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I
t is perhaps a little surprising that Bulgaria has never had a popular revolution. During the 

20th century the country swung between left and right, one extreme to another, and never 

TXLWH�DFKLHYHG�VWDELOLW\�RU�VHFXULW\��7KH�HQIRUFHG�QDWXUH�RI �WKHVH�VKLIWV�RI �UHJLPH��FRQWULEXWLQJ�
to Bulgaria’s interrupted development, comprises the roots of  the country’s current problems. 

In 500 years, Bulgarians have not once been ruled by governments fought for, and established 

by, the mass of  the people. Rule by the Ottomans, the San Stefano Peace Treaty of  1878 (which 

followed unsuccessful peasant risings in Stara Zagora in September 1875 and the April risings of  

1876), the Treaty of  Neuilly-sur-Seine in 1919, and the Soviet Union’s invasion and Communist 

FRXS�G·HWDW� LQ��WK�RI �6HSWHPEHU������� UHSUHVHQW�D� VHULHV�RI � UHJLPHV�DQG�FRPSURPLVHV�ZKRVH�
composition and nature were decided outside Bulgaria itself. In the 19th and early 20th century, 

Bulgaria was given a territory drawn up by the Russian, British and Ottoman states. Treated as 

historically and culturally irrelevant, Bulgaria’s Austrian monarch, for example, was chosen as the 

EHVW�FRPSURPLVH�EHWZHHQ�5XVVLDQ�DQG�2WWRPDQ�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�WKH�%DONDQV��,Q�HDFK�FDVH��%XOJDULDQV�
have had governments corresponding to the current balance of  forces of  the major world powers.

    Alongside this process, however, Bulgarians managed, at certain conjunctures, to construct 

D�VHQVH�RI �QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�DQG�WHUULWRULDO�XQLÀFDWLRQ��2Q�ZLQQLQJ�D�ZDU�DJDLQVW�6HUELD�LQ�������
the Bulgarian principality was able to integrate the Ottomon region of  Eastern Rumelia into 

its remit, while Bulgaria’s formal independence from the Ottoman Empire was announced on 

the 22 September 1908. During the Balkan Wars at the beginning of  the 20th century, the Bul-

garian parliament began to move away from traditional Conservative and Liberal politicians, to 

those of  the Progressive Liberal, National Liberal and Democratic parties. This process gave 

birth to delayed governmental institutions, a state bureaucracy, and parliamentary democracy.

