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Introduction: Casting a 
New Look at the Origins 
of the Cold War

The failure of the Soviet Union, the United States and Great Britain to
reach an agreement on the domestic institutions and international sta-
tus of the countries of Eastern Europe following the Second World War
was a primary cause of the breakdown of their wartime alliance and the
onset of the Cold War. It was the Soviet suppression of democracy in
Eastern Europe and the absorption of the Eastern European states into a
Soviet-dominated bloc that convinced American and British policy-
makers of Moscow’s expansionist ambitions and of the basic incompati-
bility between liberal democracy and communism. On the Soviet side,
Eastern Europe was seen as a vital zone of influence and an area in
which the local communists could be expected to play a leading role in
the postwar reshaping of the political institutions of their countries.
Western refusal to recognize the legitimacy of these aspirations was per-
ceived in Moscow as an indication of the capitalist world’s aggressive
intentions towards the Soviet Union.

Eastern Europe thus became a crucible for the conflict that defined
most of the second half of the twentieth century. Until 1989–91, how-
ever, research on the region was limited by a lack of primary sources on
the policy-making of two of the major protagonists, the Soviet Union
and the local communist parties. Until the fall of communism, Cold
War historiography could study these two actors only indirectly, by
analysing the far more plentiful American and British sources, develop-
ing interpretations of the policies of the Western powers, and then using
these interpretations as a basis for understanding Soviet and communist
behaviour.

Treatments of American foreign policy have largely set the terms of
debate in the Cold War literature.1 The volume, quality and relatively
early release of US sources made it possible to develop a wide range of
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well-articulated interpretations of the origins of the global conflict. The
two classical schools of thought, the traditionalist and the revisionist,
provided contrasting overarching interpretations of the Cold War.
Tradionalists claimed that ruthless Soviet expansionism left the United
States with no choice but to abandon its hopes for a new world order
based on cooperation between the great powers and to develop a robust
but measured response to Moscow’s ambitions. Soviet behaviour in
Eastern Europe was given special prominence and was depicted as a
forceful imposition of an alien social and political system on small inde-
pendent nations, in gross violation of the wishes of the local population
and the solemn promises made at Yalta and Potsdam. The revisionists,
by contrast, maintained that American calls for free trade amounted to
economic imperialism, compelling a defensive Soviet Union to cordon
off its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. The third major school of
thought, post-revisionism, with John Lewis Gaddis as its most convin-
cing advocate, sought to transcend the preoccupation of its predecessors
with ideology and the attribution of blame, and emphasized the role of
American domestic politics and international power balances.2

Studies of British foreign policy, whilst reflecting the main lines of the
more developed American debate, have tended to perceive the Cold War
as one stage in the long saga of British imperial decline, and thus focus
on problems such as the extent to which Britain was able to play an
independent role in the gestation of the global conflict. The importance
of Eastern Europe in that process is widely recognized, in situations as
varied as the secret ‘percentages’ agreement between Churchill and
Stalin in October 1944 and the dramatics of Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’
speech in 1946.

An important limitation of the American and British Cold War histori-
ography is the perception of the conflict as primarily a clash of great
powers on the international level, and a relative lack of awareness of its
potential for triggering internal political confrontation. For instance,
whilst Gaddis has recognized the importance of democratic politics and
bureaucratic institutions in constraining the choices of American policy-
makers,3 he has not explored in depth the role of the Cold War as a div-
isive issue in the American political system. This is understandable, given
the fact that in the United States and Britain, the Cold War did not
become a battle on the domestic front to any significant degree; whilst
there were differences between the left and the right on the exact nature
of the policies to be pursued, there was an overall consensus on the values
of liberal democracy and on a policy of containment towards the totali-
tarian threat posed by the USSR.4 By contrast, in most continental
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European countries, as Geir Lundestad has perceptively demonstrated,
the Cold War was fought internally as much as on the diplomatic front.5

In countries such as France and Italy, strong communist parties took part
in coalition governments after the Second World War and posed a serious
potential challenge to liberal democracy. Centrist policy-makers in these
countries sought to deal with the communist threat, and with the less
pronounced danger from the nationalist right, by involving the United
States in European affairs.6 The ‘empire by invitation’ proved remarkably
successful in stabilizing the domestic and international position of
Western European states.7 The relatively early stabilization of Western
Europe meant that for the next four decades, until the end of the Cold
War, the internal political impact of the conflict in that region was lim-
ited, in spite of the continuing challenges from the left and the right.

It was in Eastern Europe that the internal political impact of the Cold
War was to prove most dramatic. Whilst in Western Europe, the political
systems that emerged following the period of postwar turmoil repre-
sented either a continuation of the pre-war order, as in Britain and
France, or a return to the liberal democracy that had been destroyed in
the interwar period, as with Germany and Italy, in Eastern Europe the
Cold War brought about a fundamental reshaping of domestic institu-
tions. For the Eastern European countries, the onset of the Cold War
meant not only that they found themselves in the zone of influence of
one of the great powers, but also that they experienced a revolutionary
transformation of their national political, social and economic systems.
It was in Eastern Europe that the link between the international and
domestic aspects of the Cold War, and the underlying ideological nature
of the conflict as a clash between liberal democracy and communism,
became most apparent.

Whilst the importance of the domestic transformation experienced by
the countries of Eastern Europe is recognized in Western historiography,
it has been seen primarily as a reflection, and indeed a function, of the
conflict between the great powers. Eastern Europe has tended to be per-
ceived as a hapless victim of great power politics and the destruction of
democracy in the region has therefore been seen as a product of Soviet
policy. The prevalence of the view that the postwar political develop-
ment of Eastern Europe was driven by the great powers has meant that
interest in the domestic political dynamics of the countries in the region
has been relatively limited. Before the fall of communism, research was
also constrained by limited access to Eastern European archives and the
fact that the native historiographies of the Eastern European countries
were subject to stringent official constraints.
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The few pre-1989 Western studies of the postwar political development
of Eastern Europe focused on the question of whether the limited
democracy of 1944–48 (which became known by the rather tautological
communist term ‘people’s (or popular) democracy’)8 was an unstable
and transitional phenomenon, or had acquired a degree of permanence
and was only brought to an end by external intervention. The develop-
ment of the debate broadly reflected the evolution of Cold War histori-
ography. The traditionalist view, based on the writings of Eastern
European democratic politicians exiled from their countries following
the communist takeover, such as Mikolajczyk9 (Poland), Ripka10

(Czechoslovakia) and Dolapchiev11 (Bulgaria), depicted a progressive
and pre-meditated march to power by a ruthless communist minority
directed by the Soviet Union. ‘People’s democracy’ was seen as a mere
facade, intended to mislead the native democratic parties and the
Western powers. A ‘revisionist’ view appeared in the early and mid-
1980s, when growing availability of communist sources enabled authors
such as Myant,12 Coutouvidis and Reynolds,13 and Gati,14 to claim that
the communists did at least attempt to gain democratic legitimacy, and
‘people’s democracy’ did allow a genuine, if temporary, interplay of
political forces. The revisionists could only deal with countries for which
sources were available, such as Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia; the
cases of Bulgaria and Romania remained virtually untouched. There
was little interaction or synthesis between the traditionalist and the
revisionist interpretations.

In the context of the pre-1989 Eastern European historiography,
research could only be conducted within an official Marxist–Leninist
framework portraying the 1944–48 transition as a dichotic struggle
between the ‘progressive’ forces led by the communist party and the
‘reactionary’ opposition. ‘People’s democracy’ was seen as an instru-
ment of revolution, or in the communist terminology, a ‘dictatorship of
the proletariat’, from the moment of its creation. The more sophisti-
cated researchers15 contrived to avoid simplistic explanations and to
present a more factual picture of the period. The intellectual approach
behind their dry empirical exposition – as far as it could be discerned –
amounted to a veiled call for a more pluralist and democratic socialism
à la 1968. The pluralism and diversity of 1944–48 were attributed to the
moderation of the communist parties, ignoring the parallel evidence of
their revolutionary inclinations.

The opening of Eastern European archives and the gradual declassifi-
cation of Soviet archives since the fall of communism has made it pos-
sible, for the first time, to study the international and domestic
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dimensions of the genesis of the Cold War in Eastern Europe from the
‘inside’, by analysing the policy-making of what were arguably the two
key actors in that process, the Soviet Union and the local communist par-
ties. The study of Soviet policy-making is still in its early stages and has
suffered from two significant limitations. The first is that whilst quite a lot
of material has been uncovered on the inputs and outputs of the Soviet
policy process, in the archives of agencies such as the ministry of foreign
affairs and the international department of the Central Committee of the
Soviet communist party, there has been remarkably little evidence on the
motives and intentions of Soviet policy-makers at the highest level, most
notably Stalin himself. The second limitation of research in the Soviet
archives has been that it has tended to generate a series of isolated and
sometimes eclectic insights, rather than serve as a basis for systematic and
integrated investigations of particular policy problems.

The most valuable analysis of Soviet foreign policy to emerge from
the new wave of research is Vojtech Mastny’s monograph, The Cold War
and Soviet Insecurity.16 Based primarily on documents from the archive
of the international department of the Soviet Central Committee, docu-
ments from the Soviet foreign ministry archive and from the
Czechoslovak communist party archive, the book presents a perceptive
and balanced account of the evolution of Soviet policy at the height of
the Cold War, from 1947 to Stalin’s death in 1953. Its focus on the post-
September 1947 period, due to the fact that Mastny had already covered
the Soviet Union’s road to the Cold War in a pioneering monograph
published in 1979, based on the then available Soviet sources,17 means
that its treatment of the 1944–47 period, whilst impressively insightful,
is inevitably concise. Another important monograph, Zubok and
Pleshakov’s Inside the Kremlin’s Cold War, provides a wide-ranging and
comprehensive account of Soviet foreign policy from Stalin to
Khrushchev, but its coverage of the origins of the Cold War is limited by
its broad chronological boundaries.18

The opening of Eastern European and Soviet archives has also pro-
vided an opportunity to investigate the political dynamics of postwar
Eastern Europe on the basis of primary sources, especially those relating
to communist parties, and has resulted in some outstanding studies of
individual countries. Norman Naimark’s masterful treatment of the
Soviet zone of occupation in Germany in 1945–4919 – the fist significant
monograph based on the new wave of research – demonstrates the com-
plexity and uncertainty of Soviet policy in the first years after the war,
and the extent to which it was driven by the domestic political dynam-
ics of East Germany. Anita Prazmowska’s incisive analysis of the transition
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from limited democracy to a communist monopoly of power in postwar
Poland reveals the intensity and ideological fervour of party competi-
tion and the extent to which it interacted with various forms of armed
conflict.20 Bradley F. Abrams’s perceptive study of the role of Czech intel-
lectuals in the collapse of postwar democracy highlights the degree to
which communist intellectuals were successful in redefining the idea of
the Czech nation by emphasizing its socialist and Slavic characteristics,
thus bringing it into close alignment with the USSR, and in reinterpret-
ing the meaning of socialism in a way that allowed the communist party
to shape the political agenda.21 Martin Mevius’s insightful analysis of
the use of nationalism by the Hungarian communist party in 1941–53
demonstrates both the determination of the communists to wrap them-
selves up in the Hungarian flag, and the extent to which their nationalist
credentials were undermined by their association with Russia, especially
after the end of postwar pluralism and the imposition of Stalinism.22

Robert Levy’s powerful biography of Ana Pauker develops an incisive cri-
tique of Pauker’s traditional image as a hard-line Stalinist by revealing
her opposition to major aspects of Soviet policies.23

One of the limitations of the post-1989 wave of research is that whilst
it has brought into the academic domain a vast array of new documents,
it has generally not sought to revisit or reshape the long-standing con-
troversies of Cold War historiography in a systematic way. The most
important synthesis to emerge from this wave of research, as Melvyn
Leffler points out in his authoritative and incisive review of new Cold
War scholarship, is John Lewis Gaddis’s magisterial work, We Now Know:
Rethinking Cold War History.24 Gaddis’s monograph argues with impres-
sive force that the newly available primary sources largely vindicate the
traditionalist interpretation of the origins of the Cold War, with its
emphasis on Stalin’s revolutionary expansionism, driven by the dictates
of Marxist–Leninist ideology. The monograph draws a sharp contrast
between the Soviet sphere of influence, or empire, in Eastern Europe, in
which a totalitarian ideologically determined system was imposed by
force, and the American empire in Western Europe, which was based on
the convergence of values and interests between the European demo-
cratic nations and the United States.25 Other works based on the new
wave of research can offer a serious challenge to Gaddis’s interpretation
of the origins of the Cold War on a number of key concerns, including
the importance of security in shaping Soviet foreign policy, as incisively
explored by Mastny, or the role of realpolitik, as perceptively analysed
by Zubok and Pleshakov, or the significance of traditional conceptions
of national interests, contingency and ambiguity, as revealed in a number
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of studies on the relationship between Stalin and Mao.26 There has not
yet emerged, however, an alternative synthesis that can match Gaddis’s
work in creating a new master narrative, combining encyclopaedic
scope, unerring focus on the core problems and intellectual boldness.27

The present work has no ambitions to offer an overarching alternative
synthesis; it sets itself the more modest aim of producing an integrated
study of one particular aspect of the Cold War, the interaction between
the development of Soviet foreign policy and the domestic political
dynamics of Eastern Europe, in the hope that it could cast some new
light on the broader concerns of Cold War historiography.

In the wave of research that followed the collapse of communism,
studies of the evolution of Soviet foreign policy and treatments of the
internal political development of Eastern Europe have tended to
proceed along largely separate tracks. This has meant that one of the
long-standing weaknesses of Cold War historiography, the separation
between the international and domestic dimensions of the conflict, has
not yet been fully addressed. The present work sets itself the objective of
overcoming this divide by providing an integrated analysis of the inter-
action between Soviet foreign policy and internal political dynamics in
Eastern Europe. Whilst a comparative approach would, of course, be
preferable, at the present time in-depth research can only take place on
a country-by-country basis, owing to the fact that primary sources are
scattered widely in many different countries and that most of these
sources have not been subjected previously to impartial academic
inquiry. This makes it all the more important to select a case study that
can offer a useful insight into broader concerns such as Soviet foreign
policy-making in the gestation of the Cold War and the development of
communist party policy in the complex interaction between commun-
ism and democracy in the years after the Second World War.

Bulgaria can provide perhaps the most valuable case study on the
basis of these criteria, largely because of the special relationship that
existed between Stalin and the leadership of the Bulgarian communist
party. Georgi Dimitrov, the party’s leader, served as General Secretary of
the Communist International (Comintern) in 1935–43, and following
the Comintern’s dissolution, became head of the international depart-
ment of the Central Committee of the Soviet communist party
(1943–45). Dimitrov thus had an unrivalled perspective on the policies
of communist parties not only in Bulgaria, but throughout Europe (and
indeed the world) before, during and after the Second World War. From
the point of view of Soviet policy-making, the critical factor was
Dimitrov’s unusually close relationship with Stalin. Much as Stalin was
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content to allow Maxim Litvinov, the Commissar (Minister) of Foreign
Affairs, to take the lead in the pursuit of an alliance with the Western
democratic powers against the threat posed by Nazi Germany in
1933–39, he was willing to give Dimitrov responsibility for directing the
Comintern’s turn towards a Popular Front policy in 1934–39. Stalin was
prepared to give Litvinov and Dimitrov considerable leeway, partly
because he was absorbed in domestic matters and partly because he did
not wish to associate himself fully with the policies which they were
implementing. Even after Stalin had taken a more hands-on control of
foreign policy with Litvinov’s dismissal in 1939,28 and had assumed a
more direct role in guiding communist parties outside the Soviet Union,
he was prepared to allow Dimitrov to remain an important conduit for
contacts with foreign communist parties through the years of the
Second World War and the early postwar period. Perhaps even
more important than Dimitrov’s institutional position was the fact that
he enjoyed Stalin’s personal confidence and had a unique access to the
Soviet leader. As E. H. Carr put it in his history of the Comintern’s last
years, Dimitrov had ‘a standing and an influence in Moscow such as no
other foreign communist ever attained’.29 Based on his personal access
to Stalin, Dimitrov was able to gain a direct impression of the Soviet
leader’s complex moves and can thus provide us with a unique insight
into the closed world of Stalin’s policy-making. From an ideological
point of view, Dimitrov’s key role in the development of the theoretical
basis for cooperation between communists and democratic parties,
through concepts such as the Popular Front in 1934–39 and ‘People’s
Democracy’ in the 1940s, meant that he was intimately, and to some
extent tragically, affected by the ultimate failure of that cooperation and
the onset of Cold War confrontation.

Fortunately for the historian, Dimitrov has left a very extensive paper
trail of his interactions with Stalin. For the purposes of the present work,
the most revealing part of the this trail has been Dimitrov’s almost daily
correspondence with the leaders of the Bulgarian communist party, in
which he sought to pass on to his colleagues Stalin’s latest thinking. This
correspondence has been supplemented with evidence from Dimitrov’s
diary, which he kept with obsessive conscientiousness, noting down ver-
batim the content of key documents and his conversations with Stalin.30

In order to transcend the fragmentary approach that has been char-
acteristic of much of the post-1989 wave of research, the present work
analyses the interaction between Stalin and Dimitrov in the context of
the major institutional structures that shaped the policy-making
process in Moscow and in Sofia. On the Soviet side, the author has
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investigated the archives of the two institutions that played a key role
in providing information to, and implementing the policies of, the top
leadership, namely the international department of the Soviet com-
munist party’s Central Committee and the Commissariat (ministry) of
Foreign Affairs. The two archives contain a wealth of reports on the
political situation in Bulgaria and on the interaction of Soviet represen-
tatives with Bulgarian political actors. In Bulgaria, the opening of the
communist party archive has made it possible to analyse the deci-
sion–making process at all levels of the party (including verbatim
minutes of meetings of the Politburo and the Central Committee) and
study in detail how Stalin’s instructions were implemented or modified
in the face of Bulgarian realities. The communist party archive also con-
tains unrivalled information on all aspects of Bulgaria’s political devel-
opment in the postwar period, thanks to the party’s all-encompassing
network of agencies and sophisticated political intelligence system. The
Bulgarian central state archive has provided important information on
the activities of non-communist parties in the postwar era.

In addition to the special relationship between Stalin and Dimitrov,
and the wealth of archival evidence which makes it possible to recon-
struct in detail the institutional structures within which that relation-
ship operated, there are a number of other reasons why Bulgaria
provides a good case-study of the origins of the Cold War. The Balkans,
and Bulgaria in particular, were far more important in the gestation of
the conflict between the great powers than is usually recognized. The
Second World War provided an opportunity for the re-opening of the
‘Eastern Question’, the long drawn-out struggle between Russia and the
Western powers for the control of the Turkish Straits and the Balkans,
which had dominated their relations since the eighteenth century and
had given rise to numerous conflicts. A leader such as Stalin, whose
understanding of Russia’s national interests was heavily influenced by
Tsarist precedents, was hardly likely to ignore an area of traditional con-
cern. His pact with Hitler in 1939–41 provided opportunities for assert-
ing Russian claims to the region, more particularly to Bulgaria, which
Stalin considered a vital gateway to the Straits,31 whilst the progress of
his armies in 1944 made these claims a practical possibility. He pressed
his slightly reluctant foreign minister in 1945 to demand joint control
over the Straits by the Soviet Union and Turkey.32 Stalin was not averse
to using the idea of Slavic cultural solidarity to consolidate the USSR’s
links with neighbouring states and Soviet plans for the postwar European
order envisaged countries such as Bulgaria and Yugoslavia drifting into
the Soviet zone of influence largely of their own accord. Ideological
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issues also came to the forefront in the Balkans, with the Yugoslav
communists accomplishing a largely independent revolution and their
Bulgarian comrades striving to emulate them, presenting both a boost to
Soviet Union’s power and a potential threat to its alliance with Britain
and the United States.

The Western powers also found themselves drawn into Bulgaria’s
affairs. Britain, like Russia, could look back on a long history of intimate
involvement with the Balkans. In the 1940s, the fate of Greece where a
communist-led resistance movement seemed poised to take power in
1944, and posed a serious challenge to the government’s authority until
at least 1949, together with Turkey’s precarious situation, made the area
of much more immediate concern to Britain than the larger but more
distant shifts in Central Europe. For a considerable period, Britain
regarded Bulgaria as a vital buffer state, which could not be conceded
without undesirable repercussions on its immediate neighbours. Even
the United States, although obviously concerned with Central Europe
both because of its geopolitical importance in relation to Germany and
Russia, and the pressure of millions of American voters of Central
European descent, grew increasingly interested in the Balkans. The secur-
ity of Greece and Turkey, to the defence of which the United States
ultimately committed itself with the Truman Doctrine of 1947, was an
obvious motive, but there were some more specific reasons that explain
the special American interest in Bulgaria.33 The fact that Bulgaria was at
war with Britain and the United States, but not with the Soviet Union,
from December 1941 to early September 1944, meant that the country
could leave the war by concluding an armistice only with the Western
powers, without the involvement of Moscow. This possibility was not
present in cases such as Hungary and Romania, where it was inevitable
that the USSR would play an important role in managing these coun-
tries’ exit from the war, in view of the fact that they had been actively
engaged in Germany’s war against Russia and lay in the direct path of
the Red Army’s advance towards Austria and Germany. After the Soviet
declaration of war on Bulgaria on 5 September 1944 and the Red Army’s
entry into the country three days later, there still remained a hope that
America might be able to play a role in determining Bulgaria’s future
and American representatives in the country proved to be one of the
most active in Eastern Europe.34

In its internal development, Bulgaria provides a good example of
some of the key tensions in the postwar political dynamics of Eastern
Europe. The limited postwar revival of democracy came at the end of a
long cycle of authoritarian and democratic phases, which had succeeded
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each other with depressing regularity since the creation of a modern
Bulgarian state in 1878. Along with most other Eastern European coun-
tries, Bulgaria had gone through a period of competitive party politics in
1918–34 (Huntington’s ‘first wave of democracy’), albeit with some sig-
nificant interruptions, and then through a long authoritarian decade in
1934–44. The Bulgarian communist party had been historically one of
the strongest in Eastern Europe, had maintained a powerful presence in
its country’s politics since the First World War and enjoyed a degree of
genuine support among the population. On the basis of these factors,
the party could expect to perform well in a system of democratic
competition, in a way similar to that of the Czechoslovak communist
party. The generally pro-Russian sentiment of the population was
something Bulgaria shared with Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, and
that naturally boosted the communists’ fortunes. On the other hand,
the emergence of a powerful agrarian party in Bulgaria has similarities
with the situation in Poland and Hungary. The smallholding peasant
majority had a long tradition of political organization and having
emerged relatively unscathed from the war, was not likely to be enam-
oured by communist radicalism. The strength of both the communist
and the agrarian parties created relatively promising conditions for the
development of democracy after the collapse of the authoritarian regime
in 1944, but at the same time gave rise to conflicts that proved difficult
to contain within a democratic framework. Another important source of
tension was the fact that the Bulgarian communists had engaged in an
active armed resistance during the Second World War – one of the few
such cases among the German satellites – and the party’s radical core
often longed to follow the example of their Yugoslav comrades, who had
carried out an armed revolution. Such proclivities obviously sat uneasily
with commitment to democracy and meant that on numerous occa-
sions the communists were tempted to resolve political problems
through a resort to force.

To summarize, this work attempts to present an integrated analysis of
the great powers’ move from wartime cooperation to Cold War con-
frontation, and of the transition from limited democracy to a commun-
ist monopoly of power in the domestic politics of Bulgaria. Chapter 1
analyses the evolution of Stalin’s policies in response to the threat posed
by Nazi Germany in 1933–41, from collective security to accommoda-
tion with Hitler at the international level, and from Popular Front to a
rather vacuous revolutionary rhetoric in the internal politics of
European nations. Chapters 2–7 follow the development of Stalin’s pol-
icies from the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941 to the autumn
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of 1947, from an alliance with the United States and Britain to Cold War
conflict at the international level, and from limited pluralism to com-
munist monopoly of power in Bulgarian domestic politics. Chapter 8
examines Stalin’s suppression of the Bulgarian communists’ tentative
attempt to develop an ideologically-correct but autonomous form of
communism and his firm assertion of Soviet dominance in 1948.
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1
Prelude: Stalin, Dimitrov and 
the Nazi Threat (1933–41)

The intense and dynamic interaction between the Soviet Union and the
capitalist great powers, and between the Soviet Union and the domestic
politics of European countries, which characterized the period 1941–47
and eventually led to the Cold War, did not start with the Nazi attack on
the Soviet Union in June 1941. Since the seizure of power by the Nazis
in Germany in 1933, the Soviet Union, driven by a desperate search for
security, had been forced to abandon its revolutionary isolation from
the capitalist world and enter into close relations, both positive and nega-
tive, with the world’s leading capitalist powers, and had been attempt-
ing to influence the internal politics of European states. In 1933–39,
Stalin and his Commissar of Foreign Affairs, Litvinov, sought protection
against the rising Nazi menace in a policy of collective security with
the Western democratic powers. Whilst Soviet attempts to influence the
domestic politics of European states were not altogether novel – the
Communist International (Comintern) had been trying to do little else
since its establishment in 1919 – what was new in 1934–39 was that
Soviet efforts were directed at using national democratic systems to steer
governments in a direction favourable to Moscow, rather than at
overthrowing capitalist democracy through a communist revolution.
Convinced that Britain and France were not prepared to assist the Soviet
Union, Stalin turned, in 1939–41, to a policy that combined appease-
ment of the Nazis with the building up of a territorial buffer zone along
the Soviet Union’s western frontiers.

Taken as a whole, the period 1933–41 differed in a number of import-
ant respects from the era that followed the Nazi attack on the Soviet
Union. Soviet relations with capitalist powers in 1933–41 were consid-
erably less direct, in terms of both dangers and opportunities, than they
were to become in 1941–47. On the negative side, in June 1941, the
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capitalist threat to the Soviet Union was transformed from a serious but
nevertheless hypothetical risk, as it had been in 1933–41, into a direct
challenge to the very survival of the state. On the positive side, after
June 1941, the Soviet Union succeeded in establishing an effective
alliance with the world’s leading capitalist powers, something that it
had signally failed to achieve in 1933–41. This failure had been evident
in 1933–39, when Britain and France had refused to commit themselves
to genuine cooperation with the Soviet Union. Even in 1939–41, whilst
the Soviet Union had collaborated with Nazi Germany and had drawn
dividends from that collaboration, most notably in the form of territor-
ial gains, Stalin’s key objective had been not so much to tie his destiny
with that of Hitler, but rather to postpone a Nazi attack on Russia. In
terms of Soviet influence on the domestic politics of European states,
there is a clear difference between 1933–41, when Moscow could rely on
indirect and generally ineffectual mechanisms for shaping the demo-
cratic politics of European nations, and the period after June 1941, when
the Soviet Union’s involvement in the war against Nazi Germany was
eventually to provide it with means of exerting influence on the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe through the presence of the Red Army. Another
important contrast between the two periods was that whilst in 1933–41
communist parties in the countries of Western and Eastern Europe were
generally weak and marginal players in their national political systems
and found it rather difficult to create lasting alliances with democratic
parties (with some partial exceptions in France and Spain), in 1941–47
communist parties succeeded in becoming important and sometimes
pivotal political actors and in forging links with social democratic, agrar-
ian and even nationalist parties, thus increasing the potential opportun-
ities for Soviet influence. In spite of these differences, the periods
1933–41 and 1941–47 could be seen as forming parts of a single era, an
era of close Soviet engagement with the outside world, which had no
real parallels either in the preceding epoch, between the Bolshevik
Revolution in 1917 and 1933, or in the succeeding one, between 1947
and Gorbachev’s reforms in the 1980s, during which the Cold War
created a confrontational, but largely stationary, deadlock between East
and West (at least on the European front).

This chapter does not aim to provide a detailed examination of the
development of Soviet relations with capitalist powers and the evolu-
tion of Soviet influence on the internal politics of European states in
1933–41, but rather to examine the ways in which these developments
created the conditions, and provided important precursors, for the
1941–47 period. The role of Bulgaria in 1933–41 is interesting for two
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main reasons. In 1939–41, Bulgaria became a focal point of rivalry
between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, and provided an interest-
ing insight into Stalin’s territorial ambitions and his inability to achieve
them through diplomacy alone. In terms of Soviet influence on the
domestic politics of European nations, Bulgaria is of interest primarily
because of the important role played by the Bulgarian communist leader
Georgi Dimitrov in the formation of the Comintern’s Popular Front
policy. Dimitrov’s inability to make the Popular Front a success even in
his native country was a notable indication of the flaws of this strategy.

The Soviet Union and the great powers

The threat posed to Soviet security by Germany, following Hitler’s acces-
sion to power in 1933, compelled Stalin and Litvinov, who were in
effective control of Soviet foreign policy,1 to move away gradually from
the Leninist policy of viewing all capitalist powers as class enemies, the
contradictions between which could be exploited, but with which the
world’s first communist state could not establish binding ties. In
1933–39, the Soviet Union embarked on a determined, if not always
consistent, pursuit of collective security, hoping to find allies against
German aggression among the Western European democratic powers.
The German threat to Czechoslovakia in 1938 appeared to offer a prom-
ising opening for cooperation between the Soviet Union, Britain and
France, but any such hopes were undermined by the appeasement pol-
icies of the British and French governments, culminating in the Munich
agreement. The German occupation of the rump of Czechoslovakia in
March 1939 sparked a revival of Soviet hopes for collective security.
Litvinov’s initial push for cooperation with Britain and France in
March–May 1939 was judged by Stalin to be a failure, and he was
replaced by the hard-headed Molotov as Commissar of Foreign Affairs.
As Molotov informed the plenary session of the Central Committee of
the Soviet communist party on 28 May 1939, Litvinov had been far too
willing to accept the British government’s proposals that the USSR
should offer guarantees against German aggression to Poland, Romania
and other Eastern European countries, without, however, committing
Britain to the defence of the Soviet Union. Dissatisfied with Litvinov’s
pliability, Stalin evidently decided to take a more direct charge of foreign
policy,2 using Molotov as his willing lieutenant. At the Central
Committee plenary session, Stalin sneered that Litvinov ‘as an “expert”
in foreign policy, considered the Politburo to be insufficiently compe-
tent in such matters!’ (Dimitrov’s quotation and exclamation marks).3
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Whilst Molotov certainly proved to be considerably firmer than Litvinov
in the negotiations with Britain and France in June–August 1939 on the
establishment of a military alliance against Germany, these talks also
ultimately ended in a disappointment.4 The failure of Soviet attempts to
achieve collective security in the 1930s could have only reinforced
Stalin’s abiding suspicion of capitalist democracies, as well as his deep-
seated sense of Soviet inferiority vis-à-vis the West. As he put it to Georgi
Dimitrov on 7 September 1939 with his customary directness, not to say
crudity of expression, whilst he had ‘preferred to conclude an agreement
with the so-called democratic countries, and that is why we conducted
negotiations with them’, ‘the English and the French wanted to have us
as servants, without paying us anything for that! We, of course, do not
want to become the servants of anyone, least of all when we are not given
anything in return.’5 Stalin’s fear of being left in the lurch by his partners
probably contributed to his hard bargaining style towards his British and
American allies in 1941–47, and that in turn undermined prospects for
anything more than a pragmatic and short-term cooperation.

The failure of collective security prompted Stalin to activate the
option of coming to a direct understanding with Hitler. In spite of the
evident ideological antagonism between the two regimes, Germany’s
concern for avoiding a war on two fronts and Stalin’s desire to avoid war
in any direction, created a common ground. That ground was explored,
tentatively at first, in the summer of 1939 and culminated in the
German–Soviet non-aggression pact of 23 August 1939. The Germans
were clearly the dominant partner in that relationship. It was their deci-
sion to abandon at least temporarily their hostility towards the Soviet
Union in 1939 that made the pact possible; it was also Germany’s choice
that would determine how long the pact would last. Deeply aware of the
contingency of Hitler’s decisions, Stalin sought to avoid antagonizing
the prickly German Führer as far as possible, and at the same time secure
himself against the ever-present danger of a German breach of faith.
Stalin sought that security in creating a territorial buffer by expanding
the Soviet Union’s western frontiers, a strategy that Vojtech Mastny has
termed security by empire.6 The combination of the two policies –
accommodation with Hitler and territorial security – found expression
in the secret protocol of the non-aggression pact, in which Stalin
obtained the agreement of the Germans to a Soviet sphere of influence
in the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Finland, the eastern territories
of Poland, and Bessarabia, a territory on the mouth of the Danube
which had belonged to the Russian empire and had been seized by
Romania in 1918. A further agreement of 28 September 1939 added
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Lithuania to the Soviet sphere of influence, in exchange for augmenting
Germany’s share of Poland.

Stalin saw the sphere of influence he gained through agreement with
the Germans largely in terms of restoring the old borders of the Russian
empire, rather than in terms of expanding into new areas. He therefore
incorporated his territorial gains into the Soviet Union, rather than
allow them to exist as dependent, but separate states. The incorporation
also meant the ruthless and wholesale imposition of the Soviet system,
with scarcely a fig leaf to cover it. Stalin’s unimpeded transformation of
the domestic political, social and economic system of the absorbed
territories was also made possible by the fact that Hitler, who had few
pretensions himself about the methods he used to secure control in the
German sphere of influence, showed little concern about the way in
which Stalin acted in his zone.

The two strands of Stalin’s policy – accommodation with Hitler and
security through a territorial buffer – soon came into conflict. Stalin’s
abiding distrust of Hitler and ever-present opportunism, which, whilst
normally kept under control, could sometimes carry him away, led him
to overstep the limits of German tolerance. Whilst the Germans raised
no objections to the Soviet Union’s takeover of the territories assigned to
it in the agreements of 1939, they protested when the Russians, in what
was probably a desperate attempt to strengthen their western borders
following Germany’s defeat of France in the summer of 1940, tried to
seize from Romania not only Bessarabia, but also Bukovina, which had
not been included in the Soviet zone of influence in the August 1939
pact and indeed had never been a part of the Russian empire. Stalin,
stung by Hitler’s rebuff, agreed to take only the northern half of
Bukovina, recognizing perhaps that he had gone too far in the pursuit of
a territory that could make only the most minimal contribution to
Soviet security.

He was soon at it again, however. At a critical meeting with Hitler in
November 1940, Molotov demanded not only the incorporation of
southern Bukovina into the USSR and Soviet domination over Finland,
something which the Russians had dismally failed to achieve following
their disastrous war with Finland in the winter of 1939–40, but also that
Bulgaria be recognized as part of the Soviet sphere of influence. Whilst
Molotov’s demands on Bukovina and Finland could be seen, rather
stretching the point, as unfinished business resulting from the 1939
agreements, the Soviet claim on Bulgaria was of a different order. Not
only had Bulgaria not been mentioned in the 1939 agreements, but it
had also never been part of the Russian empire and did not even border
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on the Soviet Union. Bulgaria thus represented the first instance of
Stalin clearly setting out to control an independent country, which
whilst having important strategic value for the Soviet Union, stemming
from its proximity to the Turkish Straits, which controlled Russia’s
access to the open seas, was not as vital to Soviet security as were the
territories along the USSR’s western frontiers.

Stalin could not expect to secure control of Bulgaria by military force.
The Soviet war against Finland in 1939–40 had demonstrated all too
clearly that when fighting on its own against a determined enemy, rather
than simply advancing into the territory of an already defeated country,
as it had done with the occupation of eastern Poland in September 1939,
the Soviet army was incapable of crushing even a miniscule enemy.
Given the Red Army’s weakness, it was all the more important for Stalin
to achieve his ambitions with regard to Bulgaria with the consent of
Nazi Germany. He was deeply aware of the unpredictability of the ‘petit
bourgeois’ Nazi leaders, who had concluded a pact with him in August
1939, going against all their cherished convictions, but could just as eas-
ily turn against him.7 Stalin’s awareness of his weak position vis-à-vis
Germany did not, however, enable him to judge correctly how far he
should go in asserting his claim on Bulgaria.

