits that 
helped individuals in trying circumstances to transcend these environments and come out as 
better humans.  
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Biography as theology per McClendon argues that human life is interpreted through actions; 
that it is through one’s actions (their biography) that theology is expressed. Due to the limited 
academic research available on this topic, a wide range of types of sources were consulted in 
order to provide a thorough understanding; biographic material, academic journals, compen-
diums, and texts were utilised.  

           7.1      Biography as Theology 
Each one of the individuals discussed in the literature review and theoretical framework holds 
a different hermeneutical key. This investigation presented Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers 
from Prison (1959) as an instrumental source of cultural comparison of another imprisoned 
man of faith. Bonhoeffer lived through a similar experience to Enchev, however, he was a 
seasoned theologian in his late thirties whilst Enchev was a young man and a new believer.  
These individuals never met, and their stories took place in different countries with different 
political systems, yet, by reconstructing Bonhoeffer’s experience in confinement we are 
given a lens though which to view Enchev’s experience. When analysing the setting, actors, 
and purpose of their stories the most prevalent similarity is clear - both men dedicated their 
lives to their ‘faith’.  
 
Bonhoeffer’s experience was different from Enchev’s in that when analysing the setting, ac-
tors, and the perpetrators and their purpose, there was a different type of treatment. In Tegel 
prison, Bonhoeffer was not subjected to torture and even remarks that he could not “complain 
about my treatment here” and that he did not have any “bad discomforts (Bonhoeffers, 1959, 
p. 29). However, as his letters progress, the conditions in prison become increasingly chal-
lenging for him to bear. Bonhoeffer (1959) states, “The religious act is always something par-
tial, faith is always something whole, an act involving the whole life. Jesus does not call men 
to a new religion, but to life” (p. 167). This quote fully supports biography as theology and, 
though from a different source, is an interpretative key to Enchev’s story; encouraging the 
notion that one’s faith is expressed through one’s life, and that one’s faith is thus reflected in 
their lifestyle. Enchev did not articulate this, however, Bonhoeffer’s reflection provides the 
necessary insight into that dimension of suffering where faith is always something whole, en-
compassing one’s full being, and not just a novelty. What distinguishes Enchev’s story and 
that of the martyrs from the average believer, is that they have been stretched to, and even be-
yond, the limits of their physical and mental being which propels them to live in the new hu-
manity as portrayed in Enchev. This new humanity that Enchev lives in is best described by 
Bonhoeffer’s quote, which is the interpretative key to Enchev’s experience; the religious act 
is partial, whilst faith encompasses an entire life and is thus reflected in actions, thoughts, and 
attitudes. The perpetrators approached Enchev with their own ideological constructs to ‘re-
educate’ him. Enchev was not aware of the insight Bonhoeffer provides about the religious 
act and faith, though he lived it in practice. In his newly found humanity, Enchev becomes a 
recipient of grace which sustains him in his hour of need.  
 
Through the diction used throughout his booklet to describe the different periods of his life 
and the factors that made an impression on him at those specific times, a clear distinction is 
made between his observations before Enchev found faith and after. Initially, it is a battle be-
tween ideologies – an atheist-materialist, with proclivities towards idealism as a philosophy, 
against the Marxist ideology and communism as a practice. Once he dedicates his life to his 
newfound faith, the narrative quickly changes to a man sustained only by his faith amidst the 
suffering. He begins to refer to and name aspects differently, he refers to occurrences as a 
“spiritual Sinai for me” and begins to live in a, for him, biblical reality (Enchev, 1998, p. 29). 
This is further reflected throughout his text, Enchev (1998) states, “From the thousands of 
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people on the island, there were a lot of enemies of Christ, atheistic, cultists, heretics, and 
others. Most were here because they ‘knew too much’, so we spent most of our time not only 
with hard work, but also discussing and solving the world’s problems. This allowed me to 
speak on things that I did not know before” (p. 37). Enchev refers to the concepts he did not 
comprehend before; his new humanity changes him, and he shares his new identity with the 
other prisoners, though he came to the same group of political prisoners (for which he was 
also first arrested prior to his conversion) but he is now transformed.  
 