����7KH�)LUVW�:RUOG�:DU��KRZHYHU��VDZ�%XOJDULDQV�ÀJKWLQJ�LQ�DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�YHU\�VDPH�RSSUHVVRUV�
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who had suppressed them for 500 years. Bulgaria suffered the most casualties (as a percentage 
of  heads per population) of  any warring nation, despite having already suffered the losses in the 
Balkan wars between 1912 and 1913. In March 1919, the Bulgarian delegation to the Treaty of  
Neuilly-sur-Seine, were told that none of  their delegates were actually invited to the treaty sign-
ing conference. The treaty, eventually signed by Aleksander Stamboliiski in November 1919, left 
600,000 Bulgarians outside the country’s borders, demanded 2.25billion in reparation payments, 
and the transfer of  over 58,000 heads of  livestock to be paid to Greece and Romania. The Second 
World War saw Bulgaria swing from the far right to the far left, ending in the paradoxical position 
RI �D�ZLQQLQJ�ORVHU��$IWHU�GHFODULQJ�LWV�RIÀFLDO�QHXWUDOLW\��WKH�1D]L�VWDWH�RIIHUHG�WKH�FRXQWU\�VRPH�
of  its lost territory in 1919 and pressured Boris III to declare war on Britain and America. Given 
the country’s complete military impotence beyond the Balkans, the war declared on America 
and Britain, led to the uneven contest between American, British, and Bulgarian forces – which 
VDZ�WKH�$PHULFDQ�ERPELQJV�RI �WKH�FDSLWDO�6RÀD�LQ���������%RULV�,,,�GLG�PDQDJH�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�
%XOJDULDQ�-HZV�XQWLO�KLV�VXVSLFLRXV�GHDWK�LQ�$XJXVW�������+LV�GHDWK�FDPH�RQO\�IRXUWHHQ�GD\V�DI-
ter his private meeting with Adolf  Hitler in which he announced his wish for Bulgaria to leave 
the war. Less than a year later, Russia also declared war on Bulgaria and occupied its territories, 
IRUFLQJ�LW�WR�GHFODUH�ZDU�RQ�1D]L�*HUPDQ\��D�PRYH�ZKLFK�ZDV�TXLFNO\�UHFLSURFDWHG��7KXV�%XO-
garia had, by the end of  WW2, been at war with every major world power.  The transition to 
&RPPXQLVP�ZDV� LPSRVHG�DQG�GULYHQ� IURP�DERYH�� ,Q�6HSWHPEHU������D�GLVSXWHG�UHIHUHQGXP�
ZDV�KHOG�XQGHU�8665�VXSHUYLVLRQ�VDZ����PLOOLRQ�YRWHV������WXUQRXW��JUDQWLQJ�D�����PDMRULW\�
for a People’s Republic.  The Tsar was sent into exile and plebiscite was permanently abolished. 
    The next 52 years saw Bulgaria undertake rapid industrialisation, while its regular ‘democratic’ 
elections held only one name on the ballot paper. The man on the ballot, Todor Zhivkov, re-
signed after 35 years in power in November 1989. By this time, the People’s Republic of  Bulgaria 
had undertaken the Gorbachev model and was slowly heading towards its own capitalist conver-
sion. Zhivkov’s resignation was met by a short period of  mass demonstrations culminating in 
the 1990 election of  another Socialist government. This Socialist government, however, battled 
the economic legacy of  the communist republic through the freeing of  economic markets. Al-
WKRXJK�WKHUH�ZDV�DQ�DYDLODELOLW\�RI �PRQH\��VWRFN�VKRUWDJHV�FDXVHG�UDSLG�LQÁDWLRQ��/XNDQRY��WKH�
QHZ�SUHVLGHQW��UHVLJQHG�DPLG�VFDQGDOV�UHJDUGLQJ�KLV�VXSSRVHG�LOOHJDO�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI �SURSHUW\���%\�
������DQRWKHU�6RFLDOLVW�JRYHUQPHQW�OHG�E\�=KDQ�9LGHQRY�RYHUVDZ�LQÁDWLRQ�RI ���������9LGHQRY�
resigned only two years later, unable to cope with the economic hardships. What followed for the 
modern Bulgarian state was a series of  alternating centre-left and centre-right governments. This 
led to increasingly uncomfortable coalitions and a rather brief  cameo appearance in parliament 
by the last surviving heir of  Boris III, and refugee from the Second World War – Simeon Saxo 
Cobugh-Gotha. Simeon was prime minister in a 2001 coalition government whose (undelivered) 