Stalin regarded Bulgaria as a vital gateway to the Straits, and to secure
it he demanded nothing less than a protectorate over it.8 His instructions
to Molotov on the eve of the latter’s departure to Berlin in November
1940 stressed that Bulgaria was to be regarded as ‘the central question’
(Stalin’s emphasis) of the negotiations, and was to be placed ‘in the
USSR’s sphere of influence’, but with the agreement of Germany and
Italy. The Soviet Union was to offer Bulgaria the same kind of guarantees
that Germany and Italy had offered Romania, with Russian troops being
stationed on her territory.9 Hitler refused to countenance Molotov’s
demands, in spite of the latter’s stony-faced insistence. For the German
Führer, the abortive meeting with Molotov became the breaking point
of his relationship with the Soviet Union. He became convinced that
Moscow’s demands were insatiable, and the following month, instructed
his generals to prepare a plan of war against the Soviet Union.

In spite of Molotov’s later recollection that Hitler’s refusal to accept
Soviet demands provided the first indication of his hostile intentions
towards Russia,10 there is no evidence that at the time that Stalin took
the Nazi leader’s ‘no’ for a final answer. A few days after Molotov’s return
to Moscow, Stalin decided to make another attempt to solve the
Bulgarian question. In rejecting Molotov’s demands for a conclusion of
a mutual assistance treaty with Bulgaria, Hitler had referred to the fact
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that Bulgaria had not actually asked the Soviet Union for such a pact.
Stalin set out to remedy that by dispatching Arkady Sobolev, General
Secretary of the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, to Sofia on 25 November
1940, to extend a formal offer of a pact to the Bulgarian government. He
took what he thought was a generous approach, offering Bulgaria the
satisfaction of her territorial demands against Turkey (eastern Thrace)
and Greece (the north Aegean coast). In order to convince the Bulgarian
government that the offer was made in a spirit of cooperation with
Germany, he instructed Sobolev to inform it that he would have no
objections to Bulgaria joining the Tripartite Pact, and even that the
Soviet Union itself would join it!11

As with Hitler, however, what seemed to Stalin to be an attractive
offer, struck King Boris, who was the effective master of Bulgaria’s for-
eign policy, as distinctly threatening. The example of the Baltic republics
showed all too clearly the consequences of concluding a mutual assist-
ance pact with Moscow. Stalin’s overture was made even less appealing
by his decision to back up his tempting territorial offer to the Bulgarian
government by putting pressure on it through its own public opinion.
On the day on which he sent Sobolev to Sofia, Stalin had a lengthy
meeting with the Bulgarian communist leader and General Secretary of
the Comintern, Georgi Dimitrov, in which he told him that the Soviet
offer should be made known to the Bulgarian public. Dimitrov immedi-
ately instructed his comrades in Bulgaria to ‘take the speediest and most
energetic measures to spread the news of the offer in parliament and
outside it, in the press and among the masses’.12 The communists
proved all too successful in whipping up a campaign based on the popu-
larization of the most attractive features of the Soviet offer. The effect on
King Boris was precisely the opposite to the one that Stalin had
intended. Apart from committing a considerable diplomatic faux pas
by making public the terms of a proposal which had been made confi-
dentially to the Bulgarian government, the Soviet-inspired popular
campaign demonstrated to the king the grave political dangers of
accepting Moscow’s patronage. As the king complained to Mushanov,
the prime minister of Bulgaria’s last democratic government before the
onset of authoritarianism in 1934, ‘whilst Hitler threatens me with his
armies, Stalin puts pressure on me through my own people’.13 Boris’s
fear of Soviet penetration not only persuaded him to reject Moscow’s
offer, but also to look more favourably on Germany. He had effectively
turned down Ribbentrop’s initial invitation to join the Tripartite Pact in
October 1940, and had done so again in a face-to-face meeting with
Hitler in the following month, but the increasing Soviet pressure made
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it difficult for him to continue to resist German overtures. Hitler was not
slow to exploit the situation, pointing out to the Bulgarian ambassador
to Berlin that had Bulgaria been a member of the pact, it would not have
faced Stalin’s heavy-handed flirtation. Boris found the argument
convincing, and after the massing of German armies on Bulgaria’s
northern border in early 1941 in preparation for the campaign against
Greece, eliminated the opportunities for prevarication, he authorized
his prime minister to sign the pact on 1 March 1941. The German offer
of an Aegean outlet to Bulgaria was an important contributing factor in
the king’s decision.

The Bulgarian debacle provided a clear demonstration of the contradic-
tions between the two strands of Stalin’s policy towards Nazi Germany in
1939–41. Whilst the first strand of Stalin’s policy – accommodation with
Hitler – never stood much chance of success, as Stalin himself recognized
all too well, his efforts to over-insure himself against the possibility of
breakdown through the second strand of his policy – territorial buffer
zones – ultimately resulted in the very outcome he feared most, by con-
vincing the Führer to launch a war against the Soviet Union. The
Bulgarian episode also highlighted the limitations of Stalin’s diplomatic
influence over national governments in Eastern Europe, when not
backed up by military force. Stalin was to learn his lesson well, at least in
relation to Bulgaria. As we shall see, in 1944 he was careful not to put
too much pressure on the Bulgarian governments, in order not to
antagonize them and push them in the arms of the Americans and the
British, before the Red Army had reached the Danube.

The trajectory of Stalin’s association with Nazi Germany provided a
harbinger for the Soviet Union’s relationship with Britain and the
United States in 1941–47. The Western powers’ willingness to assist the
Soviet Union once it had become a victim of Nazi aggression in June
1941, created a strong bond of interest between them. Stalin fully
recognized the value of that bond, and was considerably more gratified
to find himself in an alliance with the world’s most powerful capitalist
states than when he had been when forced into cohabitation with the
upstart Hitler. Ever the realist, Stalin harboured far greater respect for the
economic resources commanded by established capitalist powers, and
the rationality and consistency of the policies pursued by their leaders,
than for Nazi Germany, whose aggressiveness he recognized to be a
symptom of weakness. As he put it to Dimitrov at the height of his
quasi-alliance with Hitler: ‘In Germany, the petit bourgeois [a choice
term of abuse in the communist vocabulary – V. D.] nationalists are
capable of sharp turns, they are flexible and are not constrained by
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capitalist traditions, in contrast to bourgeois leaders such as Chamberlain
and others’.14 If Stalin could make a favourable reference even to
Chamberlain, who was far from epitomizing the best traditions of
British foreign policy, he was all the more likely to be impressed by
Churchill’s vigour in defending Britain’s interests. Whilst nursing a deep
suspicion of liberal democracy, fed both by Marxism–Leninism’s ideo-
logical dismissal of the value of political rights and his own Machiavellian
turn of mind, he was capable of appreciating its instrumental advan-
tages, in particular, the opportunities it offered for pro-Soviet political
forces, which had grown considerably in the course of the war, to put
pressure on their governments. Stalin thus had good reasons to value his
alliance with the United States and Britain, but was also aware of the
contingent foundations on which it rested. Whilst the war with
Germany lasted, the alliance could be expected to hold, in spite of
Stalin’s frequently expressed complaints to Churchill and Roosevelt in
1942–43 about what he considered to be an unacceptable delay in open-
ing a second front against the Wehrmacht and thus relieving the pressure
on the Soviet army, and in the spring of 1945, about their alleged
attempts to negotiate a separate peace treaty with Germany. The survival
of the alliance following the defeat of Germany, however, was far from
assured. In order to insure himself against its possible breakdown, Stalin
sought to augment the territorial buffer along the Soviet Union’s bor-
ders. As with regard to Hitler in 1939–41, Stalin pursued a dual policy
towards the United States and Britain in 1941–47: his desire to seek
accommodation with them vied with the urge to capture as much terri-
tory as he could, in order to safeguard himself against the possibility
that accommodation might fail. There were, however, important differ-
ences between Stalin’s policies in the two periods. Some of the differences
could be expected to make his alliance with the Western powers more
sustainable than the pact with Hitler. One such difference was that
Stalin felt much more secure in 1945 than he had done in 1939. He did
not perceive the United States and Britain as posing the same kind of
direct threat to the Soviet Union’s existence as the one that had been
posed by Hitler. The territorial buffer he acquired as his armies swept
westwards in 1944–45 was therefore seen as a defence less against an
Anglo-American attack than against an aggression by a resurgent
Germany. There were also however, factors that made the relationship
with the Western powers more difficult than that with Nazi Germany.
The countries of Eastern Europe over which Stalin acquired control in
1944–45 had a strong commitment to their independence, sometimes
with a virulently anti-Russian streak, and powerful, if limited, democratic
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traditions. This meant that the imposition of an unmodified Soviet
system, similar to that carried out in the eastern Polish territories and in
the Baltic republics in 1939–40, could be expected to provoke vigorous
resistance. The fact that Stalin’s Western allies were liberal democracies
meant that even if they were willing to concede the Eastern European
countries to the Soviet sphere of influence, a willingness which was only
reluctant in the case of Britain and only occasional in the case of the
United States, they would be far more concerned about the preservation
of at least the appearance of democracy in the Soviet zone, than Hitler
had been in 1939–41.

As with regard to Hitler in 1939–41, the two strands of Stalin’s dual
policy towards his Western allies soon found themselves at cross-pur-
poses. It proved impossible to combine accommodation with the
United States and Britain with the establishment of secure pro-Soviet
governments in Eastern Europe. As with Hitler, Stalin soon overstepped
the mark of Western tolerance; this time less in terms of making terri-
torial demands beyond his sphere of influence, although his claims on
Turkey, Northern Iran and even Italy’s former colony of Libya set alarm
bells ringing in London and Washington, than in terms of using methods
which Western leaders and public opinion saw as unacceptable in
achieving control over his zone of influence in Eastern Europe. His
attempt to create pro-Soviet governments with broad democratic sup-
port failed as communists clashed with their partners in the national
fronts, and Soviet representatives, and ultimately Stalin himself, were
forced to choose between reliability and legitimacy, and given their
formative political experience in the Soviet Union, predictably opted
for the former. Soviet policy in Eastern Europe convinced Western gov-
ernments that an understanding with Moscow was impossible to reach,
and the best that could be hoped for was to contain further Russian
expansion by a determined defence of the countries bordering on the
Soviet sphere of influence. Stalin, for his part, retreated into isolation-
ism in 1947, taking the Eastern European countries with him. History
had thus come an almost full circle – the Soviet Union was as isolated
in 1947 as it had been before 1933. The circularity was not complete,
however, as by 1949, with the creation of NATO, the Soviet Union faced
a united coalition of the major capitalist powers, which, whilst not
directly threatening, was nevertheless implacably opposed to it – a situ-
ation far more unfavourable in strategic terms than any that it had
faced from 1917 to the early 1930s, when it had been able to rely on the
existence of intra-capitalist contradictions strong enough to preclude
joint action against it.

22 Stalin’s Cold War



Stalin, Dimitrov and the Popular Front

Stalin’s close, contradictory and ultimately unsuccessful engagement
with the capitalist powers in 1933–41, was paralleled by his efforts to
exert an influence on the internal politics of European countries, in the
hope of producing pressures that could encourage their governments to
move towards cooperation with the Soviet Union. These efforts were
conducted through a number of institutions, including the Commissariat
of Foreign Affairs, where Litvinov and his close associates, such as the
Soviet polpred (in effect, ambassador) to Britain, Maisky, developed a
high-profile campaign for collective security, which succeeded in
impressing some sections of European public opinion. The most direct
channel of influence (although not an especially effective one) was the
Communist International (Comintern). The Comintern had been
created in 1919 as an organization committed to a world communist
revolution, but in the course of the 1920s had been turned increasingly
into an instrument for directing the activities of communist parties out-
side the Soviet Union. Stalin’s efforts to influence the domestic politics
of European nations through their communist parties suffered from a
number of limitations and ultimately proved to be failure. In the course
of his understanding with Hitler in 1939–41, the foreign communist
parties were of marginal importance, given the Nazis’ success in destroy-
ing the German communist party and the isolation in which the
European communist parties found themselves in their own countries as
a result of their ‘neutral’ position on the war, adopted rather unwillingly
under pressure from Moscow. During Stalin’s rapprochements with the
Western powers in 1933–39 and in 1941–47, however, the communist
parties could potentially play an important role, both positively and
negatively. On the positive side, their success in forging alliances with
democratic parties in their countries could create conditions conducive
for the pursuit of a more pro-Soviet foreign policy by the governments
of these countries. On the negative side, the communists’ latent antag-
onism towards democratic parties could push the governments in an
anti-Soviet direction.

The abandonment of isolationalism in Soviet foreign policy following
Hitler’s seizure of power in 1933 was paralleled by the downplaying of
the pursuit of revolution by communist parties outside the Soviet
Union. It would have been clearly difficult for Moscow to work together
with capitalist governments if communist parties in their own countries
were working actively for their overthrow. The downgrading of revolution
was evident both during the pursuit of collective security in 1933–39 and
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the alliance with the United States and Britain in 1941–47, and during
the understanding with Nazi Germany in 1939–41. During Stalin’s
cohabitation with Hitler, the effective denial of revolution was applied
not only to Germany and the occupied countries, but also to the coun-
tries whose governments took anti-German positions, such as France
and Britain. In these countries, the revival of revolutionary rhetoric was
a transparent fig leaf to cover the dismal u-turn that the communist
parties had been forced to make, from fiery anti-fascism to unconvin-
cing neutrality. It is unlikely that Stalin intended the revolutionary
rhetoric to be taken seriously; had it posed a real danger to governments
in the anti-Nazi states, that could have prompted them to back down in
their confrontation with Germany and indeed to come to an under-
standing with it on an anti-communist basis. Such a development
would have been contrary to Stalin’s interests, as he much preferred to
see the capitalist powers exhaust each other in fratricidal confronta-
tions. The combination of vacuous revolutionary rhetoric and the effect-
ive denial of revolution made the period of the Nazi–Soviet Pact a
particularly barren one for the European communist parties. In the
periods of Stalin’s pursuit of cooperation with the Western democratic
powers, the downplaying of revolution was accompanied by a more
positive emphasis on creating broad coalitions with democratic parties,
although it is questionable how much consolation that provided to the
European communists. Having been forced to abandon their revolu-
tionary virtue, they were faced with the unpleasant challenge of having
to work together, in the name of democracy, with partners for which the
democratic system was a much more natural milieu.

Whilst Stalin retained ultimate control both of Soviet relations with
capitalist powers, and of the direction of communist parties operating
outside the Soviet Union, he was prepared to delegate most of the
policy-making in those areas to the heads of the two institutions that
specialized in those fields, the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and the
Comintern. Litvinov was thus encouraged to develop the policy of col-
lective security in 1933–39,15 whilst Georgi Dimitrov, General Secretary
of the Comintern in 1935–43, was entrusted with steering the non-
Soviet communist parties towards a Popular Front policy in 1934–39.
Stalin’s willingness to give Litvinov and Dimitrov considerable auton-
omy was partly driven by his reluctance to identify himself irrevocably
with the policies which they were pursuing. This caution was character-
istic of Stalin’s approach to policy-making: in situations in which he
could not fully control the outcome, and that was clearly the case in for-
eign policy where success depended on the positions taken by other
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governments, and in the affairs of non-Soviet communist parties, he
avoided taking a clear stance and preferred to wait for events to take a
definite course before committing himself. Another important factor
was Stalin’s belief in the competence of Litvinov and Dimitrov in their
specific areas, although that trust was to be severely weakened once they
had failed to make a success of their policies. Perhaps even more impor-
tantly, both Litvinov and Dimitrov enjoyed Stalin’s personal confidence
and had a unique access to the Soviet leader.16 They were also aware, of
course, of Stalin’s ruthless treatment of anybody whose loyalty he
suspected, something manifested on a truly gruesome scale during the
purges of 1937–38.

Dimitrov’s central role in the development and spread of Popular
Front policies through the Comintern, whilst largely the result of
contingency, meant that Bulgarian domestic politics, which played an
important role both as a crucible of, and as testing ground for, his ideas,
assumed greater significance than might have been expected on the
basis of the country’s intrinsic importance. Dimitrov’s emergence as a
political leader was shaped largely by Bulgaria’s political evolution in the
years after the First World War.

Owing to the specificities of her political development, Bulgaria could
present, at least potentially, quite favourable conditions for the estab-
lishment of some form of cooperation between communists and demo-
cratic parties. After Bulgaria’s defeat in the First World War had largely
discredited the liberal parties that had governed the country since its
foundation as a modern state in the late nineteenth century, the agrar-
ian party (Bulgarian Agrarian National Union – BANU) and the commu-
nist party (Bulgarian Communist Party – BCP) achieved a dominant
position in Bulgaria’s politics. The votes received by the two parties
increased with every election. In the election of 1919, the BANU and the
BCP became the strongest and the second-strongest party in the country
respectively, with 198,000 votes and 85 members of parliament (out of a
total of 236) for the agrarians, and 119,000 votes and 47 MPs for the com-
munists.17 As a result of these elections, the BANU’s leader Stamboliiski
became prime minister, and began to push through an ambitious, if not
entirely realistic, programme of social reform.18 In the elections of 1920,
the BANU and the BCP gained almost 60 per cent of the vote, with the for-
mer obtaining 347,000 votes and 110 MPs (out of 229), and the latter
182,000 and 50 respectively. No other party obtained more than
100,000 votes, with five liberal parties managing a total of 310,000.19 In
the elections of 1923, in which the BANU government used extensive
intimidation against both the communists and the liberal parties, the
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agrarians gained 569,000 votes, the BCP 204,000 and the liberal parties,
275,000. Owing to a shift in the electoral system away from propor-
tional representation, these votes translated into 212 MPs (out of 245)
for the BANU, 16 for the BCP and 15 for the liberal parties.20

Having inflicted an apparently decisive defeat on the liberal parties,
the BANU and the BCP began to perceive each other as the main obstacle
to gaining and maintaining power.21 From a communist point of view, the
main problem was that under the dynamic leadership of Stamboliiski,
the BANU had achieved a seemingly self-sustaining breakthrough in the
political mobilization of the country’s peasant majority. Stamboliiski’s
prediction that his regime would endure for decades22 struck the
communists as distinctly threatening. In the event, it turned out that
the BANU’s failure to establish itself in the bureaucracy and the army,
either by conciliating or purging them, brought the agrarian era to a
close much sooner than Stamboliiski had expected. On 9 June 1923, the
BANU government was overthrown by a coup, led by the People’s
Alliance, a secret organization of army officers and intellectuals, which
subsequently formed a broader political union, the Domocratic Alliance.
Even if unable to prevent the loss of power, the peasants reacted
violently against the new government by staging chaotic assaults on
military garrisons and administrative centres. The government was able
to crush the agrarian resistance by military force, with Stamboliiski
numbering among the many casualties.

Caught by surprise by the June 1923 coup, the BCP leadership was not
unhappy to witness the removal of its major rival, fondly imagining that
‘the struggle … between the urban and rural bourgeoisies’23 would leave
the field open to it. One of the most prominent communist leaders
Kabakchiev expressed to the Comintern the hope that with the defeat of
the BANU, the peasant masses would shift to the communist party.24

Although in rural areas many communists collaborated with the agrar-
ians in their desperate resistance, the party’s power-base in the towns,
confidently entrenched in its multiple clubs, trade unions and news-
papers, supported the leadership.

The Comintern saw things rather differently. Eager to promote world
revolution, and in particular, to set an example to the German prole-
tariat in the crises of 1923, it insisted that the Bulgarian communists had
made a fundamental error. Drawing a parallel with the Kornilov affair of
1917 when the Bolshevik party had backed Kerensky’s Provisional
Government against a right-wing general, it insisted that the BCP
should have helped the agrarian government to crush the coup, even if
only to strengthen its position for subsequent struggles against it. The
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BCP Central Committee made a number of attempts to defend its
position, before succumbing to Comintern’s demands and organizing
an armed rebellion against the government in September 1923. The
badly organized enterprise took hold only in some rural areas in which
radical peasants were prepared to back any attempt to overthrow the
killers of Stamboliiski, whereas in the cities the large party organizations
declined to engage in suicidal attacks against superior military force. The
September 1923 uprising, for all its spectacular failure, had a number of
important, if contradictory, consequences. On the one hand, it served to
convince Dimitrov of the importance of a united front between workers
and peasants. Although he had backed the original decision on neutral-
ity in June 1923 along with the rest of the party leadership, he took
Comintern’s criticism to heart and in a series of articles in the summer
of 1923 expounded the necessity of united action. The failure of the
uprising in September of that year did little to dissuade him; the fact
that the uprising had succeeded in rural areas demonstrated in his eyes
the potential for communist–agrarian cooperation and made him regret
all the more the fact that the BCP had not acted at the most opportune
moment immediately after the coup in June 1923, when it could have
joined forces with the spontaneous agrarian resistance. What for the
Comintern had been merely one turn in the tactical line, became for
Dimitrov, through his traumatic Bulgarian experience, an enduring per-
sonal credo. It is significant that in his speech at the seventh congress of
the Comintern in 1935, in which he justified the need for a Popular
Front, he highlighted the error committed by the BCP in June 1923 as an
example of ‘sectarian narrowness’, similar to that displayed by the
German communist party before Hitler’s capture of power.25 At the same
time, however, the September 1923 uprising gave Dimitrov a misleading
conviction in the ability of the communist party to command a leading
position in a united front, rather than engage in difficult negotiations
with equal partners or even play a subordinate role. The fact that the
powerful agrarian party had been dealt a severe blow by the June 1923
coup made it relatively easy for the communists to dominate the scat-
tered radical agrarians who joined them in the September uprising. In
more normal circumstances, the agrarian party, with its aspirations for
power and inherently larger constituency, would have been unwilling to
accept communist dominance.

Dimitrov was able to apply the views he had formed in the specific
circumstances of Bulgaria to shaping the policy of international com-
munism, as General Secretary of the Comintern. This trajectory had its
positive effects, such as Dimitrov’s undoubtedly genuine and deeply
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held commitment to a united and later popular front, and its negative
sides, such as Dimitrov’s over-optimistic belief in the leadership poten-
tial of the communists, which might have been true in the specific
conditions of September 1923 in Bulgaria, but was less applicable to
other countries, in both Western and Eastern Europe, where the com-
munists had to work together with well-established social democratic,
agrarian and liberal parties.

Indeed, even in Bulgaria, Dimitrov’s hopeful view of the communists’
capacity to form and lead an effective united front was disproved by the
events of the 1920s. The brutal suppression of the September 1923 upris-
ing was followed by the banning of the communist party. Far from
creating a united front, the communists were forced to turn to extreme
measures, culminating in an explosion in the cathedral church of Sofia
in April 1925, which aimed to wipe out with one blow the king, the
entire government and the top military command. The terrorist act
failed to achieve its objective, although it did succeed in killing 128
people.26 The government naturally responded with severe repression,
which all but destroyed the leadership and most of the cadres of the
BCP. Dimitrov, who, along with his fellow leader Kolarov, had got out of
the country following the failure of the September 1923 uprising, was
unaffected by the repression (although he did receive a death sentence
in absentia),27 but the physical safety that distance conferred also had a
political price. The party leadership in the country was captured by rad-
ical young leaders who responded to the government’s repression by
retreating into heady revolutionary rhetoric. They regarded Dimitrov
and Kolarov as opportunists, due to their pursuit of a united front policy
in the course of preparing the September 1923 insurrection.28 The young
radicals’ position was reinforced by the Comintern’s turn to the left after
1928. Dimitrov and Kolarov hung on precariously in the Comintern,
but their standing was considerably diminished. Kolarov was appointed
director of the International Agrarian Institute in Moscow, a relatively
insignificant sideshow, whilst Dimitrov was sent in March 1929 to head
the Comintern’s Western European Bureau in Berlin.29 According to
Humbert-Droz, Dimitrov’s appointment to this ‘subordinate’ post was a
form of exile from Moscow, where he was considered to be a ‘right devi-
ationist’.30 In the absence of Dimitrov and Kolarov’s restraining hand,
the communist leaders in Bulgaria intensified their radical course, which
in the crisis conditions of the early 1930s gained them considerable sup-
port: in the 1931 general elections, the communist legal ‘front’ party,
the Bulgarian Workers’ Party (BWP), competing together with some
radical peasant groups, captured 166,000 votes and 31 parliamentary
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seats,31 and in the following year, won a majority of seats on the Sofia
city council.32 The communists’ revolutionary stance, however, also
served to repel potential allies, in particular the agrarians. Moderate
agrarians, under the leadership of Dimitur Gichev, were able to form a
coalition, the ‘People’s Bloc’, with the Democratic party, one of the most
experienced and respected liberal parties in the country. In 1931, in one
of the freest elections of modern Bulgarian history, the Bloc won the
largest number of seats and formed a government. The agrarian–liberal
alliance proved fraught with tensions. Although providing the bulk of
parliamentary support, the agrarians had to be satisfied with three
minor cabinet portfolios (agriculture, public works and education),
whilst the ‘levers of power’, such as the prime ministership, the interior,
foreign and finance ministries, went to the Democrats. The deepening
economic crisis, which halved Bulgaria’s domestic trade turnover in
1929–34,33 dwindled government revenues34 and plunged peasants into
debt, made the uneasy compromises between Bulgaria’s small middle
class and the peasant masses, which arguably provided the only basis for
the survival of democracy in the underdeveloped agrarian state,35 even
less sustainable than they might otherwise have been. The apparent inef-
ficacy of the People’s Bloc government exacerbated the already existing
divisions between Gichev’s moderate agrarians (the BANU-Vrabcha) and
those demanding a more independent role, a greater share of power and
a return to the radical ideas of Stamboliiski, who went on to form their
own organisation (the BANU-Alexander Stamboliiski, usually known as
Pladne after the name of its newspaper, led by Dr. G. M. Dimitrov,
Alexander Obbov and others). The communists, blinded by their revo-
lutionary optimism, proved unable and unwilling to establish links even
with the Pladne agrarians. Much like their counterparts in Germany in
that period, the Bulgarian communists’ belief that the fall of capitalism
was just around the corner, made them unable to appreciate the virtues
of ‘bourgeois’ democracy and the much more serious dangers posed by
the rising tide of right-wing authoritarianism.

With authoritarian regimes emerging throughout Europe and appear-
ing to weather the economic crisis much more successfully than ‘decrepit’
democracies, it is hardly surprising that some Bulgarian intellectuals
and military officers reached the conclusion that parliamentary democ-
racy had outlived its usefulness, and radical action was once again
necessary as it had been in June 1923. The proposed instrument of
change was the intellectual circle Zveno (Link), an elitist association com-
mitted to the country’s ‘national renewal’ by transcending traditional
party politics. The remedy to Bulgaria’s multiple ills was seen to lie in an
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efficient and streamlined administration by a technocratic government,
with the interests of different classes reconciled in corporatist struc-
tures.36 Zveno’s programme was not worked out to anything approach-
ing operational stage when it seized power through a military coup on
19 May 1934. The communists reacted to the coup with a characteristic
mixture of stupefying self-confidence and derisory tactical ineptitude.
The fall of the ‘semi-fascist’ People’s Bloc was welcomed and was
expected to lead to an intensification of the class struggle. The commun-
ist central committee promptly issued a call for a general strike and the
‘takeover of the streets’. This was one of the last knee-jerks of the
Comintern’s leftist era. Even had the young party leaders been equipped
with a more adequate ideological framework, it is unlikely that they
could have achieved anything substantial. The ‘takeover of the streets’
turned into a rout, as the supporters who had flocked to the party dur-
ing the economic depression, melted away when faced with determined
government action. Zveno was able to proceed unimpeded with the
destruction of parliamentary democracy in Bulgaria, banning political
parties and taking over their assets.

By the early 1930s, Dimitrov had reached a low point in his career.
Exiled by the Comintern in Berlin, and openly disregarded by the young
leaders of the Bulgarian communist party, it appeared that he was des-
tined to disappear into political obscurity. The fact that Dimitrov’s black
patch coincided with the dominance of left-wing revolutionary rhetoric
in international communism goes a considerable way towards explaining
the vehemence of his later reaction against it. Dimitrov began his come-
back inauspiciously. He started by transforming the Western European
Bureau from a ‘rather shadowy institution into a busy and effective
agency of IKKI [the Comintern’s Executive Committee – V.D.], on whose
behalf it handled many issues of relations with foreign (not only
European) parties’.37 Dimitrov’s big break came, ironically enough, with
his arrest by German police in March 1933, for allegedly setting fire to
the Reichstag as a signal for a communist uprising. The newly installed
Nazi regime used the fire as a powerful propaganda weapon in the
elections held in that month, which set the stage for the elimination of
parliamentary democracy in Germany. In the trial conducted in Leipzig
and Berlin, Dimitrov was able to blend skillfully an idealistic defence of
his communist ideology with well-crafted legal arguments based on a
close study of the German criminal code. His demolition of Nazi ministers
such as Goering and Goebbels in fierce courtroom exchanges gained
him widespread sympathy, and made him one of the very few commun-
ists to enjoy genuine popularity with public opinion across Europe.
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Following his acquittal by the German court, and the Bulgarian govern-
ment’s refusal to recognize him as its citizen, he was granted Soviet citi-
zenship and flown in glory to Moscow in February 1934.

According to E. H. Carr’s history of the last years of the Comintern,
Dimitrov’s arrival in Moscow ‘was a crucial turning-point’ in the
Comintern’s move towards a united, and later popular front, policy.38

Carr notes that ‘The Leipzig trial, by providing a forum for his
[Dimitrov’s] rugged and independent personality, had made him the
symbol of a worldwide wave of indignation against a monstrous regime;
and the immense prestige which this brought to him gave him a stand-
ing and an influence in Moscow such as no other foreign communist
ever attained.’39 Dimitrov did not hesitate to claim a leading position in
the Comintern, writing to Stalin on 3 April 1934: ‘I believe that what I
have accomplished in Leipzig is a political capital for the Communist
International, which has to be used fully and rationally, as well as speed-
ily.’40 He was granted a meeting with Stalin on 7 April, at which the
Soviet leader dismissed the hitherto dominant quartet at the
Comintern, Manuilsky, Piatnitsky, Kuusinen and Knorin, all of whom
had been associated with the leftist line of 1928, as ‘history’, implicitly
indicating that Dimitrov should assume their place. Molotov, at that
time head of the Soviet government, put it with his customary blunt-
ness: ‘You have seen the enemy in the face. Now that you have been
released from prison, you should take the work [of the Comintern] into
your own hands … ’41 The significance of Stalin’s signal was quickly rec-
ognized at the Comintern, with Manuilsky telling Dimitrov on 25 April:

I have thought long and hard about your conversation with Stalin.
This conversation is not accidental. Rather, it has an exceptional
political significance. … We need a ‘boss’ at the KI [Communist
International]. History pushed you forward with the Leipzig trial. You
have tremendous popularity with the masses. Your voice has a colos-
sal resonance. You have to take over the leadership. … We suffer from
a terrible routine and bureaucracy. I have long tried to change that,
but lack the necessary authority. If you are also unable to change it,
then all would remain as before – and then, I must tell you, work at
the KI would become meaningless … One needs to have contact with
Stalin. It would be easier for you to achieve that. He will take your
views into account. [Dimitrov’s emphasis]42

Having assumed the leadership of the Comintern, Dimitrov began to
steer it towards a new course. His policy ideas were a product both of his
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negative experience in Germany, where he had seen the conflict
between the communists and the social democrats pave the way for the
Nazi seizure of power, and of a more positive belief in the possibility
of real cooperation between communists and democratic parties.
Dimitrov’s own experience at the Reichstag fire trial, when he had
received widespread support from democratically minded citizens across
Europe, convinced him that it was possible to find a common ground
between all opponents of the Nazi dictatorship. Stalin agreed with
Dimitrov’s conclusion that antagonism between communists and social
democrats had been unproductive, but was more sceptical of the possi-
bility of genuine cooperation between them. Stalin’s scepticism comes
through in his marginal notes on Dimitrov’s letter to him of 1 July 1934.
In response to Dimitrov’s question of ‘whether it is correct to consider
all leftist social democratic groups as the major threat under any condi-
tions’, Stalin noted, ‘in the major capitalist countries – yes’. In response
to Dimitrov’s assertion that ‘One can expect, after all, that in the course
of struggle quite a few of today’s leading functionaries of the social
democratic parties and of the reformist trade unions will choose the
path of revolution along with the social democratic workers’, Stalin
wrote sceptically, ‘ “quite a few” – not; some – yes’.43

Stalin’s reasoning can be discerned from his conversation with
Dimitrov on 7 April. At that meeting, Stalin demonstrated a remarkably
accurate awareness of the political situation in the Western European
countries, much more so than the enthusiastic Dimitrov, who tended to
be carried away by his own belief in the efficacy of persuasion. In
response to the question of ‘why, given that our theory is correct, at
the decisive moment millions of workers do not follow us, but stay with
the social democrats who have acted so treacherously, or even, as in
Germany, go to the national socialists’, Dimitrov blamed the deficien-
cies of ‘our system of propaganda, our incorrect approach to the
European workers’. Stalin responded:

No, that is not the main reason. The main reason is the course of
historical development – the historical links that have been created
between the European masses and bourgeois democracy. Then there
is the special position of Europe – European countries do not have
sufficient raw materials, coal, wool, etc., of their own. They rely on
their colonies. They can not exist without the colonies. The workers
know that and are afraid of losing the colonies. And in that regard,
they are inclined to follow their own bourgeoisie. In their minds,
they do not agree with our anti-imperialist policy. … We can not
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expect to win the allegiance of millions of European workers
immediately or very easily.

Stalin was even prepared to acknowledge that the Bolshevik seizure of
power in November 1917 had come against the grain of historical
development:

Our people in the Comintern apply to the European workers every-
thing that was relevant to the Russian workers. They do not under-
stand that in practice we have never had a parliamentary democracy.
The Russian workers did not get anything from the Duma. In Europe,
it is different. If our bourgeoisie had had thirty more years at its
disposal, it would have probably established links with the masses
through parliamentary democracy, and then it would have been
much more difficult for us to bring it down.

Stalin demonstrated not only an understanding of the political and
social conditions under which European communists had to work, but
also an astute, if rather cynical, appreciation of the strength of estab-
lished democratic parties and their leaders:

The million-strong masses have a herd psychology. They can act only
through their representatives, through their leaders. When they lose
trust in their leaders, they feel weak and lost. They are afraid to
lose their leaders. And that is why the social democratic workers fol-
low their leaders, in spite of the fact that they are not satisfied with
them. They would abandon their leaders only when other, better
ones, appear. But that takes time.44

Whilst retaining a considerable degree of scepticism regarding the
ability of communists to work successfully with democratic partners,
Stalin was prepared to allow Dimitrov to try out his ideas. The high
point of the Popular Front policy, and of Dimitrov’s own influence,
came at the seventh congress of the Comintern in 1935. Not only was he
formally elected as General Secretary of the Comintern,45 but his speech
set the tone for the congress’s discussions.46 He argued that fascism
posed a threat not only to the working class, but also to the very exis-
tence of democracy, creating a convergence of interests between all
groups committed to the preservation of democratic liberties. This
meant that the communists, whilst preserving their autonomy, could
not only create a united front with the social democrats, but also extend
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it to the peasants, the urban petit bourgeois and the intellectuals, to
form ‘a broad anti-Fascist popular front’ (emphasis in the original).47

Dimitrov’s rather sanguine view of the democratic appeal of commun-
ist parties made him unable to appreciate just how difficult it would
prove for them to forge alliances with democratic parties, let alone
secure a leading role within them. The history of pre-war Popular Fronts
demonstrated that even in the most favourable circumstances, as in
France, communist support for democratic governments turned the
communist parties into subordinate partners. Even in Dimitrov’s own
country, Bulgaria, the Popular Front proved to be a less than conspicu-
ous success.

