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INTRODUCTION
The process of BulgariaÕs EU integration is a multifaceted political, institutional,
economic, socio-structural, and psychological process. It is essentially a complex social transformation aimed at establishing particular public structures,
standards, consensual attitudes, and strategies, compatible with EU and acceptable to its member countries. This process involves diverse actors who cannot be reduced solely to the efforts of state institutions and above all, of the legislature and the executive. One of the most powerful, though frequently overlooked, channels bringing Bulgaria closer to EU, are political parties.
The inclusion of political parties in the domestic political process cannot be reduced exclusively or primarily to the time in which they exercise executive
power. In opposition or even outside parliament, political parties can still occasionally exert considerable influence over the conditions in which foreign
policy is conceived and implemented. Parties can sometimes be an exceptionally important source for BulgariaÕs international image which strongly influences the positions of the countryÕs international partners, and in particular, the
EU member states, in terms of BulgariaÕs accession to EU.
Political parties, along with everything else, have several essential functions immediately related to BulgariaÕs integration in EU:
¥ they are very frequently the channels for the introduction of European political standards in Bulgarian politics;
¥ they represent the Bulgarian political palette of strategies and ideas;
¥ they create an additional lobby network among the EU political class in favor of BulgariaÕs accession;
¥ they are in position to structure political life in Bulgaria in line with EU standards.
That is why the study of the role of political parties in the process of BulgariaÕs
EU integration is an essential element of the conception of a general idea, and
theoretical model, of the process. In theoretical terms, parties are part of the
political system and a connecting link between the political, and civil, society.
Their role in foreign policy is typically related to positions of power. But the internationalization of party life in the past decade has provided parties with new
opportunities for participation in the foreign political process. In Bulgarian political life parties are an important, if not the chief, instrument for assimilation
of foreign political experience. Their activity as international actors, their international contacts, the international forums organized by them, are an irreplaceable channel through which public opinion in Bulgaria gets informed
about foreign political standards, about the rules and norms of political life in
EU countries, for instance.
Naturally, the influence of parties on the foreign policy and international image
of a given country is a function of its political system and above all, of the role,
status, and functions of political parties within it. Since 1989 Bulgaria has developed a ÒEuropeanÓ type of party system, in which political organizations are
institutional structures striving to represent politically significant social interests.
Under this model, parties are involved in the domestic political process as representatives of a certain part of public opinion. In the U.S., along with that function, parties are involved in foreign policy mainly through the influence they
have in various foundations which sponsor projects and research institutions. In
a sense, the American party-system model is based more on the ÒexpertÓ participation of political parties in the foreign policy making. In Bulgaria there are
few elements of expert participation of parties in the foreign political process,
though certain Òthink tanksÓ, related in some form or other to political parties,
do exert some influence, largely through developing and presenting before foreign partners alternatives to government policies.
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THE EUROPEAN POLITICAL MODELS AS NATIONAL
POLITICAL CULTURE
The role of political parties in Bulgaria for the adoption of European standards
of political life is related to a peculiar characteristic of Bulgarian political culture. Political lifein this country has always been receptive to foreign models.
The openness of Bulgarian politics to foreign models could be observed already
at the dawn of Bulgarian political life. European political models have themselves become properly national Bulgarian political culture. The entire political
experience of the nation has been accumulated in a process of assimilation of
political models coming from Europe.

1.1.

BULGARIAN INSTITUTIONS IN THE MIRROR OF WESTERN POLITICAL
TRADITION
In Bulgaria, politics have come from abroad. Modern political life since the
mid-19th century has been a series of borrowings from foreign political models.
Already at the dawn of BulgariansÕ political awakening, around the middle of
the 19th century, Òtalking politicsÓ in the local cafeÕ mainly concerned how
ÒEuropean affairsÓ were going. Such was the situation across the Ottoman
Empire, of which Bulgaria was part. There was no political life in the Empire.
Politics was found beyond its borders, in Europe. The political was reduced
mainly to the relations of the Empire with foreign states.
The fundamental message of the Bulgarian Renaissance was formulated in 1762
by Paisij, in his Slav-Bulgarian History Ð Bulgarians used to have their own kingdom and realm, i.e., they had once been as glorious as the other European peoples. In other words, the communicated ÒletÕs be like the othersÓ or ÒletÕs become like the othersÓ idea was a political agenda which meant Òintroducing
politicsÓ in Bulgarian territories. Modern politics begins with the state, the
restoration of statehood was the primordial political issue. The restoration of
statehood meant Òbecoming like the othersÓ and already implied taking up the
general European model of the nation-state, of the nation organized into a
state.
However self-taught many of the figures of the Bulgarian Renaissance and of
the national liberation movement, they were all under the influence of
European political ideas of their time. Despite the commonly shared idea of the
restoration of Bulgarian statehood, by mid-19th century the national liberation
movement already displayed a whole palette of political projects borrowed
from Europe. The very separation from the Empire, the achievement of independence, was in the optic of modernization Ð the Ottoman Empire was synonymous to the old, the archaic, the outdated, while Europe equaled progress,
advancement, enlightenment. The Empire was the past, Europe was the future.1
This receptivity of the nascent Bulgarian political society to European political
models and foreign political models in general has been an invariable characteristic of political life after the Liberation in 1878. The first Bulgarian constitution of 1879, as is commonly known, was modeled after the Belgian constitution of 1831. And that was hardly a Bulgarian originality: all of the new states
which appeared on the European map in the 19th century ÒreceivedÓ a political regime of constitutional monarchy, as agreed by the Great Powers. What
was more specific was that the model adopted in Bulgaria was European down
to its very last detail (state constitution, judicial system, administrative-and-territorial division, education, communications, healthcare, etc.) and was thor1

Even in the present political discourse we frequently encounter the opposition ÒEurope-AsiaÓ
as synonymous to Òadvancement-backwardnessÓ. BulgariaÕs accession to the European or EuroAtlantic structures is opposed to an orientation towards the East, Asia (including Russia), and
generally towards the old and the obsolete.
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oughly different from the Russian model of government which had been introduced immediately after the Russian-Turkish War of 1877-1878. To the
Bulgarian elite of the time Europe was a model of modernization and it was
adopted despite the huge influence and authority of Russia, with its halo of liberator. To Bulgaria the European political model of a constitutional monarchy
was a ÒcivilizingÓ means, a means to break away from the legacy of the
Ottoman Empire.
Subsequent constitutions from the communist era more or less took after foreign models as well. The Constitution of the PeopleÕs Republic of 1946, despite
its specific features, sought to fit together the general democratic principles of
representative democracy and the Soviet model, at least at the level of its alleged goals. On the one hand, it established a parliamentary republic with multiparty system and pluralism of ownership, yet on the other hand, proclaimed
principles of soviet communism. The constitution of 1971 was entirely in the
spirit of the general East-European communist model of state constitution.
The new constitution of 1992 appears to be the most eclectic one. A parliamentary republic with pluralist party system, yet with a directly elected president, aided by a vice-president. This palette of constitutional borrowings features elements of the experience of Germany, France, Italy, and USA. As if it
was the aspiration of the founders of the new republic to incorporate Òthe very
bestÓ of Western democracy. In fact, part of the constitutional debates in 199091 concerned precisely which constitutional model to adopt (French,
American, German, or Italian). Revealingly enough, despite the strong appeals
in public space for the simple restoration of the Turnovo Constitution of 1879,
the opinion prevailed, that it was better to work out a contemporary constitutional model in line with the standards of the West.

1.2.

THE EUROPEAN GENEALOGY OF PARTY LABELS
The borrowings from political models are most conspicuous in the choice of
party labels. Immediately after the Liberation the traditional parties of the
ÒyoungÓ and ÒoldÓ turned into liberals and conservatives. Subsequent labels
were entirely of European origin: democrats, social democrats, radicals, republicans, communists. In the Bulgarian political tradition there lack labels of the
type of ÒParty of the True PathÓ (Turkey), National-Tsaranist Party (Romania),
or ÒParty of Petty OwnersÓ (Hungary). The unintelligibility of the new labels led
to the appearance of personalized ones Ð the Bulgarian versions of the party
names took the form of family names (ÒStambolovistsÓ, ÒRadoslavistsÓ,
ÒTonchevistsÓ) or of resonant neologisms such as ÒnarodnyatsiÓ [populists] or
ÒdruzhbashiÓ [fraternizers].
Naturally, it is not just a matter of party labels. Already upon their emergence,
political parties in Bulgaria assumed the respective roles and functions characterizing their West-European analogues. In the very process of preparation of
the party programs the founders of the Bulgarian parties typically borrowed
from the respective programs of political parties in European countries.
Education was another channel of European influence Ð a great many of the
political figures of early 20th century received their education at European universities and, along with that, came to embrace various European political ideologies which they then brought over to Bulgaria.
Another aspect of the widespread borrowing from foreign political models is
the invariable ÒphilophobiaÓ in Bulgarian political life. There has not been a single political party or political project which did not, or does not, declare its
sympathy for some foreign state or other. It is typically one of the Great Powers,
which can be a patron of Bulgaria and back Bulgarian national interests.
Bulgarian political life has traditionally had its ÒrussophilesÓ and ÒrussophobesÓ,
ÒanglophilesÓ and ÒgermanophilesÓ, ÒturkophilesÓ and ÒtrukophobesÒ. Even the
political parties declaring extreme sensitivity to the Ònational ideaÓ have not remained outside the ÒphilophobiaÓ. The reasons for this can, among other
things, be traced back to the behavior of the Great Powers regarding the
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Bulgarian national question. The creation of the Bulgarian national state was intertwined into a knot of contradictions among the big states. Moreover, the
same Great Power could not be said to always be either a friend or adversary
of Bulgaria. The objects of ÒphilophobiaÓ of Bulgarian political parties therefore
tended to change depending on foreign political circumstances.
The reference to foreign political models has been an essential part of the party
identity of most Bulgarian political formations. Moreover, it is not a matter of superficial allegiance to potential patrons or hostility to supposed adversaries. The
pro-Russian stand of the conservatives, the pro-Entente position of the democrats, the pro-soviet attitude of communists was an inherent part of their political
identity. The foreign state is emblematic of the proposed political model, and
the declared sympathy with it does not constitute Ònational treasonÓ. Least of all,
because the Bulgarian analogues to European party labels have been sufficiently specific, sufficiently ÒnationalÓ and ÒlocalÓ, both ideologically, and in terms of
their social base. On the other hand, the ÒphiliasÓ and ÒphobiasÓ have been all
too changeable, depending both on the ruling political model in the foreign state
of reference, and its specific Balkan policy. Stambolov started out as a ÒrussophileÓ and ended up a fierce ÒrussophobeÓ; the so-called Ònarrow socialistsÓ
were ÒrussophobesÓ up to 1917 and ÒrussophilesÓ after that. Probably with the
sole exception of Turkey, by tradition perceived as a Ònational adversaryÓ (reminiscence of the rejection of the Ottoman political legacy), there have hardly
been any stable mass ÒphiliasÓ or ÒphobiasÓ in Bulgarian political history.
Fascism in Bulgaria, for instance, was an obvious borrowing from abroad. And
this is evident from the problematic ideological combination of the race theory and the national identity. The attempt to demonstrate the Ònon-SlavicÓ nature of Bulgarians in answer to the scheme of ÒsuperiorÓ and ÒinferiorÓ races,
the passing of anti-Jewish laws in the absence of traditional antisemitism in
Bulgaria Ð all of this was driven by the wish to adopt a completely foreign political model, the model of the new foreign patron Ð Nazi Germany.
The communist political project was entirely modeled after the soviet one. It
was applied as an international strategy and initially declared its renouncement
of all Ònational differencesÓ. Many saw in communism after 1944 the road to
modernization, once again eclectically combining the ÒEuropean progressist
projectÓ and the ÒRussian soviet modelÓ.
Since 1989 the ÒphilophobiaÓ has once again come to permanently mark the
political debate. USA, Russia, Europe, Turkey Ð a whole range of foreign models of reference, present in the political identity of each of the current political
parties. The Union of Democratic Forces (UDF) is visibly wavering between
America and Europe, the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), between Russia and
Europe, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF), between Turkey and
Europe, and even the nationalists are hesitating in their choice of reference
(Orthodox Christianity, the Slav community).

