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In recent years, an interesting body of literature in the social sciences 
has suggested an intimate connection between the institutions and 

process of the public sphere, on the one hand, and modern national- 
ism, on the other. My aim in this article is to contribute to this growing 
literature by considering one case of nationalist mobilization in post- 
communist Bulgaria. My goals are twofold. First, I aim to summarize 
the development of an empirically-grounded sociological perspective 
on the public sphere and to demonstrate the usefulness of this perspec- 
tive for the study of nationalism. Beyond that, however, my goal in this 
case study is to specify the conditions under which national rhetoric is 
an effective strategy in the modern public sphere. I argue that my case 

study contributes to a more adequate understanding of the dynamic 
relationship between nationalism and the public sphere by indicating 
that the success of nationalist mobilization is contingent upon the ability 
of a nationalist public to link persuasively its claims to the universalist 
and democratic ideals that lay at the foundation of the public sphere. 

Theoretically, my starting point is the concept of the "public sphere" as 
elaborated by Jiirgen Habermas. However, I emphasize two important 
revisions of his theory by historically informed research: first, the 
existence of multiple particularist publics instead of a unitary civic 

public space, and second, the embeddedness of publics in historically 
crystallized symbolic and discursive configurations. Within this neo- 
Habermasian framework I analyze the ethnonational mobilization in 

Bulgarian transition. I argue that this mobilization must be understood 
as organically connected with the processes of reconstituting the pub- 
lic sphere after the demise of Leninist state socialism. I view it as the 

emergence of a post-communist nationalist public the making of which 
was the result of two developments. The first was itself the result of 
historically structured social cleavages in post-communist Bulgaria, 
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which made possible the emergence of a coalition of local elites and non- 
elites predisposed to adopt a nationalist stance. The second development 
was the construction by this coalition of a particular political language 
that it espoused so that the public identified it as a legitimate political 
actor in the political space of post-communist Bulgaria. 

Nationalism and the public sphere 

Jiirgen Habermas's conceptualization of the "public sphere" (Offentlich- 
keit)1 has given major impetus to subsequent theoretical developments. 
In most general terms, the public sphere may be defined as a distinctly 
modern institution and culture of interaction where "public" issues are 
discussed by "private" persons in the context of reasoned deliberation.2 
Yet the idealization of reasoning and rational argumentation in Haber- 
mas's account of the public sphere has been criticized forcefully. Indeed, 
the dissemination of "discursive literacy," which Michael Mann defines 
as "the ability to read and write texts that are not mere formulas or lists 
but presupposes literate mastery of conversation and argument,"3 was a 

major innovation of early European modernity - the historical period 
where Habermas locates the emergence and the unsurpassed initial 

flourishing of the public sphere. This discursive literacy, however, is 

qualitatively different from Habermas's idealized concept of "reasoned 

argumentation" (Risonnement), which is at the heart of his "public 
sphere." Historically speaking, it is not "disembodied reason" as such 
but specific ideologies of "embodied reasonableness" that have oriented 
social action in particular public spheres.4 These ideologies articulate 
values of universalism and inclusion "in concrete rather than abstract 

language."5 Private personal identifications are thematized in the public 
sphere in concrete idioms of publicness instead of being purely tran- 
scended into public activities of ideal civic virtue.6 A corollary of this is 
that despite their professed inclusiveness, particular public spheres have 
excluded to a lesser or a greater degree particular segments of the larger 
"society" within which they are inserted. Exclusion from the "central" 

public sphere of the state, however, may be inclusion in a subaltern 

public - as we are reminded by those who criticize Habermas's vision 
of the public sphere as a unitary social space. Instead, these critics 

argue, there are several separate public spheres.7 These are manned by 
distinct publics and saturated with different discourses. 

Subsequent critical engagements have preserved the greatest merit of 
Habermas's notion of the "public sphere": his emphasis on reasoned 
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communication. But critics and contributors have also shown con- 
vincingly that communication in the modern public realm is based on 
principles of rationality and reasoning that are always historical, con- 
textual, and therefore never perfectly rational in an ideal typical fashion. 
This is a useful corrective to a widespread ahistorical view of the public 
sphere as endowed with the teleological power to guarantee the ultimate 
triumph of democratic and universalist values.8 Sustained historical 
research has shown convincingly that under concrete circumstances 
the limited rationality of the public sphere can contribute to the spread 
of non-democratic and exclusionary ideologies. To mention only two 
extreme cases: civil society in Weimar Germany was conducive to the 
rise of Nazism9 and pre-existing civil associations were conveniently 
coopted by the Italian fascist regime.'0 