The efficiency with which Zveno had organized its coup in May 1934
could not disguise the fact that it had not succeeded in attracting any
prominent politicians and had remained a narrow group of military
officers and intellectuals. Once in power, Zveno proceeded on essentially
negative lines, banning all political parties but not attempting to carve
out a new political base for itself by organizing a mass party on fascist
lines. Zveno’s political weakness meant that it was unable to respond
effectively to the manoeuvres of King Boris, who believed that he was a
much more natural leader of the authoritarian regime than the Zveno
upstarts. Within a year of the coup, the monarch was able to pack the
government with his own cronies, and was to rule the country unchal-
lenged for the next decade. He retained most of Zveno’s authoritarian
innovations, such as the formal ban on party political activity, but used
them to concentrate power into his own hands. Buttressed by economic
recovery, and the king’s personal popularity, Boris’s regime was tolerated
if not enthusiastically welcomed by the majority of the population. By
1938 the king felt confident enough to stage parliamentary elections.
Although candidates were supposed to be non-political, and elaborate
precautions were taken to ensure a government majority, once given the
chance, the electorate sent to parliament a substantial opposition
(56 out of 160 deputies).48

In this context of mild authoritarianism, the introduction of a
Popular Front policy was unlikely to achieve much success. Indeed, the
new line promoted by Dimitrov from Moscow first had to overcome the
resistance of the communist party itself. The party’s ‘left-sectarian’ lead-
ership, as Dimitrov and Kolarov now described it,49 owed its rise to the
policy of ‘class against class’ and genuinely identified with it. The
defeat of the ‘left sectarians’ was accomplished through a wide-ranging
purge. In the case of the large Bulgarian émigré community in the
Soviet Union, the political purge intertwined with the all-too-physical
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NKVD purges of foreign communists in the late 1930s. According to
information provided by the Central Control Commission of the
Bulgarian Communist Party in 1989, in the context of rehabilitation of
the victims of Stalinist terror, a purge commission chaired by Kolarov
had provided character references for 1,300 Bulgarian émigrés by 1937,
of which 400 were either negative or inaccurate. Almost all of those
who received a negative reference were arrested and received heavy sen-
tences, and most of them perished.50 In total, 868 Bulgarian émigrés
were affected by NKVD’s purges, of whom 579 died, either by execution
or in prisons and labour camps.51 The ‘left sectarians’ in Bulgaria were
also purged with ‘great thoroughness’,52 although they were fortunate
enough to be located beyond the range of the NKVD. The purges gave
Dimitrov an unchallenged control of the party, one that he was to keep
until the late 1940s.

Dimitrov’s success in imposing the Popular Front policy on the
communist party did not, however, prove sufficient to turn the policy
into a success. The agrarian and liberal parties, which the communists
hoped to attract as allies, were well aware of the communists’ propensity
for radical changes of policy, and saw no reason why they should allow
them to lead the struggle for democracy. The communists were forced to
become a subordinate partner to the Petorka (quintet) of liberal, agrarian
and socialist politicians fighting for the restoration of the liberal consti-
tution, which had been effectively suspended since Zveno’s coup in 1934.
The democratic parties won substantial representation in the 1938 elec-
tions, but they neither could, nor wished to, challenge the king head-on,
hoping that he could be persuaded of the virtues of constitutional rule.
Although relations between the mainstream democratic leaders and the
communists were never particularly warm, the communists did manage
to forge contacts with a number of leftist politicians such as Nikola
Petkov of the Pladne agrarians and Chesmedzhiev of the social demo-
crats. Equally importantly, the communists established links with the
ousted leaders of Zveno, especially Kimon Georgiev, the prime minister
of the 1934 government. These links were still very tentative – the Zveno
leaders, in particular, were likely to turn to any group that could help
them return to power – but could be utilized in the future. All in all,
however, the Popular Front policy proved a failure in Bulgaria, with the
communists finding themselves outflanked and outmanoeuvred by
parties that were much more adept in playing the democratic game,
even in the limited form it took in the context of royal authoritarianism.

The inability of the Bulgarian communists to make much of a success
of the Popular Front was merely one instance of the more general failure
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of this policy across Europe. Even in France, where the French communist
party had taken the initiative in forging joint action with the social
democrats and later with the middle class Radicals,53 and where a
Popular Front government had been elected in 1936, the communists
proved unable to solve the dilemma between being a party of class strug-
gle and working together with partners who wished to modify, but not
transform fundamentally, the system of capitalist liberal democracy.54

Having refused to participate in the cabinet (due partly to Soviet concern
that such a step would antagonize the right and ultimately damage
France’s relations with Russia),55 the communists found themselves
playing second fiddle to their socialist and Radical Party partners. They
could exert little, if any positive influence on the government’s policy
towards the Soviet Union.56 The Blum and Daladier governments were
reluctant to commit themselves too closely to Moscow and generally
followed the British lead in appeasing the Germans.57 The Munich
agreement of September 1938, in which Britain and France conceded
Hitler’s demands on Czechoslovakia, underlined dramatically the Soviet
Union’s isolation. The ineffectiveness of the Popular Front policy
inevitably began to discredit Dimitrov in Stalin’s eyes. Even when he
managed to secure a meeting with Stalin, as on 26 April 1939, the Soviet
leader refused to discuss policy matters with him. In response to
Dimitrov’s plea to talk about the complicated position in which the
French communist party was finding itself, Stalin said dismissively
that he was rather busy. Indeed, he cracked what Dimitrov found a
rather unpleasant joke, telling him, ‘You should deal with these prob-
lems yourself. After all, you are the “chairman of the KI (Communist
International)”. We are merely one section of the KI! …’ (Dimitrov’s quo-
tation marks).58 Dimitrov was so concerned about his fall from grace that
he noted with relief that among the slogans at the traditional 1 May
parade in the Red Square was one dedicated to him. He consoled himself
that that meant ‘the total dismissal of the various rumours about
D[imitrov] – here and abroad!’59

Dimitrov was kept totally ignorant of the progress of the Soviet–German
negotiations that led to the conclusion of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact on
23 August 1939. The first entry in his diary showing any inkling of what
was happening appeared only on the day before the pact was con-
cluded.60 Dimitrov’s total dismay is revealed by the despairing note in
his diary on the day following the signature of the pact, ‘(A photograph
in “Pr[avda]” and “Izvestia” [the official Soviet communist party and
government newspapers respectively – V. D.] – Molot[ov], Stalin-Ribbentrop,
Gaus!)’ [Dimitrov’s emphasis and exclamation mark].61
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On 7 September 1939, the shattered Dimitrov was told by Stalin that
in the new situation, the Popular Front policy had become not only
redundant, but even treacherous:

Before the war, the contrast contrast drawn between fascism and democ-
racy was absolutely correct. [Dimitrov’s emphasis]

In the war between imperialist powers, however, this is no longer
true. [Dimitrov’s emphasis]

The war has brought about a fundamental change … [Dimitrov’s
emphasis]

To hold today to the positions of yesterday (a united popular front,
the unity of the nation) – means to lower yourself to the positions of
the bourgeoisie.

This slogan must be brought down. [Dimitrov’s emphasis]62

Dimitrov’s humiliation was completed the following day, when he had to
compose a Comintern directive, which negated virtually all the tenets of
the policy he had promoted so enthusiastically since 1934. Communist
parties all over the world were instructed to attack ‘the treacherous policy
of the social democrats’, with the parties of France, Britain, Belgium and
the United States, which had dared to oppose the new line, specifically
admonished to change tack immediately.63 Stalin, ever the realist, did not
expect the Western European workers to be influenced by the Comintern’s
change of policy. As he told Dimitrov on 7 November 1939:

I consider that the slogan for turning an imperialist war into a civil
war (during the First [World] imperialist war) was appropriate only
for Russia, where the workers were linked to the peasantry and could,
in the circumstances existing under Tsarism, go on an offensive
against the bourgeoisie.

For the European countries, that slogan was not appropriate, as the
workers there had been given some democratic reforms by the bour-
geoisie and clung to them, and were unwilling to engage in a civil war
(revolution) against the bourgeoisie. (We had to approach the
European workers differently.) [Dimitrov’s emphasis]

We had to take into account these characteristics of the European
worker and to put the question differently to him, to put up different
slogans based on them.64

Given Stalin’s scepticism about the possibility of influencing the
European working class by purely ideological means, the only reliable
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way of spreading communism was by the force of arms. In such a
situation, the Comintern became irrelevant. In the spring of 1941, Stalin
even toyed with the notion of abolishing it. On 20 April 1941, Stalin
told Dimitrov, in a typically off-hand conversation following a perform-
ance at the Bolshoi Theatre, that the Comintern had outlived its day.
The original International had been created by Marx in the expectation
of an imminent world proletarian revolution. The same had been true of
the creation of the Communist International by Lenin in 1919. At the
present time, communist parties had to pay more attention to their
national tasks:

… the communist parties should become completely independent,
and not to be sections of the KI [Communist International]. They
have to become national communist parties under different names –
workers’ party, Marxist party, etc. [Dimitrov’s emphasis] The name is
not important. What is important is that they penetrate their nations
and concentrate on their specific tasks. …

This may not be an attractive option from the point of view of the
KI’s own administrative interests, but it is not these interests that are
decisive! [Dimitrov’s emphasis]65

The level of Dimitrov’s dependence on Stalin by that point is indicated
by the fact that he apparently offered no objections to the destruction of
organization to which he had committed his life. The very next day he
met with Togliatti and Thorez, the Italian and French communist lead-
ers, and informed them of the need to dissolve the Comintern ‘in the
nearest future’.66 By 12 May, he had got as far as discussing the prepar-
ation of an official Comintern resolution, first with Manuilsky, and then
with Zhdanov, one of Stalin’s top ideologues.67 It was only the Nazi inva-
sion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 that provided a reprieve for
the Comintern, albeit only a temporary one.

Conclusion

In spite of some minor tactical victories, Stalin’s engagement with the
outside world in 1933–41 ended in failure. The efforts to forestall a
German attack against the Soviet Union, first by a policy of collective
security and then by agreement with the Nazis, proved ineffective. The
attempt to steer the internal politics of European countries by encouraging
their communist parties to engage in cooperation with democratic parties
also failed to achieve substantial results. The period 1933–41 demonstrated
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clearly the limitations of Stalin’s means of influencing the outside world,
both through traditional diplomatic channels and through communist
parties acting in national political systems. At the same time, the period
also indicated that there was a potential convergence of interests
between the Soviet Union and the Western democratic powers in con-
taining German aggression. Although that potential was not realized
before the outbreak of the Second World War, the Nazi attack on the
Soviet Union turned it into reality. Similarly, in the pursuit of a broad
Popular Front, the communist parties demonstrated that they could
work together with social democratic, agrarian and liberal parties. The
Popular Front policy collapsed ingloriously in 1939 due partly to contin-
gent factors such as the conclusion of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact,
which deprived the communist parties of their main means of attracting
popular support. The Nazi invasion in June 1941 transformed the Soviet
Union once again into a champion of the anti-fascist cause, and encour-
aged communists across Europe to pick up the threads of the Popular
Front with renewed energy. Furthermore, whilst the attachment of demo-
cratic parties to the political and economic status quo had been an
important obstacle to their collaboration with communist parties before
the war, the brutal military conflict shattered existing institutions across
the continent and made it easier for all parties to contemplate substan-
tial, and sometimes even radical, change. Whilst some of the contingent
factors which inhibited the Soviet Union’s cooperation with capitalist
powers, and the communist parties’ ability to forge alliances with demo-
cratic parties in their national political systems, disappeared or were ame-
liorated after June 1941, some of the fundamental contradictions that
had manifested themselves in the 1933–41 period also emerged in the
different context of the 1941–47 period. On the international level, in
spite of the fact that the Soviet Union formed a strong wartime alliance
with Britain and the United States, it proved unable to sustain it and
ultimately slid into a Cold War confrontation. In the national politics of
European countries, in spite of the formation of anti-fascist coalitions
during the war, these coalitions were ultimately undermined by the com-
munists’ inability, or unwillingness, to accept the full implications of
democratic competition, in particular with parties that proved to be con-
siderably better at attracting popular support. Whilst in Western Europe,
the break-up of the broad coalitions resulted in the marginalization of
the communist parties, the communists in Eastern Europe were able,
with Stalin’s decisive support, to resolve the crisis by seizing total power.
The failure of the Popular Front policy in the 1930s had probably not
come as a great surprise to Stalin, who, whilst allowing Dimitrov to
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pursue his pet ideas, remained deeply sceptical of the communists’
ability to compete with established democratic parties. Although after
June 1941 Stalin himself took the initiative in reviving and extending the
policy of cooperation between the communists and democratic parties,
he proved unable to accept its full implications and ultimately retreated
to the system with which he was most familiar at home, namely com-
munist party monopoly of power. Indeed, the discrepancy between the
policy that Stalin was encouraging foreign communist parties to pursue,
and the system existing in the Soviet Union, was always a factor under-
mining communist parties’ efforts to foster cooperation with democratic
parties. That discrepancy was perhaps most vivid in the 1930s, when the
encouragement of Popular Front policies abroad proceeded almost in
parallel with the murderous great purges in the Soviet Union. During the
war and immediately after it, the broad democratic coalitions in Eastern
Europe appeared to parallel the limited ‘softening’ of the Stalinist system
in the USSR, but once Stalin had decided to tighten the screws at home
in 1946, it was difficult to see how democracy in Eastern Europe could
survive for much longer. Whilst the establishment of one-party regimes
in Eastern Europe represented a return to the modes of operation famil-
iar to Stalin and guaranteed him complete control, the price that had to
be paid for these ‘achievements’ was to accept, in most countries of the
region, governments which lacked broad domestic legitimacy, were
dependent on Soviet backing, and could generate problems which would
require Russian intervention and could entangle Moscow in conflict with
the West. Thus whilst June 1941 marked the beginning of a more intense,
and, in spite of the immediate dangers posed by the Nazi invasion, more
hopeful period of Soviet interaction with the outside world, at the end of
this period, the failure of Soviet policies was at least as palpable as it had
been at the close of the previous round of engagement.
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2
Great Power Diplomacy, 
Resistance and Popular Front in
Bulgaria (June 1941–September
1944)

On 22 June 1941, the event that Stalin had been working so desperately
to avoid since 1933, finally occurred. The Nazi attack on the Soviet
Union came within an inch of destroying the communist state, and yet
it ultimately provided Stalin with opportunities he could have scarcely
imagined before 1941. In the war against Germany, the Soviet Union
found itself in an alliance with the world’s most powerful capitalist
states, whilst the march of its armies towards Berlin and Vienna enabled
it to exert direct influence on the political life of the Eastern European
countries. In the domestic politics of European nations, in both the
eastern and the western parts of the continent, the common struggle
against Nazism offered the communists a much greater scope for work-
ing together with democratic parties. Stalin was not slow to appreciate
and take advantage of these opportunities, and committed himself
much more openly and consistently both to cooperation with the
Western powers and to the development of democratic coalitions in the
countries of Europe than he had done in 1933–39, when his pro-
nouncements had been marked by a considerably greater degree of
ambiguity and scepticism. Furthermore, in contrast to the 1930s, when
he had left the pursuit of collective security and of the Popular Front
policy largely to Litvinov and Dimitrov, and had kept himself in the
background, partly by choice and partly by necessity, in 1941–47 he
held personal control of relations with the United States and Britain,
with Molotov serving as his faithful lieutenant, and gave direct guidance
to communist parties outside the Soviet Union, with Dimitrov increas-
ingly relegated to the role of a transmission belt, albeit still an important
one. In policy terms, Stalin’s main priority after June 1941 appears to
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have been to preserve his alliance with the Western powers not only
until the war had been won, but also as the foundation of the postwar
world order. Though he proved adept at exploiting the opportunities
that the Red Army’s progress provided for exerting Soviet influence on
Eastern Europe, he was careful to do that in a way that would not endan-
ger his partnership with the United States and Britain. In the case of
Bulgaria, whilst hoping to see it in his zone of influence, he was pre-
pared to let the Western powers, which, unlike the Soviet Union, were at
war with that country, deal with it as late as August 1944. It was only
when British and American passivity, combined with the inept and
short-sighted policy of Bulgarian governments, prevented the conclu-
sion of an armistice between the Western powers and Bulgaria, and the
Soviet armies found themselves at the country’s borders, that Stalin
moved to assert control over Bulgaria. In his guidance of the communist
parties of both Eastern and Western Europe, he placed the emphasis
firmly on the organization of anti-fascist resistance and the creation of
broad democratic alliances. Whilst Dimitrov proved understandably
enthusiastic about implementing through the Comintern Stalin’s direct-
ives for a return to the Popular Front policy, one paradoxical result of the
policy was that, by making it necessary for communist parties to
immerse themselves deeply in the political life of their individual coun-
tries, it rendered central direction through the Comintern increasingly
redundant. In 1943, the Comintern became a casualty of the Popular
Front policy, and whilst Dimitrov retained a role as a link between Stalin
and the foreign communist parties, by becoming head of the international
department of the Soviet Central Committee, he did so increasingly on
an individual, country-by-country, basis. The shift in his functions
inevitably brought him closer to Bulgaria, as he made persistent, if not
always successful, efforts, to direct the communist party of his native
country in the development of anti-fascist resistance and the construc-
tion of a broad democratic front. Another consequence of the direct
engagement of communist parties with the politics of their countries
was that they became much more exposed to the influence of national-
ism, sometimes to their advantage, as in the countries occupied by
Germany, where the struggle against Nazism could be given national
connotations, and sometimes to their detriment, as in the German satel-
lites, in most of which there was a conflict between the imperatives of
nationalism and that of fighting the Nazis. In the case of Bulgaria, the
satisfaction of the country’s nationalist demands and the limited num-
ber of German forces present on its territory made anti-Nazi resistance a
rather difficult endeavour for the communist party. Similarly, the
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unwillingness of most Bulgarian democratic politicians to challenge
openly the status quo undermined communist efforts for the construc-
tion of a broad popular front. Whilst the entry of the Soviet army into
Bulgaria made it possible for the communists to become key players in
the country’s government, their limited success during the war meant
that they lacked the legitimacy to become a dominant political force.

Whilst in the early years of the war with Germany, military problems
inevitably absorbed most of Stalin’s energy and limited the attention he
could devote to long-term political planning, by the autumn of 1943 the
situation was sufficiently secure to enable him to start to consider the
prospects that were opening up as a result of the likely Soviet victory in
the war. He set up three commissions, composed of diplomats, military
officers and outside experts, to help him in that task: the first, chaired
by Litvinov, the former Commissar of Foreign Affairs and at that point
of time Deputy Commissar, and charged with the analysis of peace
treaties and postwar reconstruction; the second, under Maisky, the for-
mer ambassador to Great Britain and a Deputy Commissar of Foreign
Affairs, examining the issue of reparations; and the third, under Marshal
Voroshilov, considering armistice matters.1

The first statement of postwar aims was set out in a memorandum
sent to Molotov by Maisky in January 1944. The basic rationale of Soviet
foreign policy was defined as the creation of a situation that would guar-
antee the security of the USSR and the preservation of peace in Europe
and Asia. Although ultimate security was held to be impossible until the
Soviet Union became so strong as not to be afraid of any aggression, and
Europe became socialist, thus excluding the possibility of war by defini-
tion, these maximum objectives were assigned to a very long time
period, up to fifty years. In the medium to long term, the preservation
of the wartime alliance with Britain and the United States was consid-
ered a priority. A premature proletarian revolution was seen as disas-
trous, as it would drive the two Western powers into each other’s arms.
Maisky and subsequently Litvinov set such a high store on the good
relations that the USSR had managed to establish with each of the two
powers during the war that they dared to think that these relations were
better than those established between Britain and the United States
themselves. Curiously enough, Britain was seen as the more likely Soviet
ally after the war, as it was expected to react against American hegemony
and pressures for de-colonization. However unrealistic these hopes might
seem in retrospect, they were indicative of the diplomats’ optimistic view
of the postwar world. It appears that this attitude was basically shared by
Stalin, as late as August 1945.
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As far as Eastern Europe was concerned, Soviet objectives were complex
and not particularly well coordinated. The USSR was to support the cre-
ation of ‘broad democracy on the basis of Popular Front’ in both Eastern
and Western Europe. Whereas Allied countries such as France, Holland,
Belgium and Czechoslovakia could be expected to construct a demo-
cratic order on their own, in the cases of Germany, Italy and the former
Axis satellites (Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Finland), as well as Poland,
Yugoslavia and Greece, outside involvement was seen as necessary to
secure democracy. The involvement could come from the USSR, Britain
or the United States. The notion of imposing democracy from the
outside was inherently contradictory and difficult to implement and,
furthermore, each of the great powers was bound to attempt to mould
its clients in its own shape and form.

In a further memorandum of 15 November 1944 Litvinov proposed
an elaborate programme for Soviet – British cooperation. He envisaged a
friendly understanding between the two powers on the division of
Europe into spheres of influence. The USSR’s zone was to include, at its
maximum, Finland, Sweden, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania,
Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Turkey. The British sphere could include
France, Holland, Belgium, Spain, Portugal and Greece. Though far-
reaching, this programme could be interpreted in a number of ways.
First, it was obviously intended as a maximum statement of aims, which
could be wound down in the course of future negotiations. Countries
bordering on the USSR such as Romania and Finland were regarded as
vital for Soviet security and were expected to accept Soviet troops on
their territory. No such provision, however, was made for any of the
other countries. Second, the plans for absorbing the Eastern European
counties into a Soviet zone of influence sat uneasily with the commit-
ment to fostering democracy within those nations. Contradiction could
be avoided if the sphere of influence was seen mainly in terms of foreign
policy orientation, without necessarily underpinning that by a domestic
political transformation. In countries such as Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria
and Yugoslavia, Litvinov expected that the return to democracy would
bring them closer to the Soviet Union. Third, placing Germany, Italy,
Denmark and Norway in a ‘neutral zone’ could be seen as a means of
reducing or at least postponing tensions in these vital regions of Europe.

To summarize, in the latter stages of the war, to the extent that the
commissions’ deliberations can be considered as indicative of the opin-
ions circulating in the highest echelons of Moscow’s establishment,
Soviet policy-makers were envisaging continuing cooperation with the
wartime allies on the basis of a realpolitik division of Europe into
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spheres of influence, combined with the preservation of some common
democratic standards and at least the rhetoric of alliance. The relative
weight attached to competing considerations varied with different
countries and with the development of the international situation, and
was only decided in the course of day-to-day policy-making. The latter
activity was tightly centralized in the hands of Stalin and Molotov.2

Soviet policy towards Bulgaria, after the intense bout of pressure in
the winter of 1940, subsided into a long period of passivity. In this,
Bulgaria was not exceptional. Soviet policy-making for Eastern Europe as
a whole remained an unwieldy combination of long-term plans and
intentions, and pragmatic day-to-day decisions. In the case of Bulgaria,
the fact that the country was at war with Britain and the United States,
but not with the USSR, left few obvious possibilities for an active Soviet
policy. Even the hope that the Bulgarian people might drift ‘naturally’
towards the USSR after the collapse of the wartime regime, left the ini-
tiative in the hands of the Bulgarians. The actual course of Soviet policy
bore that out. It was not until early 1944, when the Red Army was
approaching the Balkans and Bulgarian collaboration with Germany
started to present military problems to the Soviet Union, that Moscow
began to put carefully calibrated pressure on Bulgaria. Until that point,
Stalin appeared content to leave the Western powers, which were at war
with Bulgaria, to deal with the country.

Resistance and Popular Front in Bulgaria

Although Stalin could not pursue an active policy towards Bulgaria by
diplomatic or military means until 1944, he could try to influence the
country through his direction of the Bulgarian communist party. The
German attack on the Soviet Union brought the Popular Front back on
the agenda almost immediately. At 7 a.m. on 22 June 1941, Dimitrov
was summoned to see Stalin, who appeared to be ‘remarkably calm and
self-confident’, and was told to mobilize all communist parties in the
defence of the Soviet Union. This was to be done, however, without
showing the Comintern’s hand. Stalin indicated that socialist revolution
was to be put on the back burner, and absolute priority was to be given
to the defeat of fascism.3 Dimitrov hastened to inform the communist
parties of the new line, with the unfortunate British party once again
coming in for criticism, this time for a sin contrary to the one it had
committed in September 1939. The party was criticized for declaring the
Nazi attack on the Soviet Union to be a war between capitalism and
socialism, and for continuing to attack Churchill, in spite of the fact that
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he had already committed Britain to supporting the Soviet war effort.4

The French communists were similarly instructed to cooperate with
De Gaulle.5

Whilst Dimitrov was heartened by the return to the Popular Front
line, he was careful not to indulge in dramatic political gestures, which
could undermine the USSR’s collaboration with its newly found allies.
On 6 July, Molotov told him that the Comintern proposal for the cre-
ation of an Anglo-Soviet trade union committee was ‘premature’, as it
could give rise to ‘all sorts of unnecessary suspicions among the
English’.6 Though Dimitrov was allowed to preside over the formation
and training of groups of foreign communists who could be sent to their
own countries to fight against the Nazis, which he did energetically,
with 850 people being selected as early as 3 July 1941,7 he was also
encouraged to downplay the public prominence of the Comintern. On
15 October, he was evacuated from Moscow to Kuibyshev, along with
other Comintern officials, to avoid capture by the advancing Germans.
Even in Kuibyshev, however, Dimitrov took care not to appear at the
parade on 7 November 1941 marking the anniversary of the Bolshevik
revolution, in order to avoid drawing attention to the Comintern.8

These early signs were an indication of the fact that whilst the Nazi
invasion of the Soviet Union had led to a revival of the Popular Front
policy, it had not delivered a permanent reprieve for the Comintern.
Indeed, the logic of the policy pointed firmly against the continuing
existence of the Comintern. The International could not provide effect-
ive help to communist parties, each of which had to respond to the
particular dynamics of its country’s politics. Association with the
Comintern could in fact prove a hindrance to the communist parties, by
linking them to a foreign power and thus undermining their claim to be
firmly committed to the national politics of their individual countries.
By 1943, the contradictions between the Popular Front policy and the
existence of the Comintern had become inescapable, and Stalin decided
to act. He moved with his typical abruptness. On the night of 8 May
1943, without any previous consultation, judging by Dimitrov’s diary,
Dimitrov was summoned by Molotov and told that the Comintern, as
an institution, was inhibiting the communist parties from addressing
the specific challenges that confronted them, and was told to prepare a
document for its abolition.9 Three days later, Dimitrov sent a draft reso-
lution to Stalin and Motolov, and was granted an audience by the Soviet
leader. Stalin went further in his condemnation of the International
that he had done in April 1941, the last occasion on which he had con-
templated the dissolution of the organization. He denied that the
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Internationals had ever served a useful purpose, telling Dimitrov that
not only in the current circumstances, but also in the times of Marx and
Lenin, experience had shown that it was not desirable to have a single
centre directing the work of all the communist parties. He did allow the
possibility that some regional groupings of communist parties, for
instance in South America, the United States and Canada, or some
European countries, might arise in the future, but stressed that one
should proceed with caution even with respect to those.10 On 13 May,
Stalin told Dimitrov not to rush with the dissolution and not to create
the impression that the Soviets were simply throwing foreign commun-
ist leaders out of Moscow,11 and on 19 May, he and Dimitrov agreed that
the resolution on the Comintern’s dissolution would be published in
ten days’ time.12 By the following day, however, Stalin had become
impatient and asked for the resolution to be sent to the printers that
very same day. Dimitrov told him that the ciphered radio communica-
tions to the foreign communist parties informing them of the resolution
were yet to be sent out, that the parties could only be expected to de-
cipher them on 21 May at the earliest, and that it would be inconvenient
to publish the resolution ‘before then’ (Dimitrov’s emphasis). They finally
agreed that the resolution would be published on 22 May.13 On 21 May,
the resolution was discussed at a meeting of the Soviet communist
party’s Politburo. At the meeting, Stalin noted that communist parties
were facing very different tasks in the war, with the parties in Germany
and Italy having to work for the overthrow of their governments, whilst
the parties in the USSR, Britain and the United States had to give total
support to their governments, in order to achieve victory in the war. He
also mentioned that the dissolution of the Comintern was aimed at
refuting the ‘lie’ that communist parties were agents of a foreign state,
and would enable them to consolidate their position as ‘national work-
ers’ parties’. He considered that the breaking of the formal link between
Moscow and the foreign communist parties could make it easier for
the broad mass of the population in these countries to become more
sympathetic towards the Soviet Union.14

Although the dissolution of the Comintern inevitably diminished
Dimitrov’s role, he continued to serve as an important link between
Stalin and the foreign communist parties. On 12 June 1943, at a meeting
with Stalin, it was decided to establish a ‘Department of International
Information’ at the Central Committee of the Soviet communist party,
which would be responsible for maintaining contacts with the foreign
parties. Dimitrov was to be the effective head of the new department,
but in order to avoid ‘giving ammunition to the enemies’ (presumably
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by highlighting the continuity between the department and the
Comintern), the department was to be formally headed by Shcherbakov,
Secretary of the Soviet Central Committee and a candidate member of
the Politburo, with Dimitrov and Manuilsky as his deputies.15

Dimitrov was to operate as head of the international department of
the Soviet Central Committee until his return to Bulgaria in November
1945. He continued to deal with the problems of foreign communist
parties and tried to ensure that they followed the Popular Front line, but
his role was constrained by the fact that the parties had to respond to
very different and rapidly changing conditions in their own countries.
The increasing importance of domestic factors in shaping the policies of
communist parties meant that Dimitrov, who since the late 1920s had
been functioning primarily as an international communist leader rather
than as a Bulgarian politician, was once again drawn into the politics of
his native land.

The situation that he encountered in Bulgaria was not particularly
promising, either for the development of anti-Nazi resistance or for the
construction of a broad popular front. Bulgaria’s status as a German
satellite and the considerable benefits it derived from that role, com-
bined with the mild authoritarianism of King Boris, meant that there
existed little support for armed struggle, and that most democratic
politicians preferred to operate as a ‘loyal’ opposition to the regime,
rather than enter into an alliance with the communist party.16

King Boris’s decision to join the Tripartite Pact in March 1941 had
paid the expected territorial dividends in the Aegean, and indeed
exceeded them by adding the spoils of Macedonia, as a result of Hitler’s
impulsive attack on Yugoslavia following a pro-Allied coup in Belgrade
on 27 March 1941. Although the Germans were careful to reserve the
final delineation of frontiers until the end of the war, and Bulgaria was
technically entitled only to administer the ‘new lands’ rather than
incorporate them, to most Bulgarians it seemed that they had finally
achieved their ‘national unification’.17 The realization of the constituent
myth of Bulgarian statehood, with no blood being shed in contrast to
the many thousands of lives lost in 1912–18, rallied to the government’s
side the vast majority of the population and almost all active politicians,
including those of the opposition.

Although contributing to the regime’s stability and popularity during
the war and effectively neutralizing most of its opponents, the territorial
acquisitions were to prove a crucial handicap when Bulgaria had to leave
the war. Committed to the nationalist aspirations, not only because the
contingencies of 1941 had made unification a most useful rallying

48 Stalin’s Cold War



point, but also because their profile as politicians had been defined
almost exclusively in terms of ‘defenders of the nation’ against ‘subver-
sive communism’, the small ruling elite allowed themselves to be
blinded to the impossibility of retaining the ‘new lands’ after Germany’s
defeat, and to the more important, and eminently practical, task of
preventing Bulgaria’s fall into the Soviet sphere of influence.

The mood of smug satisfaction with the fact that Bulgaria had
achieved virtually all her territorial aspirations and yet had managed to
avoid an open conflict with the great powers, a mood reinforced by a
modest upturn in the economy, which continued to grow well into 1943
and did not decline significantly below its pre-war level as late as 1944,18

was dented only partially by Germany’s attack on the USSR in June
1941. King Boris was careful enough not to declare war on the Soviet
Union, but even his adroitness proved ineffective when faced with
Germany’s imperative demand in December 1941 for a declaration of
war on the United States and Great Britain. Whilst the declaration was
undoubtedly made unwillingly, Sofia’s compliance with Berlin’s wishes
demonstrated the degree of dependence that it had accepted as the price
of territorial acquisitions. In spite of all of Bulgaria’s efforts to keep the
conflict on a purely ‘symbolic’ level and avoid any active hostilities, the
declaration of war on the United States and Britain meant that the coun-
try would inevitably be viewed in antagonistic terms by the only great
powers that could help it to avoid subjugation to the two totalitarian
giants. On the other hand, the fact that Bulgaria was at war only with
the Western powers, and not with the Soviet Union, meant that the
country could leave the war by concluding an armistice with
Washington and London, without having to involve Moscow. This pos-
sibility was not present in any of the other Nazi satellites in Eastern
Europe. Hungary, Romania and Finland had not only declared war on
the Soviet Union, but had also sent their armies to fight alongside the
Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front. Their involvement in Germany’s war
against the Soviet Union, as well as the fact that Hungary and Romania
lay on the path of the Soviet army’s advance towards Vienna, meant that
the Soviet Union could be expected to play a dominant role in the
regulation of their postwar status. By contrast, Boris’s caution made it
possible for Bulgaria to avoid Soviet involvement in its armistice,
although the realization of that possibility demanded diplomatic skills,
which the king’s successors sadly lacked.

The Bulgarian communists (the Bulgarian Workers’ Party, BWP)
embarked on an armed struggle willingly enough – the BWP Politburo
(PB) made a decision to that effect as early as 24 June 1941,19 anticipating
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Dimitrov’s instructions by a week.20 The PB went even further and
decided to organize an armed uprising in the near future, in spite of the
objections of some members who pointed to the absence of any object-
ive conditions for such a course.21 The uprising was to take place in the
case of the Soviet army inflicting an early defeat on the Nazi invaders
and approaching Bulgaria’s frontiers, or in the case of strong German
pressure on Bulgaria to declare war on the USSR.22 Faced with the rad-
icalism of his comrades in Sofia, even Dimitrov did not dare to express a
contrary opinion. It was only when the issue reached Stalin himself on
4 August 1941 that the wildly impractical scheme was rejected.23 The
next day Dimitrov wrote to the Bulgarian Central Committee (CC):
‘After a thorough discussion of the question with the highest authority,
they [probably ‘we’ – V. D.] have reached the unanimous verdict that in
the current conditions, an uprising would be premature and can only
end in defeat. An uprising should be organized only when it becomes
possible to combine action from within and without, which is still not
the case at present.’24

The Bulgarian communists were thus left with the options of hit-and-run
sabotage by urban-based ‘combat groups’ and partisan struggle in the
more isolated parts of Bulgaria. As there were few Germans in the coun-
try, the main targets available were local administrators and policemen,
and enterprises producing for the Nazi war effort. Many experienced
communists were unhappy with this suicidal and unproductive course,
which seemed a repetition of the adventurism of the late 1920s and the
early 1930s,25 and the call for action was heeded largely by marginalized
young peasants and workers. Little support was forthcoming from the
communists’ prospective allies. When approached for help, the Zveno
officers offered the technical objection that a policy of ‘pin-pricks’
would only interfere with the ‘big action’ (a military coup d’état).26 The
liberal and agrarian politicians were worried by the more fundamental
problem of inciting a civil war at a time when the majority of the popu-
lation was content with the government. They saw little purpose in
fighting fellow Bulgarians when that could have no conceivable impact
on the course of the war, or on the government’s foreign policy; indeed,
it ran the risk of worsening repression and playing into the hands of fas-
cist extremists. All but the communists continued to rely on Boris’s
sagacity and patriotism to guide him in choosing the right moment for
Bulgaria’s exit from the war.

