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1. Introduction.
After the collapse of the Communism in Central and Eastern Europe in 1989, most of the experts expected troubles and civil conflicts to come from Bulgaria; but surprisingly even with great tensions at that moment between the Turkish and the majority community, it did not happened. Moreover, if we think about the bloody war in former-Yugoslavia, the ethnic conflicts in Serbia, Kosovo and Macedonia- the all “Balkan powder”- than Bulgaria can be regarded as an “island of stability”, being the only country of the region that hasn’t suffered from bloodshed since the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

So how can we explain theses characteristics? Is there a special “way of acting”, the so called “Bulgarian ethnic model”? The connotation of this hypothetical model is very positive, and used as much as possible by politicians to improve Bulgaria’s image abroad. But does such model really exist? That is the questions the present paper will try to develop, focalising on the specificity of the Bulgarian situation, before and after the fall of the Communism.

The first part will begin with some theoretical remarks about the re-discovery of “ethnicity” after 1989, describing afterwards the panorama of the main ethnic minorities in Bulgaria, and their interaction (politically and socially) with the majority community. Than I will go on with the different ethnic policies applied during the communist’s years- from recognition to integration and finally assimilation of national minorities. Finally, the last part will concentrated on post-Communist policies towards ethnic minorities, with the very special role of the Turkish representative party- the MRF (Movement for Rights and Freedom), central figure in the good resolving of ethnic tensions.

2. The re-thinking of ethnicity.

The past fourteen years have been synonyms for “transition, deep change in all social, political, cultural and economical fields
”. And among others, one of the great discoveries of the post-Communism time was “ethnicity”. During decades, the main stream of thinking- Marxism- has considered societies in terms of “classes”, putting in second place notion as “cultural or ethnical identities” and avoiding the entire conceptual framework over multicultural societies that the West had developed
.

But with the end of the Cold War and the growing globalization, things are changing quickly. Studies over ethnicity have emerged as one of the principal field of post-Communist social sciences, and like in other parts of the world, we can observe the general resurgence of national identities. What is really relevant, is the amazing number of publications, conferences, research projects, etc. that have spread in Bulgaria, conducting to numerous empiric studies concerning each minority, as well as comparatives studies between the different communities. The reason that explains this interest in ethnic studies is epistemological, theoretical (to broaden the conceptual framework), pragmatic (with generous foreign resources) and civic (change and improve the democratic process)
.

The term “Bulgarian ethnic model (BEM) was introduced in the public language during the civil war in Kosovo, in order to spread a positive message and to counteract  the image of the whole region torn apart by ethnical violence. Since then, it has remained in the political, media and academic language.  

3. Panorama of ethnicity in Bulgaria.
The ethnical map in the Balkans can be divided in two sorts of groups- countries with strong or weak national majority. One the one hand -Macedonia, Bosnia Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro- where national majorities turn around 65% or less; and on the other hand-Bulgaria, Slovenia, Croatia and Albania, where majority reaches more than 80% of the population
. 

The two main communities in Bulgaria are represented by the Turkish and the Roma populations. Among the eight million Bulgarians, the different surveys agree that there are approximately 800.000 Turks, between 300 and 600 000 Roma and 150 000 Pomaks.

The Turkish community is mainly the result of the Ottoman occupation of the country, during more than five centuries (from the end of the 14th century until 1878), and is concentrated in the South-West and the North-East of the country. The Turks are in majority Sunnites and their mother thong is the Turkish
.


The Roma are a typical historical minority, present in the Balkans since the Middle Ages. Communism has succeeded to settle them in the cities, where they are most of the time concentrated in “ghettos”, without any particular territorial division. Roma are very heterogeneous, divided in many particular groups, speaking different mother languages- Roma, Bulgarian, Turkish- and practicing different religions- being Protestants, Orthodoxies or Muslims
.


Despite their linguistic and confessional differences, the two communities perceive themselves and are seen as “ethnical”. On the other hand, the third community – the Pomaks (Bulgarians that have been Islamized during the Ottoman occupation) - is confessional. 