The Role of Political Parties in the Bulgaria’s Accession to the EU

2.

9

THE EUROPEAN IDEA AS A FACTOR
IN THE DIFFERENTIATION OF POLITICAL SPACE
IN BULGARIA
The reasons for party differentiation in Bulgaria in the beginning of the transition to democracy were above all domestic ones. But the ÒEuropean ideaÓ has
played an important role in this process. To what extent has the aspiration to
Europe set the parameters of political differentiation in Bulgaria? Already at the
outset of the transition the common goal which raised no objections or debates
was described as the Òroad to EuropeÓ or Òreturn to EuropeÓ. Once again there
appeared the syndrome of the desired modernity, dating back to the time after
the national Liberation. Europe (EU) is the model to be followed, undisputed
by any influential political power.2
The theme of ÒEuropeÓ differentiates political space for several reasons: institutional, political, axiological, and epistemological. Institutionally, there is not a
single political party in Bulgaria, regardless of its name, program goals, or social
role, which can legitimize itself as exclusively ÒEuropeanÓ. The strong legitimizing power of the theme of ÒEuropeÓ makes it too taxing for a single political actor. Thus the conditions are created for a competition of sorts among the parties on the European theme, a kind of rivalry concerning which party most fully, efficiently, and comprehensively embraces the ÒEuropean ideaÓ. This rivalry in itself stimulates differences in pro-Europe argumentation and becomes the
basis for differentiation of various European projects related to different political parties.
The European theme also differentiates political space in Bulgaria on account
of the political pluralism of Europe (EU) itself. The undisputed value of the
European political model as pluralist representative democracy to all political
actors in the Bulgarian transition to democracy (even the extreme nationalists
refer to ÒEuropean standardsÓ) almost automatically legitimizes political pluralism in Bulgaria. The realization that so many different political tendencies coexist in Europe has stimulated the unfolding of a similar spectrum in Bulgaria
from the very beginning of the transition to democracy.
The ÒEuropean themeÓ also influences party differentiation in Bulgaria in terms
of values. Even after 1989 political parties in Bulgaria appear strongly inclined
to legitimize themselves through the choice of a foreign political model.
Declared partiality for a certain Western Great Power accompanies the building up of nearly all new political parties. When they embrace a certain Western
national political model (the ÒGermanÓ, ÒFrenchÓ, ÒAmericanÓ, ÒSpanishÓ, or
ÒGreekÓ model) as part of their own legitimization, Bulgarian political parties
become susceptible to the political messages of the ruling political power in the
respective country and thus together and as a whole reproduce the political
pluralism characteristic of EU.
The ÒEuropean themeÓ also differentiates political space in Bulgaria epistemologically, through the perception as universally valid of the explanatory paradigms of transition in Bulgaria and Eastern Europe produced by Western social
thought. The point being that when the transition is explained in traditional
Western political terms, when the opinion-differentiating axes are drawn along
lines existing in Western societies (typically West-European), then public opinion itself begins to structure itself along the same lines followed by the political
elite. This frequently leads to certain unexpected developments and denouements in Eastern Europe, to certain ÒillogicalÓ, in terms of the prevailing expectations, results.
2

European aspirations give rise to great public expectations for quick and unproblematic settlement of the difficulties of the transition to democracy and to market economy. Public opinion
as a whole sees in Europe, at least in the beginning of transition, a source of material and moral
support for the changes, a guarantee that these changes will proceed smoothly and at low cost.
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The ÒEuropean ideaÓ is opposed to communism and therefore all newly created parties which define themselves as democratic or as Ònon-communistÓ inevitably include ÒEuropeÓ in their political identity. Regardless of whether it has
any meaningful content or is simply a label allowing the new party to be ranked
among the ÒdemocraticÓ ones.
ÒThe road to EuropeÓ is the name of this common perception of the transition.
In any case, the first political programs and strategies from the beginning of the
transition described the goals of the political movement in terms of approximation to European standards, adoption of European characteristics. The concise formula Òdemocracy and market economyÓ summed up the essence of
modern West-European society in the eyes of the new political actors.
Transition in Bulgaria is essentially conceived as a plan for bringing Bulgarian
society closer to EU standards. The programs of all newly created parties invariably feature the following common elements:
¥ in the political sphere Ð true political pluralism, free and democratic elections, democratization of the state and establishment of the rule of law, effective and working state institutions, development of civil society as partner
and controller of the state;
¥ in the economic sphere Ð abolition of state monopolies in the economy,
and privatization, advancement of individual private enterprise, guaranteeing private property and encouraging foreign investment;
¥ in the social sphere Ð equal opportunities for everyone, especially in privatization, accessible education and healthcare, high standard of living;
¥ in the international sphere Ð a policy of peace, cooperation with USA, accession to EU and NATO.
This program consensus frequently remains unrecognized and unappreciated.
But it does actually exist because it outlines the main features of Western society in the way it has been accepted as a model to be followed.
Along with this genuine program consensus, in the beginning of the transition
there appeared a host of parties and organizations proclaiming their ÒEuropean
essenceÓ Ð the ideological movement Road to Europe within BSP, the Party of
World and European United States. But this is a matter of choice of label. What
is more important is that there is actual consensus in favor of EU accession. In
fact, at that time, and later on as well, public opinion was little aware of the difficulties involved in this accession, of the efforts it would demand, even in economic sphere alone. For the time being, what matters is to stress the ÒEuropean
identityÓ as synonymous to the values of innovation, modernity, and democracy.
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THE APPROXIMATION OF PARTY STRUCTURE
TO EUROPEAN MODELS
Party differentiation in Bulgaria and the other East-European states after communism has already been subject to sufficiently extensive analysis. There also
exist explanatory paradigms of the process of party formation. Herbert Kitschelt
views the process as a progression through three consecutive stages of party organization: around a charismatic leader, on a client-patron type of basis, and finally Ð the emergence of a program-based party.3 He sees the success of the
political transition largely as a chance for establishment of party differentiation
among program parties (ideally, since empirically each party is a symbiosis of
charisma, clientage, and program elements). This process is also a progression
from an unstable to a stabilized democracy and regarding political parties implies a high degree of party distinctness and not so pronounced individual characteristics. On the contrary, in the early stages of the process, parties are typically poorly distinguished in terms of their programs, but have salient characteristic features, largely related to their genealogy. In the beginning they therefore experience a strong need for legitimization in the political space.
Michael Waller notes the fact that new parties do not have clear-cut roles. They
therefore need symbolic identification with universally accepted political models, such as the European model to Bulgaria.4 Thus the newly created (transformed or restored) political parties in Bulgaria simultaneously legitimize themselves through a European model (as its outcome), and introduce the European
model (as its factor) in political life.

3.1.

EUROPEAN PARTIES IN QUEST OF ANALOGUES AND PARTNERS
The activity of European political parties in the first years of transition in
Bulgaria had a substantial impact on party differentiation. Newly created parties are typically more receptive to ideological and program messages coming
from the Western political parties which are willing to help them. This help can
come in the form of material support, but likewise, and most notably, through
European legitimization. That is why the activity of international experts frequently sent out to help political parties in preparing for the first elections, in
working out the first political programs and political advertising campaigns,
proves so decisive for shaping the image of the influential parties, especially
those belonging to the anticommunist opposition of the time. But even BSP, the
successor to the Communist Party, is highly susceptible to messages coming
from Western parties (mostly social democratic ones).
As the process advances, party messages become ever more clear-cut, and their
self-identification, more distinct. The party structure in general increasingly
comes to resemble that of the stable democracies in Western Europe. There is
gradual unfolding and stabilization of the spectrum of parties taking up the political space from the Òfar leftÓ to the Òfar rightÓ. If a party corresponding to a
certain position should lack in the Bulgarian political tradition, it is simply created, in order to balance the structure and bring it closer to the European standard. This is by no means done deliberately. Rather, either the political class intuitively seems to arrive at the formula or else, it is the initially adopted party
differentiation formula which logically leads to the unfolding of a party palette
such as it is found in the EU countries.
European parties actively influence party differentiation in Bulgaria through
their efforts to find legitimate analogues and partners in Bulgaria. European parties themselves appear particularly eager to make sure that in the course of their
evolution the new democracies work out the same roles which have already
been established in Western Europe. This would be a further legitimizing factor
3

See: H. Kitschelt, Party Systems in East Central Europe. Consolidation or Fluidity? Ð Glasgow,
1995.
4 M. Waller, Parties, Trade Unions and Society in East-Central Europe Ð Ilford, Essex, 1994.
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for the corresponding Western parties. European (national or international) parties typically act along two lines:
¥ seeking, finding, and legitimizing their own analogues in the existing political palette;
¥ transforming or creating their own analogue.
In the first case this strategy of the European parties provokes a competition
among Bulgarian ones which has its positive aspects as well Ð it stimulates the
adoption of European standards of politics. In this respect, the best illustration
are the parties from the social-democratic and liberal spectrum. Despite the extreme dispersion of these parties in Bulgaria, their aspiration to become legitimate partners of the respective European social-democratic or liberal formations stimulates the consolidation of the party system and the efforts at cooperation between parties of similar political orientation.5
Both strategies have an obvious impact on the shape and image of Bulgarian
parties. This influence is most immediately felt with respect to program messages Ð in order to become proper analogues to the respective European parties, Bulgarian ones are inclined to introduce the necessary program changes.
In some cases European parties themselves require such changes as a condition
for legitimizing their Bulgarian counterparts. This, however, is a rare practice.
Rather, the changes made are taken for granted. The first programs of the new
political parties after 1989 extensively borrowed principles and even texts from
program documents of their respective European analogues.
In this respect there are abundant examples of program reorientation of parties
depending on the international support they can rely on.
Thus, for instance, the National Salvation Union (NSU) coalition in the present
National Assembly has taken a pro-monarchist stand because it relies on the
open support of Simeon II. Yet, not only MRF, but other members of the coalition as well, had never before professed pro-monarchy leanings.
UDF is gradually turning into a right-wing or right-centrist party, letting go its aspiration to cover the entire political space, from the social democrats to the
conservatives. One of the reasons for this is the increasing closeness with, and
support by, certain conservative and christian-democrat parties from the EU
and USA.
The Civic Association for the Republic (CAR) is gradually sliding from more liberal, to more social-democratic positions with the emerging prospect for the
newly created Euroleft to become the legitimate social democracy in Bulgaria
and receive the support of the Socialist International and the Party of European
Socialists.
This is not a matter of unprincipled political behavior, as such events are typically interpreted in the mass media. It is only a natural process of approximation of the Bulgarian party-and-political structure to that of EU.
One of the most effective channels through which European parties influence
the differentiation of the Bulgarian political space is the activity of associated
foundations. European party foundations and institutes are among the most active organizers and sponsors of various types of activities Ð seminars, conferences, campaigns Ð aimed at aiding the respective Bulgarian political parties,
introducing a given set of ideas into the public debate, promoting a certain party strategy, and finally, making their own presence known in Bulgaria. The party foundations and institutes are a powerful means of supporting the very establishment of party pluralism in Bulgaria. The simultaneous operation of such
organizations in this country supports diverse activities: formation and education of a party activist core; introducing the respective ideas into the party debate; program development of the parties; dissemination of knowledge and
skills among the party nominated members of parliament.
5

Quite revealing is the process of consolidation of liberal formations ongoing around the figure
and party of former president Zheliu Zhelev.