Enchev reflects on his life as he sees a pattern of divine providence. The arrest at the train 
station from challenging the agent led to Enchev being imprisoned which resulted into him 
meeting Christians and finding his life cause, which resulted into him becoming a witness in 
the camps. His crucified, suffering God is the one with whom the tortured prisoner, Enchev, 
is able to identify with, and the one he finds comfort in, even though this comfort may be for 
eternity and not for the temporal earthly existence. Enchev refers to this heavenly, eternal di-
mension repeatedly as it is his only hope amongst the dire conditions of the camp (Enchev, 
1998). His reflection and view of the eternal, his new humanity, is what sustained him 
throughout this time; this is what was born out of his time at the camps – a great eternal di-
mension while he still remained conscious of the earthly, and thus saw himself as a mediator 
between the two as demonstrated through his actions and attitude towards others (for exam-
ple, when he gave his only spare pair of undergarments to another prisoner) (Enchev, 1998). 
Enchev’s behaviour and actions were the ultimate expression of his faith, as supported by 
McClendon (2002). He saw his role there as a calling, a mission, from God and repeatedly 
said, even to the prison guards to their surprise, that when he has completed his mission from 
God, only then will God take him home to heaven (Enchev, 1998).  There were instances 
where he also discussed his faith with some of the prison guards, who, when others were not 
around, would find themselves asking him questions about his beliefs and his incomprehensi-
ble behaviour while also speaking of their own beliefs and lives (Enchev, 1998). Those who 
were sent to obliterate his faith and the Evangelist in him, were the ones who came to him, 
discreetly, to ask questions specifically about his faith and how it relates to their lives. Each 
time Enchev met with the different groups in the camps (prisoners or guards), he carried cer-
tain presuppositions, or hermeneutical lenses, through which he read his reality.  
 
Like Bonhoeffer, Enchev viewed his suffering as a mission from God. Bonhoeffer viewed 
himself as representing a Kingdom “stronger than war and danger, a Kingdom of power and 
might, signifying to some eternal terror and judgement, to others eternal joy and righteous-
ness, not a Kingdom of the heart, but one as wide as the Earth, not transitory, but eternal, a 
Kingdom which makes a way for itself and summons men to itself to prepare its way, a King-
dom worthy of our life’s devotion” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p. 132). It is namely this vision of a 
kingdom stronger than war and danger which was their new humanity. Bonhoeffer articulates 
Enchev’s understanding of his reality. Though their situations and maturity in faith were not 
identical, it was the same vision of the eternal and their new humanity which gave meaning to 
their time in the oppressive spaces and to their actions. It is this vision which builds Enchev’s 
character, the very essence of biography as theology. Enchev viewed himself as a participant 
in a divine drama, whilst the other prisoners, as was Enchev initially, were in a social-politi-
cal narrative that is temporal. A parallel is often drawn between a contemporary Christian 
hero, such as Hammarskjöld and King, Jr. by McClendon (McClendon, 2002), and a biblical 
account. Enchev extensively quotes various Bible verses that specifically relate to and ad-
dress suffering for Christ’s sake, as do Bonhoeffer (1959) and Popov (1975). By doing this, 
he equates himself to a contemporary disciple, with his life mission being to serve Christ and 
to fulfil the mission Christ has set before him as revealed throughout his Word (the Bible). 
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This gives him a sense of purpose and direction, a drive to push ahead through any torment 
man can think to subject him to, that the Bulgarian state at the time repeatedly attempted to 
obliterate. This sense of duty, his view of the camps as a “mission field”, gave meaning to 
every second of his life (Enchev, 1998, p. 35). He welcomed death, not only as a release from 
the horrid experiences at the prisons and camps, which arguably every victim must have felt 
at one time or another, but as an eternal reunion with his saviour. This is also seen throughout 
Bonhoeffer (1959) and Popov (1975), the three men extensively state how they longed to 
transcend from the physical dimensions of this world to the eternal – but they were only will-
ing to do this in God’s timing, so that their mission could be fulfilled. The eternal promise of 
heaven gave them the strength to carry on with the present. It is through this vision of a 
greater, eternal dimension that Enchev negotiated his freedom of conscience – he viewed 
himself as a citizen of another realm and therefore did not yield to the recurrent threats of the 
perpetrators whose mission was to obliterate his freedom of conscience which caused him to 
speak of and live his faith. Eternity and justice are interconnected in the realm of God. 
 