This recasting of the notion of the public sphere in more concrete 
historical terms has contributed to the study of nationalism by point- 
ing out the intricate connection between nationalist movements and 
discourses of nationhood, on the one hand, and the institutions and 
culture of the public sphere, on the other. As Geoff Eley has observed, 
in pre-WWII East Central Europe "a broadly disseminated sense of 
political nationality could be properly constituted in the chosen national 
territory only by organized interaction with some kind of popular 
social coalition, with or without the benefit of a sympathetic state 
apparatus (usually without), but certainly with the benefit of a ramified 
and legally protected civil society." ' Jeremy King has shown how civil 
associations were a major institutional framework for the multiple 
struggles of "nationalities" in the last century of the Habsburg empire.'2 
In Spain, civil associations helped the spread of Basque terrorism.13 In 
the context of post-communist transition, Ronald Suny has shown how 
Armenian nationalism exploited, among others, ecological concerns 
and Chris Hann has shown how ideas of democracy and civil society 
are exploited by nationalist organizations.'4 

Within the context of a general resurgence of interest in the empirical 
and historical study of the public sphere, these contributions warn us 
that social scientists should be careful not to confuse analytical con- 
cepts with political catchwords. The common wisdom of our day has it 
that the public sphere and civil society contribute to social integration 
and democratization. Nationalism - especially its ethnically motivated 
variety - is thought to lead to processes of exclusion and violence. 
What these recent works demonstrate is that the relationship between 
nationalism and the public sphere is more complicated than our pre- 
conceived notions about it. 
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In what follows, I draw on the insights of this empirically and historically 
grounded research on the public sphere and nationalism to explore the 
case of ethnonational mobilization in the first months of transition 
from state socialism in contemporary Bulgaria. The larger goal that I 

pursue in presenting this case in some details is to contribute to our 

knowledge about the dynamics of nationalist mobilization in the public 
sphere by specifying some conditions under which exclusionary 
nationalism is a winning strategy within the public sphere. As Jeffrey 
Alexander has argued, "social movements are practical and historical, 
yet at the same time they can succeed only if they can employ the civil 

meta-language to relate these practical problems to the symbolic centre 
of society and its utopian premises." 15 In a sense, the case of post- 
communist ethnonational mobilization in Bulgaria is a good illustra- 
tion of this observation. As my analysis of the discursive practices of 
the nationalist protests in post-communist Bulgaria suggests, they were 
successful exactly because they were able to connect their national 
claims with the values considered as the basis of the public sphere. In 
other words, this case study indicates that the success of nationalist 
mobilization is conditional upon the ability of its proponents to link 
their national rhetoric to shared democratic values. 

The analysis in the following sections is guided by two of the critical 
reformulations of Habermas's vision of the public sphere that I believe 
offer us good analytical tools to explain the relationship between 
nationalism and the public sphere. One is the emphasis on particularist 
segmented publics. This notion refocuses the attention on the critical 
issue of what particular sets of actors - and for what reasons - engage 
in processes of reasoned communication. The analytical question then 
is who, and with what motivations and dispositions, forms a segmented 
public.16 Another useful post-Habermasian reformulation is the insist- 
ence on the inevitable particularity and historicity of reasoned and 
reasonable discourse that forms the patterns of interaction of really 
existing publics. The question to ask is then: what discursive strategies 
and what rhetorical moves are employed in particular instances? How 
do these particular idioms produce socially significant outcomes and 
how are they anchored in particular embodied reasoning publics?17 
I ask these two related sets of questions in an effort to understand the 
ethnonationalist mobilization in the early period of post-communist 
transformation in Bulgaria. In the next section, however, I introduce in 
some detail the larger context in which this ethnonational mobilization 
occurred. 
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The pre-history of post-communist ethnonational mobilization 

In 1878, after a successful war waged by the Russian Empire, a new 
Bulgarian principality was carved out from the Ottoman Empire. A 
sizable Muslim population comprising settlers from Asia or indigenous 
converts to Islam remained in the territory of this newly-formed state, 
which was regarded as legitimately belonging to the Bulgarian nation.'8 
In late 1984 the Bulgarian state socialist regime launched a large-scale 
campaign to replace the names of Turks in the country. People with 
names that sounded "Turkish" were forced to adopt a "Bulgarian" 
name.19 Most typically, ethnic Turks were approached by local author- 
ities - local government officials, factory managers, and police officers 
- with demands to sign a "voluntary" declaration in which they ex- 
pressed their alleged wish to change their names to "Bulgarian" names. 
If they refused to do so they faced various penalties ranging from 
serious economic disincentives (people with Turkish names simply 
could not get their paycheck since their name was effaced from the 
payroll and replaced with a Bulgarian one) to sheer violence (in many 
localities the campaign was implemented in the presence or even under 
the orders of armed forces).20 