The Role of Political Parties in the Bulgaria’s Accession to the EU

13

Party foundations and institutes create in Bulgaria their own ÒclientelesÓ of
sorts Ð associated with their activity are particular groups from the political and
intellectual elite who play an active role in the political debate and serve as active intermediaries for the introduction into Bulgaria of the respective political
ideas. Most active are the party foundations and institutes from Germany and
the U.S.: the German foundations Friedrich Ebert (of the social democrats),
Friedrich Naumann (of the liberals), Konrad Adenauer (of the christian democrats), Hanns Seidel (of the German CSU); the National Republican Institute and
National Democratic Institute of USA. To a lesser extent, other NGOs associated with parties from a number of European countries are also active in this
country Ð Jean Jaures Foundation, close to the socialists, or Robert Shuman
Foundation, close to the centrists (France), the Westminster Foundation of the
conservatives (Great Britain), Liberal Academy for Development (Portugal), and
others. An active influence, mainly on the constitution of non-communist parties, is also exerted by non-party international foundations, such as the Open
Society Fund (supported by George Soros).
The influence of those organizations with respect to party differentiation is felt
mostly through their efforts at consolidation of the respective party-and-political sector. To a large extent, the orientation of UDF towards christian democracy, the collaborative efforts of the left-wing parties on a social-democratic basis, the attempts at consolidation of liberal parties around the figure of Zheliu
Zhelev, are all the result of the activity and influence of the international party
foundations and institutes. In this connection, even the very model of transition
adopted in Bulgaria is under the influence of the activity of international foundations and non-governmental organizations Ð not by directly imposing a predesignated path of development, but in terms of the success of the efforts to
consolidate a particular segment of the political spectrum in Bulgaria.

3.2.

THE INTERNAL LOGIC OF POLITICAL DIFFERENTIATION CREATES
STRUCTURES CLOSE TO EU
The process of party-political differentiation is a historical one. The palette of
political parties unfolds after a European model, which is superimposed on
Bulgarian political life as a legitimate explanatory scheme and which encompasses, explains, interprets and subjects internal differentiation processes.
Though in the beginning of the transition to democracy the creation of new political parties appeared chaotic (until recently court registries comprised more
than 200 political parties), they gradually started taking up the roles they were
supposed to play. The legitimacy of these roles is determined by their correspondence to the roles played by parties in the EU. The role assumption runs
parallel to the choice of party label. The choice of a christian-democratic label
implies increased concern with matters of faith and Christian values, which are
immediately reflected in the respective party programs and messages. The
choice of a social-democratic label automatically leads to the adoption of the
party slogans of the Socialist International and its motto for freedom, justice,
and solidarity. The choice of a liberal label inevitably brings out freedom and
individualism as fundamental elements of the party message. Even the far-right
parties in Bulgaria borrow ideas and slogans from their European counterparts
though they may sometimes sound utterly exotic in this country.
Thus Bulgarian party structure essentially begins to correspond to a widespread
matrix of party differentiation applicable to all countries of East Europe and proposed by Herbert Kitschelt6 as a minimal model of the lines of political division
(cleavages) in the post-socialist countries. This matrix typically involves two
scales: left/right, and authoritarian/libertarian, with the first scale synthetically
differentiating parties according to economic and political values, and the second one referring to cultural and social values, including ethnic tolerance.

6

Herbert Kitschelt, Party Systems in East Central Europe. Consolidation or Fluidity? Ð Glasgow,
1995, p. 70.
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The presentation is schematic and summarizes numerous analyses of party differentiation in terms of the values characterizing the mass party electorate and
shared by the party elite.
Naturally, this differentiation of the roles and the choice of label are not arbitrary. Underlying the process are deeper tendencies of social differentiation
which create a new, different from that of Òreal socialismÓ, network of social interests striving after political expression. More specifically, this new network
corresponds to the various social interests which emerged upon the dismantling
of the communist system. In Bulgaria those processes were analogical to developments in the other East-European countries. Most notably, the differentiation
of interests in any case has a single legitimate interpretation Ð the Western one
Ð and it provides the grounds for the new party roles and labels.
Along with the representation of these new interests, party differentiation is affected by two other factors: the institutional structure and international entourage.7 The latter, as already noted, exerts complex influence through a multitude of channels, one of which, and perhaps in this case the most notable
one, is through international legitimization of the political roles and the respective political parties.
In Bulgaria parties have gradually been filling the space from left to right, taking
up almost every ÒnicheÓ and thus adopting a European standard. It is WestEuropean much more than American, where the same terms do not carry the
meaning they have in Europe. Here is how the political parties were situated in
mass consciousness along the left-right scale in 19918:
Figure 2
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See the model proposed by Andreas Stadler, quoted by M. Waller in: M. Waller, Parties, Trade
Unions and Society in East-Central Europe Ð Ilford, Essex, 1994, p.30.
8 The data are from a survey by the Center for the Study of Democracy of August, 1991, quoted
in: DahrendorfÕs Pendulum Ð Sofia, 1995, p.41.

The Role of Political Parties in the Bulgaria’s Accession to the EU

15

The picture did not change substantially over the next years, which means that
despite the numerous changes of party labels, despite the changes of the parties and coalitions themselves in the period since 1991, the principal roles have
remained and only the specific actors have been changing. What has changed,
though, is the electoral correlation between the components of Bulgarian political space which is constituting itself after a European model.
The left and right are European labels which, owing to the receptiveness of
Bulgarian political life to foreign models, were introduced in this country as early as the beginning of the century. The logic of the left and right division typically refers to some ÒphilosophicalÓ question permanently dividing mass opinions, views, ideas in two. In Europe, as well as in Bulgaria, the left and right in
political life are associated with a specific historical event, which by its significance leads to a value-related and psychological schism in society.
Subsequently this schism, which deeply traumatizes mass consciousness, is
passed down from one generation to another as the total political experience
of the nation, as its political culture. In peripheral cultures, such as ours, foreign
political models and foreign political labels are superimposed over this fundamental event. This social schism keeps recurring in Bulgarian history, always
sustaining political Manichaeism and the lack of lasting political consensus.
Even before the Liberation in 1878 the patriotic Bulgarian political society was
divided on a fundamental issue Ð the path to national independence. The ÒrevolutionariesÓ relied on a self-liberating act by the people itself and took to educating and preparing the population to revolt. They formed the Òparty of the
youngÓ, which remained particularly sensitive to the Ònational issueÓ. The more
moderate intelligentsia, many of whom had obtained a good education
abroad, relied on foreign assistance for the national liberation or the reformation of the Ottoman Empire. They formed the Òparty of the oldÓ.
During the Constituent Assembly in 1879 the parties of the ÒyoungÓ and the
ÒoldÓ adopted the European labels of liberals and conservatives. In fact that is
when they began turning into proper parties. Because ÒyoungÓ and ÒoldÓ are
public roles which are taken up by various political forces in the course of history. The ÒyoungÓ assume the role of the so-called hashove: non-acceptance of
the status quo, reliance on the Bulgarian peopleÕs own forces, sensitivity to the
Ònational issueÓ (independence, self-reliance, Òown wayÓ). The ÒoldÓ assume
the role of the ÒBrotherhood of VirtueÓ: ÒwisdomÓ, ÒmoderationÓ, seeking foreign support and compromises with the Turkish government. The ÒoldÓ are cosmopolites, open to Europe and the Òtried and testedÓ foreign models, traditional russophiles (sensitivity to the historical Bulgarian virtues but likewise receptiveness to the order of established and sustained social hierarchies).
This division of Bulgarian society between ÒyoungÓ and ÒoldÓ on the eve of the
Liberation structures the political process in modern Bulgaria and has to this
day been passed down the generations as the total political experience of the
nation. The politically ÒleftÓ and rightÓ in Bulgaria are the successors to the
ÒyoungÓ and ÒoldÓ. But with some typically Bulgarian characteristics.
A traditional conservative right wing has never been able to set deep roots in
Bulgaria. Most notably, because of the absence of a hereditary aristocracy, and
respectively, a carrier of elitist values. Right-wing parties traditionally draw their
votes from the same social strata Ð the wealthier and better educated. And that
was their chief social and political problem in a country which remained relatively Òequal in its povertyÓ, where the elite was separated from the rest by one
generation at most. Thus in Bulgarian political life the classical right wing soon
turned into a populist right, always striving to rely on mass political passivity,
yet, when necessary, to win the support of the swamp, the demos.
After 1944 the right ostensibly disappeared from political life. Yet the ÒoldÓ did
not. Their role was taken up by the new communist government. In the beginning communism in Bulgaria assumed the role of a modernizing public project
Ð the country actually became industrialized in the 50s and 60s. On the other
hand, the Communist Party ideologically synthesized a key contradiction in
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Bulgarian politics Ð the openness to foreign models (the soviet model was the
one of the time) supported by the traditional russophilia of the ÒoldÓ, and the
receptiveness of mass consciousness to egalitarian ideas. Communists managed
to achieve an actual synthesis between the ÒrightÓ and ÒleftÓ political tradition.
At the same time, the new regime, which also owed its coming to power to the
greatly increased politicization, gradually started parasitizing on the traditional
apolitical attitudes, all while encouraging them. In power the Communist Party
turned into a Òparty of order and social hierarchiesÓ. And the crisis of the communist regime began with the mass realization of the falsehood of the officially proclaimed fundamental characteristic of socialist society Ð equality.
In Bulgaria social differentiation never advanced as far as to produce a sufficiently numerous industrial proletariat, or in more recent times, a sufficiently
homogeneous class of hired labor. Therefore the social basis of the parties challenging the social status quo and social order has always been all too amorphous, diffusive, and unstable.
The successors to the ÒyoungÓ from the former Liberal Party initiated most political parties of the 20th century. The political history of the ÒyoungÓ demonstrates a Bulgarian phenomenon Ð the shift to the right of each newly created
or newly seceded party once it comes to power. The role of the ÒyoungÓ has
been assumed successively by different political formations, with the Òformer
youngÓ typically becoming the Ònew oldÓ.
At the end of the 19th century the ÒyoungÓ were personified by Petko
KaravelovÕs democrats: republicans, though moderate; opposed to economic
liberalism, yet not socialists; turned towards the people, not the elite. By the
turn of the century the democrats had already assumed the role of the ÒoldÓ Ð
the radicals (whom Karavelov himself called ÒsocialistsÓ) seceded. At the same
time, the liberal parties were becoming ever more nationalist and populist, and
also shifted towards the right. Meanwhile there appeared political parties unfamiliar in the political tradition up to then Ð the socialists and the agrarians. The
latter long played the role of the ÒyoungÓ in political life Ð up to 1944, when
they came to power and with that, Ògot oldÓ.
Many of the parties created after 1989 claimed to succeed political formations
from the time up to 1945 and on a ÒroleÓ level, actually were their successors
(for instance, BANU, the Democratic Party). What is more specific about the
situation is the ÒrevolutionaryÓ aspect of the process in which the ÒyoungÓ, the
forces of change, initially assumed generally ÒrightistÓ positions (private business, free market, priority to individual freedom, anti-collectivism) as a reaction
to the Communist Party which had turned into a conservative force.9 Yet on the
other hand, the new opposition remained particularly sensitive to Òsocial justiceÓ, trampled by the Òold regimeÓ, and to solidarity.
The haziness of the features of the major political parties characterizes the transition as a whole. This has several implications with immediate bearing on the
international legitimization of Bulgarian political parties, which on the whole
lagged behind as compared to other Central-European countries:
¥ the large parties, such as BSP and UDF claimed to represent the entire society, the whole palette of political values and strategies;
¥ the bi-party confrontation for a long time proceeded along manichean lines,
as exclusion of the other, rather than relative sharing of the political space;
¥ the indeterminacy (ideological, political, social) of the political parties all too
often reduced the ideological and political differences to personal and
moral ones, which impeded enduring inter-party associations and ultimately, the consolidation of the party system.
It is only recently that the process of differentiation and stabilization of the political space in this country started unfolding according to the ÒclassicalÓ
9

Asked with which political party they associated the social change, in August 1991 15.2% answered Òwith the leftÓ, while 20.6% answered Òwith the rightÓ. See: DahrendorfÕs Pendulum..,
p.40.
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scheme. Only recently did such political powers emerge which, rather than
play a merely symbolic role (ÒnewÓ and ÒoldÓ), self-identify themselves as representing specific group interests. This process is ongoing and its visible results
can be found both in the ideological refining of the major political actors, as
well as in the emergence of political actors who typically define themselves as
the ÒcenterÓ and reproduce a ÒclassicalÓ political palette from the green left and
social democracy to centrist liberalism and moderate conservatism.
In this respect the voters themselves do not differ substantially from those in EU
countries. Here is how they self-positioned themselves along the left-right scale
in January 1998:10
Figure 3
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Voters typically assume their positions along this line of political identification
following the party messages. It is not so much the parties that follow votersÕ
self-identification than voters adopting party self-positioning on the left/right
scale. The self-identification of parties in the left-right dimension in Bulgaria
very closely follows the logic of the Western interpretation, according to which
communists are the Òfar leftÓ, socialists, ÒleftÓ, agrarians and liberals, ÒcentristsÓ,
and democrats and christian democrats, Òright-wingÓ. These self-identifications
to the left, right and center, which have been borrowed from the European political tradition, frequently give rise to incongruities typical for Bulgaria and
Eastern Europe in general: the left-wing BSP has an electorate conservative by
its values; the right-wing UDF employs essentially revolutionary political mobilization techniques. Moreover, all too often the parties in power, regardless of
their self-identification, by necessity conduct a ÒrightistÓ policy (privatization,
free market development), while the parties in opposition frequently resort to
leftist methods of political struggle (occupations, boycotts, street protests).
In Bulgaria party self-determination is based on a classical mode of organization
of political space adopted in Europe (though presently the content of the terms
ÒleftÓ and ÒrightÓ is not invariable in the different countries), and the voters accept this mode as their own. This is one of the ways of bringing political orientations closer to the European model. And it should here be noted that the approximation is much more with the European model, rather than the American
one, since in the U.S. the self-positioning of parties and politicians between the
ÒleftÓ and ÒrightÓ is irrelevant.