Though Enchev was much younger than the grand figures in McClendon (2002) used to por-
tray biography as theology, the theory applies nonetheless – it is evidently the vision that 
changes the self-awareness, even at such a young age. This vision, of the eternal dimension of 
heaven and the present as a mission field, allowed Enchev to persevere throughout the de-
grading and torturous conditions of the camps. This allowed him to not only persevere, but to 
have purpose, meaning, and inner strength to withstand the pressure to renounce his faith in 
order to finally be relieved of the physical and emotional pain he was subjected to. It is these 
factors that enabled Enchev to sustain his faith, humanity, and freedom of conscience in the 
inhumane circumstances and conditions. He was so firm in his convictions that when he was 
summoned for compulsory military service after his release from Belene and he refused to 
take a weapon and swear an oath due to his faith, the army officials decided to put him on 
trial, but their superiors refused and told them there was no point to bother with him as ‘he is 
a lost cause’ (Enchev, 1998).   
 
There are parallels between Popov’s and Enchev’s stories; they both attribute their survival 
and the factor that kept them alive and, arguably, well (in spirit, not physically) throughout 
their ordeal, as their Christian faith. Wherever he was, under whatever circumstances, Enchev 
saw himself as well as he was with God (Enchev, 1998). He saw the difficulties he endured 
as only a temporary matter, as he was patiently waiting for the eternal promises of his faith.  
The results from the pursuit of the vision Enchev held and of his new humanity is evident as 
thirty-eight years after he was freed, Enchev visited Belene concentration camp and held a 
speech before the other survivors and families thereof. He spoke of his faith in Christ; as he 
had done numerous times before. Other victims approached him and remembered him as 
Toshko the Evangelist. His interpretation of the vision, his purpose, was also seen by his fel-
low prisoners. His new humanity not only affected his own interpretation of his reality, but 
also of others. 

           7.2      Dehumanisation 
For the purposes of this study, the psychological phenomenon of dehumanisation is defined 
as, “the failure to spontaneously consider another person’s mind, or to engage in social cogni-
tion when perceiving them” (Haslam and Loughnan, 2014, p. 403). Dehumanisation entails: a 
denial of identity and individuality and a denial of the victim’s community (Haslam & 
Loughnan, 2014). By stripping away their individuality, the perpetrators are unable to feel 
compassion towards the victims and thus enable violence towards the victim. By analysing 
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Levi’s, Popov’s, Bonhoeffer’s, and Enchev’s succinct accounts as examples of severe dehu-
manisation through a hermeneutical lens of interpretation, in conjunction to Harris and Fiske 
(2006) and Haslam and Loughnan’s (2014) studies, the following factors, appearing in each 
case, are identified as tools to break an individual’s humanity:   
 