Similar campaigns of forced conversion had been undertaken earlier, 
both before and after the Communist takeover in 1945.21 Some of the 
ethnic Turks responded to the new campaign with the same resignation 
that had characterized their reaction to earlier waves of forced 
assimilation. Yet as time passed many of them started strikes and 
demonstrations - something unheard of in the history of Bulgarian 
state socialism since 1945. The history of this protest movement remains 
largely uncharted, but available records reveal several attempts to 
organize mass resistance against the campaign, as well as a few terro- 
rist bombings.22 As the tension in the country rose, in May 1989 the 
government decided to open the borders for Turks who wanted to 
emigrate to Turkey. An estimated total of 350,000 Turks rushed to the 
borders.23 By the fall of 1989, when radical changes occurred in the 
political regime of the country, cleavages along ethnic lines between 
Turks and Bulgarians had solidified to a degree unprecedented in 
previous years. 

The change of the state-socialist regime in Bulgaria was formally 
initiated at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party in 1989. At this meeting Secretary General of the Party Todor 
Zhivkov was forced to resign by a group of reform-minded high appa- 
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ratchiks.24 These formed a new party-cum-state leadership that saw 
the necessity to reverse the assimilatory policies toward Turks. One 
reason for the change in policies was the need to gain some legitimacy 
in the international arena. Before that, the official foreign policy of 
Zhivkov's regime had been stubbornly to deny before international 
organizations and media that such assimilationist policies were being 
implemented by force. The cover story elaborated by Bulgarian author- 
ities claimed that it was the Turks' own decision to demand the "resto- 
ration" of their "Bulgarian" names as they discovered that they were 
actually ethnonational Bulgarians. With time, the denial and the official 
version of the events seemed all the more implausible, as first-hand 
accounts of what was actually happening reached various international 
political and human rights organizations and were disseminated by the 
mass media. Turkey, the West, and even Bulgaria's ideological partners 
from the Soviet blocs several times gave clear indications that they 
disapproved of the assimilation policies. These warnings, however, 
remained unheeded by Zhivkov's administration. The situation 
changed with his resignation. The new leadership had to revise the 
assimilatory policies in order to gain trust in the domestic and inter- 
national context. This was precisely one of the priorities of the new 
government, for whom a critical task was to improve the general 
political and economic situation in the country.25 The new leadership 
finally conceded publicly that an assimilation campaign had indeed 
taken place and - after several years of serious deterioration of bilateral 
relations - started seeking more intensive contacts with Turkey espe- 
cially for the solution of the migrants' problem. 

Apart from international pressure, the government and party leader- 
ship had to react to the demands and expectations of domestic actors. 
The renaming campaign had been unpopular with several segments of 
Bulgarian society: non-nationalist intellectuals and, in general, those 
who saw in it another manifestation of the corrupt character of the 
state socialist regime. Even nationalists would concede that the violence 
of the campaign had been a grave error although its emphasis of 
"restoring" the national consciousness of Muslims had been appro- 
priate. Demands were put forth by incipient organizations of ethnic 
Turks, too. Their representatives requested the reversal of assimilatory 
policies and indemnification for the harms inflicted upon ethnic Turks 
in the course of the renaming campaign. All this happened in a climate 
of heightened political organization in general, where myriads of newly 
organized groups initiated mass protests.26 
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In a context where both international and domestic pressures exacted 
reevaluation of the assimilatory policies, the Central Committee of the 
Bulgarian Communist party held a plenary meeting on December 29 
at which the campaign was discussed.27 After the meeting, a statement 
condemning the assimilation campaign of 1984-1989 was issued prom- 
ising that the persons whose names had been changed would receive 
back their Turkish names. The measures proposed also included the 
amnesty of people imprisoned for their resistance. Yet the statement 
did not take a clear stand on the issue of the responsibility of the 
initiators of the assimilationist campaign. Many of them still occupied 
high positions of authority in the hierarchy of the party-state.28 

The decision of the Central Committee was met with a wave of 
nationalist mobilization in several parts of the country in the first 
weeks of January 1990. Already on December 30, a day after the meet- 
ing of the Central Committee, several local governments staffed by 
ethnic Bulgarians in regions where Turks live reportedly ignored the 
central government's orders. They opposed the party center's orders 
to restore the Turks' pre-assimilation religious freedoms, traditional 
names, and property that had been sold at low prices in the course of 
their exodus to Turkey. A day later in Kardzhali - a district center in 
South Eastern Bulgaria with a substantial Turkish population - a 
Committee for the Defense of National Interests was founded by 
ethnic Bulgarians. The Committee was to play a prominent role in the 
radical nationalist edge of the political space of post-communist Bul- 
garia, even though its real influence remained limited to spectacular 
public displays of nationalist rhetoric.29 Its founding coincided with 
the start of a mass demonstration of Bulgarians in the city of Kardzhali 
against the recent decision of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party. The demonstration continued in the following days when it was 
joined by similar demonstrations and strikes in several towns across 
the country, mainly in regions with mixed Bulgarian-Turkish population. 