In spite of the rather unpromising conditions, the Bulgarian commun-
ists attempted to emulate their Yugoslav comrades, who had organized a
large-scale resistance movement and had created a virtual state within a

50 Stalin’s Cold War



state. In the spring of 1944, the BWP leadership decided to transfer the
CC and the partisan general staff to the so-called western borderlands
(mountainous regions on the Yugoslav–Bulgarian frontier, under
Bulgarian occupation in 1941–44), to establish a free zone there and
even to proclaim a new government in the zone.27

By mid-April 1944 substantial partisan forces had been concentrated
in the western borderlands. According to the memoirs of CC member
Hristozov, the village of Kalna ‘resembled a real military camp. … The
Politburo’s decision to create a Fatherland Front government there was
thus fully realisable.’28 The party leadership, however, adopted an even
more daring, and impractical, plan – to create a free zone in the heart of
Bulgaria, near Plovdiv, the country’s second largest city.29 The forces in
Kalna were organized into two brigades on the Yugoslav model.30 A
British military mission including Captain Frank Thompson also
reached the camp, and a substantial quantity of British weapons was
parachuted in.31 In May, the two brigades left for Plovdiv, but were soon
intercepted by Bulgarian army and police units, after which they lost
many of their members and disintegrated into small groups. Some of the
most prominent partisan leaders, along with Thompson, lost their lives
in what was from the beginning little more than a foolhardy adven-
ture.32 Dimitrov in Moscow was informed of the formation of the two
brigades and of their move towards Plovdiv only on 22 June, after they
had been defeated, and was not aware of the plans to create a free zone
there.33 The military officers sympathetic to the communists were
critical of their actions, as were some of the party’s political allies.34

The flow of adherents to the partisans increased in the late summer of
1944, but most of them lacked both arms and experience. Dimitrov tried
to organize the dispatch of weapons, but Stalin was evidently reluctant
to give his authorization until late August. On 6 September, having been
informed that a partisan ‘division’ had been formed in the western bor-
derlands, Dimitrov sent an urgent message to Stalin asking for an arms
drop ‘for several thousand partisans’.35 Two days later a large quantity of
Soviet weapons was supplied, although the division was unable to reach
Sofia in time for the 9 September coup. Even at that late stage, the forces
that the partisans could muster were far from sufficient to seize control
either of Sofia or of the provincial towns – estimates of their numbers
range from 8000 to 10,000, armed with some 7600 rifles.36 They were
more than capable, however, of moving in to take power after military
units loyal to Zveno had carried out a traditional coup on 8–9 September
1944 in Sofia, and the local military commanders and administrators
had been instructed by the new government to offer them every
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assistance. In the power vacuum created in the first month after the
coup, the partisans found themselves as the only active armed force in
the country, creating enough disturbances to sustain the impression in
the minds of some communist leaders that a popular revolution was
unfolding and ‘Soviet power’ was just around the corner.

The armed struggle reflected all the ambiguities of Bulgaria’s wartime
position. On the one hand, it gave the communist party an assiduously
fostered myth of a communist-led ‘anti-fascist’ resistance, often used to
intimidate its coalition partners and justify the party’s leading role in
the postwar period, and placed at its disposal a small but cohesive group
of militants who shared the experience of capturing power through toil
and sacrifice and were therefore willing to defend it by any means. On
the other hand, the fanning of civil war in a country with a more or less
contented population often generated acts of wanton violence, which
inevitably antagonized large sections of the population and bewildered
the rest. The communist party did not succeed in creating a resistance
movement with large popular support, and the partisans’ seizure of
power on ‘10 September’ 1944 (that is, the day after the actual coup) did
not give them the legitimacy enjoyed by their Yugoslav counterparts.
Although feared by the population, they were not respected, and any
weakening of their brutal control led to outbursts of derision and
hatred. The fact that the partisans were young and radical, and had
largely fought on their own with few links to the centre, made them
willing to flout the directives of the party leadership, thus significantly
hampering the postwar regime’s efficiency and flexibility. An asset in
terms of raw power, they were a political liability, especially once the
violence which characterized the first few weeks after the September
1944 coup had given way to ‘normal’ party competition.

The communist party’s attempts to create a broad popular front also
achieved only a limited success. As early as 24 June 1941, the party’s
bureau-in-exile in Moscow adopted a resolution on constructing a front
which would be open to anyone prepared ‘to help the USSR in the war
against fascist Germany … regardless of his political and social affili-
ations and his ideology’, including the Western-leaning bourgeoisie, the
Pladne agrarians and Zveno.37 The widespread surveillance practised by
the police, and the unwillingness of democratic politicians to commit
themselves at a time when Germany appeared on the verge of winning
the war, made contact all but impossible until mid-1942. In July 1942,
Dimitrov provided the home communists with a programme for a
‘Fatherland Front’ (FF) of ‘workers, peasants, intellectuals and the patri-
otic strata of the bourgeoisie’. The programme focused on demands for
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a break with Germany and ‘democratization’, which were expected to be
acceptable to all democratic parties. Revolutionary terminology was
avoided, although vague phrases such as ‘uprooting of all fascists’ could
be made to accommodate virtually any policy. Dimitrov evidently per-
ceived the anti-fascist struggle as leading to a fundamental renewal of
Bulgaria’s political system, as indicated by his personal insertion into
the programme of a provision for the convocation of a Grand National
Assembly (a constitutional convention), ‘which will determine the
future shape of Bulgaria’s government’.38

The FF programme was broadcast to Bulgaria in July 1942, and the
BWP CC made its first contacts with the democratic opposition a few
months later. Most politicians approached, including Mushanov,
Kosturkov, Pastuhov and Gichev, the leaders respectively of the
Democratic, the Radical, the social democratic and agrarian (Vrabcha)
parties, although sympathetic to the proposed change in Bulgarian for-
eign policy, refused to countenance overthrowing the government
through insurrection and bloodshed. Some left-wingers such as Petkov
of the Pladne agrarians and the social democrat Chesmedzhiev accepted
the FF programme but refused to establish an organizational structure.39

The British-supported radio stations ‘Free and Independent Bulgaria’
and ‘Vasil Levski’ (directed by Dr. G. M. Dimitrov, a leader of the Pladne
agrarians, who had fled into exile and had been subjected to a trial in
absentia by the Bulgarian government), expressed their support for the
FF programme.40 The division of democratic politicians into those pre-
ferring to bring the changes they desired through negotiations with the
government, and those prepared to work with the communists within
the FF framework, was to persist throughout the war. In their response
to this split, the communists wavered between the desire to unite all
democratic forces against the regime and the temptation to construct a
narrower coalition with the more willing allies. In July and August 1943
the communists persistently pursued the first option, focusing their
efforts on Mushanov who was emerging as the leader of the ‘loyal’
opposition. As he showed no change of attitude, the ‘National
Committee’ of the FF (hereafter NC) constituted in the end of August
1943 included, besides the communist intellectual Dramaliev, only
Petkov, Chesmedzhiev and the maverick journalist Kazasov.

A few days after the NC’s creation, the king’s unexpected death threw
the authoritarian system into confusion. Dimitrov in Moscow perceived
the emerging disarray as an opportunity to force through a change in
Bulgaria’s foreign policy. In a letter to Stalin of 31 August 1943, whilst
cautioning that the ‘Hitlerites and their Bulgarian agents would do
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everything possible to keep Bulgaria and her army in the hands of
Hitlerite Germany’, he suggested that ‘the FF has the potential to over-
throw [Prime Minister] Filov and form a coalition government which
would conduct free elections’. He optimistically, and misleadingly,
assured Stalin that ‘the FF is composed of the most prominent and
authoritative politicians from the Democratic party (N. Mushanov),
the Agrarian Union (D. Gichev) and the BWP’. He asked for a personal
meeting with Stalin and wrote a similar letter to Molotov.41

Dimitrov’s excited hopes proved to be ill founded. Apart from the
understandable tendency to search for the smallest opening in Bulgaria,
his judgement might have been affected by the absence of direct links
with Sofia. The ‘loyal’ opposition had no intention of working with the
communists and directed its attention to the government. Indeed, it iso-
lated the communists by attracting the support of supposed members of
the FF such as Petkov and Kimon Georgiev (the prime minister of the
1934 Zveno government), who added their signatures to a declaration
calling for a ‘genuinely independent’ foreign policy. The ruling group,
led by Prime Minister Filov, whose prompt actions during the crisis made
him the key figure in Bulgarian politics, was not inclined to make con-
cessions even to the ‘loyal’ opposition. Arguing that wartime circum-
stances made impossible the convocation of a Grand National Assembly
for the election of regents for the minority of the six-year-old King
Simeon, as mandated by the constitution, Filov forced through the elec-
tion of a three-man regency consisting of himself, the deceased king’s
brother Prince Kiril and General Mihov, by the existing parliament. By
the autumn of 1943 he had succeeded in stabilizing the regime.

In the spring of 1944, Dimitrov became increasingly concerned about
the risk of a German occupation of Bulgaria, which was given some
plausibility by a visit by the Bulgarian regents to Hitler’s headquarters on
16–20 March and the Nazi occupation of Hungary on 19 March. To
counter a possible German move, the bureau-in-exile in Moscow pre-
pared a directive instructing the home communists to support ‘any
broadly based provisional government, even one involving people from
the present regime, if it takes genuine measures to sever the alliance
with Germany and starts to fight for throwing the German forces out of
Bulgaria’.42 Although the immediate danger of occupation passed, an
occasion to apply this advice arose within the next two months. A Soviet
note of 18 May threatening the rupture of diplomatic relations if
Bulgaria did not stop helping the Germans, produced a split in the gov-
ernment, with five ministers favouring a conciliatory approach and five
against any concessions. Within the regency, Prince Kiril was gradually

54 Stalin’s Cold War



outmanoeuvring Filov with vague plans for a gradual disengagement
from Germany. In a prolonged political crisis in the latter half of May,
the moderates in the regime managed to frustrate an attempt by Filov to
form a pro-German government and signalled a change of course with
the appointment of Ivan Bagrianov as prime minister. During the crisis,
Bagrianov established contacts with the communists and the local
Soviet diplomats, and was apparently given a sympathetic hearing.43

The Bagrianov government was the first to give serious consideration
to organizing Bulgaria’s exit from the war. There still existed real, if
diminishing, opportunities to carry that out without risking serious
international and domestic dislocation. Bagrianov proved unable, how-
ever, to overcome the burgeoning internal conflicts and to mobilize
support for his government. His attempts to develop contacts with all
the significant political groups brought paralysis rather than flexibility.
The pro-German faction retained their positions in the regency, the
government, the bureaucracy and the army. They realized that any
change of policy could cost them their positions, if not their heads, and
were determined to hold on to the German alliance regardless of the
cost to the country. The ‘loyal’ opposition was gradually driven off by
Bagrianov’s ambiguity, and believed that it would be able to provide a
more credible government should a pro-Western turn be required.

Bagrianov’s relationship with the communists also soured after a
hopeful initial opening. At a meeting with communist emissaries,
Bagrianov went so far as to suggest the inclusion of two FF representa-
tives into the government and the appointment of FF police command-
ers in the Black Sea districts of Varna and Burgas. As late as 12 July,
whilst professing disillusionment with Bagrianov, the communist leader
Terpeshev, writing in the name of the CC, still asked Dimitrov for
instructions on the attitude to be taken towards the prime minister, and
passed on the latter’s request for help in sending a delegation to
Moscow.44 Dimitrov was astounded, firing off an angry letter insisting
that the party stop immediately any further contacts with Bagrianov
and ‘expose his demagogy by all possible means’.45 Dimitrov viewed the
CC’s error seriously enough (apparently not aware that Terpeshev was
being sidelined by most of his colleagues) to write a special letter to
Stalin on 18 July.46 In a letter to Tito a few days later, he accepted the lat-
ter’s criticism of the Bulgarian communists’ failure to organize a mass
partisan movement, admitting that the party leadership was ‘quite
weak’. He asked for Tito’s help to remedy the deficiencies.47 As late as
February 1945, he told a visiting Bulgarian delegation that the party
would have had to be dissolved had it not been able to overcome its
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errors and committed itself wholeheartedly to an armed overthrow of
the government.48

Bagrianov’s position was rendered increasingly precarious in August, as
both the ‘loyal’ opposition and the FF began to demand power for them-
selves. The FF was still not a cohesive grouping, and the lines dividing it
from other democratic politicians remained vague. A declaration calling
for an immediate rupture with Germany and a new ‘popular govern-
ment’ was signed on 7 August by members of both the ‘loyal’ opposition
and the FF, including two communists.49At almost the same time, a sep-
arate declaration by 33 politicians, organized by the FF, was issued.50 The
communists were evidently still hesitating between the fear of being left
out of any coalition that might take over in the event of a smooth exit
from the war or the entrance of British and American troops into
Bulgaria, and the hope of ascendancy brought by the approaching Soviet
armies. The communist position soon hardened. The BWP CC denounced
the signing of the 7 August declaration as a mistake and the two com-
munist representatives withdrew their signatures.51

The capitulation of Romania on 23 August 1944 persuaded even the
regents that Bagrianov’s government had become untenable. They car-
ried out extensive consultations with individual politicians from all the
main opposition groupings, deciding in the end to entrust the govern-
ment to the ‘loyal’ opposition, with some representation of FF politi-
cians, particularly the communists. The prime ministership went to
Konstantin Muraviev of the BANU (Vrabcha), with Mushanov, Gichev
and Burov (a prominent right-wing liberal and an éminence grise of
Bulgarian politics) becoming ministers without portfolio. Muraviev
deliberately left a few ministerial portfolios unoccupied, earmarked for
the communists; the latter, however, refused to take them up.

The Muraviev government was soon overtaken by events. The Soviet
declaration of war on Bulgaria on 5 September, followed by the entry of
the Red Army into the country three days later, threw the government
into confusion and paralysis. The FF could now claim power for itself,
and on the night of 8–9 September, officers loyal to Zveno, who had long
experience in such matters, executed a traditional military coup. The
fragility of victory is indicated by the fact that even on the night of
the assault, the military forces led by Zveno were outnumbered four to
one by government forces in the Sofia region alone, and could act only
because the latter saw no point in resisting. Indeed, the coup could
almost be considered an orderly transfer of power, with the war minister
declaring himself on the side of the FF and the Sofia police commanders
coming to an arrangement with the FF NC the previous day.
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The composition of the FF government was discussed only in the
evening of 8 September – indicating once again the unexpectedness of
the victory even for leading NC members. In those charged few hours,
the communists managed to override – not without difficulty – the
wishes of their partners and secure for themselves the ministries of inter-
ior and justice, the traditional levers of power in Bulgarian politics.
Zveno’s vital contribution to the coup allowed it to claim at least as
strong a position with the prime ministership (Georgiev), and the war,
foreign, and education ministries (headed by Velchev, Stainov and
Cholakov, respectively). The Pladne agrarians received their traditional
ministries of agriculture, public works and transportation, whilst the
social democrats were given the ministries of trade and social policy. The
numerical distribution of posts in the cabinet was quite equitable, with
the communists, Zveno and the agrarians gaining four each, and the
social democrats and independents two each. (To achieve this ratio, a
number of ministers were appointed without portfolio.)

Bulgaria and the great powers

The policies of the great powers towards Bulgaria were shaped largely by
the contingencies of military operations. At the Quebec Conference of
1943, the Americans pressed for the concentration of Western war effort
on operation ‘Overlord’ (the cross-Channel invasion) and on a diver-
sionary operation in the south of France, and the British had no choice
but to agree.52 At the Teheran conference in December 1943, the
Russians threw their weight behind the Americans and succeeded in
thwarting Churchill’s proposal for a thrust from Italy towards Vienna
through the Ljubljana Gap.53 The Balkans were thus left open to the
Soviet army, and by April 1944 it had reached the borders of Romania.
In a few months’ time, it could conceivably occupy the whole of the
Balkans, including Greece, which the British considered vital for their
strategic position in the eastern Mediterranean.

The British had left Sofia in March 1941 in a deeply disillusioned and
even hostile mood. The Foreign Office were convinced that Bulgaria’s
affiliation with the Axis had been a result of a carefully considered deci-
sion of the country’s ruling circles. The policy of ‘bombing Bulgaria out of
the war’,54 adopted at Churchill’s instigation in October 1943, was
intended to administer a ‘sharp lesson’,55 force the Bulgarians to withdraw
from the territories they occupied in Greece and Yugoslavia and ulti-
mately compel them to surrender.56 Bulgaria was bombed several times in
late 1943 and early 1944, most heavily on 10 January 1944. The British
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thought that to be really effective, their bombing had to be accompanied
by Soviet propaganda and diplomatic actions. This was not only because
the Russians were considered to enjoy a strong influence in Bulgaria, but
also in order to prevent them from gaining political capital in the eyes of
the Bulgarians by not being involved in the extremely unpopular Anglo-
American bombing. The Russians were only partially responsive: in
October 1943, Stalin told British Foreign Secretary Eden that ‘Sofia
should certainly be bombed – Bulgaria was a province of Germany’,57 but
Molotov showed no willingness to help the British in putting pressure on
Bulgaria.58 Whilst the British made no formal request to Moscow for assist-
ance,59 between January and May 1944 the Soviets addressed several
strongly worded notes to Sofia, demanding that Bulgaria cease helping
Germany in her war against Russia. In fact, however, the Soviets were pur-
suing a dual policy. The Soviet ambassador to Sofia, Lavrischev, was in
close contact with a number of democratic politicians, both from the
‘loyal’ opposition and the FF, who sought to persuade the Soviet govern-
ment to act as a mediator in ending the state of war between Bulgaria and
the Western powers. On 9 January 1944, Molotov gave a positive reply to
their inquiries, but insisted that Bulgarian troops should be pulled out of
Serbia (but not Macedonia and Greece) and that the Soviet government
should be kept informed of Bulgaria’s plans.60 Whilst the Soviets never
overcome their distrust of Bulgaria’s ‘bourgeois’ politicians – possibly
rightly so, given the latter’s congenial preference for double-dealing –
they did not wish, until at least August 1944, to forego the option of
cultivating the holders of state power and their likely successors, and
influencing their relations with the Western powers.

By the spring and summer of 1944, senior officials at the Foreign
Office were becoming painfully aware of the fact that Britain would not
be able to support her presence in the Balkans by military means.61 As
the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Alexander
Cadogan, commented on the report of one over-enthusiastic official:
‘Mr. Steel seems to share the satellites’ delusion that we can send forces
to the Balkans. We can’t. We can tell Mr. Steel about this; we can’t tell
the satellites. And until that time we would do good to discount much
of the value of their peace feelers.’62 In early May, Churchill decided that
Britain could no longer afford to delay asserting her influence by polit-
ical means, at least in the countries that were strategically important to
her, such as Greece. As Churchill recalled later, ‘The advance of the
Soviet armies into Central and Eastern Europe in the summer of 1944
made it urgent to come to a political arrangement with the Russians
about those regions.’63

58 Stalin’s Cold War



On 4 May Churchill wrote to Eden: ‘evidently we are approaching a
show-down with the Russians’.64 The next day Eden suggested to the
Soviet ambassador to Britain, Gousev, that the two countries should
agree ‘as a practical matter that Rumanian affairs would be in the main
the concern of the Soviet government whilst Greek affairs would in the
main be our concern, each government giving the other help in the
respective countries’.65 On 18 May Gousev told Eden that the Soviet
government agreed with the suggestion but before giving any final
assurance, would like to know the opinion of the Americans.66 The
caution of the Russians might have been due to their awareness of the
long-standing American objections to spheres of influence.67

Under strong pressure from Secretary of State Hull, who was resolutely
opposed to anything resembling spheres of influence, Roosevelt at first
rejected this arrangement.68 In reply, Churchill wrote to him that ‘action
is paralysed if everybody is to consult everybody else about everything’
and suggested that the arrangement he had proposed should run for a
trial three-month period.69 Roosevelt accepted that,70 but soon had sec-
ond thoughts. A complicated correspondence followed, and on 1 August
a thoroughly exasperated Churchill minuted to Eden about the latest
American telegram, in which they explained to the Soviets that they were
against any spheres of influence: ‘Does this mean that the Americans
have agreed to a three-month trial, or is it all thrown in the pool
again?’71 Churchill wrote in his memoirs: ‘We were thus unable to
reach any final agreement about dividing responsibilities in the Balkan
peninsula … we abandoned our efforts to reach a major understanding
until I met Stalin in Moscow two months later.’72

There was one important difference between the May 1944 proposal
and Churchill’s ‘percentages’ offer to Stalin in October of that year: in
May the British had not put Bulgaria in the Soviet sphere of influence. As
the country was at war only with Britain and the United States, and did
not lie directly in the path of the Soviet army’s advance towards Berlin
and Vienna, the British might have felt that there was no need to place
Bulgaria alongside Romania, which had taken an active part in the war
against the Soviet Union and had the Red Army perched on her borders
since April 1944. To leave the war, Bulgaria had to conclude an armistice
only with Britain and the United States. The country could conceivably
become a neutral zone, or a ‘buffer state’, between Soviet-dominated
Romania and British-dominated Greece. On the other hand, in a memo-
randum to the War Cabinet of 7 June 1944, Eden included Bulgaria
among the countries in which Soviet influence was expected to pre-
dominate. The memorandum noted that British efforts in the Balkans
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should be concentrated on Greece and Turkey, and that whilst possibilities
for expanding British influence in Yugoslavia, Albania, Romania and
Bulgaria should not be missed, if they presented themselves, direct con-
frontation with Soviet interests in these countries should be avoided.73

The Russians, however, were given no formal indication that Bulgaria
was included in the Greece-for-Romania deal, and did not seem to have
assumed that this was the case. In an aide-mémoire concerning Soviet
policy towards Bulgaria and Greece, sent to the British ambassador to
Moscow on 23 September 1944, Deputy Commissar of Foreign Affairs
Vyshinsky referred to reciprocal undertakings only with regard to
Romania and Greece.74 Thus, by August 1944, the British had not yet
reached any firm decision on the allocation of Bulgaria to the Soviet
zone of influence. They did not, however, have any strong objections to
that eventuality, and were not prepared to ease the progress of the
armistice talks with Bulgaria in order to prevent it from occurring.

The development of American policy towards Bulgaria differed signifi-
cantly from the somewhat negative approach adopted by the British.
The American historian Michael Boll has argued that the United States
showed special concern for Bulgaria, far in excess of what it was pre-
pared to do in the Romanian and Hungarian cases.75 American efforts
centred on a plan devised by the head of the Office of Strategic Services
(OSS), Colonel (later General) William (Bill) Donovan. In January 1941,
Donovan had visited Sofia in an attempt to persuade King Boris and the
Bulgarian government not to tie the fate of their country to that of Nazi
Germany. Although Donovan had not been successful, he had been left
with the impression that the Bulgarians had joined the Axis with the
utmost reluctance, and would turn their backs on them as soon as cir-
cumstances would allow.76

Donovan felt that such a time had come when in August 1943, the
collapse of Mussolini’s Italy and its potential destabilizing effects in the
Balkans, created an opportunity for Bulgaria to defect from Germany
and defend herself with her own army, without requiring any substan-
tial military help from the United States.77 The energetic OSS chief
secured support for his plan from President Roosevelt, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff and Secretary of State Hull, and swung into action.78 The first
step in the execution of the plan was to make sure that the American
effort would not be impeded by the British. In September 1942, the OSS
and the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) had concluded a
‘treaty’ giving the lead in Middle Eastern operations to the British.79 In a
letter to Churchill of 22 October 1943, Roosevelt suggested that
Donovan should be made head of all Middle Eastern operations in
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Cairo, American and British.80 Churchill, not unnaturally, refused, and
the Americans took advantage of that to move their work with Bulgaria
and Romania from Cairo, and British supervision, to Istanbul.81 The
Soviets appeared to agree to Donovan’s plan, when he presented it to
them in late 1943.82

The major actor in Donovan’s project was a Bulgarian financier, Angel
Kouyoumdjisky, who had been made a US citizen in April 1943 and
a colonel in the US Army a few months later. In December 1943,
Kouyoumdjisky arrived in Turkey and met with the Bulgarian ambassa-
dor to Ankara, Balabanov. At the meeting with Balabanov, Kouyoumdjisky,
exceeding his instructions, promised to ‘save Bulgaria both econom-
ically, politically, and partially (otchasti) territorially’.83 Balabanov was
eager to cooperate and in January 1944 he was recalled to Sofia and had
talks with the regency and the government. Under the impact of the
heavy air raids, they proved receptive and on his return to Turkey on
5 February, Balabanov stated to Kouyoumdjisky that the government
and the regency, supported by the army, ‘understand the need … to
extricate themselves from the Axis’.84 Balabanov promised to ask the
Bulgarian government to send two authorized representatives for talks
with the Allies.85

On 9 February, Roosevelt sent a personal letter to Churchill, informing
him that a Bulgarian delegation was due to arrive in Turkey.86 The British
were unpleasantly surprised. Eden thought that Kouyoumdjisky was a
very untrustworthy character, and made determined efforts to transfer
responsibility for the talks from the OSS mission in Istanbul to repre-
sentatives of the three Allies in Cairo.87 The Americans consented to the
change, and on 25 February Roosevelt informed Churchill that the
Soviet government had agreed to have a representative in Cairo,88

although, as the Russian envoy indicated later, he would not take an
active part in the talks.89

In the end, it proved much ado about nothing. Although on 11 March
Balabanov was given a personal message from Hull that representatives
of the three Allies were awaiting the Bulgarian delegation in Cairo,90 the
Bulgarian government failed to send any envoys, partly because
Germany’s occupation of Hungary on 19 March demonstrated the ser-
ious dangers of defecting from the Axis.91 The British were able to feel
that they had been right all along about the Kouyoumdjisky mission.92

This bitter disappointment certainly dampened American enthusiasm
for devising clever schemes about Bulgaria, and after ‘Overlord’ had
been carried out successfully in the summer of 1944, a Bulgarian defec-
tion lost most its military value. In the spring and summer of 1944,
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Bulgarians continued to flock to the office of the US consul in Istanbul,
Berry, assuring him of their country’s impending break with the Axis
and pleading for American help against Bolshevism. Berry was sympa-
thetic, but Washington was not prepared to authorize any action. When
the Bulgarians finally dispatched a serious emissary to Turkey in August
1944, the Anglophile former chairman of the national assembly, Stoicho
Moshanov, he decided to contact the British ambassador to Ankara rather
than American representatives, partly because he regarded the ambassa-
dor as a personal friend,93 and possibly in the hope of diffusing the antag-
onism of the great power that the Bulgarians suspected was most
negatively disposed towards them. This placed the talks under British aus-
pices, with the Americans clearly relegated to a secondary position.

Soviet policy towards Bulgaria was rather passive until early 1944.
Whilst the inclusion of Bulgaria into the Soviet zone of influence was a
long-term aim, as indicated by the proposals of the Litvinov commis-
sion, the fact that Bulgaria was not in a state of war with the USSR lim-
ited Moscow’s claims for influence over the country’s postwar settlement.
Providing for all eventualities, the Soviets strove to maintain reason-
ably good relations with the Bulgarian governments in office. The
Bulgarians, for their part, reciprocated, increasingly so after Stalingrad.
The general secretary of the Bulgarian foreign ministry made a point
of apologizing to the Russians about anti-Soviet propaganda and on
one occasion, even dismissed the head of the ministry’s press section.94

The Bulgarian ambassador to Moscow repeatedly implored Deputy
Commissar of Foreign Affairs Vyshinsky not to allow the British to
‘slaughter’ the Bulgarians.95 The Soviet army’s approach to the Balkans
prompted Moscow to send a series of diplomatic notes to Bulgaria in
January–May 1944, but the notes were limited mainly to military
demands. With the coming into office of the Bagrianov government,
Stalin put an end even to this display of carefully measured diplomatic
pressure. The threat of rupture of diplomatic relations implied in the
Soviet note of 18 May 1944 was not followed up, and no further notes
were forthcoming in the next three months, despite repeated memo-
randa sent to Molotov by senior officials at the Commissariat of Foreign
Affairs (NKID). On 13 June, two weeks after Bagrianov’s appointment,
they insisted that a prompt reply to the May note should be demanded
and that an extensive press campaign against the Bulgarian government
should be organized. Deputy Commissar of Foreign Affairs Zorin sug-
gested that the best course of action was informal pressure through
Soviet diplomats in Sofia, a course apparently approved by Molotov.96

On 7 July Zorin and Lavrischev, who had been appointed head of NKID’s
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Balkan department following his tenure in Sofia, suggested once again
that the Soviet government should make its displeasure with Bagrianov’s
manoeuvres clear through an article in Pravda. That could serve as a
preparation for a rupture of diplomatic relations, ‘should we find that
necessary’.97

Dimitrov also strove determinedly to ‘expose’ the Bagrianov govern-
ment to the Soviet leadership. On 2 June he wrote to Stalin and Molotov
that the new cabinet was ‘pro-German’ as all the key ministries were in
the hands of ‘pronounced Germanophiles’ (Bagrianov included).
Dimitrov alleged that the prime minister was seeking to conduct the
same pro-German policy as his predecessors, albeit by more flexible
means. The inclusion of moderate figures into the cabinet was an
attempt to hoodwink the people and the Allies, in order to gain time for
the suppression of the partisan resistance. The government, with its
desire to have its cake and eat it could only be a temporary one and was
destined to be replaced by a ‘truly national’ (that is, FF) government,
which would be capable of breaking decisively with Germany. The
‘national liberation struggle’ was to be kept up, indeed intensified, to
take advantage of the government’s confusion.98

Stalin authorized no action. Until the Soviet army reached Bulgaria’s
borders in early September 1944, he probably considered that Bulgaria
was likely to conclude an armistice with the Western powers. Any pre-
cipitate Soviet pressure on Sofia would only serve to speed up this
process and could antagonize the Western powers, with no obvious bene-
fit to Moscow. By August, the NKID officials had sensed Stalin’s attitude,
and in a memorandum to Deputy Commissar Vyshinsky noted that the
draft armistice terms for Bulgaria proposed by the United States and
Britain were basically acceptable to the Soviet Union.99 At the end of
August, the Soviet representative at the European Advisory Commission
in London withdrew from discussions on the Bulgarian armistice, stat-
ing that the Soviet government did not expect to be involved in the
negotiations, as the United States had not participated in the negoti-
ations with Finland.100 Thus by the end of August the cumbersome
Soviet policy-making machinery had yet to swing into action.

The Germans, for their part, were naturally chagrined by Bulgaria’s
efforts to leave the Axis, and preferred to see her fight the Russians, at
least in order to draw some of the pressure away from the Wehrmacht.
They had, however, few means of forcing Bulgaria into compliance.
Their 20,000 troops stationed in Bulgaria proper and in the Bulgarian-
occupied territories, were no match for the 500,000-strong Bulgarian
army,101 and they would have found it difficult to divert forces from
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elsewhere. The German ambassador to Sofia argued quite realistically
against any rash measures, which had little chance of success and ran
the risk of antagonizing the broad current of Bulgarian opinion. He pro-
posed patient observation and some diplomatic pressure in the confi-
dence that pro-German forces in the government would be strong
enough to block any radical change of policy. Hitler and Ribbentrop
were not averse to organizing a pro-German coup, but even they had to
accept that it might be counterproductive.102

The passivity of the great powers towards Bulgaria meant that when
Bagrianov came to power in June 1944, the country still had a chance to
leave war, without exposing itself to serious punitive military action.
Though none of the powers was willing to offer active support to
Bulgaria, none was prepared to take direct steps against her either. An
active and realistic Bulgarian policy at this point could have secured a
respectable outcome for the country. Bagrianov proved incapable, how-
ever, of utilizing these opportunities. He took office not so much with
any clear policies in mind, but rather with a vague desire to minimize
the risks to Bulgaria in the changing circumstances. His assessment of
the situation, however, rested on unrealistic assumptions about the
progress of military operations and tended to overestimate the great
powers’ interest in the small Balkan country and his own ability to
manipulate them. A report produced in the beginning of June, which
might be assumed to reflect his views, assessed the correlation of forces
between the Axis and the Allies as roughly equal, with a slight advantage
for the latter. The culmination of the conflict was not expected before
the autumn of 1944 or the spring of 1945. The main battle lines were
still far from the Balkans. Bulgaria was to wait for developments and,
once the outcome became clear, leave the war quickly on the victorious
side, with as favourable peace terms as she could possibly negotiate. She
was to play the great powers against one another, reassuring Germany,
trying to convince Russia that Bulgaria’s sentiments placed her on her
side, and threatening Britain that antagonism towards Bulgaria could
push her into the arms of Moscow.103

On the basis of these assumptions, Bagrianov wasted three valuable
months, postponing key decisions and trying to throw dust into the
eyes of the great powers. To reassure the Soviets, he included in his cab-
inet Professor Kostov, the chairman of the Bulgarian–Soviet friendship
society. He and his foreign minister Draganov tried to improve relations
with the USSR by satisfying some of the immediate Soviet demands and
stressing their desire for friendship with Moscow. To assuage German
fears, Bagrianov appointed as ministers Stanishev, the chairman of the
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Bulgarian–German society, and Staliiski, one of the first proponents of
fascist ideology in Bulgaria. Draganov tried to convince the Germans
that it was in their own interest to avoid a conflict between Bulgaria and
the USSR, even at the cost of some concessions of little military value.
Draganov claimed that Bulgaria’s intentions were not to leave the
Tripartite Pact, but to observe rather more strictly than hitherto her neu-
trality in the German–Soviet conflict. The need to appease Britain and
the United States was pushed into the background by Bagrianov and
Draganov’s obsessive concern with Germany and Russia. They seem to
have contemplated little more than unofficial contacts with Western
representatives. Haunted by memories of Bulgaria’s defeat in 1918 and
the resulting territorial losses, the formative experience of his gener-
ation, Bagrianov was reluctant to abandon the ‘new lands’ and go
beyond the vague assurances that Bulgaria sought a peaceful resolution
of her national problems.104

The collapse of Germany’s Balkan defences with the capitulation of
Romania on 23 August 1944 dramatically highlighted Bulgaria’s
exposed position. Relations with the Western powers had yet to go
beyond the stage of unofficial contacts. Moshanov had been sent to
Turkey two weeks earlier, but only in an unofficial capacity and with
the task of exploring the possibility of avoiding military action on
Bulgarian territory.105 He had met with the British ambassador to
Ankara on 16 August, but had only been told to wait until the ambas-
sador could obtain armistice conditions from London.106 Relations with
the USSR had not improved, and the option of using Moscow as a
benevolent mediator had been pushed aside with the direct approach
to the Western Allies through Moshanov. The hope of capitalizing on
Anglo-Soviet contradictions in the Balkans had also foundered once the
British had made it clear that they would keep the Russians informed of
all their dealings with the Bulgarians. German troops were gradually
pulling out, but had still not left the territory of Bulgaria proper, and
could move against the Bulgarian occupying forces in Serbia and
Macedonia.

Even in such circumstances, had the government taken bold action,
Bulgaria could have still extricated herself from the war. Instead,
Bagrianov continued his policy of dazed passivity. The neutrality
declared on 26 August fell far short of the break with Germany that the
Allies were demanding. The withdrawal of German forces, not only from
Bulgaria proper but also those escaping from Romania, was not hin-
dered, whilst Bulgarian troops on the northern border were instructed
not to resist a Soviet advance.
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The British did not see any particular need to hurry, insisting that the
armistice talks take place in Cairo rather than in Ankara, thus wasting
several valuable days. The Americans shared this attitude and in any
case, as noted above, they were clearly following the British lead. It is the
Bulgarians, however, who bore the main responsibility for missing the
real chance of signing an armistice with the Western powers and pre-
empting the entry of the Soviet army into Bulgaria. The delay was a
result both of Moshanov’s intentional obstruction and of Bagrianov’s
disintegrating authority. Moshanov was given powers by the Bulgarian
government to receive and discuss the armistice conditions,107 but he
deliberately decided not to act upon them in order to delay the negoti-
ations.108 On 1 September, when the armistice terms were presented to
him by British and American representatives in Cairo, he refused to
receive them.109 On the same day, the Bagrianov government resigned.
Its successor, the cabinet headed by Muraviev, confirmed Moshanov’s
credentials,110 but he continued his delaying tactics.111 Moshanov’s
main motive might have been to avoid placing the odium of signing a
potentially onerous armistice on the moderate democratic parties of
which the Muraviev government was composed, with the FF escaping
responsibility. He was probably also concerned with the effect the sign-
ing of the armistice would have on his own political future.112 In a
telegram to the Foreign Office, Lord Moyne, the British ambassador to
Cairo, noted that ‘the frigid reception we gave him [Moshanov] made a
powerful impression and dispelled a number of illusions … [about]
getting away with easy conditions’.113 Churchill was quite angered by
this: ‘We surely do not wish to choke the Bulgarians now if they want to
surrender … . Why should Moyne boast of the “frigid reception” he
gave?’114 Moyne hoped that all that would be to the good, and ‘may save
time’, because Moshanov would be in a position to make it clear to the
Bulgarian government that the armistice was likely to contain certain
aspects which would not be particularly favourable to Bulgaria.115 There
was, however, no more time left.