1. Physical existence threat  
2. Mental sanity 
3. Hunger 
4. Replacement of identity 

The threat to physical existence is mainly seen in physical violence towards the victims. This 
is discussed at length in Levi’s and Popov’s accounts. Enchev was extremely reluctant to 
speak of the torture and dehumanising treatment he endured12, which is also evident in how 
he portrays his experiences in the prisons and camps especially when compared to an account 
of the same experience. Popov, who was in Belene concentration camp at a similar time as 
Enchev and was subjected to the same conditions, provides detailed descriptions. The differ-
ence between their accounts is predominantly due to the different audiences their texts were 
written for. Popov wrote for a Western audience, an audience foreign to Bulgaria, in the late 
1960s with his piece published in 1970. His aim was to not only communicate his experience 
and testimony, but also to inform the West of what took place in his homeland which he had 
already relocated from. It is important to note that he published his memoir, in English, be-
fore the political changes in Bulgaria; the nation was still communist. Enchev, on the other 
hand, published his memoir almost a decade after the political changes which is perhaps 
partly due to him remaining in Bulgaria after his release and precedent indicated that one 
ought not to speak of this time in Bulgarian history, considering that the state officially first 
recognised their crimes only in 1990 (Enchev, 1998). Enchev’s piece was written in Bulgar-
ian for a Bulgarian audience who was exposed to the democratic media of the early 1990’s 
which broadcasted about the concentration camps in the nation, and Bulgarians were becom-
ing increasingly exposed to the atrocities of communism. The purpose of Enchev’s memoir 
was to communicate his testimony of faith and to fill any knowledge gaps the Christian com-
munity might have as he was a well-known pastor in Bulgaria at the time. Another factor 
worth noting is the age difference between Popov and Enchev. Enchev was only nineteen 
when he was imprisoned for his faith, whilst Popov was in his late thirties (Popov, 1970). 
This age difference means that they processed their experiences differently; Popov was sig-
nificantly older, which would also reflect in his physical state and recuperation. Their journey 
and stage in their faith was also different - Enchev had recently converted to Christianity 
while Popov was a mature Christian, having converted around 1920 (Popov, 1970). Enchev 
did not have a formal sentence, while Popov had a sixteen-year sentence (Popov, 1970). 
These factors undoubtedly influenced how they viewed and experienced their reality. 
 
Popov discusses the air-tight dungeon-like pit he was placed in – a huge hole in the ground 
approximately three meters deep, with heavy timbers lining the sides to prevent the pit from 
caving in, and a ceiling of thick, wooden beams (Popov, 1970). Enchev was also sent to this 
pit as punishment. The only entry point, for air or people, was through a 50-centimetre 
trapdoor. This pit was divided into two parts by beams and iron bars: one side of one-man 
cells and the other a big room, with one passageway between (Popov, 1970). This pit held 
over 100 men, who were all dropped through the trapdoor onto the sandy floor. They had a 
barrel of drinking water and, beside it, another barrel which served as the only toilet (Popov, 

 
12 Enchev’s reluctance to speak of the physical and mental torture he endured was evident in all areas of his life 
– not only his literary work. Throughout my life, he would rarely address this period of his life unless asked. 
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1970). Both Popov (1970) and Enchev (1998) state how, due to the unbearable heat, they re-
moved all their clothes and only wore their undershorts. They could see no light, their only 
indication of time was that they were given a morning and evening meal consisting of their 
bread ration and, perhaps, a very small amount of ‘soup’ (Popov, 1970). Popov even buried 
his face deeply in the sand, trying to breathe in air that was trapped in the loose sand particles 
(Popov, 1970). When a man lost consciousness due to a lack of oxygen or another reason, the 
guards removed him from the pit only to revive him and then throw him back in; they would 
not let them die, only on the guard’s own terms (Popov, 1970). In relation to this, Enchev 
states, “hunger and exhausting work are difficult to deal with, but the most difficult, in the in-
carceration unit, were the millions of mosquitos that, only with God’s help, I survived” 
(Enchev, 1998, p. 36). Even on the brink of starvation and physical exhaustion, Enchev at-
tributed his survival to God helping him. He saw the eternal dimension reaching out into his 
present to help preserve him. 
 