Eventually, many demonstrators from different towns went on to 
protest in the main square of the capital Sofia, which had turned into 
the agora of post-communist mass mobilization in Bulgaria.30 The 
demands of the nationalists had crystallized in the course of almost 
two weeks of protests that sought the annulment of the decision from 
December 29. The nationalists argued that the decision had been taken 
by the central party authorities without due regard for the opinion 
of the Bulgarian population and was therefore not democratic. They 
urged for a referendum on the "national question."31 
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The nationalist mobilization of ethnic Bulgarians in regions with 
mixed populations evoked the counter-mobilization of organizations 
and groups that opposed it. Prominent among them were human rights 
groups organized by non-nationalist intellectuals. Moreover, the mass 
mobilization of ethnic Turks escalated to confront the demonstrations 
of Bulgarian nationalists. The "Turkish" counter-demonstrations were 
reported on several occasions to outnumber the "Bulgarian" rallies. 
This feverish series of mobilizations and counter-moblizations lasted 
two weeks: from December 30, 1989 to January 12, 1990 when an ad hoc 
political body called the Council for the Discussion of the National 
Question drafted a declaration that was eventually endorsed by the 
Parliament. The Council consisted of representatives of sixty-five organ- 
izations deemed to have a legitimate say on the "national question" in 
the country. The ethnonational mobilization had succeeded in imposing 
its agenda on the reforming political structures in the country. 

Understanding ethnonational mobilization 

In the "classical" period of Leninist state socialism, nationalist senti- 
ments and dispositions among subjects were co-opted and even actively 
inculcated by the party-state.32 The ethnonational mobilization in the 
Bulgarian transition, however, was not sponsored directly by the central 
state. Sure, the local representatives of the state in mixed regions were 
prominent and instrumental in the processes of ethnic mobilization. 
Yet this mobilization occurred in the very same moment when the 
central state dominated by the central Communist Party apparatus 
decided to abandon its previous strong nationalizing priorities. Para- 
doxically, a certain portion of the subject population disagreed strongly 
with their "rulers" precisely when the latter decided to make their 
domination more humane. The mobilization was the work of a broad 
coalition that was constituted, as Eley writes, without the direct "benefit 
of a sympathetic state apparatus." Or, more precisely, a changing and 
disintegrating state apparatus was not strong or willing enough to offer 
any significant support to nationalist action as it had done before. 

The discrepancy between the strategies and goals of nationalist pro- 
testers and a usually nationalizing state makes this instance of ethno- 
national mobilization a good case for investigating the dynamics of the 
relationship between nationalist social action and the institutional 
context of this public sphere. In the following sections, I discuss in 
more detail the social composition of the protests and their discursive 
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practices. The "success" of ethnonational mobilization, I argue, was to 
a great extent assisted by the particular political idiom it espoused. 
This idiom performed two contradictory tasks. It resonated with the 
dispositions and experiences of actual people situated at the exit of a 
long period of state-socialist domination. At the same time it was 
complementary to the new discursive priorities of democratization 
and human rights that gained ascendancy in the first months of Bul- 
garian transition. The idiom of post-communist Bulgarian nationalism 
was thus integrated into the particular "discursive ideology" of public 
reasoning that was dominant at that particular period of time. 

Local elites33 

The post-communist nationalist public in Bulgaria emerged as a 
coalition of local Communist Party elites with what for the want of a 
better term can be named "non-elite" ethnic Bulgarians in the regions 
with mixed Bulgarian-Turkish populations. Prominent among the people 
who participated in the protests in the winter of 1989/1990 were appa- 
ratchiks from the local chapters of the Bulgarian Communist Party, 
from local administration, and from mass organizations in the regions 
with mixed Bulgarian-Turkish populations.34 They were able to take 
advantage of the local organizational resources and networks that 
were accessible to them by virtue of their position in the power struc- 
ture of the state-socialist regime. The bulk of the demonstrations were 
a bit too well organized to be simply the spontaneous expression of the 
political will of ordinary people as they were represented in the rhetoric 
of their leaders. Everywhere, there was transportation to take partici- 
pants from the countryside to the capital and food and drinks were 
distributed. In the context of a centralized state-socialist economy 
where no accumulation of significant private or organizational resources 
was possible outside the channels of official planned distribution, any 
mass political mobilization was impossible without the resources of 
the Communist Party and its satellite organizations. 

