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Preface

It is now 11 years since Bulgaria became a full NATO member, and 8
years since the country acceded to the European Union. Yet Bulgaria is
still receiving relatively weak coverage in the annals of the European and
global social sciences—a situation evident both from the limited number of
special editions devoted to the country, and from the gaps in the literature
to which scholars often explicitly refer. There are diverse reasons for this
state of affairs. The socialist period of Bulgaria's history is not to be re-
membered for an impressive resistance against the regime or for strong
expressions of discontent against the Soviet domination. Later, in the pro-
cesses of transition to democracy in Central and Eastern Europe, Bulgaria
did not come to present a success story or model for emulation. On the
other hand, there was no dramatic failure, such as, say, a triumph of au-
thoritarian trends, to be observed in the country, either. In the context of
the Balkans, Bulgaria happily avoided the fate of neighbouring Yugoslavia
and did not get tangled in the quagmire of civil wars. Markedly positive or
resolutely negative cases usually tend to attract greater attention. Bulgar-
ia's case did not fall in either of those categories. Nevertheless, unique his-
torical experience could be found here. It is an experience which relates to
the peculiarly intertwined roles of Europe and Russia in the national devel-
opment as well as to the anti-fascist resistance and the social struggles of
the contemporary world.

Those introductory remarks are needed as initial steps to motivate interest
in one of the important manifestations of the Bulgarian political process for
many decades: the functioning of the Bulgarian left. This interest can be
positioned in a twofold context. The first aspect of this context is the back-
ground of the transition to post-socialist democracy and the specific role of
the principal organizational agent of the Bulgarian left, the former Com-
munist Party. In contrast with its counterparts in the other former Eastern
Bloc countries, the party maintained its unity and influence in a pluralist po-
litical model from the very start of transitions, and remained the only one
among them to maintain emotional closeness to Russia. The second as-
pect of the context is the perspective of the current situation, in which the
Bulgarian left can become the object of interest given the serious crisis it is



now experiencing—an organizational, moral, political, and ideological crisis
that has significantly affected its image.

The issue of the adaptation and transformation of the communist succes-
sor parties in CEE has received a significant place in the scholarly debate.
A cursory glance on the amassed literature—which is impressive even in
its sheer volume—already shows that what we have at hand is a number
of different strategies and trajectories of development. We cannot con-
struct some general scheme claiming to be valid for all former socialist
countries, and then apply it to Bulgaria to fill it with the required factual
content.

That is why two central questions are facing us here. First, which are the
factors that can help explain the transformation of the Bulgarian Com-
munist Party in the new democratic situation—factors which, in addition,
have contributed to its success, at least in comparison with all other former
Eastern Bloc counterparts? Second, which factors in the course of that
transformation led to the crisis trends that found their most distinct expres-
sion in the early 2010s?

The context of the Eastern Bloc system, marked by its belonging to the
Soviet sphere of influence, constitutes a starting point and basis of com-
parison. This is the necessary background against which the differences in
the roads walked by leftist parties in different countries can be put into
clear relief. From here the need follows to look for those differences not
only in the general system features of the Bloc but also in the different his-
torical legacies of each country. This, broadly put, is the subject of the first
chapter of this study.

When tracing the place of the Bulgarian Socialist Party in the modern Bul-
garian politics, | am interested above all in the connection between its
messages and actions, on the one hand, and the expectations of certain
parts of the Bulgarian society, on the other. In this way, the problem of the
different images of the Bulgarian left comes to the foreground. It is on
those images that | place the focus of my discussion, leaving a secondary
role for issues such as organizational development, policies, leadership,
and institutions. A look back into history reveals a string of metamorphoses
and different political agents that can be viewed as comprising parts of the
dynamics of the leftist spectrum in Bulgaria. Within those processes, there
is a specific organized political actor of indubitable leading importance be-
cause already at its creation some 125 years ago it ambitiously defined the
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potential and specific nature of the left in Bulgaria and delineated the
space in which a political left must find its place. In the second chapter, |
offer an attempt to briefly present the programme and ideological role of
that party which for a long period of time ruled the country as a communist
party.

In the public and political debate regarding the direction of democratic
change after 1989, the Bulgarian left was naturally featured as a post-
communist left, and it was this fact, with all of its advantages and disad-
vantages, that marked its search for a place in the newly forming political
life of the country. Together with its post-communist status and its refer-
ences to the past, the Socialist Party had to also delineate a forward-
looking horizon for the left in that new situation. In the end of the day, the
Bulgarian left accepted the interpretation that the transition has an essen-
tially rightist liberal character, thus failing to find an adequate leftist image
for its own actions and in many respects starting to drift away from the atti-
tudes and expectations of its supporters. | present this divergence between
leaders and electorate in the third chapter.