Amongst the other political prisoners in Terter labour camp, Enchev encountered former 
banker and minister Atanas Burov where they were tasked with gathering wheat from the 
fields. They worked for forty days without rest. Their days started between 3-4 am and fin-
ished around 9-10 pm. They walked for kilometres under the blazing sun, without any water, 
and without any trees which would have provided some much-needed shade as relief, in order 
to gather the 1,000 square meter per person quota. The only sustenance they received was 
360 grams of bread and an additional 180 grams and a handful of bean soup should their 
quota be achieved. Burov shared that this was the first time he ever held a sickle. The sheer 
physical exhaustion from this experience, as well as in the other camps from Enchev’s ac-
count, such as sharing one bucket for a bathroom and solitary confinement without food, 
pushed the prisoners to their physical and mental limits. The starvation was so great that one 
of prisoners in Nozharevo camp, when a Bulgarian man received a parcel of food from his 
family (as this was the only way to receive food, with one parcel being allowed per month for 
those sentenced) which he chose to share with fellow starving prisoners, but who also likely 
ate too quickly which caused him to vomit. A Greek man, who was starving, “licked up his 
vomit” (Enchev, 1998, p. 32). What is mankind capable of doing in these extreme circum-
stances?  The depravity was so grave that it resulted into the prisoners acting in ways they 
probably never thought possible, which is at the very core of dehumanisation – what the per-
petrators were aiming to achieve. Dying prisoners were placed amongst the animals, so that 
the animals could finish them off (Enchev, 1998). The prisoners were overtly and directly 
viewed as subhuman, with no consideration towards them. The treatment they received was 
unthinkable, and yet, in a fight for survival, the prisoners did not respond in the same atro-
cious way towards one another.  
 
The purpose of the camps was for Enchev to renounce his faith. Through severe dehumanisa-
tion tactics, the perpetrators aimed to strip him from his human identity so that he had no dig-
nity left and, ultimately, so that he conformed to their rejection of the Christian faith. What 
they failed to realise was that his identity was his Christian identity – his new humanity; they 
were not mutually exclusive, and his identity was therefore tied to his Christian faith. Eventu-
ally, the guards came to realise this as is demonstrated in three instances: the first, when Ki-
tov, the head at the time of Belene concentration camp, came to Enchev on horseback and 
eventually gave up on trying to force him to work on a Sunday as he was astounded at how 
adamantly and matter-of-factly he refused, which is unthinkable considering that many were 
shot to death for simply walking in the wrong direction; secondly, when Major Popov wanted 
to sentence Enchev as he refused to act against his faith’s convictions while in the army, and 
the Major’s superiors responded to this with a full awareness of who Enchev is and stated that 
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he is a lost cause so to let him be; and, thirdly, when he was interrogated by the head of the 
political department of the military, Major Yankov, who eventually told him to “do what you 
want, just don’t get in our way” (Enchev, 1990, p. 41). Enchev’s paradigm was completely 
different to that of his oppressors. The perpetrators could not comprehend the strength and 
dignity he received from his faith - where he also received his identity. The only way for 
Enchev to have been successfully dehumanised would have been for him to agree to the per-
petrator’s wishes to give up his faith, which was the only source of his strength. 
   
Enchev responded to dehumanisation by humanising himself and his fellow inmates. This hu-
manisation is seen in the sharing, caring, and uplifting of other prisoners amidst the struggle. 
This is clearly demonstrated when Enchev gave his spare (out of two) undergarments to an-
other prisoner, knowing full well that he might never receive a second pair himself. Popov, 
similarly, mentions the sense of brotherhood within the prison and camp (Popov, 1970). Levi 
also mentions similar accounts of victims helping one another (Levi, 1987). In the most mon-
strous manifestation of evil, there is still a chance of redemption. The perpetrators aimed to 
dehumanise them, but the prisoners rehumanised themselves in many ways – they did not 
turn into the animals the perpetrators treated them as, but, rather, the perpetrators themselves 
are the ones who turned into beasts. The perpetrators descended the ‘ladder of humanity’ 
gradually, until they had no humanity left. 
  
These acts of humanity within the camps, coupled with his vision of being there on a mission 
to evangelise, permitted Enchev to preserve his humanity in the inhumane conditions. Enchev 
stated, “Through our belief in God and treatment of human beings, we define our eternity” 
(Enchev, 1998, p. 29). As he met different people from all walks of life, he shared what he 
saw as eternal hope beyond the conditions of the gulag camps (Enchev, 1998). 