A crucial point here is that by mobilizing ethnonational protest the 
local cadres of the Communist Party opposed the decision of the Party 
Center in the capital.35 This refractory position of the local nomencla- 
tura was conditioned by previous policies of the state-socialist leader- 
ship. On the one hand, local party functionaries had been alienated 
from the Center in the course of several reforms in the administration 
of the country in 1986 and 1987. The reforms were designed by Zhivkov's 
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regime as a crusade against "bureaucracy" in local administration. The 
ultimate goal of this crusade was to strengthen the power of central 
authorities by pleasing popular dislike for the wide discretionary 
power of local lords.36 Another aspect of the reform was significant 
changes in the administrative division of the country. These changes 
amounted to an ethnically motivated gerrymandering. Larger districts 
were created into which existing smaller districts with mostly Muslim 
population were submerged so that ethnic Bulgarians dominated 
numerically.37 In practice, the reform amounted to much less than the 
advertised blow to bureaucracy. In most cases local cadres were relo- 
cated from positions that were remunerative and influential to positions 
that were slightly less so. Yet the survival rates of high local officials 
were strikingly low compared to previous changes in the administrative 
apparatus.38 A total of 19,000 "bureaucrats" from the Party apparatus, 
local governments and mass organizations were dislocated and assigned 
a relatively lower living standard.39 There was thus by 1989 a dormant 
cleavage between the center and the periphery of the Communist 
Party. In the context of state socialism, such a cleavage would have 
been negotiated in non-public ways for at least two reasons: the ruling 
ideology of the unity of the Communist Party did not allow for open 
discussion of such issues and, in a climate of constant uncertainty, 
passivity was the best strategy for dependent power holders on the 
local level.40 With the changes initiated in late 1989, however, it was 
possible to act out the conflict in public. 

The resentment against the Party Center as such was combined with a 
dislike for the eventual reversal of nationalist policies. In the course of 
the renaming campaign, local functionaries had been assigned the 
prominent task of implementing the assimilatory measures, which 
went together with a series of economic and symbolic profits. First of 
all, local positions of power allowed their holders to profit from the 
sales of property belonging to Turks who were forced to immigrate 
to Turkey. The degree of profiteering from property sales was great 
enough to prompt the state-socialist government to issue a decree in 
June 1989 that ordered the local governments not to allow speculation 
with the prices of sold property. Second, since the renaming campaign 
was an official national priority, the purely symbolic value of local 
power in mixed regions increased. Due to the heightened attention of 
the Party Center toward the implementation of its assimilatory policies, 
new channels of more intense and direct communication with central 
authorities were made accessible to local functionaries in mixed 
regions.41 They suddenly had an advantage in the struggle for scarce 
resources traditionally distributed by the Center. 
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With the reversal of the assimilatory policies, however, these local 
cadres were cut off from the symbolic and economic profits they enjoyed 
during the course of the renaming campaign, and this led to increased 
alienation from the new reforming Party Center. This alienation pre- 
disposed local cadres to adopt a nationalist stance against the recog- 
nition and restoration of the rights of the Muslims in their regions. 
What is more, now the cadres' nationalizing activities in the immediate 
past were turning from a symbolic asset into a serious liability. The 
reversal and condemnation of previous nationalizing policies by the 
Party Center implied that responsibility would be attributed to those 
who had been involved in their implementation. Local cadres had been 
especially zealous in infringing upon legal norms and human rights. 
Even when they had not been excessively ardent in implementing the 
assimilationist policies, the very fact that they had been the actual 
persons carrying out work on the local level made them much more 
visible than the impersonal Center.42 

As the issue of responsibility for the renaming campaign started looming 
large, the rationale to oppose the Party Center was strengthened. Since 
many of the people in the national government and the Central Com- 
mittee of the Communist Party after November 1989 were themselves 
implicated in the renaming campaign, the agenda of the party leadership 
was to reach exoneration by transferring the burden of responsibility 
onto two scapegoats: Zhivkov (along with his immediate associates) and 
local cadres.43 

Thus the prominent role of local nomenclatura in organizing the ethno- 
national mobilization in 1989/90 was determined by their particular 
social position. They were alienated from the Party Center and in the 
conditions of political liberalization they were able to articulate a 
refractory stance. Also, they had economic and symbolic interests 
vested in preserving the ethnic status quo created by the assimilatory 
policies of the previous regime. 