In the fourth chapter, which leads us into the present-day situation, | ana-
lyze the consequences of this evolution which have found an expression in
a crisis of image and of identity, in new opportunities for alternative left-
wing actors, including grassroots movements, and in the crossroad on
which the traditional Bulgarian left is now finding itself. The widest and
most obvious road is leading down. But are there really no other roads for
the leading Bulgarian leftist party? And is this a road down not only for that
party but also for the Bulgarian left as a whole? | am aware that | am not
able to give categorical answers to those future-oriented questions. | have
taken the risk of analyzing events that are literally happening as we speak.
But | am convinced that without making sense of the past we can hardly
orient ourselves in current processes and make a relatively accurate as-
sessment of the options in this crossroad.

In this sense, this book is not a study of the history of one party but rather
an interpretation of the historical processes connected with that party. In
other words, my goal is to offer an interpretation of the leftist trend in the
modern Bulgarian politics and its changing political and ideological coordi-
nates. Today's situation is the result of the interaction of diverse historical
factors. There is a constant change of variables stemming from the specif-
ics of changing situations. Due to that fact, | am employing a number of
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methods in this study. A large part of the processes that | am going to de-
lineate can hardly receive an adequate quantification. That is why qualita-
tive methods have pride of place in the discussion. At different points in the
course of the study, | am employing historical reconstruction, analysis of
documents, ideological critique, and secondary analysis of empirical data. |
hope that this diversity does not sound confusing, and that it is presented
in apt combinations. The goal | am setting for myself is not to prove but ra-
ther to show.

Several other preliminary points are in order. | am working with concepts
such as 'communist successor parties', 'Eastern Bloc', and 'Central and
Eastern Europe' for which | have endeavoured to specify the meanings |
am employing. A somewhat graver issue is posed by concepts such as
'socialist’ and 'communist’ which are often used interchangeably in the lit-
erature. Insofar as societies built under the Soviet control in that part of the
world called themselves 'socialist', and insofar as the dominant Marxist-
Leninist doctrine viewed socialism as the first stage of the future, not yet
achieved communist society, | believe that the concept of communism
should not be used to denote the social and political situation in Bulgaria
and its 'fraternal' countries in the period between the 1940s and 1980s.
Due to this, | am talking about a socialist period and a socialist state but
also about a communist regime, meaning a regime of the Communist Par-
ty. Analogously, after 1989, in my reading, CEE countries underwent a
post-socialist transformation, while the transformation of the ruling parties
was 'post-communist’.

As far as sources are concerned, | have attempted to use as far as possi-
ble international studies and English language research literature, in order
to facilitate the reader in their possible search for references and additional
information and analyses. Of course, where | have found it that studies in
Bulgarian are of crucial significance for the interpretation of processes, |
have made use of them, too. Guided by the same motives, | have limited
as much as possible my use of mass media sources.

Finally, it is my pleasant obligation to extend by sincere gratitude as an au-
thor to a number of people who have significantly contributed to my work.
Even one-man studies are born in an environment of discussion and ex-
change of opinions. | am indebted to all my colleagues in the Political Sci-
ence Department at the St. Kliment Ohridski Sofia University for the crea-
tive working atmosphere | have been privileged to enjoy among them. |
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would especially like to mention Maria Pirgova, to whose advice and les-
sons on Bulgarian politics and the Bulgarian left | owe more than words
can express. | am grateful to Vassil Penev who attentively read each sec-
tion of this text and offered important criticism and advice. Petar-Emil
Mitev, Goran Goranov, Iskra Baeva, Antony Todorov, Dobrin Kanev, An-
drey Raichev, and Valeri Jablyanov have all offered valuable ideas and
proposals for the work. The help and stimulation by Georgi Karasimeonov
(Sofia University), Peter Bajomi-Lazar (Budapest Business School), and
Elena Genova (University of Nottingham) were strongly motivating. On the
topic of new left groups in Bulgaria, | highly valued the cooperation offered
by Georgi Medarov and Madlen Nikolova. Parts of this book were present-
ed as talks at conferences in London (February 2014), Sofia (September
2014) and Warsaw (November 2014). | am grateful to the participants in
the discussions after my presentations for their observations and com-
ments. There are certainly still other people that | am forgetting to mention.
Yet, last but not least, there are two persons to whom | am most indebted.
Those are my editor Max Jakob Horstmann, who showed trust in me and
encouraged me to develop the theses from a conference paper into a full-
fledged monograph study, and Ognian Kassabov, without whom this study
would have hardly come into existence.

Of course, there are probably some errors in this book. There might be
some unjustified digressions, arguments showing some degree of partiali-
ty, or imprecise formulations. The liability for them remains entirely mine.
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