           7.3    Historical Aspect of Communist Bulgaria 
Whilst written in the 1990’s, Enchev’s memoir recounts his experience in the late 1940s-
1950s Bulgaria. It is necessary to discuss how his account relates to this time period, espe-
cially considering that his text provides valuable insight into a time with limited academic re-
search. Although not the main topic or focus of this study, the following paragraphs aim to 
provide a brief discussion on the same. 

On one side of this study, there is the Communist regime in mid 1940’s-1950’s Bulgaria and 
their attempts to obliterate religion. Enchev got caught up in this ideocide. Enchev’s memoir, 
especially when read in conjunction to Popov’s (1970) account, provides a unique insight into 
this specific time and place in Bulgarian history.  

Enchev was imprisoned without trial and without being convicted of a crime, like many oth-
ers were. He was not given a sentence and he did not know for how long he would be impris-
oned; no one knew, not even his wife or parents (Enchev, 1998). There is an apparent sense 
of injustice on many levels in his life: first the imprisonment without a sentence; then the 
theft of the money that was intended for him from his parents, but that the guard took (bear-
ing in mind that prisoners were not given any food in prison, signifying that this was the only 
way he would have been able to feed himself); the lack of communication with his wife 
(Enchev was newly married when he was taken to the camp, his wife had no indication of his 
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whereabouts nor if he was still alive)13; and, the constant threats, physical, and emotional 
pain, he was subjected to (Enchev, 1998). In addition to the injustice that is clearly evident, 
one can also see the changing standards in treatment and the personal vendettas the prisoners 
were subjected to by the guards. An example of this is the first agent who approached Enchev 
at the train station in Lovech and provoked him, which ultimately led to Enchev’s arrest when 
Enchev challenged him (Enchev, 1998). Another example is that some of the prison guards 
could be bribed to bring the prisoner food in exchange for money; it was up to their discretion 
if they wanted to agree to this or not, or, as in Enchev’s case, to steal their money (Enchev, 
1998).  

Another noteworthy aspect of this time in Bulgarian history, is that Enchev never found him-
self without a New Testament within the camps, even though they were strictly forbidden 
(Enchev, 1998). This differentiates from Popov’s account who, whenever he found a biblical 
text, would memorise as many passages as he could as he knew it would soon be confiscated 
(Popov, 1970). As discussed in the previous section on biography as theology, these biblical 
texts allowed for Enchev, and other prisoners, to identify with biblical heroes of faith and to 
create a new interpretation of their lives. They could see themselves as following in the foot-
steps of Christ and the apostles, the martyrs of faith, and the persecuted church. This created 
a new meaning in a highly secularised society that aimed to obliterate God, as even prior to 
communism the Evangelical faith was not widespread in the nation. The battle of ideas and 
the existence of the invisible world beyond the temporal conditions helped redirect their 
thoughts from torture and agony to the promise of everlasting life with their saviour. This en-
abled Enchev to sustain his faith and freedom of conscience within the camps. It is also im-
portant to note that he was a new believer when he was sent to the camps, and he rapidly ma-
tured in his faith while there. The biblical texts were new to him when he entered the camps a 
few months after his conversion, so it is unlikely that he had the texts memorised. This was 
key to him in not only sustaining his faith, but also in growing and maturing in it. 

Finally, the story of Enchev is not the story of one man alone. But rather, it is the story of 
many others. His voice was one amongst many. 

8. Conclusion 
In the beginning of this study the goal set through the research questions was to see how 
Enchev, a nineteen-year-old Bulgarian, at first an atheist, then a Christian, negotiated his hu-
manity, faith, and freedom of conscience in the oppressive space of several Bulgarian com-
munist prison facilities, labour and concentration camps. The chosen theoretical framework 
was multidisciplinary, namely hermeneutics, political and historical studies, biography as the-
ology, and dehumanisation. The task was complex as I read in depth the booklet memoir pro-
duced by Enchev in the year 1998, translated it into English, and analysed the text from the 
different perspectives laid out in the theoretical framework. In addition, I have not lived in 
circumstances similar to those of Enchev’s youth, therefore I look at his narrative as an exter-
nal observer, in spite of my relationship to the elderly Enchev.  
 