The "average"Bulgarian in mixed regions 

Prominent as they were, nomenclatura and their mobilization poten- 
tial cannot account for the scope of the protests. The scope was indeed 
impressive: several thousand people were involved in demonstrations 
and strikes that went on for two weeks. The public sensitive to ethno- 
national mobilization was broader than the stratum of people involved 
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directly in local power. Why and how were non-elite Bulgarians 
involved in ethnonational mobilization? It does not suffice to say that 
they were manipulated by powerful elites. The "average" Bulgarian 
from the mixed regions adopted the nationalist stance partly for the 
same reasons as the local nomenclatura. In the Bulgarian nation state, 
ethnic Bulgarians have tended to occupy privileged socioeconomic 
positions in mixed regions.44 This status gap between Turks and Bul- 
garians deepened in the course of the renaming campaign when ethnic 
Bulgarians from "non-Turkish" areas were given financial incentives to 
settle in mixed population regions.45 In this context, "Bulgarianness" 
was a valuable source of symbolic capital. Additionally, many ethnic 
Bulgarians had gained economic profits by purchasing the property of 
departing Turks. The reversal of the government policies thus meant 
both for local elites and non-elites a general loss in economic standing 
and in prestige. Engagement in collective action to protest this reversal 
of policies was one way of minimizing and possibly repairing this 
economic and symbolic loss.46 

There are, however, additional factors that account for the emergence 
of an ethnonationalist elite-mass coalition in the winter of 1989/90. 
One of them is the symbolic geography of the regions with mixed 
Bulgarian and Turkish population. It had been a consistent policy of 
different political regimes to settle ethnic Bulgarians in such regions. In 
the course of a series of post-war "population exchanges" or less 
formal ethnic migrations, ethnic Bulgarian immigrants from territories 
that had been ceded to victorious neighboring countries were redirected 
to regions previously populated by Turks.47 Even though by the 1980s 
few of these migrants were alive, the memories of their persecution by 
foreign (most notably, Turkish) authorities were kept alive by associa- 
tions and semi-official institutions and commemorations.48 For the 
descendants of ethnic Bulgarian migrants to mixed regions, their 
Bulgarian nationality was a matter of relatively bigger emotional in- 
vestment than for ethnic Bulgarians in the rest of the country. They 
formed an audience susceptible to the national message. 

The discourse of ethnonational mobilization 

After the end of the renaming campaign, a nationalist public emerged 
that comprised both local elites and masses. It was this public that made 
itself visible in the two weeks of nationalist protests. The social composi- 
tion of this public, however, only partially explains its relative success in 
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gaining recognition in the public sphere. This success was also achieved 
through the elaboration and deployment of a particular political idiom. 

On a very general level, languages of nationalism are fairly uniform. 
Almost by definition, they are preoccupied with the outcome of a 
national project that is seen as imperiled in some way. A positive 
program of "national development" is always posed against a negative 
vision of purported pollution and decay that must be resisted.49 Yet, 
since nationalist practices are inevitably embedded in larger political 
and cultural interactive contexts, there are significant variances in the 
ways nationalist demands and programs are phrased. 

How exactly were the demands of the post-communist nationalism in 
Bulgaria articulated? The protests of Bulgarian nationalists in 1989/90 
opposed the restoration of Turkish traditional names and property 
rights by the government. This opposition did not stem from abstract 
nationalist concerns, but was couched in a specific political idiom that 
was intended to make sense in the context of political transformation. 
The nationalists' argument was that by trying to restore the rights of 
Muslims in the specific way envisaged in the resolution of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party (that is, granting Muslims the 
possibility to use officially their "Turkish" names and to receive com- 
pensation for the property they had lost in the course of the renaming 
campaign and the mass exodus to Turkey) the government actually 
violated the rights of ethnic Bulgarians. In what was a typical instance 
of the zero sum game rhetoric of nationalism, they assumed in their 
public statements that any concession to ethnic minorities entails serious 
disadvantages to the ethnic majority. They claimed therefore that the 
reversal of the assimilatory policies codified in the resolution of the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party was against the interests 
of the Bulgarian nation.50 In a declaration to the Parliament on 
January 2, 1990 the Committee for Defense of National Interests 
stated that the issue of the Muslims in the country was "a national 
problem of paramount importance."51 This "national" framing was 
radically different from the framing of the problem as a humanitarian 
issue by non-nationalist and Muslim organizations and even by the 
new Communist Party leadership. One consequence was that the 
solution to this "national problem of paramount importance" could 
only be arrived at after "an immediate investigation of how the national 
question is legally solved in other countries." This investigation should 
be "the basis for ... a constructive dialogue conforming with the con- 
crete historical reality on the Balkans." 52 
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If this insistence on the putatively adverse consequences of the govern- 
ment's new ethnic policies can be considered their "substantive" claim, 
the nationalists also had a "formal" claim. They objected to the partic- 
ular manner in which the decision to recompense the Muslims for the 
previous infringements on their rights had been taken. The government 
had acted in an anti-democratic way, the ethnonationalist movement 
argued, by making this decision without consulting the many organiza- 
tions and groups that had started to emerge after November 1989. In 
its declaration the Committee for Defense of National Interests accused 
the new state leadership of having "taken once again categorical and 
irreversible decisions" and "forced its dictates on popular opinion."53 
As one of the protest leaders put it, "We are worried by the fact that the 
Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party has decided on 
an extremely sensitive and complicated issue without considering who 
the actual implementation of this decision would rest upon. They did 
the same thing ... when they decided on the implementation of [the 
renaming campaign in] 1984 and 1985." 54 