Analysing this, we can distinguish two opposite cases in the Balkans: when “ethnicity prevails on the confession” or where “the religion prevails on ethnicity
”. The slippage between confession and ethnicity is sometimes easy, like the Bosnian have shown the past years (building from a confessional particularity a national identity). This is not the case with Bulgarian Muslims- the group has no particular preferences, and choose equal to rely on his ethnical or confessional particularity. 

Next to the main communities, we can also find smaller other minorities- Armenian, Jewish, Greek, etc… 

We can conclude that on the one hand- we have a strong national majority, on the other great mix of population- the two opposite characteristics describing the ethno cultural situation in Bulgaria. Many experts would say that it is the typical result of five centuries of coexistence between the Islamic and Christian civilization, which is present in the whole region. 

Than, is it possible to have a particular political model in Bulgaria? That is the question the following part will try to answer.

4. Ethnic policies under communism.

During the five decades of Communist government, there has been a multitude of policies towards the ethnic minorities. To simplify, we can divide them in three principal trends- recognition, integration and assimilation.

The first years of Communism (1944-1955), are characterized by a common desire for emancipation, covering the whole civil society. It is the promise of the end of all dominations, including the one of the majority. In this particular context, the Bulgarian society opens to multiculturalism, and many initiatives encouraging recognition of cultural identities are settled. Theatres, media’s, schools for minorities flourish everywhere, some even financed by the State. Measures of positive action are also taken, and in the perspective of a future “Balkan federation”, even the Macedonian identity is being recognised. 

However, even if short, this period of “cultural recognition”, is limited only to the ethnical recognition, not the religious’ one. Though the Communists have changed many times their ethnic policies, the religions – from the majority or the minorities- were all denied
. 

The second trend is the “integration”, which aim is to mobilize the society around a common identity, with no particular distinction of ethnic origins. The stress is put on the “society” and not the community, which has to be modernized through the Communist Party to ensure the development of the new “citizen”. Illiteracy is being eradicated and nomad communities settled down in towns to enjoy the benefits of modernity. This policy is comparative to the French republican project, trying to unify the civil society around a political and social ideal
. 

The third policy is “assimilation”- the most radical one. From 1958, the Communist Party hardens its attitude towards minorities, denying the Macedonian identity and closing all culturally connoted entities. This period is characterized by massive violation of the minorities’ rights, but also a general restriction of the civil rights of the majority. 

The most dramatic episode occurred from December 1984 to March 1985, when the Communist authorities launched an assimilation campaign against the Turkish minority in the country- “aimed at the overt change of their identity and their ultimate Bulgarisation” 
.. This campaign, known as the “Revival process”, lasted until the autumn of 1989 and was admittedly considered among the major reasons for the fall of the communist government in the country. The campaign faced a great an originally unexpected resistance of the Turkish community, with many accidents and even deaths cases. Still today, the real reasons for this violent assimilation program, as well as the precise authors have not been cleared up 

But what doesn’t suffer any doubts, is that with the forced change of the Turkish names (even names of death people) the Communist party denied completely the notion of “private sphere”. Indeed, if something so personnel and private as “names” could be easily change by the government, nothing is left unattainable for the power.

People were thus seen as “subjects” and not “citizens”, their identities and cultural belonging being shaped by the State
.


This last wave of violence against the Turkish community in 1989 caused also a massive exodus of more than 350 000 Turks fleeing to Turkey, described as the most important migration since the end of the Second World War and strongly condemned by the international community. Though the half of the people returned after a while in Bulgaria, this event provoked many tensions between the majority (suffering from a feeling of collective guiltiness) - the government and the Turkish minority; accelerating the forming of the opposition
.

5. The Post-Communist ethnic policies.


The 10th November 1989 signs the end of the Todor Jivkov rule. As consequence the country enters in the long process of transition and democratisation. 

This brings quantity of innovation in the political, economical and social spheres. 

First of all, it is the beginning of a multi-plural political system, with the binary opposition between the “Reds” (former Communists) and the “Blues” (first a coalition of opposition, then the liberal party), as well as the appearance of a third actor- the MRF (Movement for Rights and Freedom).