 

13 This is another aspect which needs to be acknowledged – the strength that not only the victims had, but also 
their families and loved ones. Enchev’s wife, Maria, had no indication of his whereabouts or state. She did not 
know if he was alive, but she chose to wait for him.  
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Through a hermeneutic analysis on Enchev’s memoir in conjunction to the literature review 
and theoretical framework of this study, the investigation was able to uncover another level to 
Enchev’s text that may not be verbalised. The circularity of the hermeneutic circle was 
achieved through the steps discussed in the theoretical framework and presented in the analy-
sis – thorough reading of the text, investigating context and language, cultural comparisons, 
acknowledging the fluidity of the textual meanings in the different languages and timeframe 
of their use, promoted interest, and new questions posed to the text. The convergence of per-
spectives from Popov, Levi, Bonhoeffer, and McClendon, coupled with theories of dehuman-
isation and biography as theology, allowed the investigation to truly explore the various an-
gles of Enchev’s narrative. The following paragraphs address the findings of the research 
questions posed at the beginning of this investigation which guided the analysis, and also ad-
dress areas of further research. 
 
The perpetrators, through dehumanisation, attempted to force an identity onto Enchev of the 
extreme kind – through physically breaking down his psyche and mental state; and through 
starvation, extreme temperatures, and conditions which the human body is not meant to with-
stand. In addition, through the ideological constructs of the ‘re-education’ agenda, they at-
tempted to engineer a new human identity in him. This social engineering that the communist 
oppressors attempted did not work on Enchev as he had already embraced an identity of a 
new humanity. It is through this new humanity and a vision of eternity, as also seen in Bon-
hoeffer and Popov, that Enchev withstands the forceful breaking down of his personality, the 
‘re-education’, the dehumanisation, and that of others. It is from this position of the new hu-
manity (and the eternal dimension) that he responds to the ideological constructs brought to 
him by the perpetrators to dehumanise him. By the perpetrators forcing their ideological con-
structs onto him through violence and the dehumanisation tactics discussed, it becomes a bat-
tle of identity for Enchev – his new humanity versus dehumanisation. This becomes an inter-
nal battle for him that he has to negotiate every day inside his psyche – he has to draw from 
his source of strength every day and to negotiate his new identity amidst the suffering.  He 
transcends these conditions in the camps from his newfound faith. Through this, he was able 
to see himself as a new person-in-Christ – his new humanity and the new ‘lens’ through 
which he viewed his surroundings. In a way, he discovered a new way to be in the world; a 
discovery comprised of the vision of the eternal Kingdom of God and the suffering of Christ.  
 
For instance, in his encounters with the guards and with the representative actors of the op-
pressive power. In these spaces, Enchev enters as a different actor. Rather than viewing him-
self as only a prisoner, an aspect he recognised, he also viewed his new humanity that he ac-
cepted as assigned to him and not the dehumanisation or the re-education they forced on him. 
From the very beginning of his story as new believer pushed to the very limits of his physical 
and mental self, he stays in his newfound humanity. In his new humanity of an eternal vision 
and all-encompassing faith as seen in biography as theology, and McClendon’s (2002) vision, 
Enchev views the world and his surroundings through a new lens – a new horizon. Through 
the lens of eternity and a new humanity, he views himself as one who is persecuted for being 
faithful, rather than a victim going through an incredibly traumatic time that many do not sur-
vive.  
 
In this new humanity, Enchev had to negotiate daily to keep this vision of eternity and his 
new humanity. On one hand, he had to keep his eyes on the eternal, and, on the other hand, he 
became a servant to the others rather than being centred on his pain. He chose to endure till 
the end, and he did not regret it. This driving force of the vision of the eternal and his new hu-
manity gave him the ultimate purpose in life; a purpose he clung to unwaveringly, and not 
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only during his time in prison and the camps but for his entire life. He chose to remain hu-
mane in the dire conditions, by choosing to show kindness towards his fellow prisoners, and 
even perpetrators, and endeavouring to seek out opportunities to help comfort them.    
 