Why and how was the discourse of ethnonational mobilization recog- 
nized as legitimate by other political actors and by the thousands of 
people who participated in the nationalist rallies? Any conclusions can 
be only tentative given the notorious difficulty of empirically studying 
communication and reception by large audiences.55 There seems to 
exist a consensus that exposure to and familiarity with a cultural 
product or piece of information facilitates reception.56 It is therefore 
plausible to argue that the discourse of ethnonational mobilization was 
successful in gaining legitimacy because it drew on existing discursive 
practices that had already been recognized as legitimate in the public 
sphere of post-communist Bulgaria. One can identify analytically two 
"cultural idioms"57 that were current and available in this particular 
historical setting. One of these cultural idioms was the "domestic" 
discourse of Bulgarian national unity as developed in the years of state 
socialism. This was the source of the "substantive" language of ethno- 
national mobilization. The other discursive practice was the "inter- 
national" discourse of democracy, civil society, and human rights that 
had begun to gain hegemony with the progress of Gorbachev's reforms 
and the subsequent pluralization of the political field in the country. 
These were the sources from which the language of ethnonational 
mobilization drew for its "formal" claim. 

The "domestic" discourse of Bulgarian national unity was conceived 
and disseminated in the early stage of "national awakening" among 
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Bulgarians within the Ottoman empire.58 Subsequently it was power- 
fully institutionalized with the establishment by the Great Powers of an 
independent Bulgarian principality in 1878. Finally, the idiom of the 
Bulgarian nation was increasingly employed by the official socialist 
state in its quest for legitimacy. Thus the socialist state had instilled in 
its subjects a concern for national values. Yet for the subjects of state 
socialism, nationalism was not identical with communism. It referred 
only partially to the forty-five years of rule by the Communist Party. Its 
global referent was the Bulgarian "nation" and the Bulgarian state in 
its entire history, as this history was codified in discursive practices 
and cultural products. Therefore, the language of nationalism was 
appealing to those who otherwise opposed state socialism.59 It could 
transcend social boundaries and appeal to both elites and non-elites. 
For elites it provided means for symbolic distantiation from the now 
suspect apparatus of state socialism. In the context of radical changes 
after 1989, this strategy of distantiation proved useful for preserving 
symbolic capitals amassed in the previous period. Claims on moral 
and political integrity could only be substantiated by a proof of non- 
involvement in the corrupt state-socialist regime. By defining and 
presenting themselves as "national," elites and their organizations 
could downplay their "state-socialist" affiliations. For non-elites, on 
the other hand, the cultural idiom of the nation provided a sense of 
security and dignity in a rapidly and - from the actor's point of view - 
unpredictably changing environment. Economic and social hardship 
and uncertainties people face are explained away: it is not the individual 
but the "nation" that suffers.60 

The currency of the "international" discourse of democracy and 
human rights, on the other hand, had started in Bulgaria with 
Gorbachev's reforms in the 1980s. As radical political changes occurred 
in Bulgaria and the rest of the former Soviet bloc, the idea of "democ- 
racy" became increasingly dominant and ruled out other projects for 
the reform of existing power structures. Even the ancien regime was 
forced to act according to the prescription of this cultural idiom in the 
hope that these strategic concessions would guarantee its survival.61 

The discursive practices of ethnonational mobilization in Bulgaria in 
1989/90 drew on both of these cultural idioms. These discursive practices 
produced a bricolage from existing hegemonic discourses to give the 
protests legitimacy in the public sphere of the nation state. The claims 
of the ethnonationalist protest were firmly grounded in two cultural 
idioms that had found resonance with the larger Bulgarian public. 
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David Stark discovered an analytically similar logic of action in his 
study of transforming post-socialist economies. He calls the strategies 
of economic actors "organizational hedging": "an attempt to have a 
resource that can be justified or assessed by more than one standard of 
measure."62 Whereas the economic realm and the realm of public 
politics are clearly differentiated in post-socialist countries, one may 
speculate that the general context of organizational uncertainty gener- 
ated by the transformation of the political regime prompted actors in 
both spheres to pursue a similar logic of action. In both cases the 
discursive reasoning behind action takes into account, and tries to 
conform to, multiple ideological standards. To return to my case, the 
discursive practices of the ethnonational protests in Bulgaria in 
1989/90 are an example of Stark's organizational hedging, because 
the resources from which this discourse was constructed came from 
two distinct and not necessarily complementary discursive traditions: 
the cultural idiom of the nation and the cultural idiom of democratiza- 
tion and human rights. It is exactly this strategy of double accounting - 
investing in both preexisting national and democratic sentiments and 
dispositions - that helps us explain the rhetorical power of Bulgarian 
ethnic nationalism in the post-communist public sphere. 