Dimitrov in Moscow was also concerned about the Muraviev govern-
ment, although for reasons opposite to those that might have animated
Moshanov. He became worried that the new government might be able
to pull wool over the eyes of the Soviets and fired off an immediate let-
ter to Stalin, arguing that the cabinet was dominated by ‘Anglophiles,
some of them savagely hostile to communism and the Soviet Union’. He
pointed out that the government had not been successful in attracting
politicians from the FF. Whilst admitting that the cabinet represented a
step forward, as it aimed to move from neutrality to an armistice with
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the Allies, Dimitrov insisted that its lack of support and incapacity to act
doomed it to a very short spell in office. The FF was to support those acts
of the government that contributed to the break with Germany, but was
to continue its efforts for the creation of its own cabinet.116 The clearly
anti-British tone was a novel element in Dimitrov’s correspondence and
might indicate his increasing certainty that the USSR would be able to
secure a dominant position in Bulgaria, as well as his nagging fear that
this might be thwarted by a devious move at the last moment.

He need not have worried. The Muraviev government also failed to act
decisively. Its declaration of neutrality on 3 September and failure to
declare war on Germany demonstrated the same disregard of reality as
that of its predecessor. Stalin finally decided to make a move, and in the
late afternoon of 5 September, the Soviet Union declared war on Bulgaria,
an act immediately announced on the Moscow radio. The decision was
probably based on a mixture of military and political considerations.
The Soviet army’s approach to the Danube exposed it to potential strikes
from the territory of Bulgaria, which had still not broken decisively with
Germany, whilst on the positive side, the occupation of Bulgaria could
facilitate substantially the Red Army’s next move in the Balkans – the
liberation of Yugoslavia. Politically, the entry of Soviet forces into
Bulgaria could be expected to give the USSR a decisive stake in deter-
mining the country’s future. Stalin appears to have taken the decision
that marked the end of nearly four years of Soviet passivity towards
Bulgaria with his usual abruptness. Neither Dimitrov nor Soviet diplo-
mats appear to have been consulted. The former was informed just a few
hours before the radio announcement,117 whilst the Soviet ambassador
to Ankara seems to have received the news from the radio.118 The British
and American ambassadors to the USSR were told only half an hour
before the Soviet note was handed to the Bulgarian ambassador to
Moscow. Not surprisingly, the news was met with utter astonishment in
London. The extent to which the British had not given any serious
thought to the possibility that the Soviet Union might want to assert its
position in Bulgaria by declaring war on that country, was shown by
the fact that on 20 August, in a memorandum to the State Department,
the Foreign Office had suggested that the British and the American gov-
ernments propose to the Soviet and Turkish governments that they
should threaten to declare war on Bulgaria, in order to force her to
conclude an armistice with the Western Allies. A Foreign Office official,
D. Howard, minuted later: ‘The Soviet government knocked the bottom
out of this suggestion. They have gone a good deal further than we
expected – or wanted.’119
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Stalin and Molotov had still not finalized their options. At a meeting
with the American and British ambassadors on 6 September, Molotov
used the metaphor of the three consecutive bells which signal train
departures at Russian railway stations, to indicate that the declaration of
war was meant as a last warning to the Bulgarians and the question of
the Red Army’s entry into the country and possible negotiations on an
armistice would depend entirely on Bulgaria’s actions. He had even
received unconfirmed reports that on 5 September Bulgaria had broken
off diplomatic relations with Germany, but it was too early to determine
whether the country had genuinely adopted a new policy.120 The
Muraviev government delayed declaring war on Germany and on
8 September, the Soviet army entered Bulgaria.

The Soviet army’s entry into Bulgaria and the coming to power of the
Fatherland Front can be regarded as a historical accident. Although the
exit from the war and the resulting restrictions on sovereignty as a
former Axis satellite were inevitable, as was the collapse of the authori-
tarian regime following its failure to realize the nationalist ideals on
which it had staked its legitimacy, the Bulgarian governments had the
opportunity – denied to their Hungarian and Romanian counterparts –
to leave the war through an agreement with the United States and
Britain, and to transfer power to the ‘loyal’ opposition. Their failure to
do so, although explicable in terms of their lack of experience and the
removal of the pivot of the system with the death of King Boris, was ultim-
ately an act of irresponsibility. Moshanov’s self-serving behaviour in
Cairo was a perfect illustration of that point. The Western powers,
admittedly discouraged by Bulgarian hesitation and double-dealing,
failed to pay sufficient attention to the small Balkan country, acted
excruciatingly slowly in the crucial weeks of August and early September
1944, and were unable to rise above wartime perspectives and secure a
position which was theirs for the taking. Stalin, the supreme oppor-
tunist, was able to adjust his policy at short notice, and capture a prize
that could have easily eluded him. The change in Bulgaria’s inter-
national and domestic position was not preceded by any significant
political mobilization. The communist armed resistance, whilst important
for the party’s esprit de corps, remained a relatively isolated endeavour.
The Fatherland Front coalesced into an effective organization only
weeks, if not days, before the coup, and its constituent parties, with the
limited exception of the communists, had virtually no opportunity to
carry out organized political activity. Bulgaria’s entry into the era of
‘people’s democracy’ came almost by chance.
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3
Wartime Coalition: Unity 
and Conflict (September 
1944–April 1945)

The entry of the Soviet army into Bulgaria effectively gave Stalin the
power to shape Bulgaria’s future, on both the international and domestic
levels. He was as yet unsure, however, how to use that power. His policies
envisaged a complex combination of control and flexibility. On the
international level, he fought to ensure that the Soviet Union would be
able to incorporate Bulgaria in its zone of influence, but left the meaning
of that influence deliberately fuzzy and seemed prepared to recognize a
role for the Western powers. The latter were not hesitant to claim such a
role, although military realities and the need to curry favour with the
Soviet Union until the end of the hostilities in Europe drove them to
accept compromises or at least postpone key controversies. In Bulgarian
domestic politics, Stalin’s policy was to support the Bulgarian commun-
ists in their efforts to seize controlling positions in the state apparatus,
but also to compel them to respect the autonomy of some institutions.
Politically, they were expected to become a leading party, but also to
share power within the framework of a representative, if closed, coali-
tion. The Bulgarian communists’ ambitions were considerably higher.
They rather reluctantly relinquished the opportunity briefly present in
September–October 1944 to establish themselves as the sole power in
the land. As managers of a system intended to serve the twin imperatives
of securing control and maximizing popular support, they proved
hopelessly inadequate, lurching from one crisis to another.

Revolution or Popular Front? (September–October 1944)

In the month following the overthrow of the Muraviev government on
9 September 1944, Bulgaria was plunged into a political vacuum. After a
decade of authoritarianism, and the sudden change induced by outside
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events, the politicians participating in the Fatherland Front (FF) govern-
ment represented, for a time, no one but themselves. Power was there
for the taking and the communists seemed the most likely contenders,
as a coherent group deeply antagonistic to the previous regime on both
personal and ideological grounds. The FF’s seizure of power seems to
have been almost unresisted and indeed surprising to the majority of
Bulgarians. Sheltered as they had been from the turmoil of war, and
basically content with their situation, they were naturally dismayed to
see previously marginalized elements such as the partisans ascend to the
top, and a foreign army which had always seemed so distant, appear
suddenly in their midst. The communists did not hesitate to exploit the
opportunity, indeed, many of them thought that their moment had
arrived and a transition to ‘Soviet’ power was imminent. Nor was
Bulgaria exceptional: the communists in other Eastern European coun-
tries were presented with similar windows of opportunity.1

Communists throughout Bulgaria, lacking as they did any form of
regular communication with the Sofia leadership, were as surprised as
everyone else at the ease and speed of their victory. Although there was
little doubt by the beginning of September that the government’s
authority – or, rather, its willingness to enforce it – was visibly weaken-
ing, the local army and police still seemed a formidable obstacle. The
news of the Soviet declaration of war and the entry of the Soviet army
into Bulgaria undoubtedly made the partisans bolder. It was, however,
only on the morning of 9 September, after the announcement of an FF
government in Sofia, with the ministries of the interior and justice in
communist hands, that the partisans dared to contemplate approaching
the major population centres. In most cases, the seizure of power in the
provinces was accomplished with astonishing, and indeed comic, ease,
often taking the form of telephone conversations between the would-be
revolutionaries and panic stricken local officials and army officers.
The takeover was given a semblance of legality, and made virtually
impossible to obstruct, by an order of the interior minister to all state
officials to facilitate the transfer of power to local FF committees. The
committees themselves had to be created from scratch in most localities.
On 9 September, there had been only about seven hundred such
committees, spread thinly across the country. By December 1944, there
were over seven thousand, with the communists, being the first on the
ground and undoubtedly the most credible opponents of the previous
regime, occupying most of the positions. They represented no fewer
than 54 per cent of committee members, and an even higher propor-
tion of the chairmen and secretaries.2 The old administration was
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subjected to a severe purge. Shortly after the coup, 30,000 officials were
dismissed,3 by order of the interior minister, at the initiative of the FF
committees, or simply at the instigation of local busy- bodies. At the end
of 1944, out of 84 cities, 63 had communist mayors, as did 879 out of
1165 villages.4 The old police was disbanded on 10 September 1944 and
replaced by a ‘people’s militia’,5 packed with former partisans and BWP
members. The militia was used to intimidate political opponents, often
at the discretion of local party committees.6

Another activity to which the unleashed communists took with a
vengeance was the physical liquidation of their opponents – in their
eyes, an act hardly separable from the business of overthrowing them.
The process had started well before the actual seizure of power, at both
the local and the national levels. From as early as 1941, Dimitrov’s radio
station had been calling for a ‘just revenge on the fascists’. Individual
partisan units had executed officials and other ‘undesirables’ in the vil-
lages, whilst in the cities combat groups had carried out assassinations
in ‘the name of the people’. The BWP Central Committee’s (CC) first cir-
cular issued after the coup insisted that revolutionary violence, far from
fomenting disorder, represented the best foundation of the ‘FF power’.7

On 14 September the CC reported to Dimitrov with apparent satisfac-
tion that in the first days after the coup, many enemies had been spon-
taneously liquidated.8 Eleven days later, the CC was still suggesting that
the party should take advantage of the chaotic conditions to conduct a
‘silent purge of the worst enemies’.9 As late as 1 October, a telegram to
Dimitrov portrayed a decision that the purge would continue for only
one more week, as a major concession to the FF partners.10

The CC’s telegrams reflected both the deep insecurity of the party lead-
ers, who like their humblest followers had until very recently been hunted
down by a government possessing apparently overwhelming odds, and
an instinctive appreciation of the fact that in the absence of revolutionary
sentiment or a patriotic upswing, the population could only be ruled by
intimidation. Even the most senior – and intellectual – communists found
it impossible to resist the deadly lure of this activity. The communist jour-
nalist Teniu Stoianov, for example, recalled with pride nearly fifty years
later the operations of ‘punitive triads’, which roamed the streets of Sofia
in cars killing previously marked enemies.11 On the other hand, even if it
had preferred a more orderly process, the BWP leadership had little choice
but to try to rationalize in revolutionary terms the orgy of wanton
violence, which it could neither control nor administer.

Given the chaotic nature of the killings in the first few weeks after the
September coup, it is impossible to give an accurate number for those
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who perished. In his report to the international department of the
Soviet Central Committee in January 1945, Kostov, first secretary of the
BWP CC, spoke of several thousand. My archival research points to a
figure of 3000–4000. In conversations with Soviet diplomats in January
and February 1945, the heads of the militia and state security in two of
Bulgaria’s nine oblasti (regions) reported the extra-judicial killings of
about 300 people in each of their oblasti.12 For Bulgaria as a whole, this
would give some 2700 victims. The estimate needs to be revised upwards
to account for the higher than average number of killings in the capital
with its concentration of senior officials. A group of party members who
had seized control of the tenth district police headquarters in Sofia
boasted in a letter to Dimitrov that they had personally liquidated 78
people from their district and sent 35 others for liquidation elsewhere.13

(Significantly enough, even in 1946 when the letter was written, the
party control commission saw this as evidence of revolutionary
virtue.)14 If this level of killings was replicated across Sofia, there might
have been more than a thousand victims in the capital.

The sense of communist euphoria generated by the unexpected gift of
victory and the apparently unlimited license of the first few weeks
obscured the formidable external and internal obstacles that still stood
in the way of establishing a communist monopoly of power. Internally,
the communists’ unilateral drive stood in glaring contradiction to the
coalition principle to which they had committed themselves in the days
of weakness and isolation. One could hardly envisage the slogan ‘all
power to the Soviets’ (or the FF committees) in a situation in which the
communists themselves participated in the government and the
regency. Their participation in these institutions, whilst giving them
control over key levers of power, also acted as a constraint. Their part-
ners enjoyed a numerical superiority in both the government and the
regency, and commanded considerable real resources. The most import-
ant of those, in a period when ‘power came from the barrel of a gun’,
was the army. The Zveno Minister of War Velchev enjoyed the over-
whelming support of regular army officers. Using his ministerial preroga-
tives, Velchev took energetic measures to limit communist influence in
the army. On 10 September he issued an order that incorporated the par-
tisan formations into the regular army, with the aim of ‘preserving order
and peace’.15 He attempted to retain a degree of control over the purge
of military personnel by placing it within proper institutional channels.
All divisional commanders were ordered to create ‘commissions of
enquiry’ consisting of a regular military jurist, a military intelligence
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officer, and one representative each from the oblast FF committee (where
the parties were more balanced than lower down the scale) and the
partisans, and not to permit the unauthorized arrest of military person-
nel.16 At the highest level, both Velchev and the prime minister put con-
stant pressure on the communist Politburo (PB) to ‘regularize’ the purge
process. On 9 October, for example, Velchev declared that whilst not
against the purge per se, he was not prepared to see it conducted over his
head.17 The agrarians also protested, especially following the return of
Dr. G. M. Dimitrov to Bulgaria on 24 September 1944.

The continuation of the communist drive could conceivably lead to a
breakdown of the FF coalition and possibly an explosion of popular dis-
content once the silent majority had recovered from its stunned sur-
prise. The communists might have acquired sufficient momentum to
override the inevitable upsurge of opposition, although that would have
required repression on an even more massive and organized scale.
Drunk with the elixir of victory, they might have not shrunk even from
such an eventuality. The Soviets, however, were certainly not prepared
to countenance such a development. A civil war was the last thing that
they wanted at a time when they needed to marshal all of Bulgaria’s
resources, especially the army, in the war against Germany. An open
communist revolution in Bulgaria, accompanied by widespread blood-
shed, could have also put their relations with the Western Allies under
considerable strain. The voluntaristic plunge into the unknown did
not accord with Stalin’s own estimate of the situation. He saw the
9 September turn for what it really was – a coup d’état carried out under
the protection of the Soviet army.18 As the Red Army’s very presence
guaranteed that the Bulgarian democratic parties could hardly take the
initiative for an armed confrontation with the communists (even if they
had wished to do so, which is unlikely), the BWP could proceed safely
with building up a political coalition. In a country so Russophile, the
chances of a pro-Soviet majority forming voluntarily were considerable
and were not to be thrown away by unnecessarily antagonizing impor-
tant sections of the population.

The Soviet leadership could not make their views known to the
Bulgarian communists immediately. For two or three weeks after the
coup, the Soviet Union was represented in Bulgaria only by fairly jun-
ior regular officers of the Third Ukrainian Front, which had occupied
the country. The Pravda war correspondents V. Kozhevnikov and
M. Sivolobov remarked on the ‘extremely low cultural and political
level’ of the Soviet military governors of Bulgarian towns and villages
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and noted that they had become involved into all sorts of inappropri-
ate activities such as ‘determining the rates of exchange, giving direc-
tions on political matters, issuing orders to Bulgarian officers and
discrediting them regardless of their rank and position’.19 Even the
Front’s political sections could do little more than report on the situ-
ation, apparently not very effectively. Nine days after the coup, senior
officials at the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs in Moscow complained
that following the withdrawal of diplomatic representatives from
Bulgaria after the declaration of war, they had virtually no informa-
tion on the country and had to rely on Bulgarian radio broadcasts as
monitored by the Soviet news agency TASS.20 Dimitrov was kept
informed by occasional short telegrams from Sofia and desperately
urged his comrades to supply him with more adequate information.
Only on 20 September was the BWP CC able to dispatch to Moscow an
emissary, who gave Dimitrov a comprehensive briefing on the situ-
ation. Dimitrov sent a memorandum to Stalin and Molotov, passing
on the requests of his Bulgarian comrades,21 and, having asked the CC
representative to write a detailed report, forwarded it to the Soviet
leaders on 25 September.22

By the end of September 1944 a constant stream of moderating mes-
sages from Dimitrov was forcing the BWP leadership to abandon
hopes of a shortcut to socialism. The turning point seems to have
come with Dimitrov’s letter of 28 September, which stressed that the
party’s major goal was to organize the country for a war against
Germany. Efficient administration rather than the pursuit of revolu-
tion was the priority, and it could not be ensured without at least a
modicum of order and security. All political forces had to be mobilized
in the anti-fascist struggle, and therefore had to be given a degree of
representation. As usual with Marxists, a sociological justification sup-
ported, and went beyond, the mere expediency. As Kostov stressed at
a central committee plenary session in March 1945, in a pronounce-
ment which was to became the standard theoretical exposition of the
‘FF era’, Bulgaria was not yet ripe for socialism, and an alliance of the
working class, the peasantry and the patriotic bourgeoisie was the
political combination that best corresponded to the country’s condi-
tion.23 Whilst accepting Moscow’s ‘advice’, the Bulgarian communists
could not entirely abandon their old notions. In the same session,
Kostov noted with regret that the strength of ‘the revolutionary
explosion in September 1944 had been such that we could have easily
established Soviet power’, but unfortunately ‘the Soviet army would
have put an end to that’.24
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Return to normality: The conclusion of the 
armistice and the development of political 
parties (October 1944)

In the course of October 1944, Stalin was able to stabilize the turbulent
situation created by the sudden entry of his armies into Bulgaria and the
Bulgarian communists’ half-baked revolutionary efforts. The conclusion
of an armistice between Bulgaria and the Allied powers codified the
country’s international position. The agreement legalized the Soviet
Union’s dominant role in Bulgaria, but also provided an institutional-
ized representation for the Western powers. The settlement did not
come easily, and a degree of ambiguity was left with regard to the bal-
ance of influence once the contingencies of war had ended. Bulgaria was
thus left open to outside intervention.

The dominant British concern in the Balkans was strategic, with a par-
ticular focus on Greece. The fact that Bulgarian troops continued to
occupy Greek (Aegean) Thrace brought fears that either the Russians
would move into the territory themselves, or would support Bulgaria’s
claim to it. For a considerable time, however, the concern for Greece was
not seen as requiring the sacrifice of Bulgaria. As noted above, Bulgaria
had not been included in the May 1944 deal with the Soviets. Churchill,
by now obsessed with the need to safeguard Greece, was willing to make
the concession. On 17 September 1944, in a joint letter to the Foreign
Office from the Quebec Conference, Churchill and Eden, the Foreign
Secretary, wrote: ‘The Prime Minister and I feel that H.M.G. [His Majesty’s
Government] should be prepared to accept an arrangement with the
Soviet government which would recognize that the Soviet Union take
the lead in Bulgaria and that H.M.G. take the lead in Greece.’25

This was the first time that such an arrangement had been suggested
for Bulgaria. Churchill and Eden must have been aware of the fact that
they were proposing something new, and invited the Foreign Office
officials in London to express their views. The latter were not enthusias-
tic. Many, perhaps even the majority, of the officials opposed the policy
suggested in the telegram. After his return to London, Eden came up
against ‘considerable objections’ in the Foreign Office. Although he con-
firmed that the ‘first essential’ of British policy was to get the Bulgarians
to withdraw from Greece and Yugoslavia, he felt that

we could do this without selling out Bulgaria which would weaken us
in the Balkans. … We can allow Russia to play a predominant part in
Romania and Finland, which are limitrophe countries, but if we were
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to abandon in a like manner Bulgaria which borders on Greece,
Yugoslavia and Turkey and is a threat to all of them, our credit would
suffer throughout the Balkans and especially in Greece and Turkey.26

Eden’s newly found determination to challenge Soviet dominance in
Bulgaria prevailed over the next few weeks, as the British representatives
at the European Advisory Commission (EAC) took an uncompromising
stand in the negotiations on the Bulgarian armistice. They were joined
by the Americans, who whilst not burdened by any special strategic
interests, were determined to secure equal participation in the Allied
Control Commission (ACC) for Bulgaria, which would oversee the
implementation of the armistice and could act as the sovereign power in
the land. On 26 September, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended
acceptance of the Soviet draft of the armistice terms, with the sole
exception of the article on the ACC. On 10 October, when it had become
clear that a deadlock had been reached at the EAC, Winant, the US rep-
resentative, proposed a compromise wording of the contentious article,
which recognized Soviet supremacy during the period of hostilities in
Europe, but demanded an equal role for the three powers between the
end of the war and the conclusion of a peace treaty. He also suggested an
enabling cause that would allow the United States and Britain to put on
the ACC’s agenda any matter relating to peace and security even if it had
not been specified in the armistice.27 Winant was not too optimistic
about securing the Soviets’ consent and was placing his hopes on
Churchill and Eden’s forthcoming visit to Moscow. As a precaution
against a bilateral British–Soviet agreement, however, Winant reached
an understanding with Eden that ‘the negotiations would continue
through the European Advisory Commission’.28

The British, too, were seeing the Moscow visit as the only chance to
break the stalemate. On 3 October, a Foreign Office memorandum to the
prime minister explored the options left to Britain on the Bulgarian
armistice. The Foreign Office still seemed determined to hold out over
Bulgaria, refusing to acknowledge Russian predominance in Bulgaria as
they had done in Romania, because: (a) Bulgaria had no border with the
USSR; (b) Britain and the United States had been at war with Bulgaria for
three years, the Soviet Union for three days only; and most importantly,
(c) Greece and Turkey would strongly dislike a Soviet-dominated
Bulgaria and, having yielded Bulgaria, it would be difficult for Britain to
maintain her positions in Yugoslavia and Albania. Nevertheless, the
memorandum concluded pessimistically that if Britain continued to
hold firm, there were only two options. Either no armistice would be
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signed, and Bulgarian troops would stay in Greece and Yugoslavia, or
Russia would sign an armistice with Bulgaria on her own, and Britain
would have eventually to follow suit, since the fact that it was the
Russians who had occupied Bulgaria could not be changed. The only
reasonable alternative was to hope that Churchill and Eden would
somehow be able to resolve the deadlock on their visit to Moscow.29

The resolution of the deadlock took place in a broader context, in
which Bulgaria stood out to lose. Churchill wrote in his memoirs:

I had never felt that our relations with Roumania and Bulgaria in the
past called for any special sacrifices from us. But the fate of Poland
and Greece struck us keenly … as the autumn drew on everything in
Eastern Europe became more intense. I felt the need of another per-
sonal meeting with Stalin, whom I had not seen since Teheran.30

At his first meeting with Stalin on 9 October, Churchill proposed his
famous ‘percentages’ deal. With hindsight, this agreement does not
appear as important as Churchill’s memoirs, with a touch of drama so
beloved to their author, might seem to indicate. By 9 October the Soviet
armies were occupying Romania and Bulgaria, had reached the borders of
Yugoslavia where Tito’s communist partisans were preparing to seize
power, were fighting in Hungary and were in position to occupy northern
Greece if they wished to do so. By that time, the British had only just
landed small forces at Patras and the Peloponnesus in southern Greece.
Thus Churchill’s percentages deal: in Bulgaria, 75 per cent influence to the
Soviet Union, 25 per cent to the Western allies; in Romania, 90 per cent
and 10 per cent; in Yugoslavia and Hungary, 50–50; and in Greece
10 and 90 per cent, respectively, actually overstated Britain (and
America’s) role in comparison with the military realities.31

Stalin did not show any great interest in the piece of paper on which
Churchill had jotted down the proposed deal; he just made a tick on it
and told Churchill to keep it.32 The detailed bargaining was left to Eden
and Molotov at their meetings on 10 and 11 October. At their first
meeting, Molotov tried to reduce the Western percentages in Bulgaria
to the Romanian level, but Eden insisted on a greater Western share in
Bulgaria than in Romania. At the second meeting, Molotov stopped
pressing this point and the two foreign ministers reached agreement on
Bulgaria, more specifically on the formulation of the armistice article
on the ACC. The formulation, recognizing that the ACC would be
chaired by a Soviet representative for the whole period of the armistice,
was practically the same as the one which the British had opposed at
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the EAC for a whole month. In return for the British concession on the
ACC, Molotov agreed that the withdrawal of Bulgarian troops from
Greece should be made a precondition for the signing of the armistice.
The Bulgarians complied quickly, and by the end of October there were
no Bulgarian troops left in Greece, as an Anglo-Soviet inspection party
was able to confirm on the spot.

The Americans were not prepared to agree to the concessions Eden
had made. Winant, backed by the State Department, insisted that the
earlier American draft should be accepted, and that the EAC should have
the final consideration of the Bulgarian armistice terms, rather than
‘simply register the results of Eden’s conversations in Moscow’. Winant
thought that it would be better for the British to act together with the
United States in settling their differences with the Soviet Union, rather
than resort to bilateral negotiations; there was a danger that the final
formulation of the peace treaty would be influenced. Winant was aware
that what motivated the British was their desire ‘to continue their rela-
tionship with Greece and to maintain a sufficient degree of control in
Yugoslavia to protect British Mediterranean interests’.33 In an effort to
gain American support for his draft, Eden pressed Molotov for more con-
cessions. The commissar of foreign affairs, however, was not prepared to
oblige. He insisted that equal voting rights in the ACC, in a country
occupied solely by Soviet troops, would lead to chaos. He did make one
small concession, noting that during the second period of the armistice
the leading role of the Soviet Union might be modified to a certain lim-
ited extent in favour of British and US representatives.34

Eden was persuaded that ‘whether we like it or not, we must accept
the fact that, for the time being, the Soviet Government hold most of
the cards with respect to Bulgaria’.35 The Americans were still not sat-
isfied with the arrangements, but were not prepared to abort the sign-
ing of the armistice.36 Such a course was made even more inconvenient
by the fact that a Bulgarian delegation had already arrived in Moscow
and was awaiting for the armistice to be presented to them. On
22 October, Winant accepted the draft proposed by the Soviet Union
and Britain, but not before formally notifying them of the US govern-
ment’s intention to renew the discussion on the ACC after the cessa-
tion of hostilities.37 The Soviets dispatched an immediate reply,
rejecting the American position as ‘totally unacceptable’. After the
exchange of letters, neither the Soviet Union nor the United States
took any further steps. The two powers agreed to disagree for the time
being and postponed the discussion of their differences until after the
end of the war.
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In Bulgarian domestic politics, Stalin was able, albeit with some
difficulty, to direct the efforts of the communists into less dangerous
channels. This did not necessarily imply moderation on his part, but
rather expressed his inherent distrust of spontaneous political activity,
perhaps most of all of revolutionary activity. Whilst sympathetic to the
communists’ purge of Bulgaria’s traditional elite, he did not wish to see
that done in an unlicensed and uncontrolled manner. He preferred a
more institutionalized strategy, modelled on his own purges in the
1930s. Similarly, he pressed the communists to shift from unrestrained
mass action towards a more organized party mechanism. The commun-
ists’ move to a strategy of building up the institutions and expanding
the membership of their party would also open the way for other parties
to organize. Whilst Stalin did not welcome such a development, he was
prepared to accept it in order not to antagonize the Western powers and
in the belief that the communists would do better in the competition for
mass support.

Under Soviet pressure, the BWP leadership started to move towards
‘legality’, or rather towards legalized state terror. A decree setting up a sys-
tem of ‘people’s courts’ was approved by the council of ministers after
a three-day discussion on 28–30 September, and by the regents on
3 October 1944.38 The decree’s wide-ranging provisions indicted, among
others, those guilty of facilitating Bulgaria’s accession to the Tripartite Pact,
the declaration of war on Britain and the United States and the infringe-
ments of neutrality with respect to the USSR; and those who had perse-
cuted anti-fascists in Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Greece, or had made illicit
gains during the war.39 The arrests were often conducted at the instigation
of the FF committees, which also elected the ‘people’s prosecutors’ and
the members of the courts. The chief ‘people’s prosecutor’, the commu-
nist lawyer Georgi Petrov promptly declared that ‘the historic activity of
the people’s court will be conducted under the slogan – death to fas-
cism’.40 To accompany the transfer to ‘legality’, the PB adopted a series of
resolutions aimed at restraining the ‘irresponsible elements’ whose
actions were now seen as damaging to the party’s reputation. It was still
determined, however, to preserve some form of parallel power structures.
Thus whilst ordering the dissolution of the ‘combat groups’, which were
apparently still in existence months after the victory, it decided to replace
them with voluntary militia detachments consisting of the most trust-
worthy BWP and Workers’ Youth League (WYL – the BWP’s youth wing)
members and placed at the disposal of the oblast militia commanders.41

In spite of the evident reluctance of communist concessions, and the
attempts to institutionalize the gains made during the political vacuum,
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the way was opened for a restoration of normal party politics. Whilst the
communist party leadership had found it difficult to abandon direct
‘revolutionary’ methods, once they had made the shift to a strategy of
gaining power through party competition, they proved rather effective
in developing the organizational strength of their party. The first step
was to transform the party from a relatively small cadre body into a mass
organization. This process had been taking place spontaneously since
the coup, but it was not until 20 October that it was codified by a PB
decision. All pretensions of selectivity were dropped as the PB embarked
on the creation of ‘a mass party that would include all the healthy and
militant elements from the working class, the toiling peasantry and the
people’s intelligentsia’.42 The initial target was set at 100,000 members –
a fourteen-fold increase in comparison with 9 September 1944. This tar-
get was reached in mid-November, and by January 1945 the party had
mushroomed to over 250,000 members.43 The party was strongly repre-
sented in all sections of Bulgarian society, far beyond the industrial
working class: as many as 56 per cent of members were peasants, with
workers comprising 28 per cent and the intelligentsia 9 per cent.44 The
party’s youth wing, the WYL, had more than 400,000 members by
January 1945. The General Workers’ Professional Union (GWPU) that
the communists helped to set up in March 1945, reached a membership
of some 300,000.45 Through these colossal organizations – in a popula-
tion of barely seven million people – the communists were able to intro-
duce an unprecedented level of political activism.

Having opened the floodgates, the party leadership was barely able to
keep track of the burgeoning membership. Party statistics was in such a
desperate state that as late as the spring of 1945 the secretary of the party
organization in Bulgaria’s second largest city, Plovdiv, was not sure
whether its membership was 5000 or 7000.46 If that was the situation in
the cities, one could only imagine what it was like in the villages. In
most cases, the growth of the party was based on already existing small
bodies of activists. The fact that the communist party had traditionally
had a powerful political presence in the country – as described in
Chapter 1, it had emerged as the second largest party in democratic elec-
tions after the First World War and had performed impressively in the
last democratic elections in 1931 – meant that in contrast to other
Eastern European countries, such as Romania and Hungary, where com-
munist parties had to be built effectively from scratch following the
occupation of these countries by the Soviet army, the expansion of the
party in Bulgaria was based on relatively strong foundations. The new
members who flooded into the party were attracted by a mixture of
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ideology, opportunism and hopes for a place in the local, regional and
national power structures. Given the crucial role of existing activists in
choosing the new party members, it was inevitable that personal links
and even nepotism would influence the process, especially in the coun-
tryside. In the village of Dubovo in central Bulgaria, for instance, a CC
instructor reported that

the party is not being built as a vanguard of the working people, but
on the basis of family ties. If one of the leaders has a close relative,
and the latter wishes to become a party member, he is accepted regard-
less of whether he satisfies the entry conditions. As in all villages, the
controversies in Dubovo centre on who is going to be mayor, or party
secretary, or tax inspector, or forester, and so on.47

As the overwhelming majority of new members could not be relied
upon to deal maturely with political issues, and indeed a significant
proportion of them could be a liability rather than an asset to the party,
the organization of an effective central party leadership assumed crit-
ical importance. Kostov’s regular letters to Dimitrov indicate that this
was a slow and difficult process. The party leaders were confronted with
a multitude of challenges. They had to learn not only how to steer a
mass legal party, but also how to govern the country and prepare it for
war. They had no experience in any of those tasks, and found it
extremely difficult to manage their varied workload. One serious con-
straint was the lack of cadres, as many party members were sent into
the army and state administration. The problem was made worse by the
leadership’s determination, born out of the testing years of the resist-
ance, to rely primarily on partisans and political prisoners, who were
both few and inexperienced.

At the national level, priority was given to the consolidation of three
key bodies, the Central Committee (CC), the Politburo (PB) and the
Central Committee’s Secretariat. ‘Home’ communists made up most of
the PB, including Kostov, Terpeshev, Dragoicheva, Yugov, Ganev,
Chankov, Kunin and Raiko Damianov. From the Moscow contingent,
Dimitrov and Kolarov were appointed members in absentia, whilst
Chervenkov, Georgi Damianov (Belov) and Poptomov took their places
in Sofia. It proved difficult to establish good working relations in a body
composed of people with rather diverse life experiences. One immediate
bone of contention was the question of who was to be first secretary of
the CC. Although Dimitrov was universally acknowledged as the party’s
supreme leader, given his absence in Moscow and his preoccupation
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with international affairs, the CC first secretary could act as the effective
head of the party at home. The PB members divided their preferences
between Kostov and Kolarov, with the latter attracting the voluble sup-
port of Terpeshev. It was only after Dimitrov’s personal intervention that
the dispute was resolved in favour of Kostov;48 one reason for Dimitrov’s
choice might have been Stalin’s reluctance to allow Kolarov to leave
Moscow lest that set off alarm bells in Western capitals; another might
have been Dimitrov’s concern that Kolarov, who until Dimitrov’s sud-
den rise to fame with the Reichstag fire trial had been regarded as the
senior Bulgarian communist leader, might use this opportunity to stage
a comeback. Terpeshev, a 60-year-old worker with a common touch and
considerable personal popularity, continued to create trouble with his
innocent attempts at independence. Revolutionary intellectuals such as
Kostov and Chervenkov resented Terpeshev’s inspired improvisations
and insisted, without much success, on the PB’s supremacy over each
individual member.

The lack of coherence in the PB made it difficult for it to produce
and implement complex policies, and left it dependent on outside
guidance. Acknowledging his lack of experience for the post of CC first
secretary, Kostov expressed the hope that the PB might ‘avoid major
errors’ if it worked as a ‘united team’ and kept in close touch with
Dimitrov.49 In addition to Kostov himself, with overall responsibility
for the party’s work, the CC secretariat included Chankov, a 34-year-
old worker with a distinguished resistance record, as organizational
secretary (Kostov thought that his main assets were energy and drive,
balanced by an unwillingness to engage in the tedium of day-to-day
administration)50 and Chervenkov, as secretary for agitation and propa-
ganda. Chervenkov, who was Dimitrov’s brother-in-law, had spent
nearly 20 years in Soviet exile, where he had risen to become head of
the Comintern’s schools after the purges. Within the PB, he undoubt-
edly surpassed all of his colleagues in his doctrinaire expertise in
Marxism–Leninism and provided an intransigent ideological analysis
of the domestic and international situation. He demonstrated an
almost compulsive urge for control and slavish imitation of Soviet
practices, down to the smallest detail. His close links with Dimitrov –
he was the only PB member other than Kostov to write to Dimitrov
regularly51 – and his incessant if only partially successful efforts to edu-
cate the raw mass of new party members in basic tenets of
Marxism–Leninism, secured for him a prominent place within the PB,
albeit not an active one until ideological considerations became
paramount in late 1947.
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The CC consisted of the PB members, the nine oblast secretaries, offi-
cials in the CC apparatus, and communists working in the army, police
and state administration.52 The CC apparatus was organized in special-
ized departments, dealing with organizational matters (initially com-
prising a cadre section until it became a department in its own right in
1945), the economy, the military, the youth, agitation and propaganda,
mass organizations and the villages. The intention was obviously to
copy the tried and tested model of the Central Committee of the Soviet
communist party. This structure gave the BWP important organizational
advantages. It enabled the party to control the work of the government
in virtually all the key areas, including those in which the BWP did not
hold ministerial portfolios. It amounted almost to a parallel system of
government encompassing activities which previously only the state
had attempted to control. Lenin’s model of a party of professional revo-
lutionaries, as modified under Stalin in response to the tasks of state
administration and fundamental economic and social transformation,
proved to be a very efficient instrument for the exercise of power, once
given the opportunity to establish itself in all its ramifications. During
the process of establishment, however, it was vulnerable to outside pres-
sures, especially in situations in which it could not count on widespread
popular support, as in Bulgaria.