Enchev himself stated that his witness was produced in suffering (Enchev, 1998); meaning 
that he adopted the character of Christ where Jesus Christ suffered evil and did not become 
evil. In the at-one-ment with Christ as seen in biography as theology, Enchev felt that grace 
strengthened him and produced a character of love and care as demonstrated throughout his 
memoir. These actions reflected his ‘new humanity’ amidst the ‘re-education’ policies of the 
communist state. As he states, “The camp was a spiritual university for me. God, through rev-
elations, helped me build a Christian perspective” (Enchev, 1998, p. 37); it is this God-given 
perspective, this lens, that redefined his reality. 
 
Enchev would fall into Levi’s second category of prisoners of “those who possessed at least a 
measure of political preparation, or religious conviction, or a strong moral consciousness” 
(Levi, 1987, p. 435). Levi argues how remembrance becomes a duty for them and that they 
cannot let the world forget (Levi, 1987). Enchev only spoke of the transpired events and his 
experience of the same when he was required to do so. He was extremely reluctant to speak 
of these things especially at home, and, when he chose to, he would, again, only speak of how 
his faith sustained him and how that is the only reason for his survival. 
 
Since methods help to discover the different facets in the area of study, the conclusions from 
the analysis would have been different should the study have employed a different method or 
theoretical framework. Method means a particular way of doing something (Cambridge Dic-
tionary, n.d.), so necessarily, by definition, findings would be organised differently. For ex-
ample, if I employed only a historical method, I would not be able to bring to the forefront a 
more robust personal convictional set of the person under investigation and thus the historical 
method would provide a description of a different kind and a different analysis, and the same 
applies to a different theoretical framework. Moreover, one method could not unearth suffi-
cient results to understand the multidimensionality of the experience embedded in the text of 
the memoir. The experience itself is so complex that one study cannot exhaust the discovery 
of deeper meanings involved in it. 
 
There is certainly room for further research related to this investigation, particularly in the 
area of surviving dehumanisation and how certain factors (not only religion and faith) affect 
the human condition under such circumstances. A psychological approach to the same study 
would certainly provide valuable insight. In such a case, Viktor Frankl and his Man’s Search 
for Meaning (1946) would be instrumental with his psychological insight into the reactions of 
the victims and his own reflections on his faith and its connection to his experience within the 
camp and man’s search for meaning. This would provide an avenue of discussion and a 
unique perspective, especially when coupled with theories on social cognition and dehumani-
sation. One can also explore how faith is a venue for a different reality – a hermeneutical key 
to overcome the present.  
 
Regardless of if one holds the same faith as Enchev or not, there are aspects of Enchev’s 
story that can be applied to others of different, or of no, faith facing persecution. However, 
prevention is key in such instances as the factors influencing Enchev cannot be guaranteed in 
other circumstances, since people will have different challenges depending on their physical, 
psychological, and educational levels as well as family situation, etc. Thus, it is more press-
ing to prevent such regimes from coming into power and to prevent other forms of ideocide. 
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We therefore need to ask ourselves how we can prevent such occurrences from repeating. As 
Ivanov (1998) stated, "Time mercilessly erases our memories, and our past somehow be-
comes impersonal and hollow. The events, the faces and occurrences disappear without being 
passed on or shared with the next generation (p.5).” Enchev might have only been one man, 
but he represents many. There were and are many people like him, who are suffering im-
mense injustice in the hands of the state all because they subscribe to a different ideological 
belief or identity. By sharing a personal story of a victim, we not only rehumanise that indi-
vidual but we also allow the audience to sympathise with them – the narration transitions 
from a ‘story’ to a tangible, personal account. It is only through a greater awareness of our 
past that we can recognise the signs leading up to the same and similar atrocities, so to pre-
vent them from occurring.  
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Appendix 
Documentation from the Bulgarian state relating to Enchev’s interments, translated into Eng-
lish: 
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Original documents in Bulgarian: 
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