Why was it possible to "meld" these two distinct cultural idioms in this 
particular context given that they are not necessarily logically deductible 
from each other? I have inserted the qualification of the two idioms in 
quotation marks to indicate that their embeddedness in domestic or 
particularist or, respectively, international or universalist interpretive 
contexts was highly relative. The "domestic" idiom of national unity is 
only comprehensible for somebody with practical mastery of "being 
Bulgarian," that is, for all those who are institutionally identified as, 
and consider themselves to be, citizens of the Bulgarian nation state. 
At the same time it has been internationally backed up by hegemonic 
conceptions of the nation state as the fundamental organizing principle 
of polities.63 The "international discourse of democracy and human 
rights, on the other hand, was a universally dominant Zeitgeist that 

happened to accompany and indeed in a sense "cause" the post-commu- 
nist transformations in East Central Europe.64 Yet, for actual actors 
it had a very concrete meaning as it was interpreted, mediated, and 
transplanted in public discussions by local elites that had preferential 
access to international discourses.65 

In other words, the language of the ethnonational mobilization in 
post-Communist Bulgaria was doubly embedded in the nation-state 
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and the transnational cultural context. This language conformed to the 
standards of both domestic national and transnational democratic 

ideologies. From a detached perspective of ideal typical rationality, 
this language was undoubtedly exclusionary. Yet in the context of 

practical and less than perfect rationality on which the institutions of 
the public sphere are based, this language made perfect sense to people 
who, because of their social position and material interests, believed in 
the justice of their claims. 

Conclusion 

I have outlined in this article the dynamics of the emergence of a post- 
communist public in Bulgaria. In particular, I have examined two 

aspects of this process: the social composition and the discursive prac- 
tices of the protests. What conclusions can be drawn from this case 

study? On a most general level one can see that employing the idiom of 
ethnic nationalism in this case, too, was a useful discursive strategy in 

public struggles for material and symbolic resources. In this sense, 
ethnonational protest in post-Communist Bulgaria is not unique analyti- 
cally. It bears a striking resemblance to other cases of post-communist 
ethnonational mobilization. Neither is it unique from a broader per- 
spective: at least not in the European context where, since the early 
nineteenth century, claims and demands by political actors quite often 
have been framed in the language of the nation. The institutional 
framework and cultural logic of the modern public sphere - as 
embedded within the nation state and the international context of 
nation states - provides ample space for the articulation of these 
national demands. 

What makes the public sphere a good place to articulate nationalist 
claims is the fact that human reasoning and argumentation - the 
ideals on which our modern idea of public sphere is based - are never 

perfectly rational and universalist. In more concrete terms, my analysis 
of the discursive practices of Bulgarian post-communist nationalists 

suggests that the rhetorical power of non-universalist national claims 
in the public sphere is conditional also on the ability of their propo- 
nents to explore the less-than-perfect rationality of public discourse to 
demonstrate and argue convincingly the connection between these 

particularist claims and the universalist premises on which our idea 
of the public sphere is based. In my case the connection was argued 
successfully by actors who pointed out the non-democratic way in 
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which an otherwise legitimately democratic decision had been made. 
In doing this, they relied on the activation of cultural idioms that had 
been available and familiar to the larger public. 

What can be distilled from this finding is an empirically testable 
hypothesis: the success of national mobilization is conditional upon 
the ability of leaders and adherents to link their claims to the demo- 
cratic values underlying the modern public sphere. Whereas the recent 
critical literature on the public sphere and civil society has alerted us 
usefully to the connection between the public sphere and modern 
nationalism, the particular social and rhetorical mechanisms that 
have been at play in this connection still remain largely unexplored. It 
is my aim in this article to suggest a possible direction in which the 
empirical specification of these mechanisms may proceed. For example, 
one way to work toward such a specification is to develop a series of 
sustained comparisons of different cases of nationalist mobilization. 
The aim of these comparisons would be to establish whether nationalist 
movements systematically link their discourse to the ideals of the 
public sphere and, most importantly, whether the success of these move- 
ments is contingent upon this ideological framing of their discourses. 
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