A month after the seizure of power, Kostov complained that the CC
had to sit in a wind-swept building with no windows. The lack of secre-
taries meant that he himself had to take the minutes of PB discussions.
There was no security to speak of, and in the first few weeks he was inter-
rupted every five minutes by petitioners with all conceivable requests.
Any systematic organization of work was obviously impossible, and the
PB and he personally had to act as firefighters responding only to the
most immediate emergencies.53 The situation had improved somewhat
by November 1944, in that each CC department had been allocated a
room and a secretary, and had produced a rough plan of work for the
PB’s approval.54

The CC’s Economic Department provided a good illustration of
the mismatch between the communist party’s ambitions and capacity.
The department set itself wide-ranging tasks, aiming both to manage the
wartime supply crisis and the mounting inflation, and to ‘reorganize the
state apparatus guiding the country’s economic life’.55 The initial plan
was to set nine sections covering all branches of the economy. Fairly
soon, the department was reduced to the barest essentials, with one sec-
tion each for industry, agriculture and finance/trade. In order to be able
to function at all, the department was forced to work together with the
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economic ministries, the cooperatives, the industrialists and the trade
unions. Most of these organizations were dominated by non-communist
or even old regime personnel. The department thus became meshed
into, and dependent upon, a complex institutional framework. It could
only rely on three to four permanent officials who were constantly
being shifted from place to place. The most to which it could aspire in
this situation was to try to influence the organizations with which it was
working through personal meetings and conferences.

When in November 1945 the NC of the FF established its own
economic commission, it took away most of the CC Economic
Department’s personnel. Whilst this represented an opportunity for
extending the BWP’s influence, it also resulted in a heavy overload. The
Economic Department’s chief, who also became head of the new com-
mission, complained that he was unable to fulfil his responsibilities. He
retained his ambition, however, of creating an ‘all-embracing state eco-
nomic organization’, possibly in the forlorn hope that the elimination
of competing agencies might simplify the task of administration. He
complained that the FF parties controlling the economic ministries
treated them as their exclusive territory and viewed all suggestions of
change as politically motivated.

Whilst the communist leaders were able to take advantage of the
return to normal party politics to build up impressive mass organiza-
tions, the non-communist parties were also able to make good use of the
opportunities that became available to them. The communists sought to
place the newly conceded political freedoms within certain limits with
an FF declaration of 12 October 1944, which decreed that the existing FF
parties were the only legal political entities in the country. The turning
of the FF into a closed coalition had a complex impact. On one hand, it
eliminated at one stroke all right-wing and liberal parties, setting a dan-
gerous precedent and removing from active political life a large propor-
tion of the country’s small traditional ruling elite. On the other hand, it
had the effect of consolidating the chronically divided agrarian and
social democratic parties, which were consistently devoted to the prin-
ciples of democracy and could compete much more effectively with the
communists for the allegiance of the masses. The BANU, in particular,
was able to draw on old organizational traditions and appeal to a wide
constituency across the country.

The leaders of the Pladne group, elevated to the top of the BANU after
the September 1944 coup, set themselves the aim of reuniting all politic-
ally-conscious agrarians into a single powerful party.56 Any hopes that
the Vrabcha group might have harboured of restoring its organizational
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structure was thwarted by the 12 October declaration, which prohibited
all political parties outside the FF. Individual Vrabcha local organiza-
tions, were, however, given the chance to join the BANU which was
already part of the FF, which in effect meant that they had to accept the
supremacy of Pladne. The communists thus contributed, ironically
enough, to the consolidation of the BANU under the leadership of the
most radical agrarian group, which drew openly on Stamboliiski’s
supremacist ideas, rather than that of the compromise-prone Vrabcha,
which had worked amicably with liberal parties in the People’s Bloc of
the early 1930s and could conceivably do so again with the new masters
of the country.

Having a clear field, as early as 10 September 1944 the Pladne leaders
sent out a circular, which restated the BANU’s ideological principles and
demanded that it should enjoy undivided influence among the
Bulgarian peasantry. The second circular issued on 11 October 1944 set
the somewhat ambitious aim of reconstructing all the agrarian druzhbi
(local organizations) and electing district and regional boards of repre-
sentatives, all within the space of ten days. No restrictions on member-
ship were to be imposed. The druzhbi grew rapidly, due mainly to the
fact that in almost all localities there existed nuclei of former agrarian
activists. In the Aitos district in southeastern Bulgaria, for example, 36
out of the 45 druzhbi were re-established by 300 former BANU members.
Like the communists, the agrarians were able to benefit from the legacy
of the influential role they had played in Bulgaria’s political life in the
interwar period, before the authoritarian coup of 1934. Indeed, the
agrarians could potentially gain considerably more than the commun-
ists from the mobilization of their pre-war political resources, given the
fact that the BANU in its various incarnations had been the strongest
political party in Bulgaria in all democratic elections of the pre-1934 era,
except for the period 1923–31, when the agrarians had been subjected to
various forms of repression. Furthermore, in sociological terms, the
BANU’s potential constituency, the smallholding peasantry, was far
larger than the working class from which the communist party could
expect to draw its support (although, as indicated above, the BWP was
far more promiscuous in its search for support than its Marxist ideology
would suggest).

A consolidation process was also observable at the top of the agrarian
party, catalysed by Dr. G. M. Dimitrov’s return to Bulgaria from exile on
24 September 1944. Dr. G. M. Dimitrov had been Pladne’s president
within Bulgaria in the 1930s57 and had been probably its most charis-
matic leader. Seen by agrarians as their great ‘hope’,58 he organized a
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national conference on 14 and 15 October with the participation of
around 200 delegates from all the agrarian groups, including Vrabcha.
The conference reaffirmed Stamboliiski’s traditional ideological prin-
ciples and elected a new leadership: a Ruling Council (RC) of 48 people
(roughly equivalent to a communist central committee) and a Permanent
Representation (PR; equivalent to a communist politburo) with a narrow
membership of three (Dr. Dimitrov – chief secretary, Nikola Petkov –
editor-in-chief of the BANU’s newspaper, Zemedelsko Zname, and the
agrarian minister Asen Pavlov) and an extended membership of six
(including the agrarian ministers Bumbarov and Durzhanski, and
Drundarevski, who was responsible for organizational matters). Pladne’s
domination of all the leading organs of the party, as illustrated by the
fact that 24 out of the 48 RC members had been indicted in the two trials
against Dr. G. M. Dimitrov and his adherents organized by the
wartime regime, gave these bodies cohesion and a sense of purpose.
Pladne was also able to establish a predominant position in the district
and regional boards of representatives, by drawing on the most expe-
rienced agrarian activists. A Soviet diplomatic report could do little
more than complain about the effortless superiority of the ‘right-
wingers’ over the lacklustre and isolated ‘leftists’.59 (Such ideological
terms had little intrinsic meaning in the context of the BANU, given
the party’s base of peasant smallholders, and mainly referred to will-
ingness or unwillingness to work with the communists, the presumed
paragon of the left. The terms are used in this narrative only for the
sake of convenience.)

In purely numerical terms, the BANU’s growth more than matched
that of the communist party. After a slow start in September and
October, it picked up to reach 115,000 in November 1944 and 350,000
in the spring of 1945. (A Soviet diplomat reported that the official BANU
statistics claimed 532,000 members, although noting that this figure
was clearly exaggerated.)60 All categories of peasants were represented, in
rough proportion to their share of the population. Out of the 2633
members of 79 druzhbi in northeastern Bulgaria, 1214 (47.7 per cent)
had up to five hectares (ha) of land, 915 (30.9 per cent) had 5 to 10 ha,
362 (14.4 per cent) had 10 to 20 ha, and 142 (7 per cent) more than
20 ha. It should be noted that the absolute size of landholdings in this
region was higher than the national average, although the proportion-
ate distribution was representative enough. The BANU was clearly quite
successful in mobilizing its traditional constituency – on an unprece-
dented scale. The membership achieved in early 1945 exceeded the high
point reached under Stamboliiski at least twice.61 The BANU also

86 Stalin’s Cold War



expanded in social groups in which it had previously had little
foothold. In particular, it succeeded in gaining the adherence of a large
proportion of the urban lower middle classes. In the city of Varna, for
example, the druzhba expanded from 590 members before the 1934
coup, to 1143 members after September 1944. More spectacularly, in
Burgas the druzhba reached 240 members, of whom only 18 came from
the pre-September 1944 period.

The BANU leaders went so far as to claim, not without a good founda-
tion, that the ideology of the FF itself was based on their principles. A
study by a Russian historian has shown that the programme adopted by
the FF government on 17 September 1944 did indeed consist largely of
traditional agrarian demands such as imposing limits on parasitic cap-
ital and encouragement of cooperatives.62 Claiming to be one of the
main constituent organizations of the FF, representing the peasant estate
as opposed to the BWP’s representation of the working class, the BANU
insisted on its right to manage its own affairs and to play a leading role
in Bulgarian politics.

The political role of Zveno in the FF was primarily to act as a represen-
tative of the Bulgarian middle classes. In addition to its key positions in
the state apparatus, especially in the government, where its representa-
tion was equal, if not superior, to that of the communists in terms of the
number and ‘weight’ of its portfolios, Zveno was quite successful in cre-
ating a powerful social basis for itself, not so much in terms of numbers,
as in the influence and expertise commanded by its members. One indi-
cation of that was the fact that both the BWP and the Soviets paid Zveno
attention quite out of proportion to its numerical size. As one Soviet
diplomat reported, a party which aimed to serve as a focal point for the
former ‘bourgeois’ ruling class and which included in its ranks military
officers, lawyers, journalists, intellectuals, bankers and capitalists, was
always likely to be dangerous.63 In the left-wing atmosphere of the mid-
1940s, Zveno’s leaders were consistent in their defence of the economic
interests of the middle classes. The party theorists maintained that the
main social force in Bulgaria was the ‘middle strata’ of independent
producers, including urban artisans, government officials, free profes-
sionals, small traders and presumably most of the peasants. The ‘middle
strata’ were seen as comprising 80 per cent of Bulgaria’s population; in
contrast to the developed industrial countries, in which those strata had
little significance, in Bulgaria the absence of a strong bourgeoisie and
proletariat propelled them into a leading position.64 These ideological
arguments were reminiscent both of the fascist theories of the 1920s and
of the post-1950s ‘catch-all party’ debates in Western Europe. Although
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vague and obviously not free of contradictions, Zveno’s ideology proved
cohesive and accommodating enough to hold the party united until the
frontal assault by the communists in the summer of 1946.

The controversies with Zveno centred on the exact balance between
the elements of private initiative and state/social action, and especially
the attitude to be taken towards the chief disturbers of that balance – the
communists. By early November 1944 the mood had swung over-
whelmingly against communist excesses. An interesting insight into
Zveno’s newly found confidence is provided by the conferences of
regional party leaders held in Sofia on 30 November–2 December 1944.
The overwhelming majority of speakers argued at length against the
BWP ‘amateurs’ and ‘impostors’. One delegate vividly described 16- to
17-year-old ‘communists’ terrorizing the population with shots
throughout the night ‘using more ammunition than the army at the
front’, whilst another complained that groups of three or four men ‘with
criminal convictions’ were proclaiming themselves the new power in
the villages. The appointment of newly minted military officers and the
wilful acts of the FF committees also came in for severe criticism.65 In
extenuation, Georgiev could only plead with the delegates to take into
account the fact that the communists had previously been a persecuted
minority and were prone to excesses once they found themselves unex-
pectedly in power, and to reassure them that the BWP leaders them-
selves were as concerned as anyone with constraining the ‘irresponsible
elements’. Most delegates were not convinced, and hoped that the
communists would hang themselves with their own rope.66

The social democrats (the Bulgarian Workers’ Social Democratic Party –
BWSDP) recovered some of the limited influence they had enjoyed
before 1934, but were not able to overcome their marginal position in
Bulgarian political life by becoming a serious contender to the BWP for
the allegiance of the working class – as the Polish, Czech and Hungarian
social democrats succeeded in doing in 1944–48. The small size of the
Bulgarian working class and the fact that most of it had only recently
emerged from the villages and continued to do seasonal work there,
combining the frustration of marginalized town life with the burdens of
smallholding agriculture, obviously limited the party’s prospects. There
was little change in the party’s leadership after 9 September 1944, with
the central committee elected in November 1944 representing all the
prominent personalities, including Pastuhov, who had consistently
refused to enter the FF; Lulchev and Chesmedzhiev, who favoured work-
ing with the communists on equal terms; and Neikov, whose main con-
cern appears to have been to preserve his valuable portfolio as minister
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of trade. The central committee issued a radical appeal, demanding the
socialization of mines, banks, the larger factories and the wholesale
trade. Ironically, the appeal sounded much more socialist than the
BWP’s official statements, and provoked Dimitrov’s ire. It seems to have
been intended as a statement of programmatic intent rather than prac-
tical policy; the high-sounding phrases served as a shroud to cover the
paralysis of a party, which could not find a place for itself in a situation
where the BWP monopolized the left part of the political spectrum.67

Increasing tensions (November–December 1944)

The fragile stability achieved in October 1944 began to come under strain
almost immediately. The armistice seemed to have created at least a tem-
porary understanding between the Soviet Union and the Western powers
over the status of Bulgaria, and yet that understanding was threatened
from an unexpected source. One of the consequences of the armistice was
that Britain and the United States could finally send representatives to
Bulgaria and start receiving direct information from the country. Whilst
Western representatives made scrupulous efforts to be fair, it was natural
that they would become sympathetic towards the non-communist parties,
and suspicious of what they began to perceive as the communists’ lust for
power. The Western diplomats were particularly incensed by the purges of
officials associated with Bulgaria’s wartime governments, an issue on
which Stalin had little reason to expect problems from his allies, given the
ease with which the purges could be presented as a punishment of war
criminals. In Bulgarian internal politics, the non-communist parties were
encouraged by their success in building up their party organizations and
were no longer prepared to accept the BWP’s dominant position. They
were also angered by the purges, and felt confident enough to attempt to
block them.

A British military mission had been sent to Bulgaria as early as
6 October 1944, even before the signing of the armistice, in order ‘to
show the flag’. It was headed by General Oxley from the War Office and
included a political representative, Houstoun-Boswall, from the Foreign
Office. The early arrival of the British was an unpleasant surprise for the
Bulgarian communists. As Kostov wrote to Dimitrov, a mission of some
60 officers was certainly meant to be more than an observation post. It
could be expected to meddle in the country’s affairs and engage in
espionage.68 The local Russian representatives shared the same concerns
and imposed, as Kostov gleefully reported, severe restrictions on the
movements of British officers.69

Wartime Coalition: Unity and Conflict 89



The Americans delayed the dispatch of their mission to Bulgaria until
mid-November 1944. From the very start, the American diplomatic and
military representatives focused their attention on assessing the revolu-
tionary changes taking place in Bulgaria. As early as 1 December 1944,
only two weeks after his arrival in the country, Maynard Barnes, the
American political representative, reported that ‘the Government of the
Fatherland Front continues [to be] a prisoner of the Bulgarian
Communists, the only well organized political group in the country. …
The Agrarian Party, which all agree represents the bulk of the electorate,
is bitter against the Communists, and therefore against the Government.’
At this stage, however, Barnes was not yet sure whether the Russians
were actively aiding the communists: ‘The Russians appear to be exer-
cising a restraining influence on the Communists, but many believe
that this is primarily because Bulgarian Communism, ideologically and
with respect to methods, is of the 1917 vintage.’70 A few days later:

The answer is not self-evident. The Russians still play their cards close
to the chest. It does, however, seem logical to assume that at the pre-
sent moment when Bulgaria is being used by Russia for important
troop movements to the West the Soviet High Command would
abhor disorder in the country.71

By 7 December, however, Barnes was writing to the State Department
that ‘each day these [Bulgarian] advocates of democracy become more
confident that the Russian army in Bulgaria will support the Bulgarian
Communists in their determination to grasp control of the country’.72

It is possible to observe here the start of a process of gradual involve-
ment by the Western powers in Bulgaria’s domestic political conflicts.
The powers’ local representatives found themselves drawn towards par-
ticular parties not simply because of ideological pre-dispositions.
Personal factors also played an important part. Barnes, for example, had
distinguished himself from the very beginning of his service with the
State Department by a willingness to act decisively in support of what
he saw as the right cause. He was familiar with Bulgarian politics, hav-
ing served in Sofia in the 1930s and forged links with a number of
democratic politicians.73 When he came back in 1944, it was inevitable
that he would seek out his old acquaintances. As Elizabeth Barker, at
the time a Reuters’ correspondent in Bulgaria, ruefully reported, the
Western representatives’ contacts in Bulgaria were restricted to a narrow
social circle. The communists, uncouth and suspicious, were both
excluded and excluded themselves.74 Barnes became more and more
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concerned over the developments he observed in Bulgaria and his
alarmist telegrams began to make an impact in the spring of 1945, with
the approaching end of the war in Europe and the coming of a new
American administration.

The Western representatives’ relations with their Soviet colleagues
proved to be nearly as unpleasant as their contacts with the Bulgarian
communists. The irksome constraints imposed by General Biriuzov, the
effective head of the ACC (his official position was deputy chairman of
the ACC), who limited the Western missions’ movements beyond the
confines of Sofia and insisted that he had the right to regulate their size
and expenditure, quickly dissipated the initial bonhomie. The Soviet
representatives made some effort to court the Americans, claiming that
the restrictions were intended solely to prevent British spying. The ploy
did strike some cord, with Barnes reporting with smug satisfaction that
‘the British are naturally anxious for our sympathetic interest in their
local difficulties with the Russians, so too are the Russians pleased when
we do not manifest that sympathy’.75 The Russians’ success in gaining
the Americans’ good will turned out, however, to be rather limited.
Even the ‘milder’ application of Biriuzov’s heavy hand proved irksome
to the Americans,76 and the only reason why the State Department
refused to join the British in their complaints to Moscow was that they
did not wish to be diverted into trying to secure piecemeal concessions,
preferring to open the whole question of the ACC administration after
the end of the war.77

In Bulgarian domestic politics, the consensus that had apparently
been reached in October unravelled speedily. As late as 4 November
1944, Kostov was reporting to Dimitrov that the BWP’s relations with its
FF partners were basically satisfactory, although there were some worrying
tendencies.78 Two weeks later, however, the CC secretary was reporting
that the party was facing ‘an organized attack led by G. M. [the initials
of Dr. G. M. Dimitrov, used to distinguish him from his communist
namesake] and supported by Zveno against the ministry of the interior’.
With the usual communist penchant for explaining everything in con-
spiratorial terms, Kostov saw the root of the problem in ‘the influx of
fascists and reactionaries’ in the FF parties, and the intrigues of the
‘English conductors behind the scenes’.79 The disagreements between
the communists and their partners focused on the emotive question of
purges. On 13 November Prime Minister Georgiev and War Minister
Velchev made it clear to Kostov that they were extremely concerned
about the continuing ‘unauthorized’ arrests and remarked that if the
militia was not capable of controlling its own activities, the army might
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be prepared to help. Kostov rejected the ‘dangerous’ suggestion out of
hand, explaining that the BWP itself was fully committed to ending
anarchic violence. The problem was that the mood of the masses had
swung to the left and would take time to cool off.80

Having failed in his attempts to reach a compromise solution, Velchev
decided to act unilaterally. He might have been influenced by the
increasing discontent in the army, where according to the memoirs of a
monarchist officer, the mostly communist deputy political commanders
were marginalized and ridiculed both by the regular officers and the sol-
diers. Some officers went so far as to refuse to swear to the new oath of
loyalty that did not contain the traditional references to God and king,
and went unpunished.81 Furthermore, the war minister might have been
under the impression that the Soviets wished to preserve the fighting
capacity of the Bulgarian army by limiting the purges of the officer
corps. According to the Bulgarian minutes of a meeting between
Molotov and the Bulgarian armistice delegation in Moscow on
16 October 1944, the commissar of foreign affairs declared himself against
‘leftist deviations in the army’. He went on to advise the Bulgarians to pre-
serve ‘all the capable officers from before the coup … and restore to their
positions those who have been dismissed for whatever reason’. He prom-
ised that if some of the communists continued to engage in such excesses,
‘we would bring them to their senses’.82 Soviet policy was, however, by no
means unambiguous. Alongside the desire to avoid counterproductive
purges, there was a fear that sending pro-German officers to the front
could actually impede the war effort. Soviet military intelligence supplied
‘proofs’ of such activities in a number of units.83 The Soviet minutes of the
meeting of 16 October, significantly enough, give a much more watered-
down version of Molotov’s words.84 The ambiguities of Soviet policy
encouraged both Velchev and the communists to press ahead in the belief
that they had Moscow on their side.

Using his powers as war minister, Velchev ordered all divisional com-
manders on 18 November to prevent the arrest of military personnel
who were at the front or had recently returned from there. On
23 November the council of ministers, using a moment when the com-
munist ministers were out of the room, approved a proposal by Velchev
as Decree No. 4. The decree provided that all military personnel accused
of crimes by the people’s courts could, if they wished, be sent to the
front. Those wounded and decorated would be absolved of all respon-
sibility, whilst all those with proper conduct would receive minimal
sentences. To prevent unauthorized arrests, on 25 November Velchev
ordered all officers to sleep in the barracks and to defend themselves
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with firearms if confronted. Special guard units composed of officers
and trusted non-commissioned officers were to be created, armed with
automatic weapons. Commanders who failed to carry out the order were
threatened with court martial.85

The BWP PB learned of Velchev’s secret order the very next day (pre-
sumably through a sympathizer in his innermost circle), and saw it as
presaging a major crisis. Whilst Decree No. 4 itself was not so objec-
tionable (in June 1945 the communists were to come to a rather similar
arrangement with Velchev), the creation of special army units as envis-
aged in the order of 25 November could lead to clashes with the militia.
Kostov viewed the order as a step towards a future coup d’état:
‘Velchev … wishes, as in the old days, to create his own army, and then
dictate the fate of the country’. Although the option of ceasing the
prosecution of ‘fascist’ officers for the sake of preserving relations with
Velchev was given some consideration, there was no doubt that Kostov
and his colleagues favoured a hard-line response. They felt that the
‘concessions’ that they had made had been interpreted as a sign of
weakness and that it was time to clean up the army once and for all.
Given the presence of Soviet forces, there was no immediate danger of
a military coup, and the PB, whilst tempted to ‘throw Velchev out’,
decided to try to persuade him to rescind the order. To calm the situ-
ation, the militia was ordered to put a temporary halt on the arrest of
military personnel.86

On 28 November Kostov and Interior Minister Yugov confronted
Velchev. Although declaring his commitment to cooperation with the
BWP, the war minister insisted that the order had been a measure of self-
defence and that the irresponsible actions of the militia were forcing
people to ‘go to the hills and fight’. He could countermand the order
only after unauthorized arrests had ceased. Kostov appeared willing to
settle for Velchev’s conditional offer, since going further would have
amounted to a demand for his resignation.87

On the same day, however, the communists received the Soviet back-
ing that they had desperately sought. General Biriuzov made it clear
that, as Kostov put it, ‘no one would be allowed to trample on us [the
communists]’ and that he would not allow a civil war to flare up in
Bulgaria. He sent an official note to the Bulgarian government demand-
ing the withdrawal of the decree, and even threatened to throw all
Bulgarian troops out of Sofia.88 Immediately emboldened, Kostov went
beyond the terms which he had accepted earlier in the day and raised
his demands to include Velchev’s own resignation or at least communist
control of a number of key positions in the army, including that of the
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chief of staff. Before going ahead, the PB decided to await the ‘Russian
comrades’ approval’.

Velchev’s order had an immediate impact on the army. In Sofia, a
group of officers and soldiers moved up a tank to the militia headquar-
ters to secure the release of their colleagues. A clash was narrowly
averted when an arrested officer appealed to the soldiers not to fire on
fellow Bulgarians.89 Similar clashes occurred in other towns, sometimes
necessitating the involvement of Soviet troops.90

Whilst not backing the BWP’s extreme demands for Velchev’s resigna-
tion, Biriuzov succeeded in forcing the war minister to rescind the order
and install communists in the army high command.91 The Soviet-
educated Ivan Kinov was appointed chief of staff, and the communists
also took over military intelligence and the war ministry’s chancellery.
Many of the newly promoted officers became members of the special
officers’ party group attached to the BWP CC.92 By the end of 1944, the
purge had affected nearly a third of the regular officers, with 289 dis-
missals, 507 transfers and 151 arrests.93

The elimination of the wartime political and administrative elite
proceeded unimpeded. On 16 December Dimitrov instructed the CC to
transform the forthcoming trials of ministers and members of parlia-
ment by the people’s courts into a ‘general rout of the German agent
network’. Accusations of ‘treason to the state’ were to be levelled
‘against those immediately responsible for the pro-German policy;
against the palace and the palace clique; pro-German civilian and mili-
tary officials’, and used to undermine the influence of the ‘big finan-
ciers, middle-men and speculators who even today are the main prop of
fascism in Bulgaria’.94 Dimitrov’s intransigent attitude was shared by the
Soviets, both in Moscow and in Sofia. A Soviet diplomat charged with
preparing a report on the purges complained that after a promising start,
they had failed to make sufficient progress.95 At a higher level, the Soviet
decision to send back to Bulgaria the wartime regents and prime minis-
ters who had been taken to the USSR immediately after the occupation,
possibly in preparation for an international war-crimes trial, showed
confidence in the Bulgarian ‘people’s courts’. Molotov told the Bulgarian
armistice delegation in October 1944 that they were too optimistic in
asserting that all Bulgarians had united behind the FF96 and that
German agents were still operating within the country and had to be
uncovered. The purge appealed irresistibly to Stalin’s conspiratorial
mind. In a toast to the Bulgarian prime minister and his colleagues in
January 1946, he praised them for uprooting so decisively the German
agents, and even deigned to compare their actions to his own murderous
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purges of 1937–38, which, according to him, had been aimed at ridding
the Soviet Union of ‘German and Japanese spies who were only looking
for an opportunity to betray the country’. He complained that the
Soviet Union had not been very successful in cultivating Eastern
European elites in the past and they had therefore tended to drift
towards the West.97 The unique chance of cleansing them once and for
all, which had come to the USSR so fortuitously, could not be missed.

The actual course of the court proceedings surprised unpleasantly
both the PB and Dimitrov. Bulgarian judicial traditions of freedom of
defence proved too difficult to override. The defendants presented their
case at length and with spirit. Ably assisted by professional lawyers, they
argued that Bulgaria’s accession to the Tripartite Pact could be seen as
the lesser of the two evils, as it had enabled the country to avoid the
Nazi onslaught that devastated Yugoslavia and Greece. These assertions
were all the more dangerous as they could potentially strike a cord with
the majority of the population, which had not suffered appreciably from
the Wehrmacht’s entry into the country in 1941 and was aware of the
fact that it was only after the September 1944 coup that Bulgarian sol-
diers began dying in their thousands as they joined the Soviet army’s
advance in Yugoslavia and later in Hungary and Austria. To prevent
information about the conduct of the accused from reaching the nation,
Dimitrov ordered that ‘under the cover of the military censorship that is
required by the wartime conditions, we must implement drastically
another kind of censorship, a political one, making sure that nothing
directed against the FF appears in the press’.98

The BWP leadership castigated the ‘liberal attitude’ of the people’s
court in late December, describing the defendants as ‘committed fascists
who consciously and actively pursued a Hitlerite policy in our coun-
try’.99 The party’s own lawyers, however, still argued for the observance
of legal procedure and were evidently impressed by the defence. On
20 January 1945 the chief ‘people’s prosecutor’ Petrov insisted to the PB
that sentences had to reflect the actual crimes of the accused rather than
be meted out indiscriminately. His fellow prosecutor Gavrilov admitted
that the amount of attention that had been devoted to the Bagrianov
cabinet was ‘unnatural’ and had come about as a result of pressure from
‘a CC member’. He maintained that Bagrianov had been sincere and had
been a victim of his own dual policy, of his efforts to serve both the
monarchy and the people. On the Muraviev cabinet, Petrov noted that
‘we could sentence this government only on political grounds’. The PB
members attacked the lawyers for failing to behave as ‘militants of our
movement seeking the smallest scrap of evidence to convict these
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bandits’, and refused to make allowances for any of the defendants.100

Indeed, so determined were the communist leaders to be ruthless, that
they forced the court to pronounce death sentences on far more people
than even the prosecutors had officially demanded in their summing
up.101 The courts in the provinces followed the lead of the Sofia trials.102

In the Ruse okoliia, for example, local officials operated on the assump-
tion that they had to provide a quota of suspects for the court ‘from
every village’. In some villages, even registered members of FF parties
were arrested as suspicious.103 In the town of Borisovgrad, a highly dec-
orated captain who had been met with flowers and a speech by PB mem-
ber Terpeshev on his return from the front, found himself sentenced to
death and shot a short time later.104

The impact of the people’s courts on the country was profound, if
somewhat contradictory. The first reaction was stunned silence. The
director of the Oriahovo okoliia gleefully reported to the interior
ministry that

there were people who thought that the sentences would not be car-
ried out quickly and the whole thing would somehow pass away, but
they were in for a surprise – the sentences were carried out and this
fact hit them very hard; it was made clear to them that the govern-
ment is strong and can put everybody in his place.105

The director of the Gabrovo okoliia noted in his report: ‘The reac-
tionaries have been scared by the death sentences in Sofia. They have
understood that no quarter would be given to the local ones, too.’106 In
the long term, however, there was a revulsion against the arbitrary
violence of the courts, which seemed all the more unnecessary in a
country that had hardly participated in the war and had few if any
genuine ‘war criminals’. Local administrators reported to the ministry
of the interior that the government’s popularity was ebbing,107 whilst
the interior minister himself lamented that ‘we underestimated the
fact that our people are quite naive, tender-hearted and politically
immature’.108 The people’s courts did remove many of the BWP’s most
dangerous enemies – with more than 2600 death sentences and more
than 6600 prison terms,109 they, together with the ‘spontaneous’
purges in the first weeks after the coup, destroyed a sizeable proportion
of the country’s small political and administrative elite and helped to
strengthen the communists’ hold on the instruments of power. At the
same time, however, they cost the party dearly in terms of political
support.110
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Unity under threat (January–April 1945)

The crisis in the FF provoked by the purges, and the rising tensions
between Soviet and Western representatives in Bulgaria, did not neces-
sarily have to lead to the breakdown of the wartime coalition. The latter
problem could be contained at a high level by the governments in
Moscow, Washington and London, whilst the problems within the FF
could be regarded as essentially transitory, given their focus on an issue
that stemmed from the past. On both levels, however, Stalin’s comprom-
ises began to come under pressure.

Dimitrov’s and Kolarov’s conversations with Stalin in January 1945
provide a unique insight into the Soviet leader’s mindset at that point of
time. They indicate that Stalin was inclined to take an optimistic view of
the options emerging in the postwar world, but did not wish to make
precise formulations. He told Kolarov and Dimitrov that the Second
World War represented a clash between two factions of capitalism, weak-
ening the world capitalist system as a whole and opening up opportuni-
ties for the spread of socialism. In order to be able to take advantage of
the favourable flow of events, however, it was essential to maintain ide-
ological flexibility and reject ‘doctrinaire’ assumptions that a socialist
system could be created only through ‘Soviet power’. Indeed, in Britain
the nationalization of industry might mean that socialism could be
achieved even under a constitutional monarchy.111 At this point of time,
however, Stalin tended to regard the socialist perspectives only as a long-
term goal, placing the emphasis firmly on maintaining cooperation
with democratic forces, both in the international arena and in the
domestic political systems of European countries, in order to defeat fas-
cism and bring the war to a successful conclusion. At a meeting with
Kostov in late January 1945, he stressed that the FF coalition in Bulgaria
had to be ‘consolidated, and if possible, expanded a bit. Do not drive
off any people or [social] elements, who can be used in the struggle
against fascism. Do not take actions that could repel such people.’112

In line with this assessment, Stalin demonstrated what he regarded as
maximum flexibility in his discussions with Roosevelt and Churchill at
Yalta. The Yalta Declaration on Liberated Europe committed the three
Allied governments to helping the nations of Europe to ‘form interim
governmental authorities broadly representative of all democratic elem-
ents in the population and pledged to the earliest possible establishment
through free elections of governments responsive to the will of the
people’.113 The adoption of this declaration, far-reaching as it may seem
at first sight, actually represented a watering-down of American
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commitment. The State Department had proposed the creation of an
institution for dealing with the problems of liberated and former satel-
lite countries, the ‘Emergency High Commission for Liberated Europe’.
President Roosevelt, however, considered that such a commission would
be ineffective and unnecessary, thus leaving the Yalta Declaration as the
sole instrument for promoting democracy in Europe.114 The mechanism
for the implementation of the declaration was left deliberately vague;
although it seemed that America could bring up for discussion questions
relating to any liberated or former satellite state in Europe, action could
be taken only with the consent of all the three Allies.115 For his part,
Stalin agreed to subscribe to the declaration in spite of Molotov’s con-
cern that it was ‘a bit too flowery’. The Soviet leader pointed out that it
was up to the Soviet Union to determine whether a government was
democratic or not. Given that the decisive factor in each individual case
was ‘the correlation of forces’,116 Stalin probably saw no reason why
Western public opinion should not be placated.

The commitments made in the Yalta Declaration were an important
factor in the evolution of postwar American policy. The declaration’s
usefulness as a diplomatic weapon against the Russians was obvious, but
possibly more important was the fact that it shaped the perspective
through which American policy-makers and representatives on the
ground viewed developments in Eastern Europe. This is not to say that the
Americans believed that the declaration should be fulfilled to the last let-
ter, but they certainly expected its main thrust to be followed. In late
February 1945, Barnes in Bulgaria asked whether ‘the US really intends to
make its influence felt in this part of the world, and, in particular, will it
actively seek to assure a free expression of Bulgarian opinion in the forth-
coming elections?’117 The Acting Secretary of State Grew responded
unambiguously: ‘The Department expects to see with respect to the
former Axis satellite countries full implementation of the Crimean
Declaration on Liberated Europe.’118 Barnes hastened to inform the
Bulgarian foreign minister (and probably many other anxious Bulgarians)
that ‘the Declaration on Liberated Europe had been made by the three
principal Allied powers in all sincerity and that it was the expectation of
Washington that it would be carried out in its entirety in Bulgaria’.119

The British were not taking the declaration at face value. There were
quite widespread doubts at the Foreign Office over whether liberal
democracy could flourish in countries such as Bulgaria that had little
previous experience of it. As Deputy Under-Secretary of State Sir Orme
Sargent put it in his memorandum ‘Stocktaking after V.E.-Day’ of 11 July
1945, Britain should not pay too much attention to external forms such
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as free elections, but should concentrate on essentials, such as making
sure that the people of Eastern Europe would enjoy the same freedoms
as before the war.120 The British, however, generally kept their doubts to
themselves; they were content to follow the high-minded American pol-
icy, if only to maintain a joint front with their strongest ally, without
which they were powerless against the Russians. A high moral posture
had the additional advantage of attracting the sympathies of all those
people in Eastern Europe who were disgusted with the excesses of the
Russians and the home-grown communists. Yalta thus began to seem
less of a viable compromise and more like a new battleground.