premise was an 800 day reform period to restore Bulgaria on the world scene.  This essay is not 
the place to re-evaluate  the overall effect of  socialism on the Bulgarian state, its institutions, 
and people. Neither is it the place to dispute or defend things like Stamboliiski’s agrarian efforts 
prior to the Second World War, the racial superiority policies of  Zhivkov’s rule, or to consider 
the 1990s economic crisis. What remains important, however, is that the current situation in Bul-
garia is considered not in terms of  its neighbours, nor its Western counterparts in the European 
Union, but in its own right. Bulgaria today must be contextualised before it can be understood.
����*LYHQ�WKH�ORQJ�WUDGLWLRQ�RI �SDVVLYLW\�RU�HQIRUFHG�DFTXLHVFHQFH��LW�LV�XQGHUVWDQGDEOH�ZK\�WKH�
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-DQXDU\�DQG�)HEUXDU\�ULRWV�²�ZKLFK�VSUHDG�DFURVV����FLWLHV�DQG�HQFRPSDVVHG�DOO�PDMRU�WUDGH�DQG�
VWXGHQW�XQLRQV�²�ZHUH�D�GHÀQLQJ�PRPHQW�LQ�PRGHUQ�%XOJDULDQ�KLVWRU\��,W�LV�RQO\�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�
RI �WKH�LQHIÀFLHQW�GHPRFUDWLF�SURFHVVHV�DQG�WKH�FRXQWOHVV�VFDQGDOV�RI �VWDWH�FRUUXSWLRQ��WKDW�WKH�
IDOOLQJ�YRWLQJ�ÀJXUHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�ULRWV��FDQ�EH�DFFXUDWHO\�LQWHUSUHWHG��7KHUH�XQGRXEWHGO\�KDV�
EHHQ�D�VHFXODU�GHFOLQH� LQ�%XOJDULDQ�WUXVW� LQ�SDUOLDPHQWDULDQLVP��6LQFH�WKH�ÀUVW�IUHH�HOHFWLRQV� LQ�
������YRWLQJ�WXUQRXW�KDV�IDOOHQ�IURP�������WR��������DW�WKH�HPHUJHQF\�HOHFWLRQV�KHOG�RQ�0D\����
2013, after the resignation of  GERB – the centre-right leaders – on February 20th 2013 . The fact 
that less voters took part in the emergency May elections than those in 2009, however, is not the 
product of  political apathy. The results of  the 2013 elections need to be thoroughly reconsidered.
    The four parties which entered parliament were exactly the same as in 2009. The centre-
right GERB, the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), the ethnic minority and civil liberties party of  
Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS), the far-right and nationalist ATAKA, dominate 
WKH� FXUUHQW� SDUOLDPHQW�� DV� WKH\� GLG� EHIRUH�0D\� ������$W� ÀUVW� VLJKW� WKH� VWDWLVWLFV� DUH� GHSUHVV-
ing reading. They suggest not only apathy, but a genuine political ignorance and conservatism. 
Given the historical failure of  parliamentary governing, however, the elections can say much 
about the current Bulgarian political mentalite. The January and February riots and strikes 
were a product of  long term pressures elevated by a short term crisis. These pressures have 
gathered since the restructuring of  the Bulgarian economy in the 1990s. The building of  new, 
SRVW�&RPPXQLVW� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� KRZHYHU�� KDV� EHHQ� LQVXIÀFLHQW� IRU� WKH� IXQFWLRQLQJ� RI � D� FRUUXS-
tion-free democratic system. This situation is the background to why the workers and students 
took to the streets. The elections themselves were carried out at too short a notice for any new 
party to rise to the forefront of  Bulgarian politics. Thus, working with a limited bag of  bad 
seeds, there was very little the votes could have done to cause a fundamental change of  out-
come. Rather than universally sticking to the same party, Bulgarian votes have (in a number of  
XQH[SHFWHG�ZD\V��VKLIWHG�FRQVLGHUDEO\�VLQFH�������7KH�*(5%�JDLQHG����RI �WKH�6RFLDOLVW�YRWH�
VLQFH������� DQG� WKH�6RFLDOLVW�SDUW\�JDLQHG����RI � WKH������YRWH� IURP� WKH� ULJKW�ZLQJ�$7$&.��
    The May elections saw GERB win the most votes, but fail to gain a workable majority. Given its 