3.3.

“THE EUROPEAN CONSENSUS”
On the other hand, the insufficient ideological differentiation of parties sustains
a ÒEuropean consensusÓ. It is a fundamental consensus Ð there is not a single
more or less influential political power in Bulgaria (with the rare exceptions of
a few, highly marginal parties without any influence whatsoever in the political
10

The data are from an International Survey of Values conducted in Bulgaria by the Institute on
Social Values and Structures jointly with BBSS Gallup International in January 1998.
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debate), which does not stress that BulgariaÕs accession to EU is a matter of unquestionable first-order priority. For the reasons already mentioned, every
Bulgarian party struggling to gain influence in society emphasizes its adherence
to the ÒEurope ideaÓ and never fails to underline the successful steps it has undertaken when in government in order to bring Bulgaria closer to EU. Even in
legislative debates, when arguing against some governmental draft law, the opposition all too often stresses the need for ÒEuropean expertiseÓ with a view to
the approximation of the legislation, or frequently support their negative position with the argument that the draft law is contrary to European norms.
So far parties have contributed to the fact that public opinion is almost unanimous about the European choice of Bulgaria. It is a different matter that at present this is no longer enough. EU accession calls for specific decisions in specific areas, and public awareness is still inadequate with respect to several basic problems:
¥ exactly how can Bulgaria contribute to the common policies of the EU and
the common role of the Union in the world;
¥ in what respects does Bulgaria fall short of EU criteria;
¥ what is the optimal correlation between adherence to the ever more complex EU membership criteria and the implementation of an independent national development strategy.
Political parties will now have to address this new, specific aspect of the EU debate in Bulgaria. And if by now they can rely on international legitimization of
their political role and place in the national political palette, then they will be
able to act as intermediaries in ÒtransferringÓ the European debate into Bulgaria
in its entire complexity and immanent pluralism. And conversely, political parties in Bulgaria will be able to carry over to a European level the palette of views
in Bulgaria on the development and functioning of EU.
The role of parties for the adoption of European models has so far been of an
ÒobjectiveÓ nature Ð by their roles, functions, and identification, parties are
generally doing it unintentionally. In fact, deliberate action towards closer relations with European partners, lobbying in specific countries, building up lasting
bilateral party relations, is generally uncommon. Parties have left things up to
individual experts, with weak involvement of party leadership and official bodies. On the other hand, parties prefer to work mostly with EU institutions in
Brussels, with the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly, and to some extent, with Euro-parties. But contacts on a bilateral party level are far weaker. It
is the activity of various party foundations that predominates in this respect and
relations are thus mediated.
In the ten years of transition there have also emerged different types of party
approaches to the practical organization of the process of BulgariaÕs accession
to EU. Two parties have tried out more specific governmental practices in this
respect: BSP (1994-96) and UDF (after 1997). As the ruling party, BSP created a
model of EU integration based on the existence of an inter-institutional committee under the management of a deputy minister on foreign affairs coordinating the activity of the ministries and under the control of Parliament (the
Permanent Committee on Foreign Policy and European Integration). This model is centered on the sphere of general political decisions, and the legislature is
the active side. As a ruling party, UDF established a slightly different model. The
responsibility for coordinating the approximation of Bulgarian low to EU legislation here falls primarily on the Ministry of Justice and Eurointegration, with
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs acting as national coordinator under PHARE.
Parliament has a more general coordinating function. The accent is on technical measures for adopting European legislation, and the executive is the active
factor. These differences stem from the political differences between the two
parties, as well as from the evolution of the very process of BulgariaÕs EU integration.
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THE ROADS TO EUROPE OF THE POLITICAL PARTIES
The foreign-political priorities of parties in Bulgaria generally overlap with the
national priorities such as they can be defined within the existing political consensus: EU integration, friendship with the U.S., partnership with Russia, good
neighborly relations in the Balkans. Each of the political parties has made its
contribution to this consensus, especially regarding EU membership. In fact,
foreign political differences concern membership in NATO, and not in EU. The
debate still proceeds on an all too general level and this impedes the detailed
discussion of the connection between EU and NATO in the sphere of security
policy. Yet, regardless of these substantial differences, the consensus on foreign
policy is even broader that would appear at first glance.

4.1.

BSP AND THE ROAD TO THE EUROPEAN SOCIAL DEMOCRACY
The social-democratic international legitimacy is probably of greatest importance to BSP. BSP proclaimed itself the successor to the social democracy of
1891, but likewise, to the Communist Party of 1919. Since it changed its name
in April 1990, it has been seeking its legitimacy primarily as a party of the social
democrats in Bulgaria. Clearly, BSP Ð the inheritor of the former communists Ð
can legitimize itself as a new democratic party which has broken with the past
mainly by enlisting the support of international social democracy.
In its quest for international legitimacy BSP is facing numerous obstacles. Most
notably, the Socialist International already has a Bulgarian member Ð BSDP.
Thus, through all the years of transition BSP has constantly been striving to produce evidence of its social-democratic nature and to cooperate with BSDP, after the main part of it left UDF in 1991. The second challenge on BSPÕs road to
social democracy is the newly created Bulgarian Euroleft. Arising as a result of
the severe political crisis of January 1997, upon its very appearance the Euroleft
declared its aspirations to legitimize itself as the Bulgarian social democracy.
This was a hard blow for BSP, related, among other things, to the passing over
to the new formation of a number of its leaders who had up to then been involved in maintaining the partyÕs international contacts with the Socialist
International and the Party of European Socialists (PES).
In 1992 BSP filed an official application for SI membership and the process
gained speed over the next two years, when a series of visits took place upon
the invitation of influential social-democratic parties (Germany, Belgium,
France, Greece). In December 1994 BSP received a Òstanding invitationÓ to the
SI. After the crisis of 1996-97 relations were frozen as a result of the disappointment of international social democracy at the failure of BSPÕs government.
There have recently been new steps to activate relations with BSPÕs international social-democratic partners (its last congress in May 1998 was attended by
the newly elected Secretary of PES).
BSP maintains closest contacts with social democrats in Greece (PASOK),
Austria, and Germany. More irregular and reserved are the relations with
BritainÕs Labour Party, the Swedish social democracy, and the Spanish Socialist
WorkerÕs Party (PSOE). There appears to be a certain geopolitical specificity
which is often also related to the personal contacts of BSP leaders.
Even though BSP is facing the competition of BSDP and the Euroleft, it still
holds important trump cards in the eyes of European social democracy. What
matters to PES at this stage is whether the respective national social-democratic party can be a real government alternative, including whether it is capable of
winning parliamentary elections in the foreseeable future. So far, within the
Bulgarian left, BSP is the only one standing any chances of winning elections,
though not soon. Separately, BSDP and the Euroleft are still far weaker. BSP will
probably bank on this when stressing its own advantages as a legitimate partner
of PES in Bulgaria (there is as yet no Bulgarian representative in PES). BSP relies
on the fact that international social democracy finds itself in the difficult situation of having to choose between a ÒtrueÓ social democratic party in Bulgaria
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and a ÒstrongÓ social democratic party in Bulgaria, and that it is more likely to
choose a strong party to be Òsocial-democratizedÓ, rather than a weak, if undoubtedly social democratic party. On the other hand, BSP also counts on the
reservations which PES had about BSDP on account of its coalition in 1997-98
with UDF, considered a conservative party.
BSP is also implementing an active policy through the Òparty foundationsÓ. It
has already established good working relations with the European Forum for
Democracy and Solidarity (a foundation close to PES), actively cooperates with
Friedrich Ebert Foundation (of the GSDP), the Institute for International
Relations, close to PASOK. Equally active in this respect are certain foundations
associated with BSP, such as ÒA Society of SolidarityÓ or ÒEuropean Social
ValuesÓ, which have international contacts of their own. In a number of cases,
however, BSP-related foundations are more often an instrument of internal party struggle, rather than a means of strengthening the partyÕs international relations.
The second direction of seeking social-democratic legitimacy are contacts and
close relations with analogous parties from Eastern Europe Ð successors to the
former communist parties which are also in quest of international social-democratic legitimization. More specifically, those are the Hungarian Socialist Party,
the Social Democracy of the Republic of Poland, social democrats from
Slovenia, as well as the social-democratic parties of Ukraine and Russia. The
point of such a priority is in Òmutual legitimizationÓ, especially with respect to
East-European associate parties in PES (the Social Democracy of the Republic
of Poland, the Hungarian Socialist Party, the Party of the Democratic Left of
Slovakia, and the Integrated List of Slovenian Social Democrats).
With most of the other social-democratic parties BSP maintains contacts
through its deputies to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
(PACE) and other assemblies of international organizations of which Bulgaria is
member.
The third area of international activity of BSP is related to its international legitimacy as a left-wing party. For a long time BSP used to call itself a Òmodern left
partyÓ as if to highlight its identification between traditional social democracy
and reformed communism, a synthesis which is essentially open to the left. This
accounts for BSPÕs membership in the Black Sea Assembly of Left-Centrist
Parties (created in December 1996), in which the Euroleft is the other member
from Bulgaria. This Assembly does not include a single party from each country, and its initiator was the Georgian Social-Democratic Party. At this stage the
Assembly is but a beginning of closer cooperation between similar leftist and
left-centrist parties from the Black Sea region.11
Though not a member, BSP also participates in some initiatives of the Forum of
the New European Left, including left-wing parties such as the United Left of
Spain, the CitizensÕ Movement of Chevenement in France, the Party of
Democratic Socialism in Germany, and others. BSP is clearly striving to be legitimized as a social-democratic party and therefore only takes part in some of
the initiatives of this Forum. It is essentially an association of reforming communist parties from Europe, but likewise of left-wing formations which have no
communist genealogy but are positioned further Òto the leftÓ of social democracy.
With respect to the Balkans, BSP is striving to maintain contacts on an equal
footing with all influential political parties in the Balkan states, without displaying any particular priorities. This should be understood as a professed aspiration
to conduct a national policy in the region, to build up the image of a national
party (rather than just social-democratic and left-wing one). Most active are its
contacts with Greek political parties (with PASOK, as well as with the Coalition
11

The Assembly includes PASOK from Greece, the Social Democrats from Turkey, two left-wing
parties from Ukraine (socialists and social democrats), two left-wing parties from Romania
(those of Petre Roma and Ion Iliesku), two parties from Russia (Social-Democratic Union and
the party of Ivan Ribkin), one party from Moldova.
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of Left-Wing Parties, the Greek Communist Party, New Democracy). Active
contacts with almost all parties are also maintained in Macedonia. In
Yugoslavia, Romania, and Albania contacts are kept up mostly with social-democratic and socialist parties.
Thus in its international policy we see BSP molding its political physiognomy
around two pillars: a Bulgarian-grown social-democratic party and a nationally
responsible political power. At the same time, it also has a rather clearly defined policy of a left-wing party in general, not wishing to confront the various
components of the international left. BSP, as clearly stated in the political resolution from its last congress, strives after Òopening up to the left-wing movement
in Europe and the worldÓ.12
BSP is still seeking its clear ideological profile. It strives to be legitimized as social democracy of a European type but does not have a ÒWestern identityÓ acceptable to its West-European partners. It unconditionally supports BulgariaÕs
accession to EU, but has reservations regarding NATO membership. ÒThe
strategic choice of Bulgaria is EU membershipÓ states the Political Report before the 43rd Party Congress (May 1998), but goes on to add that BSP is for Òa
consistent policy of non-involvement in military unionsÓ. The latter can be related to a conspicuous characteristic of BSPÕs political image Ð its aspiration to
act the part of the party highly concerned with maintaining friendly relations
with Russia. The Òanti-NATOÓ stand of BSP reveals reminiscences of the past,
as well as the ÒRussianÓ aspect of its international identity.
It should not be forgotten that within the BSP itself there exist tendencies which
differ substantially on the matter of the partyÕs social-democratic identity. It is
still not possible to speak of a definitive consolidation of the party on the basis
of the principles of European social democracy. There are quite influential circles within it which advocate the idea of a broad-based left-wing party, integrating socialism, social democracy, and neo-communism. This duality of the
international identity of BSP impedes its ÒrecognitionÓ by the Western social
democracy as a whole. That is also why BSP is trying to achieve such acknowledgement through partial steps, through the mediation of individual influential
parties from the SI and PES.