In Bulgarian internal politics, the resolution of the crisis in the FF over
the purges did not lead to stability. One could have expected that hav-
ing gained their objective of physically destroying most of the trad-
itional ruling elite and having defeated their partners’ opposition to that
macabre exercise, the BWP leaders might be willing to rest on their
laurels. Indeed, a crisis of that nature was not exceptional in coalition
politics, certainly not in the time-honoured Bulgarian tradition of polit-
ical horse-trading. The communist leaders, however, preferred to see
their partners’ opposition to the purges as a proof that political compe-
tition even within the confines of the FF could come dangerously close
to threatening their hold on power. In a crucial departure from the con-
cept of the FF as a coalition of independent partners, the PB decided on
11 December 1944 to start working with ‘leftist’ elements within the
BANU to undermine ‘reactionary’ leaders such as Dr. G. M. Dimitrov.
Zveno also came under attack. Insisting that the council of ministers had
demonstrated its inability to govern and had indeed been ‘impeached’,
the PB demanded that it was to be subordinated to the NC of the FF. If
some ministers resigned, they would be free to go. In order to institu-
tionalize and legitimize the seizure of power in the September 1944
coup, elections were to be held at the earliest possible opportunity, in
February–March 1945. Externally, the ‘people’s power’ was to be secured
by drawing closer to Tito’s Yugoslavia, up to and including a feder-
ation.121 Kostov found the Yugoslav popular front ‘from below’, with
undifferentiated ‘people’s committees’ dominated by a clandestine
communist party, ‘quite tempting’, in comparison with the situation in
Bulgaria where non-communist parties had to be allowed to organize
openly and be given proportionate representation in the FF committees
even as they sought to undermine and marginalize them.122 In the con-
text of the two goals of Stain’s dual strategy, ensuring control and maxi-
mizing political support, the communists were increasingly opting for
the former. Using Seton-Watson’s conceptualization, the PB’s decisions
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could be seen as representing a shift from a ‘genuine’ to a ‘false’ coali-
tion, from the first to the second stage of his generalized scheme of the
growth of communist domination in Eastern Europe.123 It should be
noted, however, that the shift did not come as a result of a pre-conceived
blueprint. It was primarily an immediate response on part of the
Bulgarian communists to their inability to manage relations with their
coalition partners.

Dimitrov in Moscow approved the plans to attack his agrarian name-
sake, but was critical of the PB’s apparent inclination to get rid of all
their enemies at the same time. His attempt to restrain his comrades was
partly the result of an intervention by Stalin. The Soviet leader was con-
cerned by the reports reaching him from Sofia and concluded that the
Bulgarian communists were, as usual, overreaching themselves. On
13 December he told Dimitrov that they had taken ‘quite a high tone’,
especially with regard to Zveno.124 Accordingly, Dimitrov warned his
Sofia comrades not to overestimate their own strength and to imagine
that they could run the country on their own. He noted that ‘the fact
that our opponents were forced to retreat is mainly attributable to the
Red Army’s presence in the country. Otherwise, we would have already
had a civil war on our hands.’ He recommended ‘maximum manoeuv-
rability and flexibility towards the allies, and especially towards Zveno’.
A cabinet crisis was to be avoided at all costs. The BWP’s positions in the
army and the state apparatus were to be strengthened, without making
‘so much noise’.125

The Soviets’ attitude towards Dr. G. M. Dimitrov, on the other hand,
was unambiguously negative. Agent paranoia was at least as important
in influencing their views as political considerations. Insinuations from
Bulgarian sources about Dr. Dimitrov’s alleged links with British intelli-
gence and rabid hatred of Moscow had been reaching the Russians as
early as 1943.126 So convinced was Biriuzov of Dr. Dimitrov’s illicit activ-
ities that he denounced him as a German [!] spy to American diplo-
mats.127

On 14 December the communists forced on their partners a discussion
of the role of Dr. Dimitrov as ‘an English agent’ and ‘wrecker of the FF’.
The agrarian ministers Petkov and Asen Pavlov were not against the
removal of Dr. Dimitrov, although they asked to be allowed to deal with
him within their own organization.128 The communists were not
inclined to wait, as they wished to prevent Dr. Dimitrov from appearing
at a large BANU assembly in the town of Pleven at the end of January
1945 that could consolidate his position. Towards the end of December,
an unidentified group of agrarians sent a letter to Alexander Obbov, the
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leftist chairman of the BANU Supreme Union Council (the SUC was a
body of some 100 members with the power to change the composition
of the Ruling Council (RC) and the Permanent Representation (PR)),
calling for a convocation of a SUC session to discuss ‘the worsening rela-
tions’ between the BANU and the BWP.129 In early January 1945, a meet-
ing of the leaders of the four FF parties (at which Dr. Dimitrov and
Petkov were both present) adopted a communist-drafted resolution
against ‘the dissenters and wreckers of the FF’.130

At the SUC meeting a week later, the left was isolated. In a letter to the
BWP, two left-wingers, Genovski and Tonchev, members of the RC and
the SUC, respectively, suggested that they should carry out a coup d’état,
dismiss the PR and take over the party’s newspaper Zemedelsko Zname.
The communists declined to offer their support to what was clearly a
desperate improvisation,131 although they did their best to help the left
and put pressure on their opponents. The voluble communist leader
Terpeshev sat next door throughout the SUC session and Petkov had to
come out no fewer than three times to inform him of developments.132

The overwhelming majority of SUC members argued for three whole
days against any changes in the leadership. Only when Dr. Dimitrov
himself submitted his resignation did they agree to let him go, but not
before expressing their full confidence in him and thanking him for his
work. Apart from the replacement of Dr. Dimitrov by Petkov, however,
there were few changes. The left’s only gain was the appointment of
Obbov as editor-in-chief of Zemedelsko Zname. In his telegram to
Dimitrov in Moscow, Kostov described the events as ‘a significant polit-
ical victory for us’. The apparent success of the interventionist tactics
encouraged him to set his sights on ‘cleansing’ the entire agrarian party
apparatus of ‘G. M.-ist hooligans’, ‘with the help of the new PR’.133

The more positive side of the communist and Soviet campaign
focused on Petkov, who was rightly perceived as the only man capable
of becoming a credible alternative to Dr. Dimitrov. It is difficult to estab-
lish Petkov’s motives at that stage. He appears to have been persuaded
reluctantly to agree to replace Dr. Dimitrov, mainly in the hope that
with his proven commitment to cooperation with the communists and
with Russia, he might be able to preserve the agrarian party. It has been
suggested by Genovski, who had an obvious interest in blackening
Petkov’s name,134 and more plausibly by Dr. Dimitrov himself in a con-
versation in the American mission in Sofia in the summer of 1945 as
reported by Soviet intelligence,135 that Petkov’s actions were motivated
at least partly by personal ambition. Whist this cannot be excluded, it is
unlikely to have been his main motive.
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The taming of the agrarian party proved a more difficult task than
either the PB or Dimitrov expected. The agrarian masses had neither
been subdued not won over, and the underhand manoeuvres against
Dr. Dimitrov only seemed to increase his popularity. Only a fortnight
after Dr. Dimitrov’s ouster, Tonchev was complaining that ‘G. M.-ists’
dominated the BANU’s leadership and were blocking any moves towards
the purging of the party.136 The spring of 1945 witnessed a wave of pro-
independence sentiment in local agrarian organizations, with the BANU
conference in Stara Zagora in April 1945 protesting against the BWP’s
hegemonic inclinations and the lack of proportionality in FF commit-
tees and the state administration,137 and the conference in Plovdiv
adopting a resolution demanding the ‘normalization’ of the situation in
the country, the preservation of the BANU’s dignity and autonomy, and
closer control over Zemedelsko Zname so as to prevent the publication of
articles critical of Dr. Dimitrov.138

An incident in early April seemed to indicate that polarization had
reached the highest levels of power. The agrarian permanent secretary in
the ministry of finance refused to promote a BWP member who lacked
the educational qualifications demanded by law. The communist-domi-
nated trade union association, the GWPU, organized a demonstration
against the permanent secretary, whilst the agrarians, for their part,
called a counter-demonstration of the union of finance officials. A num-
ber of clashes occurred, with the militia bearing down brutally on the
agrarians. The incident was discussed over three sessions of the council
of ministers. The communists decided to treat it as a ‘deliberate provo-
cation … the starting point of a long-term plan to undermine the FF and
change Bulgaria’s foreign policy orientation’. The agrarian ministers
threatened to resign in protest, receiving implicit support from Foreign
Minister Stainov and Finance Minister Stoianov, and explicit backing
from Velchev ‘who exposed himself as an enemy baying for revenge’.
Some PB members even suspected Prime Minister Georgiev, who had
done little to stop the revolt.139

Conclusion

Until May 1945, the Soviet Union, the United States and Britain were
mainly focused on winning the war against Nazi Germany. The bond of
common interest proved sufficiently strong to enable the three powers
to resolve their differences over the Bulgarian armistice and the oper-
ation of the ACC, although the settlement reached was merely provi-
sional and did little more than codify existing military realities. The
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underlying conflicts remained, as manifested by the contrasting inter-
pretations of the Yalta Declaration, and were reinforced by reports from
the powers’ representatives in Bulgaria, who began to associate them-
selves with local political forces. This association had an increasingly
polarizing effect, given the fact that by the spring of 1945, the commun-
ists’ drive for hegemony and their partners’ re-assertion of their political
interests had pushed the FF coalition almost to the brink of collapse. The
lack of clarity as to what exactly had been rejected with the overthrow
of the ‘fascist regime’, and what was to be the substance of the ‘FF era’,
placed a question mark over the new political system in Bulgaria. The
new epoch could be legitimized as a democratic revival after a decade of
authoritarianism, or salvation from a third national catastrophe similar
to those which had overwhelmed the country following defeats in the
Second Balkan War in 1913 and the First World War in 1918, or a social
revolution. All three elements were present, but none was entirely con-
vincing. The democratic revival was prejudiced by the exclusion of
indisputably democratic parties from the political arena, the undemo-
cratic means through which the communists acquired their positions in
the state apparatus and interfered in the internal affairs of their partners,
and the inability of non-communist FF parties to translate their popular
support into practical policies. A national salvation that meant giving
up territories regarded as Bulgarian, hosting a foreign army and accept-
ing limitations on sovereignty through the ACC was hardly likely to
inspire much enthusiasm. A social revolution in a situation in which the
smallholding peasant majority had not suffered greatly during the war,
and in any case had no taste for collectivist solutions, was not a promis-
ing basis for political mobilization. The lack of clear dominance over the
instruments of power, with the communists controlling the militia and
most of local administration, but not the army, the ultimate fulcrum of
coercive power – a situation with few precedents in Bulgarian history –
contributed to instability. The communists’ inability or unwillingness to
manage conflicts within the FF coalition made a bad situation even
worse, whilst their success in attracting support from Soviet representa-
tives in Bulgaria, in spite of the ambiguous attitudes of the Moscow lead-
ership, gave them unwarranted confidence.
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4
The Break-up of the Wartime
Coalition (May–August 1945)

The end of the war in Europe released the latent dynamism that had
built up in the spring of 1945. The Western powers, no longer con-
strained by the demands of the war and seeking to provide a basis for a
postwar settlement that would reflect at least some of their democratic
values, began to express forcefully their concerns with developments in
Eastern Europe. Their representatives in Bulgaria, eager as ever, did not
hesitate to exploit the increasing breach in the Fatherland Front (FF) and
sided openly with the opposition. Soviet policy was hesitant and incon-
sistent, split both in terms of levels, between the parochial attitude of
the local representatives and the broader perspective of Stalin, and in
terms of attitudes, with Stalin himself hovering between the desire to
preserve cooperation with the West and maintain a viable political con-
figuration in Bulgaria, and the aim of establishing a clearly demarcated
sphere of influence and supporting the revolutionary élan of the
Bulgarian communists. He was forced to intervene directly in Bulgaria
by the transformation of the brewing crisis in the FF into an open split.
The communists, faced with a choice between overt manipulation of
their partners and major concessions, opted for the former. The oper-
ation was carried out so unskillfully that it created strong opposition
groups in the agrarian and social democratic parties. This precipitated a
crisis that Stalin chose to resolve through a partial opening of the
Bulgarian political system.

The break-up of the Fatherland Front 
(May–August 1945)

By late April 1945, the communist leadership had realized that its limited
intervention in the BANU’s affairs had only served to stimulate the
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growth of opposition sentiments. Reluctant to abandon their maximalist
demands and hopeful that with the approaching end of the war in
Europe the need to placate the susceptibilities of the Soviet Union’s
Western allies would lessen, the communists chose to go down the path
of further confrontation. Whereas in the attack against Dr. G. M. Dimitrov,
they had tried to work with genuine if leftist agrarian leaders and use
established organizational structures, the Politburo (PB) now decided to
organize what in effect amounted to coups d’état in the BANU and the
BWSDP – the convocation of fraudulent national conferences that
would supplant the two parties’ constitutional organs. At the crucial PB
meeting of 24 April, some members went even further and demanded
the removal of all ‘reactionaries’ from the FF, including War Minister
Velchev and Foreign Minister Stainov. The campaign against the reac-
tion had the added advantage of providing scapegoats for the ‘desperate’
economic situation caused by the financial burdens of the war and the
voracious demands of the Soviet occupation army.1

In a series of telegrams on 26 and 27 April, Dimitrov approved the PB’s
decisions. His only concern was that the PB once again seemed prepared to
attack all its enemies – the BANU, the BWSDP and Zveno – simultaneously,
thus running the risk of finding itself faced with a united anti-commun-
ist bloc. Dimitrov insisted that the attacks should focus only on the
‘G. M.-ists’. Resignations from the government were to be avoided, by
temporarily neutralizing reactionaries in the other parties. ‘Enemies’ in
the war and foreign ministries unfortunately had to be tolerated for the
time being, whilst ‘conditions are being prepared for their future
removal’. Petkov was to be kept in the fold at all costs. The militia
excesses – apparently still continuing six months after the first PB reso-
lutions on the subject – were to be curbed, and a number of posts in
local administration were to be given to the agrarians to sweeten the
purge.2

The BWP’s maximalism was encouraged by Soviet military and diplo-
matic representatives in Bulgaria and senior officials at the Commissariat
of Foreign Affairs (NKID) in Moscow. The ideological suspicion of the
agrarian party surfaced in a comprehensive report prepared by one of
Biriuzov’s political advisors, Levichkin, in April 1945. He described
the BANU as having been a party with a ‘kulak’ ideology throughout its
history and depicted the great agrarian leader Stamboliiski as ‘clearly
anti-Soviet’. Many of the party’s most prominent leaders, including
Dr. G. M. Dimitrov, had become British agents at one time or another
and Dr. Dimitrov’s feverish activity after his return to Bulgaria in 1944
had been dependent on suspicious sources of finance. The party’s growth
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had been unnaturally quick and indicated that it had become a refuge
for reactionaries.3 This view was shared by NKID officials in Moscow. On
6 April, in response to the resignation threats of agrarian and Zveno min-
isters, the head of NKID’s Balkan department Lavrishchev (the wartime
ambassador to Bulgaria) recommended in a memorandum to Deputy
Commissar of Foreign Affairs Vyshinsky that the non-communist min-
isters should be cured of the notion that the BWP and the Soviet Union
wanted them to stay in the government. They were free to resign and
could be replaced by more suitable people who could undoubtedly be
found in the ranks of their parties.4 On 3 May, Lavrishchev wrote to
Vyshinsky that, following discussions with ‘Comrade Dimitrov’, he rec-
ommended that Biriuzov and his political advisor, Kirsanov, be
instructed to support the BWP in its drive against the ‘pro-fascist ten-
dencies of the BANU leaders’. He emphasized the importance of Petkov,
significantly adding that he ‘is the most popular BANU leader at present
and has not been personally associated with anti-Soviet outbursts’.5

Having been given the green light by Dimitrov and Moscow, the PB
proceeded to organize in late April a conference of BWP oblast secretaries
to discuss the struggle against the reaction in their regions.6 The cynical
tone of the meeting was exemplified by the detailed account given by
the Pleven secretary Pelovsky of the staging of a BANU ‘conference’ in
his oblast. The secretaries of the local agrarian organizations had not
been invited, yielding their place to some ‘respectable people thrown
out of the BANU by G. M.’. The BWP had provided ‘all-round help’,
which apparently included writing the conference resolution. The
newly elected agrarian oblast leadership had lost no time in embarking
on a purge of local organizations. When Petkov had attempted to organ-
ize a counter-conference in Pleven, the communists brought in ‘honest
agrarians’, organized a simultaneous meeting in the town under ‘FF’
auspices, recruited a group of hecklers who challenged Petkov over his
‘wrecking’ activities and even punctured the tyres of his car with a knife.
Enough disturbances had been created to prevent the conclusion of the
counter-conference and the removal of the communist-installed leader-
ship. For the organization of the BANU national conference, the com-
munists ‘went round the oblast … picking suitable people … [and] sent
a list of 140 to you in Sofia’.7

Having manufactured ‘popular participation’ for the BANU national
conference, and having obtained an appeal from left-wing agrarian
leaders in Sofia announcing its convocation, the communists set about
capturing the most elusive prize of all – Petkov himself. At the beginning
of May it seemed that chastened by the rough treatment he had received
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in Pleven, Petkov was prepared to adopt a conciliatory position. He
attempted to use a letter that Dr. G. M. Dimitrov had allegedly written,
renouncing all political activities, to persuade the communists that
‘G. M.-ism’ had disappeared. Petkov was willing to accept a compromise
suggested earlier by the communists whereby only two of his supporters
would retain their positions in the BANU Permanent Representation. By
now, however, that was not considered adequate by the communists,
who demanded the ‘total cleansing’ of the agrarian party.8

Faced with the BWP’s intransigent position, Petkov found himself in a
situation in which he had to make uncomfortable choices. Initially he
temporized, reluctant to commit himself irrevocably to a split within his
own party whose unity had been so laboriously rebuilt, and a breach
within the FF, which he had helped to create. He was subjected to a multi-
tude of influences. Kostov alleged that Foreign Minister Stainov was
spreading rumours that the British and the Americans would use cap-
tured German troops to start a war with the USSR, and speculated that
‘the vehemently anti-Soviet British and American representatives [in
Bulgaria] might have been trying to win Petkov over by some such
claims’. On the other hand, on 8 May Dimitrov wrote a personal letter
to Petkov, asking him ‘to raise himself above petty personal sympathies
and antipathies’ and act in accordance with the ‘natural … long-term
interests of Bulgaria’. The latter were defined as preserving the unity of
the FF by expelling the ‘G. M.-ists’ from its ranks.9 Faced with the
prospect of antagonizing the Soviet Union, the great power on which
Bulgaria’s fate so clearly depended, Petkov’s initial reaction was to
relent. He told General Cherepanov, Biriuzov’s deputy, that he was pre-
pared to appear at the BANU national conference and support the new
line. In his conversation with Kostov on the same day, however, Petkov’s
behaviour was rather different. He refused to cooperate with the confer-
ence, but disclaimed any intention of setting himself up in opposition
to the FF, indicating that he would prefer to abandon political life al-
together.10 It seems that the somewhat heavy-handed intimation of
Soviet wishes had an effect opposite to the one intended: as Petkov put
it to a friend the very same day (his words were reported by Kostov as evi-
dence of his anti-Soviet attitudes): ‘I cannot bear to see Russia interfere in
our affairs as General Kaulbars once did’.11 (The Tsarist General Kaulbars’s
cumbersome attempts to intervene in Bulgaria’s domestic politics in the
mid-1880s had become a byword in the country’s political culture.)

Georgiev, Velchev and the agrarian ministers attempted to achieve a
compromise by suggesting that Petkov and the organizers of the
national conference get together to agree on a list of candidates for the
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Ruling Council (RC) and the Permanent Representation (PR) of the
BANU. The initial proposal was that out of the 11 seats in the PR, six
would go to ‘FF men’ and five to ‘doubters’ including Petkov. The latter
insisted on an extra place for his group. The PB was prepared to accept
Petkov’s demands,12 although reports of the artificially engineered ‘anti-
G. M.-ist’ enthusiasm at the conference tempted it to discard Petkov
altogether.13 The next day Petkov increased his demands to seven places
in the PR, no elections for the RC and no explicit mention of ‘G. M.-ism’
in the conference resolution. Kostov regarded Petkov’s newly found
confidence as an ‘open provocation’ and linked it to the influence of the
crowds of ‘G. M.-ists’ who were swarming all over his house, as well as to
‘influence’ from the outside. The national conference concluded by
adopting a ‘wonderful FF resolution’ and electing a new RC and PR in
which Petkov was the only dissenter. Kostov saw it as ‘a great victory
for us’.14

Dimitrov’s reaction was similar. He thought that Petkov was behaving
like a prima donna and should not be paid too much attention. He noted
that the agrarian leader was deluding himself in expecting a substantial
increase in the Western powers’ influence in Bulgaria. Although the
armistice agreement provided for two stages in the work of the Allied
Control Commission (ACC), even in the second stage the commission
would be chaired by a Soviet representative and there would only be
Soviet troops in Bulgaria. The BWP nevertheless had to work to
strengthen its positions so that it could ‘deal with all internal and exter-
nal enemies’ even after the Soviet army’s withdrawal from the country.15

The BWP moved quickly to consolidate the new status quo in the
BANU. On 11 May a joint meeting of the PB and the new agrarian PR
decided to create mixed commissions of communists and agrarians,
which would carry out purges in the localities. The troublesome leader-
ship of the agrarian youth league was first to go.16 Oblast meetings were
organized in support of the national conference, although even Kostov
admitted that attendance was far from satisfactory.17 A similar process
took place in the social democratic party, where the collaborationist
Neikov took over the national leadership through a staged congress.18

The new BANU leaders evidently felt none too secure in their pos-
itions, and swayed between attempts at conciliation and high-blown
rejections of Petkov. On 12 June they removed him from his position as
first secretary, replacing him with Alexander Obbov. By the end of the
month Kostov felt that ‘Petkov’s group are capitulating in the realization
that otherwise they would lose everything’.19 These optimistic expect-
ations proved misplaced, as on 7 July Petkov issued a circular to agrarian
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local organizations in which he rejected unambiguously the May
national conference, refused to recognize the new leadership and
declared that unless he was given a say in choosing the BANU’s parlia-
mentary candidates in the joint FF list for the forthcoming parliamen-
tary elections, he would stand independently. All the agrarian ministers
rallied to his side, and were joined by Chesmedzhiev of the BWSDP and
the independent Stoianov.20 The PB and Dimitrov decided to act ruth-
lessly and insisted that all the rebellious ministers be forced to resign,
and be replaced by people drawn from the collaborationist wings of
their parties.21

When the information reached Stalin, however, the Soviet leader
reached a different conclusion. He decided that a personal intervention –
his second since he had restrained the BWP’s ambitions for a ministerial
reshuffle in December 1944 – was called for. On 11 July Dimitrov sent an
urgent telegram to Kostov:

Our ‘Big Friend’ [Stalin] … considers the removal of Petkov and his
friends from the cabinet to be premature. … He is convinced that in
the present circumstances the removal of Petkov and his friends
would produce negative results for the FF and would create the
impression abroad that they are martyrs and fighters for freedom. …
He stresses that our party should be very cautious and patient. It
should not be afraid of differences of opinion and criticism in the gov-
ernment and the FF, because it is impossible to have total unanimity
on all questions in a government composed of several parties.22

At about the same time Molotov sent a letter to Soviet representatives
in Bulgaria in which ‘this question is put even more bluntly’.23 Stalin’s
dictum cooled somewhat the ardour of both the ACC authorities and
the NKID officials for intervening directly in Bulgarian affairs and
induced them to resort more often than hitherto to hiding behind the
back of their Bulgarian comrades who could be blamed if the ever-
cautious ‘Khoziain’ (Master) in Moscow decided that something had
gone wrong.

The initial reaction of some PB members was a wonderful demonstra-
tion of the faults of which they had just been accused: they suggested
hiding Dimitrov’s telegram for the time being and then pretending that
it had been received too late to affect the outcome. Dimitrov was quite
worried by what would later be seen as a Titoist tendency to go against
Moscow in the pursuit of radicalism: ‘What kind of a game is that?
Can such petty-minded tricks take place in a Bolshevik CC, such as ours

The Break-up of the Wartime Coalition 109



pretends to be? This fact is so extraordinary and dangerous that it deserves
the most serious attention and should be dealt with ruthlessly.’24

Petkov unwittingly supplied what looked like a respectable way out of
the debacle. On 11 July he suggested a compromise whereby candidates
for the forthcoming parliamentary elections would be chosen by tripar-
tite commissions consisting of one representative each from the two
wings of the BANU and from the BWP, all controversies would be post-
poned until after the elections when a congress would be called to finally
resolve them, and no agrarian ministers would be forced to resign.
Kostov saw the proposal as not unacceptable but somewhat dangerous as
it would amount to a de facto recognition of Petkov’s legitimacy and
undermine the position of the new agrarian PR, which was ‘none too
strong anyway’. There was the danger that the retreat would turn into a
rout: ‘By preserving their ministerial posts and public prominence,
Petkov and company would have the opportunity to strengthen their
positions and use the forthcoming congress to take over the leader-
ship again. We would then have to start once again, in worse condi-
tions.’ He was therefore not inclined to accept Petkov’s conditions in
full and suggested a second option, under which concessions would
be limited to dropping the demands for the resignation of BANU min-
isters whilst allowing Petkov to take part in the elections with his own
independent lists.25 This option was strongly favoured by the new
BANU PR, probably in the hope that the government’s control of the
state apparatus and the media would be strong enough to ensure the
defeat of Petkov.26

The two options were discussed at a stormy PB meeting on 12 July.27

Kostov frankly admitted that what was required was a policy U-turn.
Although Biriuzov’s political advisor Kirsanov had sent ‘very accurate
information on Petkov’s Anglophile leanings’, the leadership ‘up there’
had surprisingly indicated that this was not to be considered a reason for
throwing him out of the FF. After describing in detail the merits and
drawbacks of both options, Kostov informed his colleagues that
Dimitrov had come down emphatically on the side of the first one and
had urged that Petkov’s olive branch be grasped. Most of the PB mem-
bers, including Terpeshev, Chankov and Chervenkov, went along with
Dimitrov’s advice extremely reluctantly, throwing up objections such as
that Petkov might prove too strong for the new agrarian PR, that he
remained ‘an English agent’, that the policy pursued up to then was ‘not
incorrect’ and that indeed ‘Comrade Dimitrov [rather than them] is sect-
arian’. The most they would concede was that a change of ‘methods’
and ‘tactics’ was required. Only the wily old veteran of Macedonian and
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Comintern intrigues Poptomov declared unambiguously that ‘we have
been defeated and … must change course’. He was supported surpris-
ingly enough by Interior Minister Yugov who saw the cause of the crisis
in the very working methods of the PB: ‘when we meet, we curse all
round, create the impression that everything is going down the drain –
and then resort to the most extreme methods’. This lack of contact with
reality meant that the party could not react flexibly and realistically to
the situation on the ground. In his final summing up, Kostov admitted
that ‘there has unquestionably been a mistake’ but then went on to
define the problem as not whether or not to interfere in the BANU’s
internal affairs, but how to do that effectively.

The PB’s attitude did not bode well for the success of the negotiations
with Petkov. For his part, he upgraded his demands to include separate
representation for both wings of the BANU in the NC of the FF, as well
as separate newspapers, to ‘ensure that both have been placed equally
for the elections’. He was no longer prepared to accept communist arbi-
trage between representatives of the two BANU wings in the electoral
commissions.28 Petkov was apparently moving towards the realization
that true unity of the BANU could be achieved not by collaborating
with the Obbov group on an equal basis, but rather by consolidating his
own organization and then going to the reunion congress from a posi-
tion of strength. The PB was not prepared to allow the official recogni-
tion of both Petkov and Obbov as the equal but separate representatives
of the BANU, evidently realizing that Petkov’s inherent strength in the
local organizations would inevitably give him an advantage. Possibly
chastened by Stalin’s rebuff, Dimitrov was inclined to be more concilia-
tory. He advised the PB to accept Petkov’s demands for separate repre-
sentation and newspapers, but to try to keep both wings in the joint FF
electoral list.29

The PB was not prepared to go as far as Dimitrov and on 19 July
decided to reject Petkov’s demands and to break off all negotiations
with him. In order to insure themselves against the possibility that
‘one day NKID might inform us that we should have made these con-
cessions’,30 the Bulgarian communist leaders tried to put their own
spin on Stalin’s words, insisting that all that he had demanded was not
to force the resignation of the BANU ministers. Stalin’s broader hint on
preserving the FF as a coalition of parties representing different social
groups was conveniently ignored. In order to maintain the formal
appearance of FF unity, the PB resolved to prepare joint lists with the
remaining ‘parties’. The decisions were confirmed at a CC meeting the
following day.
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The CC meeting gave vent to the anger felt by communist regional
functionaries over the concessions they had been forced to make to
other parties in the joint FF lists. The distribution of mandates had been
subject to protracted and painful negotiations. Dimitrov’s initial advice,
accepted by the PB in February, was for 40 per cent of the seats to go
the BWP, 30 per cent to the BANU, 10 per cent each to Zveno and the
BWSDP, and the remainder to ‘independents’.31 As the BWP could be
expected to choose the ‘independents’, it could rely on a 50 per cent
majority. At the insistence of Prime Minister Georgiev, who threatened
that Zveno could not stay in the FF unless its minuscule representation
was increased, the PB conceded, not without some foot dragging, a new
distribution of seats: 34 per cent (BWP), 34 per cent (BANU), 17 per cent
(Zveno), 12 per cent (BWSDP) and 3 per cent (independents). The con-
cession of a far larger representation ‘than they could get on their own’
was intended to conciliate Zveno at a moment when the BWP needed its
support or at least neutrality with regard to the machinations within the
BANU, and to demonstrate the degree to which Zveno depended on the
BWP’s goodwill. The communists insisted on the right of ‘mutual vet-
ting’ of candidates to ensure that no ‘unreliable elements’ got on the
other parties’ lists. At the CC meeting, Kostov defended the need for
compromise, only to be showered with complaints that Zveno lacked
‘any support among the masses’, was collaborating with Petkov and was
waiting for an opportunity to strike from behind. Obbov also came in
for attack for selecting his own friends regardless of their standing with
the agrarian masses.32

Dimitrov and Moscow offered no objections to the radical stand taken
by their Sofia comrades, in the confidence that Petkov would wither
away once out of the limelight.33 These expectations once again proved
unfounded. On 25 July Kostov reported that three BANU ministers,
together with Chesmedzhiev and Stoianov, were threatening to resign
from the cabinet.34 The next day Petkov and a group of his supporters
sent a memorandum to the prime minister, with a copy to the ACC, in
which the government was accused of failing to provide adequate
conditions for free and fair elections. The signatories demanded inter-
national control over the elections or their postponement.35

Kostov saw the memorandum as a ‘final confirmation of the fact that
Petkov is a foreign agent’ and regarded it as a mistake ‘which would help
our struggle immensely’. Petkov was forced to submit his resignation
from the government on 27 July and it was accepted by the regents
on 31 July. Dimitrov also urged a hard line. He noted that ‘you should
not worry too much about the BANU ministers and Chesmedzhiev
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resigning … if they want to do that, let them do it’. Petkov’s memoran-
dum was seen in very serious terms because at almost exactly the same
time the Western powers were demanding at Potsdam Allied supervision
of elections in the Balkans. Dimitrov reassured Kostov that ‘our friends
[the Soviets] rejected that suggestion decisively and nothing came out of
it’. Petkov’s appeal for international supervision inevitably undermined
the Russians’ already limited trust in him. As Stalin pointed out to an
Albanian communist delegation, it might be possible to work with the
local bourgeoisie if it proved ‘patriotic’. If it called for the intervention
of foreign powers, however, it was signing its own death warrant.36

Recognizing the opposition: The postponement 
of the August 1945 parliamentary elections

By August 1945, it appeared that the communists had more or less
succeeded in gaining control over the BANU. Whatever sympathies
Petkov might have enjoyed among the peasants, he could not establish
effective links with them, as long as the government was perceived as
strong and determined. The apparently irreversible flow of events was
interrupted by an external intervention. The postponement of the
parliamentary elections scheduled to take place on 26 August 1945 was
perhaps the most dramatic moment in the otherwise dismal tale of
Anglo-American involvement in Bulgaria. This was the only occasion
on which the Western powers seemingly succeeded in turning the tide
against the Bulgarian communists and the Soviets and in giving effect-
ive support to the emerging democratic opposition. But this was an
odd victory, coming as it did against the expectations of nearly all the
actors involved, and remaining shrouded in mystery even after its
occurrence.

The shaping of American policy for the Potsdam Conference, which
was to mark the end of the war in Europe and the beginning of the post-
war era, took place in the context of the policy review that followed the
death of Roosevelt in April 1945 and the succession of Truman.37 The
new president seemed determined to take a harder stance towards
Moscow, not for the purpose of wrecking the wartime alliance, but with
the aim of putting that alliance on a more principled basis. The end of
the war removed the factor of sheer necessity that had originally
brought together America and the Soviet Union; the continuation of the
alliance after the war was far more a matter of choice for both sides, of
reaching agreement on a certain basic set of values that extended
beyond the purely negative aim of defeating and keeping Germany
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down. The Yalta Declaration, in its liberal democratic interpretation,
was seen by the Americans as one component of that minimal set of
values.

President Truman, apart from any personal inclinations he might
have had to prove his mettle in dealing with the Soviets, was far more
willing to rely on State Department advice than his illustrious predeces-
sor. Truman admitted that ‘he was not up on all the details of foreign
affairs’ and was prepared, as a Soviet specialist at the State Department
put it, to play ‘the game according to the rules’.38 This meant that far
more attention was paid to the alarming reports coming from American
representatives in the Eastern European countries.39 As developments in
these countries, especially in Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary, were
judged to be quite contrary to the Yalta Declaration, the new adminis-
tration decided to refuse recognition to their governments. Non-recog-
nition meant that the countries were excluded from the international
community of nations. In economic terms, they remained on the ‘black-
list’ of states with which trade was forbidden, on which they had been
placed after becoming satellites of Nazi Germany. Since all of these
countries needed foreign aid to restore their war-damaged economies,
and the Soviet Union, itself recovering from terrible wounds, could not
provide any substantial help, the refusal of the United States to enter
into economic relations with them could potentially be felt very deeply.
It was hoped that the intolerable situation thus created, and internal dis-
quiet at the countries’ isolation, would force the governments of these
countries to change.40 It could also be expected that the Soviet Union
would be anxious to regularize the international position of these coun-
tries and would thus be prepared to accept changes there. The negative
policy of non-recognition was accompanied by a positive commitment
to greater American participation in the ACCs following the end of
the war.41

The British were moving in a different direction. They felt that as long
as the Soviet army remained in occupation of these countries, the polit-
ical situation could not change fundamentally. The priority therefore
was to get the Red Army out. This could be done only by concluding
peace treaties with these countries and recognizing their governments,
however unrepresentative they might be. After the Soviet withdrawal,
the native political forces in these countries, in particular the over-
whelming majority of peasants in Bulgaria and Romania, and the nearly
universal anti-Russian sentiment in Hungary and Romania, could per-
haps re-establish the pre-war position. Although there was no guarantee
that this would happen, the British felt that this was the only strategy
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promising at least some success in the long run. One important advan-
tage of this strategy was that it would enable Britain to avoid creating
serious friction in her relations with the Soviet Union.42

The American plans of denying recognition and peace treaties to the
governments of Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary, therefore struck the
British Foreign Office as ill-considered. The brief for the UK delegation
to the Potsdam conference seemed to show a determination to press
ahead with the British plan, regardless of American views: ‘Our propos-
als for the conclusion of the Peace Treaties should, therefore, be put
forward at the earliest possible opportunity and it is suggested that we
should not feel bound to wait until the Americans are disillusioned
and show greater readiness to accept our point of view.’43 A short time
later, however, following the receipt of a telegram from the British
ambassador to Washington, the Earl of Halifax, describing the State
Department’s definite opposition to dealing with the present govern-
ments of Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary, it was decided to adopt the
American position for the time being, but to bring the British proposals
forward for further discussion a month or six weeks after the conclusion
of the Potsdam conference.44

The fact that the American proposals were accepted by the Foreign
Office was due in no small measure to the doubts and uncertainties
within the Foreign Office itself. On the telegram from Halifax, above,
Eden minuted: ‘They [the Americans] are right. Dept. should be told so.’
Sir Orme Sargent minuted: ‘Dept. Should we argue this with the S/S?’
D. L. Stewart, a Foreign Office official, observed in a minute of 21 July:
‘It is clear that opinion in the [UK] Delegation is hardening against our
peace proposals and they are unlikely to be put forward.’45 A good illus-
tration of the uncertainties besetting British foreign policy at that stage
was a lengthy memorandum by Sargent of 11 July 1945, entitled
‘Stocktaking after V.E.-Day’.