Under the pressure of the public opinion and the international community, the new rulers of the Communist party are forced to “deny publicly” the “Revival process”. On the 29th of December 1989, the Council of Ministers and the State’ Council adopt: a common decree on the guarantee of the constitutional rights, the freedom of confession, language and choice of their names for all the Bulgarian citizens. It is a first important step for the Turkish minority which considers it as a total victory
. The next step is the elaboration of its own political representation- accomplished with the creation of the MRF. Until now, the party and his leader- Ahmed Dogan- has subtly manage to avoid political internal crises and always been well represented in the elections. 

But what makes it so crucial to the Bulgarian political life?

The answer of this question lies in the “pivot-role” the party has played since the beginning of the democratic process. It is indeed from this party that depends the political balance of the country, because his votes decide mainly which of the principal parties (socialist or liberal) will take the commands of the country. 



We can easily illustrate this. After the legislatives elections in October 1991 and the presidential- in January 1992, won by the Liberals, the MRF certainly confirms his role through an active participation in the public and political life. It is the “reintegration” of the Turkish minority. On the other hand, the support of the MRF is particularly crucial to the Liberal party, which doesn’t reach the required majority alone. The most evident example of it is that disagreeing with the policy of the party in charge (and Philip Dimitrov as prime minister), the MRF decides to retire his support to the liberals, which causes a serious governmental crisis at the end of 1992. And it is also the same MRF that contributes for a great part in the resolving of the crisis, exposing without contest the succeed integration of the Turkish community in the political sphere.



Globally, the strategy of the MRF aims to ensure the loyalty of its voters on the communitarian base, trying on the same time to go beyond the unique “Turkish-identity” label. The ideological discourse justifies mainly the pragmatic decisions of the party, which after 1992, supported the Socialist party (from 1993 to 1996), then the United Democratic Forces (from 1996 to 2001) and finally entered in the government with the National Movement for Simeon II in 2001. On the same time, after 1996, the Party established a centrist position, in order to interfere in the binary logic of “communist-anticommunist” parties, having the ability to form alliances with both sides
. 



The fact that the MFR has representatives in the government nowadays (it obtained in June 2001 two Ministers and three vice-Ministers) is predicting the new strategy of the party. The only real risk it can face is the disillusionment of its voters (who have reacted very positively until now
), becoming a more “traditional” party.  It will not be able to hide behind the pretext of limited powers (because of his non participation to the government) to justify his achievements
.

5. Paradoxes of the present situation.

So, having been able to integrate his Turkish community, makes it Bulgaria a model for “multi-cultural” state?


We have seen that the first response to the demands of the Turkish community had been expressed and dealt with in terms of “political and not cultural rights”, which avoided resentment on the part of the majority
. But the positive effects the MRF has had over the consolidation of the Bulgarian democracy are counterbalanced by some less positive effects. The attitude toward the other minorities is not the same, not all the minorities are treated as the Turks have been. The Macedonian minority has still not been recognized and the Roma community is seen by Turks and Bulgarians as a real plight, responsible for the dysfunction of the society
. 


If we focus on the Roma identity, some remarks have to be made. 

“First, there is a lack of inter-community consensus and unity among the Roma leaders in their attempts to create a real Roma unification within one or two party formations, which makes the situation more complex
”. Even if in the past 14 years the Roma have participated in several successive elections, they were often disillusioned by the quite “unrealisable” promises of the politicians, made before the elections to gain the Roma votes. After they experienced much disappointment and none of the political parties kept their ample promises, the Roma tried to build up their own Roma parties.

According to the UNDP’ report, until April 2001 ( before the launching of Simeon II’ party) political analysts and specialists on Roma issues marked: “a considerable growth in hopes among the Roma community in Bulgaria that at last they would be represented adequately in the legislative power and in the political sphere of the Bulgarian public life as a whole”
. The analysts were quite confident about a win of the Roma party around 4%, which could have guarantee the national Roma coalition an important place among the non-parliamentary forces and more political power than ever before. These facts explained the disappointment of the Roma leaders, when surprisingly they received only 0, 68% of the votes- almost all of the Roma having placed their hopes in the “messianic” campaign of Simeon II.