4.2.

UDF: FROM POLITICAL AMBIVALENCE TO A CHRISTIANDEMOCRATIC PROFILE
UDF arose as a coalition of non-communist parties and organizations. By origin
UDF is defined as an anti-communist party. Already at the dawn of the new political pluralism in Bulgaria, UDF self-defined itself ideologically and politically
as the antipode to the communist party, to BSP. The central slogan of the coalition during the first elections in 1990-1992, ÒTotalitarianism or DemocracyÓ, indicated UDFÕs aspiration to represent the entire political palette of the emulated Western democracy, which excluded any remnants of communism, even
the reforming Communist Party.
On the other hand, in the beginning UDF was a broad coalition of parties and
organizations of different ideological orientation. The coalition was initially
characterized by the coexistence of left-wing and left-centrist parties (social democrats, agrarians), right-wing and conservative parties (democrats and monarchists), liberal parties, Greens, ecologists, etc. Owing to this ideological indeterminacy of UDF, for years its international contacts were left up to the individual parties. The larger parties in the coalition turned towards their own
European analogues, including the respective international associations.
By 1992-1993, through its various components, UDF was member of several
different international party associations, thus demonstrating a whole palette of
political tendencies, some of which were contradictory. Seen as a whole, in the
early period of its existence UDF was a conglomerate of social democrats, liberals, and conservatives, united by anti-communism and their shared aspiration
12

Political resolution of the 43rd Congress of BSP; Newsletter of the High Council of BSP, May
9, 1998, p. 4.
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to build up a pluralistic democracy. But in the course of time the correlation between these basic components of the coalition changed, thus also changing the
general image of UDF as a whole.
The first one to achieve international legitimacy was BSDP, which had its full
membership in the Socialist International renewed upon its restoration owing
to the personal international reputation of its leader, Petar Dertliev. In May
1991 it split up on the occasion of the adoption of the new constitution and the
attitude towards the group of 39 UDF deputies who had declared a hunger
strike against the passing of the constitution. The social democrats (headed by
Petar Dertliev) who left UDF retained their SI membership, while the newly
created Social-Democratic Party within UDF maintained relations with the
International, but not as a member. With the withdrawal of Petar Dertliev, the
social-democratic component in UDF was considerably reduced, not only by
share, but likewise by relative political weight. At the same time UDF was left
by an influential group from Ekoglasnost, who could ideologically be assigned
to the left-wing ecologists, close to social democracy.
The withdrawal from UDF of BANU ÒNikola PetkovÓ (with Milan Drenchev) in
1991 also weakened the positions of the left-wing and left-centrist parties in the
coalition. The agrarians remaining in the Union defined themselves as right
center. On the whole, after the first wave of splits and party differentiation in
1991-1992, UDF found itself shifting rightwards, towards the liberal axis. Which
at first seemed perfectly logical, since UDF identified itself as the antipode to
the leftist BSP.
In the beginning it seemed that most parties from UDF were seeking membership in the Liberal International, i.e., a liberal identity. This was also related to
the liberal self-identification of a number of intellectuals who used to occupy
leading positions in UDF in the early years. Observer status was initially granted to the National Clubs for Democracy and the Radical-Democratic Party
(RDP). Subsequently, with the strengthening of the positions of RDP, it was affiliated as a full member of the Liberal International. A significant role for the
liberal self-identification of many organizations in UDF was also played by the
Friedrich Naumann Foundation of the German Free Democratic Party, which
sponsored initiatives for the dissemination of liberal values. Liberals remained
the most influential wing in UDF up to 1993, all the more that then President
Zheliu Zhelev was an individual member of the Liberal International.
The wave of conflicts between then President Zheliu Zhelev and UDF, and the
subsequent new splits in the Union in 1992-1993 weakened the positions of liberals in the coalition.13 Practically, by 1995-1996 very few of the initial liberal
formations remained in UDF, which once again shifted the Union ideologically and politically to the right, towards the axis of the christian-democrats and
the conservatives.
Already within the frames of UDF, the Democratic Party (DP) and the United
Christian-Democratic Center (UCDC) turned towards partners from the
European right. In 1992 they were affiliated as associate members of the
European Christian-Democratic Union (ECDU). In 1995, DP, together with its
new partner in the PeopleÕs Union Ð BANU, were granted full member status
in ECDU, which in October 1996 decided to merge with the European Popular
Party, initially a parliamentary fraction of the Christian Democrats in the
European Parliament.14 By 1995-1996, for a number of reasons, and especially
13

RDP also split up, part of it leaving UDF and retaining the status of member of the Liberal
International. Two fractions from the National Clubs for Democracy which had left UDF in
1992 Ð the Bulgarian Party Liberals and the ÒNew ChoiceÓ Union (both parties regarded as being close to former president Zheliu Zhelev), also had observer status in the Liberal
International.
14 Member of ECDU since 1991 is also the BANU-wing which, after a series of splits, continues
to cooperate with UDF without being member of the coalition. The coalition PeopleÕs Union
(DP and BANU) does not compete with UDF in the EPP; on the contrary, there seems to be a
certain Òdistribution of tasksÓ. While UDF, through its Democracy Foundation, keeps up priority contacts with Konrad Adenauer Foundation (of the German CDU), the PeopleÕs Union
maintain relations mainly with Hanns Seidel Foundation (of the German CSU).
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after the Democrats left UDF, UCDC had gained decisive influence and political weight. This practically coincided with, and was possibly one of the reasons
for, the definitive adoption of a Christian Democratic profile by UDF.
This situation, in which UDF as a whole was not affiliated with any international party association, but specific parties from the Union were members of
European unions, continued up to 1996 when the new leadership undertook
steps to turn it into an integrated political party. At that time the tendencies of
party differentiation, splits and alliances had led to a reduction of the share of
left-wing and left-centrist political parties and organizations in the composition
of UDF. So it seemed a quite logical development when in 1997-1998 UDF, already as a unified party, became affiliated with the European PeopleÕs Party.
The general process of establishment of the party structure in Bulgaria gradually shifted UDF rightwards, though it initially included influential left-wing parties. This ideological and political crystallization allowed European parties to
ÒrecognizeÓ UDF as part of the right-wing and right-centrist powers.
UDF relies on particular support from the German Christian Democrats in its
efforts to achieve favorable conditions for Bulgaria in its relations with EU. UDF
also finds support for a number of its initiatives from influential foundations associated with the conservatives or christian democrats in Europe Ð the Konrad
Adenauer Foundation (of the German CDU), Robert Shuman Foundation
(close to the French Union for French Democracy), the Westminster
Foundation, close to the British conservatives.
On the other hand, the political genealogy of UDF relates it to influential
American political parties and institutes in Bulgaria. With its emergence, UDF
was defined in mass consciousness as the ÒWestern partyÓ legitimizing itself
with the project of making Bulgaria part of the Western world, as opposed to
ÒEastern communismÓ. From the very start the coalition received serious political, ideological, and material support from various foundations and associations from the U.S. (mainly through programs of USAID, the National
Democratic Institute, the National Republican Institute for International
Relations). Within UDF there have therefore always coexisted two parallel, and
sometimes competing, lines of international legitimization Ð the European, and
the American one.
There is hardly any real ÒtensionÓ between these two sources of international
identification of UDF. Yet it is possible to speak of two competing strategies
which sometimes divide the Union on matters on which EU and the U.S. take
different stands. But with the inclusion in the structures of European parties,
UDF has definitely come to adopt a more European strategy, without in any
way distancing itself from American support.
The foundations close to UDF are also internationally active. On the one hand,
those are organizations established a long time ago and aimed at supporting the
development of UDF, such as Democracy Foundation. On the other hand,
those are likewise new foundations (such as ÒVictory 2Ó), the activity of which
is largely centered around elections and internal party activities. And thirdly,
those are the foundations established after 1997, with the coming of UDF to
power Ð the foundations ÒFuture for BulgariaÓ or ÒValuesÓ. All of these organizations are engaged in broad international activity and to some extent have divided their spheres of activity, without competing among each other. They also constitute instruments for the maintenance of the international contacts of
UDF and, lately in particular, for extending the range of foreign parties with
which UDF is in contact.

4.3.

THE EUROLEFT IN QUEST OF LEGITIMACY
The Euroleft is a new party but has its own history. It arose on the basis of the
Civic Association for the Republic (CAR), established in 1993, and as a result of
the crisis in BSP, which also caused the leaving of several of its leaders in 1997.
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Upon its very emergence the new formation clearly stated its aspiration to legitimize itself as a Bulgarian social democracy of a European type.
As early as 1990 its leader Alexander Tomov headed one of the ideological
movements in the Communist Party of the time Ð the Movement for
Democratic Socialism, which embraced fundamental concepts of European social democracy. The separation from BSP and the creation of CAR in 1993,
which also attracted liberals disappointed with UDF, called simultaneously for
two opposite strategies:
¥ liberal distancing from the socialism of BSP (turn right);
¥ liberal distancing from the conservatism of UDF (turn left).
At first CAR was more of a centrist formation, professing liberal ideas and most
notably, republicanism. But party structure dynamics in Bulgaria moved the organization to the left. There were several reasons for this. Above all, CAR arose
in a period of electoral upswing for BSP and could not rely so much on disappointed socialist voters as on former liberal and leftist voters of UDF, disappointed at the rightward shift of the coalition. Thus in 1994 CAR entered a
coalition with BSDP and the Green Party Ð Democratic Association for the
Republic Ð defined by its own leaders as a social-liberal synthesis.
With the subsequent crisis of BSP the Association got the opportunity to attract
disappointed supporters of the socialists. Thus the Euroleft, established on the
basis of CAR, naturally took up the space to the left of the center and started
claiming social-democratic legitimacy.
Already upon its creation, the Euroleft drew to its high ranks former BSP leaders who had previously been engaged in maintaining the partyÕs international
relations. This no doubt facilitated the faster recognition of the new party as a
claimant to international social-democratic legitimization. Many observers now
believe that the Euroleft currently stands the greatest chances of being affiliated with PES, which would in turn be an important advantage in terms of membership in the Socialist International.
On the other hand, the Euroleft is still politically weak and could hardly hope
to win parliamentary elections independently in the near future. This makes it
particularly active in seeking various forms of political cooperation and even
coalitions with other social-democratic and socialist formations in Bulgaria. It is
a fact that so far the Euroleft has been the only one of the left-wing parties in
Bulgaria able to attract new organizations (though small) which are integrated
within it, as well as new deputies from the dissolved parliamentary group of the
Bulgarian Business Bloc (BBB). Yet its electoral presence remains limited, which
calls for seeking coalition formulas.
In its quest of international social-democratic legitimacy the Euroleft holds an
important trump card. Unlike BSP, it unequivocally adopted a Western identity, declaring itself in support of Bulgarian membership in both the EU, and NATO. ÒThe Congress of the Euroleft, held on February 28 Ð March 1, 1998, defined the European choice of Bulgaria and its membership in the European
Union, Council of Europe, WEU and NATO as a necessary environment for political, economic, and military security, for the successful development of
Bulgarian society and accelerated implementation of the reforms.Ó15
The Euroleft keeps up intensive contacts with European social-democratic parties, with left-wing parties from the Black Sea region, with Balkan political powers, and with the international social-democratic foundations. The intensity of
these contacts competes with those of BSP and transcends the partyÕs actual
share in political life. What is more, the Euroleft is probably the only party
which Òviews its internal political and international activity as a means furthering BulgariaÕs overall integration in the European UnionÓ.16 Several foundations
are associated with the Euroleft and they have also been maintaining interna15
16