recent resignation, GERB was isolated from the other three parties in parliament with no chance of  
a coalition. The pressure put on parliament through the strikes produced one of  the most ludicrous 
parliamentary coalitions known to modern Europe – a government comprised of  the socialist BPS, 
the nationalist ATACK (on a platform of  racial purity and hatred for Turks and Roma minorities), 
and the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (the party with the entire ethnic minority vote in 
Bulgaria) led by Lyutvi Metsan, a Bulgarian of  Turkish heritage. The emergency elections failed to 
change the face of  the democracy Bulgarians, but succeeded in paralysing the political system further.
����7KH�SDUOLDPHQWDU\�UHVXOWV�IRU�WKRVH�SDUWLHV�ZKLFK�IDLOHG�WR�FURVV�WKH����PDUN�DQG�HQWHU�SDU-
OLDPHQW�ZHUH�DOVR�SRLJQDQW��7KH�QHZ�FRDOLWLRQ�RI � WKH� ¶*UHHQV·�� IRU� LQVWDQFH��JRW�������RI � WKH�
YRWH��7KHLU�HOHFWRUDWH�EDVH�ZDV�SULPDULO\�XUEDQ������LQ�WKH�FDSLWDO���DFWLYH�ZRUNLQJ�DJH��������
DJHV��������DQG�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�HGXFDWHG�����������7KXV��HQYLURQPHQWDO�FRQFHUQV�DUH�JURZLQJ�LQ�
VLJQLÀFDQFH�DPRQJVW�WKH�DFWLYH�SRSXODWLRQ��DQG�WKH�*UHHQV�RIIHU�D�SODWIRUP�IRU�\RXQJ��HGXFDWHG��
professionals which Bulgaria has never offered before. One must again consider the limited scope 
of  parliamentary polarisation in the context of  the modern Bulgarian parliament. Bulgarian de-
mocracy is still in its adolescence. The elections of  May 2013 are but a temporary arrangement 
that can grant time for parties like the Greens to build up the funds for a full campaign. The 
VWULNHV�JDYH�ELUWK�WR�D�ZDYH�RI �QHZ�SROLWLFDO�KRUL]RQV��HYHQ�LI �LW�ZDV�QRW�HQRXJK�WR�H[RUFLVH�UHO-
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ics like the BSP, whose shadow over left-wing politics is still a problem for the birth of  a new 
%XOJDULDQ�OHIW������RI �WKH�%63�YRWHUV�ZHUH�RYHU����\HDUV�ROG�����7R�DOORZ�IRU�WKH�JURZWK�RI �QHZ�
parties, new faces, and a new politics, traditional parties like the BSP need to be challenged. Rather 
than being a failure, however, a contextualisation of  the Bulgarian strikes and emergency elec-
tions can show that the events of  2013 may only be the beginning of  a long term stabilisation.
    The 19th and 20th centuries saw Bulgarians as a passive audience to their country’s gov-
HUQPHQWDO�FKDQJHV�� ODUJHO\� LPSRVHG�E\�ZRUOG�SRZHUV� IURP�DERYH��$�FULWLTXH�RI �%XOJDULDQ�SR-
litical apathy is misplaced when without considering the numerous writings and rewritings 
of  Bulgarian borders by external and superior militarily forces. The concept of  democracy is 
in 2013 as fresh as it was in 1908. Yet the idea of  politics representing the people is consid-
ered with just as much anxiety and trepidation. Bulgaria’s political history gives little faith for 
those seeking political redemption. It is in this context that we must consider the protests 
DQG�HOHFWLRQV�RI �������7KH�%XOJDULDQ�SHRSOH�� IRU� WKH�ÀUVW� WLPH� LQ�GHFDGHV��KDYH� ULVHQ� IRU�SR-
litical change. From a people disenchanted with parliamentary processes, the strikes, protests, 
and the elections, mean more than a simple exercise of  democratic rights. It means that the 
WKUHVKROG�RI �SDVVLYLW\�WR�RXWVLGH�UXOHUV�DQG�LQÁXHQFHV�KDV�EHHQ�EURNHQ��$OWKRXJK�WKLV�PD\�QRW�
PHDQ� DQRWKHU� JORULRXV�)UHQFK�RU�5XVVLDQ� UHYROXWLRQ�� LQ� LWV� RZQ�TXLHW� DQG� VXEWOH�ZD\�� WKH� UH-
FHQW� HYHQWV� LQ�%XOJDULD� LQGLFDWH� WKDW� WKH�%XOJDULDQV·� DFTXLHVFHQFH�KDV� ÀQDOO\� FRPH� WR� DQ� HQG��

0LUHOD�,YDQRYD�LV�D�ÀUVW�\HDU�VWXGHQW�DW�:DGKDP�&ROOHJH��2[IRUG��6KH�PDNHV�UHJXODU�FRQWULEXWLRQV�WR�WKH�2[IRUG�
Student and Oxford Culture Review.
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