Confronted to extreme poverty and exclusion, coupled with disengagement of the government, many Roma found some motivation in the establishment of NGO’s projects. Still according to the UNDP report: “the non-governmental sphere was the first where prejudices and negative stereotypes were very quickly overcome by both sides and a good atmosphere of confidence and mutual assistance was created
”. But the problem that only a small part of the community can benefit from these positive projects remains on the agenda. As well as the xenophobia against the Roma felt by a large majority of the population. The process is extremely long, and needs mainly a change of mentality. In December 1997 the National Council on Ethnic and Demographic Issues was created, as purpose to: “facilitate consultation, co-operation and co-ordination between government bodies and non-governmental organisations with the aim to form and realise a national policy with regard to ethnic and demographic issues and migration
”. This body has contributed to the settlement of the “National Framework Program for Equal Participation of Roma in Bulgarian Society”, promoting successful dialogue between the Roma and the Bulgarian government, but with questionable concrete results at this moment. 

If we take “The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities
”, ratified by Bulgaria and considered as “one of the most comprehensive treaties designed to protect the rights of the national minorities
”, many pertinent remarks have been pointed out by the “Bulgarian Helsinki Committee”. 

First of all, the concept of “national minority” has an uncertain meaning in Bulgaria and is not recognised by the Constitution. Instead, the existing legislation contains references to  the: “ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious groups/minorities” as result a different degree of protection between the groups. Macedonian and Pomak identity are not included in these categories and thus not represented in the official government bodies dealing with minorities.  Secondly, discrimination of  ethnic and religious minorities still takes place on large scale in all spheres of social life. Discrimination in employment, education, social welfare and particularly in the criminal justice system is a serious hindrance to minorities’ further integration. The access of Justice is absolutely inefficient for poor people and members of minorities, who are the first to suffer from mistreatment and abuses during detention. For example, 51% of the detainees and prisoners responded that physical force had been applied against them during arrest, 53% admit having suffered physical violence inside detention centres. And year after year this numbers slowly decrease
.


So we can see that in reality the situation is far from being perfect. Socio-economic distortions between majority and minority are flagrant, and even if entering soon the European Union, Bulgaria will remain for long one of the poorest country of the Union. But furthermore, there are some really positive characteristics of the Bulgarian society acting for the country’s stability.

First of all, the role of the "elites". Having never had a strong civil society, the elites were the only ones to decide for the big direction of the transition. On the other hand, the still fresh memory of the Communist effort to assimilate the Turkish community at the end of the 80’ies has contributed that the main political debate in 1989 turned around minority issues. All of the parties have shown an evolution to more tolerance and real respect for minorities, the National Movement for Simeon II has even invited representatives of the minority to enter the government
. 

Secondly, the role of the MRF, and Ahmed Dogan, is becoming a model that other communities try to follow. 

The third factor of stability is the important work the NGO’s are doing in the country, being very active in the fields of ethnic relations and respect of human rights. Ethnicity and struggle against the corruption are their main objectives, generally financed by foreign entities. They have also helped in the consolidation of the Bulgarian democracy, even if a greater dialogue and respect from the government side is still to be accomplished.

But the most relevant characteristic is probably the absence of right extremis or nationalist parties. They have well been some attempts of Bulgarian or Turkish nationalistic parties, but with no real echo so far in the society
.

7. Conclusion.

           This paper was focused on whether a special Bulgarian model of dealing with minority issues really existed or not? 

            After having considered the country’s panorama of ethnical groups, with mainly the Turkish and Roma communities; and the policies towards them before and after Communism, we have to pronounce if the model isn’t simply in fact the Bulgarian “experience”. A model would need to deliver successful reconciliation, protect ethnicity and integrate all groups into the national community. We have well seen the good politically integration of the Turkish community, but social and economic differences still remain. And the exclusion of the Roma community, with growing racism all over Central and Eastern Europe is one of the big challenges for the respective authorities. If the problem is not dealt soon, the situation can become explosive, playing in favour of the extremist parties. To counterbalance this phenomenon, integrated approach, followed by appropriate legislation, strong implementation and clear information campaigns could help change the public mentality.

            The Bulgarian experience has shown that not every conflict in the Balkan irremediably leads to violence; moreover there is no particular model to follow and every situation has to find its particular cure.

            To finish, I will conclude my paper with the words of Ahmed Dogan, the leader of the Movement for Rights and Freedom: “Ethnical conflicts will be avoided if we manage to find the right balance between the principles of the Nation-State on the one hand, coupled with principle of multi-ethnical democracy on the other hand”
.
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