12 Theses on Europe Ð Sotsialdemokratsia magazine, issue 6, June 1998, p. 24.
Ibidem.
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tional contacts, what is more, even since before the party was created. Such a
foundation is the Center for Strategic Studies Ò21st CenturyÓ, which to a great
extent established the international legitimacy of the Euroleft even before it was
created. Other foundations also work with the Euroleft, such as ÒNew LeftÓ,
sponsoring Sotsialdemokratsia magazine. Rather than playing an international
role, this foundation is more concerned with maintaining a common forum of
Bulgarian left-wing parties of social-democratic orientation (BSDP, the Euroleft,
BSP, ULB). It would seem that the collaborative efforts of the social democrats
are supported and encouraged by the Party of European Socialists, as well as by
individual social-democratic foundations from EU.

4.4.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF OTHER PARTIES
Other, smaller parties also have their share in the party diplomacy of Bulgaria
for EU integration. At this stage the party system in Bulgaria clearly remains
largely bipolar Ð with two competing parties which leave little room for Òcentrist partiesÓ. On the other hand, this strong bipolarity further contributed to the
blurred identity of political parties and the harder identification on the part of
Western political parties of partners and analogues in Bulgaria.
Active international contacts are maintained by BSDP. Following its withdrawal from UDF the party has been seeking its own identity in Bulgarian political
space, trying various forms of coalition with political powers considered close
in tactical terms: in UDF-center with Ekoglasnost in 1991; in the DAR coalition
with CAR, the Greens, and ASU-independent in 1994; in United Democratic
Forces with UDF and the PeopleÕs Union in 1997. Lately, not without encouragement from PES and specific social-democratic partners, BSDP has been
demonstrating ever greater readiness for cooperation mainly with left-wing parties professing social-democratic ideas. BSDPÕs foundation, ÒYanko SakazovÓ,
besides cooperating with analogical foundations of the European social democracy, plays an active role in vindicating this left-wing identity of BSDP.
Most active in terms of their international presence are the liberals and the
Greens. This is also related to the fact that both political tendencies have from
their very emergence in Bulgarian political reality had international legitimacy
and in the beginning used to be influential powers within UDF. The series of
splits, their separation from UDF, the difficult financial conditions all pushed
the green and liberal parties into the field of active politics. On the other hand,
their presence on the political scene is to a considerable degree due to their international legitimacy as well.
The liberal parties and organizations in Bulgaria are still dispersed. Those are
above all small parties such as RDP, Bulgarian Party Liberals, ÒNew ChoiceÓ, as
well as the newly created Liberal Alternative of Zheliu Zhelev. They all enjoy
international legitimacy as members or observers in the Liberal International
and possess influential international contacts. Apparently under a certain international pressure, but equally as a reaction to the actual marginalization of liberals away from the center of political events, lately the creation has been considered of a Liberal Union which is to express the liberal line in Bulgarian political life. This initiative is supported by international liberal organizations.
Besides the activation of liberal circles, this will open new prospects before
MRF. Established as a party defending primarily the interests of the Turkish
community in Bulgaria, the Movement faced the need to determine its position
along the fundamental political (European) left / right axis. MRF initially selfidentified itself as a right-centrist formation but in 1993 made a Òleft turnÓ and
actually collaborated with BSP under Lyuben BerovÕs Government. With the
declining importance of ethnic identity in political life (which is a fact, notwithstanding the events in some countries neighboring to Bulgaria), MRF has ever
more intensively been seeking adequate political self-determination. One such
attempt was the coalition National Salvation Union with liberal, green, and
monarchist organizations. However, the Union does not have a clear-cut ideological and political profile. The probable affiliation of MRF with the planned
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Union is likely to represent a strategic choice for this party, traditionally associated with Bulgarian Turks. This will most probably greatly increase the weight
of the liberals, both on the domestic political scene, and on an international
level, where they will be able to legitimize themselves not only as classical liberals, but equally as a party of ethnic tolerance.
Zheliu ZhelevÕs party also works with the Zheliu Zhelev Foundation, which is
internationally active and to a great extent enhances the international legitimacy of its patron, who is the only individual member of the Liberal International
from Bulgaria.
The Green also possess international legitimacy. They have partners and analogues in almost all European countries, they are affiliated with Green party associations in Europe and the world. The numerous splits in the organizations of
Bulgarian ecologists, which started as early as 1990, have been creating difficulties for their West-European partners seeking permanent analogues in
Bulgaria. The problem of the green and environmental parties and organizations in Bulgaria is also related to their particularly ambiguous political and ideological positions. They can be liberals, as well as right-wing, libertarian and
left-wing, as well as monarchists. In EU the bulk of the green parties may be referred to the libertarian left, who are neither socialists, nor communists or social democrats. In very rare cases the green and environmental organizations
have a conservative genealogy. The role and place of the Green in the political
palette in Bulgaria, as well as their contribution to BulgariaÕs EU integration,
have as yet not been thoroughly examined and assessed.
Highly active in its international contacts is the ÒVita TerraÓ Foundation, close
to the Green Party. In a sense, this is the principal intermediary between the
Party and the outer world. Regardless of the difficulties in defining its political
identity under the Bulgarian conditions, the activity of this foundation legitimizes the Bulgarian Green as European ecologists, whose program incorporates the fundamental ideas of its European analogues: sustainable development, quality of life, environment, etc.
The remaining political parties in Bulgaria have a relatively weak influence on
the processes of EU integration. Though some of them have established good
contacts with their analogues from EU, in most cases those are nationalist parties (such as BNRP and LDP) to which EU development is not a priority. The
same applies to the assortment of communist and far-left parties, most of which
continue to perceive EU as a hostile organization. Nevertheless, in terms of the
internal political debate, these parties do enrich the existing positions, and put
forth certain points which should not be overlooked if we seriously strive after
EU accession, namely:
¥ what part of its sovereignty is Bulgaria willing to surrender to its supranational authorities;
¥ how will Bulgaria harmonize its own national identity with the European
idea (this is where we should note the political role of an organization such
as IMRO or the ÒGergyovdenÓ Movement);
¥ how will EU be changing and how likely it is to turn into a Òclub of the richÓ,
etc.
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EUROPEAN STANDARDS AND NATIONAL IDENTITY
With such an accumulation of borrowings from abroad, and largely from
Europe, the question naturally arises whether there is a ÒBulgarian political
modelÓ. The very posing of the question carries the risk of confinement within
the narrow frames of nationalist interpretations, based on the idea of the ÒindigenousÓ, the ÒautochthonousÓ, the Òintrinsically BulgarianÓ in political life. It
should at once be noted that those political powers and leaders who demonstrate extreme sensitivity to the ÒnationalÓ are typically caught in the trap of
some implicit and unacknowledged foreign political model. Paradoxical as it
may sound, nationalism is generally anti-national. All the varieties of Bulgarian
nationalism ultimately lead up to the idea of Òone nation Ð one stateÓ, which
implies a treatment of ÒaliensÓ as second-rate people. A familiar model, which
is by no means a Bulgarian invention, and which is based on the exclusion of
those who are different (whether they are Jews, Protestants, Turks, or Gypsies).
There have lately been ever more frequent attempts to define once and for all
the Bulgarian identity, the Bulgarian singularity. It is sought mainly in history (for
instance within the Second Bulgarian Kingdom), but equally in culture (inheritors of the ancient Thracian civilization, homeland of the Slav alphabet), in religion (ancient Christian Orthodox people), in the economy (hospitality and
tourism). Hence, the attempted synthesis of the national identity on the basis of
several superimposed traditions: European antiquity /the Slav community/
Orthodoxy Ð generally themes underlying the current nationalist discourse in
Bulgaria. It is not that these traditions are fictitious, but what is definitely ungrounded is the idea that their very combination is sufficient to define the identity of contemporary Bulgarians. In any case, ethnic tolerance, the ability to adjust and to coexist with different cultures is probably also part, if not the most
essential part, of the Bulgarian Ònational characterÓ. Yet, these are also essentially the ÒEuropean characteristicsÓ to which we ultimately aspire. And if we
must seek ÒindigenousÓ Bulgarian political models, they are based much more
on the latter, than around the triad ÒThracian gold Ð Cyrillic alphabet Ð
OrthodoxyÓ.
An examination of current political life in Bulgaria might also reveal an attempt
at an original political model. In fact, when political observers speak of a
ÒBulgarian modelÓ they usually refer to what distinguishes present-day Bulgaria
from the remaining post-communist countries. Among the typically highlighted
characteristics of the ÔBulgarian modelÓ are: the peaceful and generally smooth
transition; relative social stability; contained ethnic tensions; unquestionable
success of the democratic movement, combined with preservation of the relative influence of the successor to the Communist Party.
At first sight the originality of the current Bulgarian political model lies in finding a certain political consensus, which made it possible to avoid cataclysmic
clashes on the road of radical change. And this relative consensus would appear
to be unconscious, the result of various interacting strategies and intentions.
There is hardly reason to presume the adherence to some common, supra-party political model. In fact, elements of this model can be found in the other
post-communist countries, as well. It is the very openness to foreign models
which created the particular set of circumstances, the unique combination of
political strategies which together outline the shape of the ÒBulgarian political
modelÓ. And the role of the political parties in this respect has been unquestionable.
Another look back in history would reveal that even the attempts at original
Bulgarian political models have been relatively original. They have more or less
been based on a singular combination of diverse political principles, seeking to
adapt them to the unique social and political reality. The wish to Òtake the very
bestÓ from the world in order to Òcatch up with, and surpass itÓ runs through
our entire history. But this receptiveness has never remained absolute, has never stayed along a Òsingle azimuthÓ. Inevitably, even when it seems that the
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choice of a particular model has been made Òonce and for allÓ, the political
elite remains on the lookout for other models. It is in this readiness to switch
models at the first opportunity that we find what may possibly be the ÒBulgarian
indigenousnessÓ.
In other words, the adoption of a foreign political model has always been accompanied by the skeptical Òyes, but...Ó. Because along with the openness to
foreign projects, Bulgarian society has remained skeptical enough regarding foreign aid. Europe may well be an all-Bulgarian frame of reference for civilization
and modernity, but Europe has at the same time often proven alien and hostile.
TodayÕs political model also appears to be an eclectic mixture of adopted principles and norms. Regardless of the obvious differences between the political
solutions proposed, regardless of the advanced differentiation of political
space, the wish to come up with an original combination of different principles
is present in the activity of nearly all of the current political actors. One thing
remains common Ð the proclaimed modernity, the Òquest for modernityÓ. But
this ever-present aspiration in Bulgarian political life seems to be both an admission of failed modernization, and decline to accept the standardizing principle of modern politics. It is the very eclecticism of political projects, the diversity of ideas and models, as an immanent characteristic of Europe and of EU,
which makes up the content of the Bulgarian political model.
What can we expect from the political parties with a view to BulgariaÕs speedier progression towards full EU membership? Can the parties increase their impact on the process, despite the fact that some of them are certain to try and
gain political dividends from that?
¥ The legislation ought to facilitate the consolidation of political parties in order to make them less dependent on random sponsors and more sustainable in the longer term. In this connection, parties ought to be made more
dependent on public financing in Bulgaria, rather than external aid, including along the channels of European political parties.
¥ Political parties have unexploited influence potential with respect to bringing Bulgaria closer to EU and more notably, could make fuller use of bilateral contacts. For a number of reasons, sometimes of a financial nature, parties are not always in a position to maintain full-fledged bilateral relations.
¥ Political parties could focus more on collaboration with their partners in the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe or in the European
Parliament, rather than just the European institutions. Owing to the blurred
identity of parties in Bulgaria, so far most of them have been eager to take
any opportunity to cooperate with European parties. The present situation
encourages concentration on fewer partners, but with more intensive contacts.
¥ Political parties could take on international missions in support of state institutions, regardless of whether they are in opposition or in government. A
certain level of cooperation between parties in the area of European policy
is achievable without presuming that some will necessarily gain political dividends at the expense of the others. The practice for the parties represented in parliament to inform each other about forthcoming international missions could be incorporated in parliamentary procedures.
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POLITICAL PARTIES
There are approximately 200 political parties registered in Bulgaria, of which no
more than 50 have been participating regularly in elections. As a result of the
elections in April 1997, representatives from five parties and coalitions were
elected to the National Assembly: BSP, Bulgarian Euroleft, National Salvation
Union (MRF, Green Party, New Choice Union, BBB, United Democratic Forces
(as a coalition of the Union of Democratic Forces and the Popular Union).
Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP)
Successor to BCP, which had ruled the country for 45 years after 1944. By
membership (over 100,000), BSP is one of the largest parties in Bulgaria. It assumed its present name Ð BSP Ð in April 1990. The former CP has engendered
a great many other political parties Ð social-democratic or neocommunist.
Among the parties descending from BCP and BSP are: Alternative Social-Liberal
Party (ASP) which was part of a coalition with UDF in 1991-1993; Alternative
Socialist Association (ASA), which joined the Euroleft in February 1998; and
partially, the Civic Association for the Republic (CAR) whose leader, Alexander
Tomov, used to be a BSP leader and Vice Prime-Minister in Dimitar PopovÕs
coalition cabinet.
Within the frames of BSP there are factions of often contradictory political identities. On the one hand, there is the Association for Social Democracy, created
in 1993, and on the other, the neocommunist Marxist Platform, created as early as 1990. The party leadership has typically been trying to balance between
the two.
After the resignation of long-standing communist leader Todor Zhivkov in
November 1989, BSP renovated its leadership bringing to power the threesome
of Petar Mladenov (President), Alexander Lilov (Party Chairman), and Andrey
Lukanov (Prime Minister). The unity of those three leaders was short-lived. In
1990-1991 Mladenov and Lukanov resigned (under opposition pressure, but
likewise, as a result of relative isolation within their own party). BSP won the
Great National Assembly elections in 1990 but remained rather isolated in politics. It therefore preferred the coalition formula and participated, together with
UDF representatives and without any formal political agreement, in Dimitar
PopovÕs coalition Government (1990-1991). In October 1991 it lost the parliamentary elections by a narrow margin and went into opposition. A year later it
managed to join the parliamentary majority backing Prof. Lyuben BerovÕs expert cabinet. Under the new conditions, the leadership of the Party was reformed and Zhan Videnov was elected its chairman (replacing Alexander Lilov
who had stepped down).
In 1994 BSP won absolute majority and formed a cabinet headed by Prime
Minister Zhan Videnov. The new leadership also tended to balance between
the different tendencies but came under increasing criticism from the
Association for Social Democracy (of which Andrey Lukanov was part). In 1996,
as a result of a severe financial, economic, and political crisis, BSP agreed to
early elections (February 1997). Its consent led to a split in the party leadership.
The critics of Zhan Videnov (Nikolay Kamov, Fillip Bokov, and others) left both
the leadership and the Party. BSP suffered a crushing defeat at the early parliamentary elections in April 1997 and went into opposition. This crisis also led to
a change of leadership Ð in December 1996 Georgi Parvanov was elected the
new party leader and made efforts at conciliation with ASD. Zhan VidenovÕs
supporters grouped together around the Open Forum faction, headed by
Krasimir Premyanov. BSP is currently the largest opposition party.
Bulgarian Euroleft
The party was created in early 1997 as a result of the crisis in BSP and following the evolution of the Civic Association for the Republic (CAR) after its leader,
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Alexander Tomov, left BSP. In 1994 CAR took part in the DAR coalition
(Democratic Alternative for the Republic) together with the Social Democratic
Party, the Green Party, and the alternative socialists (a party which had split off
from BSP). After the coalitionÕs failure to surmount the 4% threshold, it fell
apart.
The Euroleft was founded on February 22, 1997, after some BSP leaders, as well
as the Movement for Humane Socialism faction within BSDP left their respective parties and joined Alexander Tomov. The founding congress of the
Bulgarian Euroleft (with the formal unification of its components Ð CAR, the alternative socialists, and the social democrats) was held on February 28 Ð March
1, 1998. In the April 1997 elections the Euroleft managed to overcome the
threshold and formed its own parliamentary group, which was joined by some
former members of the BBB parliamentary group after its dissolution. In 19981999 the Euroleft closely cooperated with BSDP and its ally, United Labor Party
Ð both of a social-democratic orientation but without parliamentary representation.
Bulgarian Business Bloc (BBB)
The party was created in 1990 by a group of new businessmen. The program
adopted in 1993 demanded full freedom for private enterprise, privatization,
and support for national business on the part of the state. BBB participated in
all parliamentary elections but only managed to enter parliament following the
1994 elections. Its leader George Gantchev has regularly run for President, typically obtaining four times as many votes as the BBB party lists in the first round
(17-18% of the vote on average). The reason is found largely in the fact that
George Gantchev has repeatedly managed to personify the protest vote of the
younger generations.
BBB is a heterogeneous party. This has led to frequent conflicts within it, between individual deputies and the party leader. Already in 1994-1995 there was
a split which resulted in the temporary dissolution of the BBB parliamentary
group. In November 1997 an influential group around Hristo Ivanov split off
from BBB. Thus once again the BBB parliamentary group fell apart. These conflicts have lately led to a withdrawal of voters and their reorientation to other
political alternatives.
Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF)
It was established in January 1990 on the basis of the pre-1989 experience of
clandestine organizations created in resistance against the renaming of the
Bulgarian Turks in 1984-85. Ahmed Dogan has invariably been the leader of the
party. Officially MRF advocates equal standing of all citizens in Bulgaria but its
electoral base is found largely among the community of the Bulgarian Turks. At
all parliamentary elections MRF has obtained sufficient support (6-7% of the
vote on average) to form its own parliamentary group. At the presidential elections in 1992 and 1996 MRF supported the UDF candidates.
MRF was tacitly part of the parliamentary majority of UDF after 1991, but the
unpopular economic policy of the Government led to withdrawal of the support for Fillip Dimitrov. This resulted in the resignation of the cabinet and the
forming, upon the initiative of MRF, of an expert government headed by Prof.
Lyuben Berov and supported in parliament by BSP and some MPs who had left
UDF (1992-1994). MRF typically strives to adhere to a centrist policy.
MRF also experienced internal conflicts. In October 1993 a group of former activists of the Movement, united by the former chief Mufti Nedim Gendjev created the Democratic Party of Justice. It was an attempt to create an alternative
to MRF which would stand closer to BSP. In May 1994 a group of MPs from
MRF founded the Party of Democratic Changes (headed by Mehmed Hodja),
which appeared as an alternative to MRF, closer to UDF.
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At the early parliamentary elections in April 1997 MRF created the coalition
National Salvation Union (NSU) together with the Green Party (Alexander
Karakachanov) and the liberal party New Choice (Dimitar Ludjev). This coalition was an attempt by MRF to expand its political influence beyond the narrow group of ethnic Turks. Though the new association declared its support for
the restoration of monarchy in Bulgaria (the return of Simeon II), as regards
MRF, this was also a step towards political cooperation with the LiberalDemocratic Alternative of former President Zheliu Zhelev, established in 1996.
Popular Union – Democratic Party, BANU
The Union was established in 1994 between the Democratic Party (chaired by
Stefan Savov, who was also Chair of the National Assembly as a representative
of the UDF coalition in 1991-1993) and BANU (chaired by Anastasia DimitrovaMozer). The Popular Union managed to cross the electoral threshold independently in December 1994, and won a considerable number of votes at the local elections in 1995. In 1996-1997 it took part in the United Democratic Forces
coalition.
BANU is the successor to the historical BANU which was established in 1899
and independently governed the country in 1920-1923. After 1944 part of the
agrarians became allies to the communists, while another part (BANU Nikola
Petkov) remained in opposition and were outlawed in 1947. This division was
restored in 1989-1990, when there were two agrarian unions. But while both
had representatives in the Great National Assembly (BANU as an independent
group, and BANU Nikola Petkov, as part of the parliamentary UDF), neither
had any MPs elected in October 1991. 1992 was marked by a series of splits,
with 5 agrarian unions emerging as a result. In early 1993 a unifying congress resulted in the founding of BANU with a new leader Ð Anastasia Dimitrova
Mozer, daughter of a historical agrarian leader in the 1940s, who had returned
from USA. But even this unity proved only temporary. A significant group of
agrarians around the figure of Svetoslav Shivarov founded their own union and
joined the parliamentary union of BSP (1994-1997). Another group remained in
UDF until its transformation into a party (Evgeni Bakardjiev). In May 1997 there
was a split in BANU, with Anastasia Dimitrova Mozer establishing BANUPopular Union, which remained committed to the coalition with the democrats and to the Government of the United Democratic Forces.
The second participant in the Popular Union Ð the Democratic Party Ð is the
successor to the Democratic Party established in 1896. It was initially member
of UDF. In September 1994 it left the coalition and founded the Popular Union
together with the agrarians. DP also underwent internal conflicts. In September
1994 some of its activists created a new party which rejoined UDF. DP was part
of the United Democratic Forces at the 1997 elections and has a member of the
coalitionÕs present Government (Vice Prime Minister Veselin Metodiev).
Union of Democratic Forces (UDF)
UDF was established as a coalition of 10 political parties and organizations in
December 1989, at the very beginning of the changes. It was composed of civic
associations and independent organizations which had been created earlier,
such as Ekoglasnost, Podkrepa Trade Union, the Glasnost and Democracy
Club, and others. The Union was also joined by restored political parties such
as BSDP and BANU Nikola Petkov (both banned in 1947). In the very beginning
UDF was a motley palette of political parties Ð from the left-wing social democrats, ecologists, agrarians, through the liberal Democracy Clubs, to the
right-wing christian democrats (United Christian Democratic Center), democrats, and monarchists. The first chairman of the Union was Dr. Zheliu Zhelev,
succeeded by Petar Beron on August 1, 1990, after the former was elected
President of the Republic. In December 1990 UDF chose a new leader Ð Fillip
Dimitrov, and that marked the beginning of a process of rightward transformation of the coalition.
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The UDF coalition was originally founded on the principle of consensus among
the member parties. This manner of functioning gave rise to frequent severe internal conflicts. In the first half of 1991, in the course of the drafting of the new
constitution by the Great National Assembly, the MPs from UDF divided into
two groups: for and against the constitution drafted jointly with the former
communists. As a result, in May 1991 the left-wing parties left the coalition Ð
first the social democrats, Ekoglasnost, and later the agrarians (BANU Nikola
Petkov), who would pursue their own independent course in politics. The
Green and the liberals left UDF at the same time.
In October 1991 UDF won relative majority at the parliamentary elections and
formed its own government supported in parliament by the MPs from MRF by
the force of a tacit agreement. In January 1992 the presidential elections were
won by the UDF candidates Zheliu Zhelev and Blaga Dimitrova. In 1992-93,
following the resignation of the first UDF Government of Fillip Dimitrov, relations between the Union and President Zhelev deteriorated. In 1993 Vice
President Blaga Dimitrova resigned. A new wave of liberals, supporting Zhelev,
left UDF. In 1994 the coalition was also left by the democrats (DP). The United
Christian Democratic Center gradually gained a predominant position in the
coalition and with that, imposed a christian-democratic identity. After the disastrous election results in December 1994 UDF elected a new leader Ð Ivan
Kostov.
The new leadership undertook measures to transform UDF into an integrated
political party. In February 1997 UDF was registered as a single political party
with new statutes and centralized leadership. At the presidential (1996) and
parliamentary (1997) elections UDF joined a number of other parties (IMRO,
DP, BANU, and the social democrats) in the coalition United Democratic
Forces, which BSDP and IMRO subsequently left.
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CHRONOLOGY

09.08.1988

Diplomatic relations established between Bulgaria and the European
Community.

10.11.1989

Todor Zhivkov resigns. Petar Mladenov is designated head of state. Outset of
the democratic changes in Bulgaria.

07.12.1989

Ten parties and organizations establish UDF with Dr. Zheliu Zhelev as its chairman.

1990
16.01.1990

Launching of the Round Table with the participation of BCP and representatives of UDF.

03.04.1990

Following an amendment to the Constitution of 1971, Petar Mladenov is elected President.

08.05.1990

Signing of Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement between Bulgaria and
EC.

10-17 June 1990

Elections for Great National Assembly. Majority won by BSP, followed by UDF,
BANU, and MRF.

06.07.1990

President Mladenov resigns following mass demonstrations. After several unsuccessful rounds the Great National Assembly elects Zheliu Zhelev President,
and Atanas Semerdjiev, Vice President.

29.08.1990

Bulgaria establishes diplomatic relations with NATO.

17.09.1990

Bulgaria joins the PHARE Programme.

28.11.1990

Bulgarian parliament becomes associated member of the North Atlantic
Assembly.

09.12.1990

Petar Beron, who had replaced Zhelev, resigns from the post of UDF chairman.
Fillip Dimitrov elected chairman.

19.12.1990

Following the resignation of Andrey Lukanov, Dimitar Popov is designated
Prime Minister and forms a coalition government (broad coalition).

22.12.1990

Great National Assembly adopts a resolution expressing BulgariaÕs wish to become member of EC.

1991
04.04.1991

The Atlantic Club is established in Sofia.

19.05.1991

A split takes place at the UDF National Conference Ð the social democrats,
ecologists, liberals, and the Green Party leave the coalition.

13.10.1991

Parliamentary and local elections. UDF obtains relative majority. The first UDF
Government is formed with Fillip Dimitrov as Prime Minister (as of November
5, 1991).

17.12.1991

Upon the withdrawal of Alexander Lilov, Zhan Videnov is elected chairman of
BSP.

1992
12.01.Ð19.02.1992

Presidential elections. Won by UDF candidates Zheliu Zhelev and Blaga
Dimitrova.

07.05.1992

Bulgaria becomes member of the Council of Europe.

13.05.1992

Association negotiations launched between Bulgaria and EC.

The Role of Political Parties in the Bulgaria’s Accession to the EU

35

30.08.1992

At a press conference in Boyana President Zhelev voices harsh criticism of UDF
Government policy.

28.10.1992

Following a vote of no confidence, Fillip DimitrovÕs cabinet resigns.

28.12.1992

After the failure of UDF and BSP to form a government, MRF forms a cabinet
of experts with Prof. Lyuben Berov as Prime Minister. There occurs a split of
UDF.

1993
08.03.1993

Signing of the Europe Agreement for BulgariaÕs association (in force as of
02/01/95).

26.05.1993

Alexander Tomov leaves BSP and creates CAR.

30.06.1993

Vice President Blaga Dimitrova resigns on account of disagreement with
President Zheliu Zhelev.

21.12.1993

Declaration of the National Assembly in support of BulgariaÕs accession to NATO and WEU.

31.12.1993

Interim Trade Agreement between EU and Bulgaria enters in force.

1994
12.01.1994

Bulgaria decides to join the NATO initiative Partnership for Peace.

14.02.1994

Bulgaria officially joins Partnership for Peace.

9.05.1994

Bulgaria becomes associated member of WEU (in force as of March 6, 1995).

13.10.1994

The Democratic Party leaves UDF.

18.12.1994

Following an agreement betwen the parliamentary parties to hold early elections, Reneta Indjova is appointed Prime Minister of the interim government.

18.12.1994

Early parliamentary elections. BSP wins majority in coalition with agrarians and
ecologists.

29.12.1994

Ivan Kostov is elected chairman of UDF after the resignation of Fillip Dimitrov.

1995
26.01.1995

Zhan Videnov designated Prime Minister (BSP).

22.03.1995

The Bulgarian government forms a special inter-institutional mechanism for organizing EU association-related activities.

29.05.1995

Association Council Bulgaria Ð EU starts work.

6.09.1995

Joint Parliamentary Committee Bulgaria-EU created.

29.10.1995

Local elections. BSP wins in most municipalities. Popular Union makes
progress.

1.12.1995

National Assembly endorses BulgariaÕs official EU membership application.

1996
29.03.1996

Agreement reached between UDF and Popular Union on holding primary elections for the nomination of a single presidential candidate of the opposition.

15-17.04.1996

Annual session of BD of EBDR in Sofia.

17.05.1996

Beginning of the series of bank failures.

1.06.1996

Primary elections for nominating the oppositionÕs presidential candidate. Won
by UDF candidate Petar Stoyanov. President Zhelev, Popular Union candidate,
receives one third of the votes cast.

6.07.1996

In accordance with the preliminary agreement, the Popular Union nominates
Todor Kavaldjiev as presidential candidate.
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12.07.1996

Bulgaria accedes to the Wassenaar Arrangement.

20.07.1996

Georgi Pirinski and Ivan Marazov are nominated as the BSP candidates in the
presidential elections.

27.08.1996

The Central Electoral Commission refuses to register the BSP candidates on account of a problem with the Bulgarian citizenship by birth, as required by law,
of Georgi Pirinski (the latter was born in USA in 1948).

3.09.1996

BSP designates Ivan Marazov and Irina Bokova as its candidates in the presidential elections.

23.09.1996

BNB places under special supervision 9 banks with poor liquidity.

2.10.1996

Bulgaria becomes member of WTO.

3.10.1996

Former Prime Minister Andrey Lukanov is assassinated outside his home.

27.10-3.11.1996

Presidential elections. Won by Petar Stoyanov and Todor Kavaldjiev.

12.11.1996

Prominent figures in BSP leave the party leadership (Nikolay Kamov, Fillip
Bokov, Elena Poptodorova, and others). Georgi Pirinski resigns from the office
of foreign minister.

20.11.1996

Increasing tension within UDF between the supporters of the ÒUnionÓ and
those in favor of the Òintegrated partyÓ.

30.11.1996

Zheliu Zhelev founds the party Liberal-Democratic Alternative.

4.12.1996

General strike by the Bulgarian National Union Confederation.

23.12.1996

Georgi Parvanov designated chairman of BSP to replace resigning Zhan
Videnov.

28.12.1996

Zhan Videnov resigns from the post of Prime Minister.

1997
10-11.01.1997

Demonstrations around the parliament building escalating into rampage and
clashes with the police.

4.02.1997

Political agreement between the parliamentary parties to hold early parliamentary elections.

15-16.02.1997

At a National Conference UDF is transformed into an integrated party.

19.04.1997

Parliamentary elections. The United Democratic Forces win a majority. United
Democratic Forces form a Government with Ivan Kostov as Prime Minister.

10.07.1997

The Bulgarian Government creates a new mechanism to coordinate BulgariaÕs
preparation for accession to EU.

23.07.1997

The National Assembly adopts a Declaration for Simultaneous Launch of EU
Accession Negotiations with the Associated Member States.

1998
23.03.1998

The Government adopts a National Strategy for EU Accession and National
Program for Adoption of the Acquis Communautaire.

27.04.1998

Bulgaria begins a process of screening the legislation with a view to its alignment with that of EU.

UDF

% of votes
Popular Union
% of votes
United Democratic Forces
% of votes
Bulgarian Agrarian National
% of votes
Union
BANU Ð United (left)
% of votes
BANU Ð NP (ex-UDF)
% of votes
MRF
% of votes
BBB
% of votes
BSP
% of votes
Alternative Socialist Association
(ex-BSP)
% of votes
Alternative Socialist Party
(ex-BSP) % of votes
UDF Ð Center
(social democrats)

% of votes
UDF Ð Liberals
% of votes
Euroleft (A. Tomov, CAR)
% of votes
Other parties
% of votes
% of votes

32.59

28.07

1992-1
presidential
2261913

33.27

1992-2
1994
presidential parliamentary
2726766
1254465

39.87

17.97
338427
4.85

492500

7.24

1995
local
958502

14.36
315811
4.73
248139
3.72

1996-1
presidential

1996-2
presidential

1889825

2502517

27.70

36.62

1997
parliamentary

2223714

32.61

214031

3.16
2.81
368929
418341
5.43
6.17
73379
1.08
2886363
1836050
42.45
27.07
16014
0.24
22037
0.32
190446

282711

853044

12.55
22.75

1546843

4.05
245951
3.52
2438294
2258212
35.66
32.36

244317

3.66
153232
2.30
1647283
24.69

323429

937686

13.75
16.98

1158204

4.74
3.08
939308
13.77
209796

1687242

24.69

177295

2.61
155903
2.30

196995

565924

411969

6121198

5534938

5073769

678802
6800000

1246775
6781713

1724922
6798691

90.02

8.34
81.62

6.06
74.63

2.82
612850
8.78
5165060
5189611
75.53
74.36

1673465
6838525

1789513
6979124

135517

605096

9.07
62.53

4172380

2500726
6673106

1.99
302785
4.44
4288500
62.86
2533325
6821825

234058

3.43
4.77
4255301
62.40

324996

4189759

61.30

2644779
6834538

2564210
6819511
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Abstentions

1990
1991
parliamentary parliamentary
2216127
1903569
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4.

PUBLIC OPINION AND EU

4.1.

THE IMAGE OF EU IN BULGARIA
What is your attitude towards EU?
1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

Positive

47

46

51

42

37

27

42

50

Negative

1

1

2

6

6

8

4

3

Neutral

14

16

12

17

23

15

19

17

(based on Central and Eastern Eurobarometer,1996, 1997, 1998).

4.2.

BULGARIA’S EU MEMBERSHIP
1993: Attitude towards closer relations of Bulgaria with:
(%)

Approval

Disapproval

Hesitation

United Europe

74

2

4

Nato

54

8

11a

(based on BBSS Gallup, Annual Overview 1994).

1995: Approval of closer relations with:
(%)
EU
NATO
Russia
USA

72
41
65
47

(based on Balkan Monitor, in BBSS Gallup, Annual Overview 1996)

1996: Approval of Bulgaria’s accession to EU:
(%)
For
Against
Unsure

64
33
3

(based on GFK,a survey conducted for the Bulgarian European Community Studies Association,
Shikova I., K.Nikolov, The Political Economy of the Eastern Enlargement of the European
Union. – Sofia, 1994, p.27.).

1996: Bulgaria’s foreign policy priority ought to be:
(%)
Europe
Russia
USA
Other
No opinion
(based on BBSS Gallup, Annual Overview 1997)

48
20
7
3
22
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ABBREVIATIONS
ASD
BANU
BBB
BCP
BNRP
BSDP
BSP
CAR
DAR
DP
ECDU
GSDP
IMRO
ISU
LDP
MRF
NSU
PES
RDP
SI
UCDC
UDF
ULB

Association for Social Democracy
Bulgarian Agriculture National Union
Bulgarian Business Bloc
Bulgarian Communist Party
Bulgarian National Radical Party
Bulgarian Socialist Democratic Party
Bulgarian Socialist Party
Civic Association for the Republic
Democratic Alternative for the Republic
Democratic Party
European Christian-Democratic Union
German Socialist Democratic Party
Internal Macedonian Revolution Organization
Chtistian Social Union
Liberal Democratic Party
Movement for Rights and Freedoms
National Salvation Union
Party of European Socialist
RadicalÐDemocratic Party
Socialist Internacional
United ChristianÐDemocratic Center
Union Democratic Forces
United Labor Bloc