Sargent began by proposing that

the principle of co-operation between the three Great Powers should
be specifically accepted as the basis on which problems arising out of
the war should be handled and decided. Such a co-operative system
will, it is hoped, give us a position in the world which we might other-
wise find difficult to assert and maintain were the other two Great
Powers to act independently.

But cooperation was not going to be easy, due to ‘the wide divergence
between our respective outlooks, traditions and methods’. The Soviet
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Union, obsessed by its security needs, would try to create an ‘ideological
Lebensraum’ in the countries it considered strategically important. Britain
should challenge the Russians ‘in Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia,
Austria, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria … instead of waiting until the Soviet
Government threaten us further West and south in Germany, in Italy, in
Greece, and in Turkey’. This had to be done urgently, because Britain’s
military power in Europe would decline from its present peak quicker
than Russian strength. Britain had to enlist the support of the United
States, overcoming that country’s supposed inclination to mediate
between Britain and the Soviet Union. Britain must follow a policy that
would be ‘in keeping with Britain’s fundamental traditions’ and ‘be
based on principles which would appeal to the United States, to the
Dominions and to the smaller countries of Europe’. The possibility of
striking an easy bargain with the Soviet Union by recognizing its exclu-
sive interests in certain countries was rejected out of hand, because that
would ‘represent the abdication of our right as a Great Power to be con-
cerned with the affairs of the whole of Europe, and not merely with
those parts in which we have a special interest’.

By the time Sargent had reached the end of his memorandum, one
could only wonder how the two divergent policies of ‘holding the Soviet
Government in check in Europe’ and ‘amiably and fruitfully co-operat-
ing with the United States and Soviet Governments in the resettlement
of Europe’, could be pursued at one and the same time. Sargent, without
explaining how this could be done, thought that ‘it will not be too dif-
ficult’.46 Before Potsdam, due not least to American pressure, the balance
swung towards the high-moral ground of ‘Great Power’ responsibility
and open involvement in the countries claimed by the Soviet Union as
part of its zone of influence.

At the Potsdam conference, the Russians resisted determinedly the
charges that the Romanian and Bulgarian governments were not repre-
sentative, and rejected international supervision of elections as unneces-
sary. As far as peace treaties were concerned, the Russians insisted that
Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary must not be treated more unfavourably
than Italy, which, they claimed, had contributed less to the victory over
Germany. In addition, Italy could not be considered more democratic
than the Soviet-occupied countries, since no elections had yet been held
in either case. In the end, the Western powers and the Soviet Union set-
tled for a compromise. The question of recognition was separated from
the preparation of peace treaties. The three powers agreed that each
would examine on its own the conditions prevailing in the former Nazi
satellites and decide whether to recognize their governments. Instead of
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supervision of elections, it was agreed that greater facilities would be
accorded to press representatives. The preparation of peace treaties was
to be undertaken by a council of foreign ministers, the first session of
which was scheduled for October 1945.

On the question of the ACCs, the Russians seemed prepared to be quite
accommodating. They accepted that directives on questions of principle
would be issued by the Soviet chairman only with the agreement of the
British and American representatives. There were to be regular meetings,
and the Western representatives were to enjoy complete freedom of
movement within the countries’ territory.47

There are several factors that contributed to the mood of compromise
at Potsdam. The fact that the conference took place soon after Germany’s
defeat and at the dawn of the postwar era was probably one reason:
none of the great powers wanted to foreclose any options by being too
unyielding at such an early stage. Furthermore, in connection with its
entry into the war against Japan, the USSR, ‘for the first time in many
years became largely absorbed in Far Eastern affairs’.48 The same could
be said of the Western powers: although the experimental test of the
nuclear bomb had been a success, it was not yet certain how effective
the bomb would be in shortening the war. Japan’s unexpectedly rapid
surrender in August and the role played by the nuclear bomb in forcing
it, instilled in the Soviets, in the hopeful view of Sir Archibald Clark-
Kerr, the British ambassador to Moscow, ‘a new respect for their Western
and, in particular for their American, allies, and a new mood of com-
promise and reasonableness in their dealings with us, even in those
parts of Eastern Europe where the Soviet writ still runs’.49

Although Clark-Kerr seems to have drawn too direct a link between
the nuclear bomb and Soviet ‘reasonableness’, a spirit of compromise
did appear to persist for perhaps a month after Potsdam. It varied con-
siderably from place to place. When on 21 August the king of Romania
dismissed the pro-communist Groza government and asked for the
assistance of the three Allied powers in the formation of a more repre-
sentative government, the Soviet Union rejected out of hand American
and British demands for joint consultation on the basis of the Yalta
Declaration. The demands to have the matter discussed in the Romanian
ACC were also turned down. In contrast, in Bulgaria, at almost exactly
the same time, there occurred a most dramatic Western victory.

The ground was prepared by the local American and British represen-
tatives, Barnes and Houstoun-Boswall. Whilst both sympathized with
Petkov, they advocated different approaches on how to ensure freedom
of expression in Bulgaria. In a message to the Foreign Office of 31 July
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1945, Houstoun-Boswall considered that raising the matter with the ACC
would not achieve anything and that the best course of action would be
‘a public Anglo-American declaration at an early date’. He noted that the
Bulgarian elections would be a test-case both for the British and the
Russians, because ‘they will be the first to be held in liberated Europe’
(that is, under the Yalta Declaration) and ‘whatever course the Bulgarian
elections may take is liable to be followed by elections in Romania,
Yugoslavia, Hungary, etc’. Barnes displayed less hesitation and pressed his
Secretary of State, James Byrnes, for action.50 Byrnes was unwilling to
authorize direct American intervention in Bulgaria, as he hoped to see
pressure for change arising from the non-communist members of the
cabinet concerned about their country’s non–recognized status,51 and
confined himself to sending a note to the Bulgarian government on
11 August indicating that America could not recognize a cabinet resulting
from elections in which through ‘the use of force and intimidation … a
large democratic section of the electorate’ was prevented from taking
part.52 The statement did not request specifically a postponement of
the elections.

The delivery of Byrnes’s message precipitated the Bulgarian political
crisis. On the same day, 14 August, four cabinet ministers sympathetic to
Petkov asked the prime minister for the postponement of the elections
and the restoration of democratic freedoms, and once their demands
had been refused, resigned from their positions.53 The Soviets now
decided to make a counter-move and on 14 August recognized the
Bulgarian government and established diplomatic relations with it.
Moscow’s support was given somewhat grudgingly. On 13 August,
Mihalchev, the Bulgarian political representative to the USSR, raised the
question of recognition in a meeting with Vyshinsky. The deputy com-
missar of foreign affairs replied that although it had been decided ‘in
principle’ to accord recognition, that could not be done before the elec-
tions because it ‘might be misinterpreted’. Vyshinsky was probably
implying that such a step would demonstrate the Bulgarian govern-
ment’s dependence on Soviet support and could needlessly antagonize
the Americans and the British. He advised Mihachev that the Bulgarian
government should go ahead with the elections and that the Western
powers ‘would find it very difficult to withhold recognition’.54 The
Bulgarians were not so convinced, and the delivery of Byrnes’s note pro-
duced such confusion in the ranks of the government in Sofia that
Dimitrov found it necessary to approach Stalin himself. As he wrote in
his letter to Kostov: ‘As soon as I learned about the arrogant note of the
American representative, I asked the “Big Friend” … to recognize the
Bulgarian government immediately … He granted our request.’55
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Stalin’s move proved quite effective in restoring the flagging morale of
the Bulgarians. In a declaration to the press issued on 15 August, Prime
Minister Georgiev resolutely condemned the opposition and rejected
any outside interference in Bulgaria’s internal affairs. As Barnes noted:
‘The Prime Minster’s press declaration … reveals how heady is the wine
of Russian support to [the] neurotic temperament of a Communist-dom-
inated Bulgarian Gov[ernmen]t led by a confirmed totalitarian’ (a hint
to Georgiev’s authoritarian past).56

The State Department tried some more of the same medicine, instruct-
ing Barnes to deliver another message to the Bulgarian government on
18 August.57 The British followed with a note of their own three days
later. Rightly suspecting that ‘there is no reason to believe that at this
late date the British note will materially change matters’, Barnes sug-
gested to his British colleagues that they should try to place the matter on
the ACC’s agenda.58 Since neither the American nor the British govern-
ment had authorized their representatives to do so, what Barnes was sug-
gesting meant that he and his colleagues would in effect take matters into
their own hands. Houstoun-Boswall, who had earlier rejected recourse to
the ACC in his telegrams, now allowed himself to be persuaded by the
forceful American.

In the evening of 22 August, Generals Crane and Oxley, the US and the
British representatives at the ACC, met with Biriuzov. They demanded
that a meeting be arranged to discuss the elections. When Biriuzov
asked to be informed of their specific demands, they replied that they
only wanted to set up a meeting.59 Crane and Oxley’s strategy appears
to have been to play on Biriuzov’s nerves and try to gain time in the
hope that new instructions would be received from Washington and
London.60 In the end, Biriuzov terminated the meeting in a state of
‘frenzy’ (italics in the original), according to the American minutes.61 In
his report to Deputy Commissar of Foreign Affairs Dekanozov, Biriuzov
expressed no opinion, confining himself to a verbatim transmission of
Crane and Oxley’s statements.62 Although that was not immediately
obvious, the Western representatives’ initiative in approaching the
ACC was to prove the first of the crucial elements that led to the post-
ponement of the elections.

The other crucial event occurred at almost exactly the time when
Crane and Oxley were confronting Biriuzov.63 The Bulgarian Foreign
Minister, Stainov, stated at a press conference for foreign journalists
‘that should the three Allies decide to do something’ about the elections
‘there is still time. [‘] If by midnight on Saturday August 25 there is no
order from the Foreign Ministers of the three Great Powers submitted to
us through the ACC the elections will be held as scheduled … [’].64
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The British and American representatives interpreted this statement as
meaning that the Bulgarian government was willing to accept an ACC
decision on postponing the elections. Determined to take advantage of
the unexpected opening, Houstoun-Boswall immediately asked the
Foreign Office to issue a statement by 25 August that the British govern-
ment requested the postponement of the elections, and to make a repre-
sentation in Moscow to the same effect.65 Barnes sent an urgent telegram
to the State Department suggesting that ‘if Dept makes very strong
representations immediately [in] Moscow, there is [a] possibility Aug 26
elections may be postponed’.66 On 23 August, without waiting for author-
ization from Washington and London, Crane and Oxley wrote similar
letters to Biriuzov quoting Stainov’s statement, and stating that it was the
‘desire’ of their governments that the Bulgarian elections be postponed.67

The step which the American and British representatives took was even
more drastic than their action of bringing the question of the elections to
the ACC: whereas the earlier action had involved choosing an unautho-
rized venue of discussion, they were now imputing to their governments
a demand that the latter had not made. In fact, the State Department and
the Foreign Office had no intention of making a specific demand for
postponement, as would be shown later. There is no reason to believe
that the representatives were deliberately misrepresenting their govern-
ments’ policies, rather, in the heat and drama of Bulgaria, they were
inclined to attribute a more forceful interpretation to their governments’
statements than officials higher up in the hierarchy. Furthermore, the
representatives might have been anticipating their governments’ next
step, acting, as Barnes said, in ‘the logic’ of their instructions.68

Biriuzov and Kirsanov’s reports of 22 August do not give any indica-
tion that they had noticed Stainov’s statement at the press conference.
What did feature in their reports was one other side of Stainov’s multi-
farious activities: on that day he had as many as two meetings with
Soviet representatives. He told Biriuzov that Barnes had given him a last
warning: ‘Bulgaria faces the question: to be or not to be. If the [American
and British] notes are not taken into consideration, the Americans
would leave on 5 September. The English would do the same and no
peace would be concluded with Bulgaria.’69 Stainov was clearly trying to
impress on the Soviet general the dangers that a failure to reach an
agreement would entail. No such threat appears in the American diplo-
matic correspondence published in the Foreign Relations of the United
States or in the British documents in the Public Record Office. This may
mean that either Barnes made this statement on his own initiative, or
that Stainov picked it up from vague rumours or simply fabricated it.
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In the evening of 22 August Stainov invited Kirsanov for a meeting.
Speaking ‘in the name of … the Bulgarian government’, he asked the
Soviet government ‘to show their support for Bulgaria’s present regime
and the elections’. Kirsanov noted that by establishing diplomatic rela-
tions with Bulgaria, the Soviet government had already demonstrated its
moral support. Stainov replied that this indeed was so, but ‘in the light
of the present situation’ the lack of a clear Soviet statement on the
‘democratic nature of Bulgaria’s internal order’ could not fail to attract
attention. Stainov considered that Kirsanov’s presentation of his letters
of accreditation as a newly appointed ambassador would provide an
excellent opportunity for making such a statement. The Bulgarian for-
eign minister therefore asked that the ceremony take place on 24 or
25 August, that is, before the elections. Stainov had made a similar
request two days earlier and then Kirsanov’s comment had been that
‘there is no need to coordinate the presentations of the accreditation
letters with the elections, since that would be very difficult to carry out
technically without creating the impression – when looking from the
outside – of hurrying for the sake of the elections. I can present the let-
ters straight after the opening of the new parliament, that is, on 30–31
August.’70 On 22 August, Kirsanov confined himself to transmitting
Stainov’s request and asking for instructions as to how he should deal
with it.71 Kirsanov’s behaviour clearly indicates the main thrust of Soviet
policy, already apparent in the reluctance with which recognition had
been granted on 14 August: the Bulgarian government should be able to
cope on its own with Western attacks and the Soviet Union was not pre-
pared to take that responsibility on its shoulders. Stainov’s complex
moves pointed in the opposite direction. He clearly sought to transfer
responsibility for the elections to the Soviet Union. All his multifarious
actions on 22 August aimed to achieve that goal. His statement at the
press conference sought to involve the ACC and thus take the problem
out of the sphere of Bulgarian–Western relations and place it in the area
of inter-Allied relations. A clear statement of support by an official
Soviet representative, for which he pleaded with Kirsanov so insistently,
would have had a similar effect.

Stainov had not been authorized by the Bulgarian government to
make his statement at the press conference and was acting on his own
initiative. The communists, who had four representatives in the govern-
ment, would have certainly prevented any such statement. Indeed, it
seems that they were not even aware of what Stainov was doing. None
of the dozens of telegrams sent by Kostov to Dimitrov during the election
campaign contain even a hint of apprehension about Stainov’s conduct.
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Ironically enough, on 22 August Kostov praised Stainov and Prime
Minister Georgiev for their firm stance.72 Even in his last telegram before
the postponement of elections, sent at 4.45 p.m. on 24 August, Kostov
showed no awareness that trouble was brewing.73 There is no evidence
that Stainov acted in collusion with the Western representatives.
Indeed, Barnes’s telegrams as published in the Foreign Relations of the
United States and Houstoun-Boswall’s dispatches kept in the Public
Record Office in London indicate that no meeting took place between
Stainov and the Western representatives between 9 and 25 August.
Bulgarian and Soviet archives also fail to provide any evidence of direct
collusion; had there been such evidence, it would have certainly been
used by the communists and the Russians to incriminate Stainov.

Stainov had no ideological sympathies towards communism and was
considered to occupy a centre-right position within Zveno. His main
driving force, however, was probably not his ideology but his under-
standing of Bulgaria’s national interests. He appears to have thought
that once Bulgaria had come into the Soviet zone of influence, it was
necessary to collaborate with the Russians, but not to the exclusion of
relations with Britain and the United States.74 (Before and during the
Second World War Stainov had been a notable Anglophile; he had
joined the FF only a few days before its seizure of power.) In his eyes, his
actions were probably not so much part of an anti-Soviet (or anti-
communist) ploy, but were aimed at promoting Bulgaria’s national
interests, namely gaining recognition from all the three great powers.
For people of Stainov’s generation, the ostracism suffered by Bulgaria
following her defeat in the First World War was a deeply painful memory,
and they were desperate to avoid its recurrence at all costs. Since the
tensions arising between Bulgaria and the Anglo-Americans were but a
function of the difficult relationship between the great powers, it was up
to the powers themselves, and not the Bulgarian government, to try to
resolve these problems. Although Stainov could not but be aware that
the Soviet Union preferred the Bulgarian government to shoulder this
responsibility, he risked incurring Moscow’s displeasure for the sake of
Bulgaria’s interests. Not surprisingly, he lost the Soviets’ trust and was
removed, at Stalin’s specific insistence,75 when an opportunity for the
reconstitution of the government arose in March 1946.

The reports of the American and British representatives indicate that
on 23 August, after receiving Crane’s and Oxley’s letters mentioning
Stainov’s statement and requesting a postponement of the elections,
Biriuzov invited the two generals to meet him that evening to discuss
the matter. When, at this meeting, they tried to postpone substantive
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discussions, the Soviet general declared that no delay was possible; they
had no choice but to do his bidding and at midnight the meeting recon-
vened with the participation of the political representatives. In the time
before the meeting, the American and the British representatives had
taken one further independent step: they formulated a series of
demands which began with the postponement of the elections and went
on with provisions for new congresses of the agrarian and social demo-
cratic parties, separate electoral lists for all parties rather than a single FF
list, free and secret balloting and even the reorganization of the cabinet
on the basis of an equal distribution of portfolios.76

The midnight meeting began with a discussion of the list of Anglo-
American demands, then shifted to a long and inconclusive exchange
on the intricacies of Bulgarian electoral law. Strangely enough, Stainov’s
statement received almost no attention. By 5 o’clock the following
morning the two sides were no nearer to a solution. At the end of the
meeting Biriuzov said that all he could do was to communicate the
views of the American and the British governments to Moscow.77

Within the next few hours, a decision was taken in Moscow to post-
pone the elections. The ACC meeting in Bulgaria closed at 5.10 a.m. on
24 August; later that day Biriuzov invited the American and British rep-
resentatives to meet him at 11 p.m.; at this meeting he announced that
the ACC had agreed to the Bulgarian government’s request to postpone
the elections.78 The possibility that the decision had been taken by the
Bulgarian government is contradicted by all the available evidence: one
example is the discussion in the communist PB on 26 August which was
clearly based on the assumption that the decision had been taken by
Moscow.79

There is one interesting document, which throws some light on the
decision-making in Moscow. As late as 2.30 a.m. Moscow time (1.30 a.m.
Sofia time) on 24 August, no lesser a personage than Deputy Commissar
of Foreign Affairs Vyshinsky was apparently unaware that a change
of policy would be forthcoming. In a meeting with Vyshinsky, the
Bulgarian political representative Mihalchev, a close associate of
Stainov, inquired about the Soviet government’s opinion, intimating
that the Bulgarian government was reluctant to incur further the dis-
pleasure of the Western powers. Vyshinsky saw no need for a change,
insisting that the elections should go ahead as scheduled.80

There was only one power above Vyshinsky that could have forced a
change of policy in the next few hours – Stalin himself. Stalin clearly
took a different view of the situation. It is not possible to follow precisely
Stalin’s decision-making, but an attempt can be made to reconstruct his
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motives. Stainov’s statement effectively undermined the basis of Soviet
policy towards Bulgaria, which was based on the premise that the
Bulgarian government would take responsibility for the elections, thus
enabling the Soviet Union not to enmesh itself in conflict with the
Western powers. One indication of this is a telegram from Dimitrov to
Kostov, sent almost immediately after the postponement:

It must definitely be said that Stainov’s statement ruined the
26 August elections. Until that statement, everything here [in
Moscow] was set up so as to reply to the Anglo-Americans in categor-
ical terms that the Bulgarian elections were an internal Bulgarian
matter to be decided by the Bulgarians themselves, that the timing of
the elections had been decided two months ago, when the present
opposition leaders had been members of the cabinet and that there
were no foundations whatsoever for the ACC to interfere in this
purely internal Bulgarian affair.81

Of course, Stainov’s statement would have never come to light but for
the bold actions of the American and British representatives in Bulgaria
who not only brought it to the Soviets’ attention but also linked it with
definite demands for postponement in the name of their governments.
This would have given Stalin the impression that the Western govern-
ments had now demanded specifically the postponement of elections,
in contrast with their earlier notes in which they had condemned the
electoral situation in Bulgaria in general terms, without requesting any
particular action. The uncompromising stance of the Western represen-
tatives at the ACC meeting on 23–24 August would have served to con-
firm that impression. The realization that Bulgaria had clearly become
an object of interest to the Western governments would have put Stalin
under pressure to try to resolve the situation. At this point of time, Stalin
seemed to wish to be accommodating to the Western powers. In his con-
versation with Bulgarian communist leaders who flew to Moscow to
seek guidance on the situation created by the postponement of the
elections, Stalin pointed out the importance of maintaining a correct
attitude towards Britain and America:

You must never ignore England and America. You must have normal
relations with them – I am absolutely serious about that. You must not
shout too much about your eternal friendship with the USSR … You
and not Petkov should say that you desire normal relations with
England and America.
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He noted that although the Anglo-American front had not yet shown
signs of breaking up, that might happen in the future. It was therefore
important not to antagonize the two capitalist powers prematurely, lest
they remain united against a perceived common enemy:

For the time being, the Labour party are following Eden in matters of
foreign policy and are always asking him what to do … All the old
Churchillian advisors are still there. They have not changed even
their interpreter. Bevin reminds me of Noske, he is a rude, self-
assured, uneducated butcher. Attlee lacks all the qualities of a leader.
A bunch of fools have gained power in a great country and do not
know what to do with it. They are empiricists, and would inevitably
clash with the Conservatives on practical matters.

As in July, Stalin obviously felt that the Bulgarian communists had been
moving too fast and thus had placed themselves, and him, in an embar-
rassing situation. He tried to impress on them the need for moderation,
even justifying it in Marxist terms:

An opposition is unavoidable in a society consisting of antagonistic
classes. As the Germans say, employers and employees cannot be
happy at the same time. Only a society without antagonistic classes,
such as ours, can exist without an opposition. Nevertheless, even we
are forced to oppose ourselves through self-criticism from time to
time. It would be better to legalise the opposition, so that you can
keep it under control and can force it to be loyal rather than to go
underground. It is in your interest to have an opposition. … You
might even find it useful to have an opposition of 50–60 men: you
can then boast to Bevin that you too have an opposition. The oppos-
ition would act as a whip, as a spur, would not allow you to slacken
and take it easy. … The opposition is sometimes better placed than
those who are in power to perceive the existence of some discontent
among the masses. Are you really sure that you have the support of
the people? Then why are you so afraid of the opposition? …

From the point of view of popular democracy, your electoral law is
democratic. From the point of view of formal democracy, however, it is
not entirely democratic. You can allow some other parties to exist out-
side the Fatherland Front. You can hold the elections in mid-October.82

Stalin thus expanded the political parameters of ‘people’s democracy’
from a ‘closed’ FF coalition to a formula which could be described as
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‘FF plus opposition’. There were, however, important limits to change.
Stalin instructed the Bulgarians, who ‘previously took a high tone, but
have now become frightened and confused’ that the opposition should
not be given representation in the government.83 He seems to have per-
ceived the role of the opposition parties as that of providing criticism
from the outside, but not determining government policy. The signifi-
cance of Stalin’s shift should not, however, be underestimated. Bulgaria
became one of the few countries in Eastern Europe where an ‘official’
opposition, confronting a governing popular front coalition, was sanc-
tioned. In most other countries, the non-communist parties, whatever
their misgivings, had to operate within the framework of a national
coalition.

Ironically enough, had Stalin waited for one more day, he might have
realized that the actions of the American and British representatives in
Bulgaria were not backed by their own governments. As a State
Department official confided to a member of the British embassy in
Washington, it was considered that Barnes had exceeded his instruc-
tions and whilst not issuing a public pronouncement at this stage, the
State Department was prepared to repudiate him if the situation deteri-
orated.84 On the very day of the postponement, 24 August, Secretary of
State Byrnes sent a strongly worded telegram to Barnes, rejecting his sug-
gestion that the State Department should take the matter up in Moscow
and reprimanding him for committing the US government to a ‘specific
request for postponement’ and for approaching the ACC.85 Barnes
pointedly retorted: ‘… when from the Regents and Ministers of State
down to the lowest of Bulgarians I am receiving expressions of thanks
for what US policy has done for Bulgaria, my only regret springs from
the doubt cast by the Department’s [telegram No.] 273 on what has been
done’.86 The Foreign Office were also not prepared to accept Houstoun-
Boswall’s suggestions. Sir Orme Sargent saw the actions of the British
representatives as ‘unfortunate’ – the British note of 21 August had been
intended only to express an opinion, not to make specific requests. No
representations in Moscow would take place, because that would merely
allow the Russians to pose as defenders of Bulgarian independence.87

The only clear Western victory in Bulgaria was thus, to a considerable
extent, the result of insubordination and pure chance. The unauthorized
actions of Stainov and the American and British representatives con-
verged, by coincidence, to create an impression of crisis that induced
Stalin to force through a change of policy. A clear disparity of perception
emerged between the State Department and the Foreign Office, which
regarded Bulgaria as part of a larger pattern and not of great interest in
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herself, and the men on the ground who saw the situation much more
sharply and advocated resolute action. The Stainov ‘accident’ revealed
the surprising degree of latitude non-communist politicians could
enjoy, and the effective use they could make of what are usually seen as
honorific governmental positions.

The postponement of the elections, in spite of the fact that it came
about almost accidentally, represented an important turning point in
the development of Bulgaria’s short postwar democracy. The closed FF
coalition came to an end, to be replaced by a more open (if not entirely
free) system of party competition. It demonstrated the vulnerability of
the Bulgarian communists, shattering the aura of invincibility which
had been so effective since September 1944 in securing compliance even
from those dissatisfied with their excesses. The communists were now
forced to rely primarily on political means, rather than on a ready
recourse to repression and machinations. The nearly completed process
of communist infiltration in the affairs of the BANU and the BWSDP was
brought to a halt, leaving the collaborationist wings of these parties in
the unenviable position of competing for influence with the genuine
representatives of their political traditions. Internationally, the great
powers’ determination to stake their claims on the postwar world was
contained for a time by the hope that a compromise of some kind might
be reached, as it appeared to have been at Potsdam, and by the need to
continue the war in the Far East. Whilst the immediate resolution of the
election crisis in Bulgaria seemed conducive to the preservation of good
relations between the Allies, in the long term, the intensified domestic
conflicts brought about by the creation of an officially sanctioned
opposition, served to undermine consensus.
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5
The Search for Common Ground
(September 1945–March 1946)

The period between late 1945 and early 1946 witnessed a number of
attempts to find a new basis for unity between the great powers at the
international level, and between the political parties in Bulgaria.
Internationally, the Soviet Union and the Western powers clashed
intransigently at the London conference in September–October 1945,
achieved a compromise in Moscow a few months later, only to find their
carefully crafted formulations falling apart on contact with the dynam-
ics of domestic conflict. In Bulgaria, both the government and the oppos-
ition claimed to see their conflict as an aberration and sought to agree
on the conditions for the recreation of the national coalition. Their
demands proved mutually exclusive, and by March 1946 they had more
or less been forced to accept that a compromise was impossible. In this
interaction, the communists and the opposition remained at the oppos-
ite poles, the first passively defending their established positions and the
latter vigorously mobilizing popular discontent and endeavouring to
translate it into effective power. Within the Fatherland Front (FF), Zveno,
the only non-communist party that remained united, attempted to broker
a compromise between the government and the opposition, whilst the
collaborationist agrarian and social-democratic leaders were paralysed
by the fear that any rapprochement with the opposition would
inevitably involve their demotion.

In late August–early September 1945, the communists implemented
the changes suggested by Stalin following the postponement of the elec-
tions. The opposition agrarians (BANU-Nikola Petkov) and social
democrats (BWSDP-United), as well as the two historic liberal parties,
the Democrats and the Radicals, were legalized and allowed to publish
their own newspapers. (The Democrats placed themselves in opposition
to the FF, whilst the Radicals split, with one part joining the FF and the
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other opposing it.) Uncertain of the boundaries of Stalin’s moderation,
the communists overdid the concessions, and going beyond his explicit
instructions, began negotiations with the opposition on the reconstruc-
tion of the government. The opposition confidently set as its conditions
the replacement of the prime minister and the interior minister, as well
as the disavowing of the collaborationist agrarian and social democratic
groups, led by Obbov and Neikov respectively. These demands would
have meant the loss of key institutional positions for the BWP and its
allies and not surprisingly were rejected by the communists. Dimitrov
approved the hard stance of his Sofia comrades. He reassured Kostov
that the opposition would be cruelly deceived in its expectation of exter-
nal support:

The enemies of the Fatherland Front are so daring, because they are
hoping for decisions in London that would benefit them. By the way,
their hopes are totally baseless. According to the latest information
from V. M. [Molotov], the current Council of Foreign Ministers’ ses-
sion would not be able to reach any decisions on Bulgaria. For the
time being, the situation would remain as it was before the session.1

Biriuzov played an important role in dampening the enthusiasm of the
opposition and the non-communist politicians remaining in the FF.
On 10 September he met with the three-man regency, which according
to the Bulgarian constitution had the power to force the government
to resign. The two non-communist regents proposed that the govern-
ment should resign so as to allow for a ‘consultation of public opin-
ion’. Biriuzov rejected the suggestion emphatically, in the name of the
Soviet government, and pointed out that whilst Britain and the United
States had done nothing for Bulgaria, his country had given Bulgaria
‘enormous help and would give even greater help in the future’. Faced
with Biriuzov’s intransigent stance, the regents did not pursue their
proposal.2

The Western governments also explored the limits of Soviet conces-
sions. On 25 August Byrnes instructed Barnes to deliver congratulatory
messages to the Bulgarian and Soviet governments, and accepted Barnes’s
suggestion that an unofficial Bulgarian political representative be received
in Washington.3 The Foreign Office, although equally surprised by the
postponement of the elections, were less conciliatory. On 25 August, they
instructed Houstoun-Boswall to consider the postponement as merely a
start, and not to allow electoral irregularities simply to be better camou-
flaged.4 They prepared a detailed list of criticisms of the Bulgarian
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electoral law and instructed the British ambassador to Washington to dis-
pel the State Department’s complacency about Bulgaria.5

Having tamed the non-communists, Biriuzov proceeded to indicate to
the Western representatives the limits of possible concessions. On
11 September he informed Barnes and Houstoun-Boswall that in light of
the changes which had been made in the Bulgarian electoral law, there
was no point of discussing the matter in the ACC. By 22 September
Houstoun-Boswall was reporting resignedly that on the face of it the law
had become quite acceptable, but that this would be ‘of academic rather
than actual interest, for clearly the present government, with the full
support of the Soviet Government … is determined to run the elections
in the traditional manner, though under quite a cleverly designed cam-
ouflage of complete freedom and Western democracy’.6 The reference to
the ‘traditional’ manner of conducting elections and an earlier state-
ment that the Bulgarians did not understand democracy after 500 years
of Turkish rule,7 indicated that Houstoun-Boswall was having serious
doubts on whether a functioning democratic system was feasible in
Bulgaria. Bevin shared his opinion, instructing him to concentrate on
preserving the recently conceded freedom of press and not to concern
himself with issues such as the reorganization of the government.8

Even in the absence of outside intervention, Bulgaria’s political situ-
ation continued to evolve under the momentum generated by the post-
ponement of the elections. Petkov’s confidence was boosted by the
extraordinary growth of his party on the ground. In September–October
1945, the party’s central organs were constituted following the trad-
itional agrarian organizational model (a Permanent Representation, a
Ruling Council and a Supreme Union Council). A regional network was
also created, drawing on a corps of experienced organizers.9 At the local
level, the BANU-NP created nearly two thousand druzhbi throughout the
country. The party’s registered membership reached some 50,000 within
a few months.10 The delineation between the BANU-NP and the agrarian
party that had remained in the FF (BANU-FF) was often quite vague,
with local members and entire druzhbi shifting from one to the other.
Petkov’s defiant personality was an important factor in attracting the
sympathies of the majority of politically active agrarians. Since he had
been a consistent fighter against the former authoritarian regimes, and
had tried sincerely to cooperate with the communists, he was impervi-
ous to accusations of being a ‘reactionary’, with which many prominent
politicians had been silenced. His break with the communists had all
the emotional intensity of spurned love. The BANU-NP’s newspaper
violently denounced the government, and soon surpassed the circulation
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of its official counterparts.11 As often in the past, Bulgarian peasants
could easily be mobilized against a government that was seen not only
as incompetent, but also as impotent.

By late September it was clear that no agreement could be reached
between the contending Bulgarian parties. Entrenched in their pos-
itions, they waited for the outcome of the London foreign ministers’
conference. Even Dimitrov in Moscow was ‘eagerly waiting for V. M.
[Molotov’s] return … to get more precise information on the discussions
on Bulgaria’.12 During the preparation for the conference, some import-
ant disagreements emerged between Britain and the United States, and
indeed within the Foreign Office itself. In a memorandum of 29 August,
Thomas Brimelow, handling the Soviet desk in the Foreign Office’s
Northern Department, suggested that as

the Russian organisation for suppressing trouble makers in the
Danube countries is more ruthless than ours, and our organisation
for making trouble is not as well organised and disciplined as the
Communist Parties in Greece and Italy … the simplest and the best
policy would be to withhold recognition of the governments of these
countries and to refuse to conclude peace treaties.13

Hayter, the head of the Southern Department, which covered Bulgaria,
saw the problem in similar terms but proposed a different solution.
Britain’s best course of action was to speed up recognition and the peace
treaties, so as to ensure the early withdrawal of Soviet troops. The dan-
ger that the communist parties might manage to maintain themselves
in power by their superior organization had to be faced in any case, but
if it was true that they commanded only minority support ‘as is gener-
ally believed’, they might find themselves seriously inconvenienced by
the withdrawal of their patrons. The Foreign Office, typically, settled for
a compromise: they decided to participate in the preparation of the
peace treaties, but ‘without prejudice to the moment when the treaties
are actually concluded, which of course must depend … upon the emer-
gence of representative Governments which we and the others con-
cerned are all prepared to recognise’.14 The Americans were intent,
however, upon pursuing their Potsdam policy of refusing to take part in
the preparation of peace treaties with countries whose governments
they could not recognize. The British were not consulted in advance,
which according to Balfour from the British Embassy in Washington,
formed part of a general trend ‘to assume that leadership in relation to
international problems to which America considers herself entitled as a
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result of the preponderant part she has played in winning the war’.15

Byrnes informed his British colleague of his intentions on 15 September,
and Bevin decided to ‘allow the Americans to make the running on this
question’.16 Given the intransigent positions of the great powers, it was
not surprising that the London conference resulted in a deadlock and
became the first Allied meeting to end without even a protocol being
issued.17 The Soviet evaluation of the meeting, as expressed by Dimitrov,
was that no policy changes with regard to Bulgaria were needed, regard-
less of possible Western threats. The FF was to seek an ‘overwhelming
victory over the reaction’.18

The situation in Bulgaria was far from stable. Petkov was encouraged
by the hard stance of the Western powers in London and expected that
any solution of the crisis would require his involvement. He decided
(against the advice of the British)19 to boycott the elections which had
been rescheduled for November, citing the impediments placed in front
of his organization and hoping that this would make recognition of the
government impossible. A new element of uncertainty was added by the
release of the Vrabcha leader Gichev, who had been sentenced by the
‘people’s court’ for his participation in the Muraviev government. He
was immediately subjected to an intense courting by both the govern-
ment and the opposition. In the negotiations with Gichev, Petkov was
able to appeal to the common aim of agrarian independence, but was
constrained by the long-standing rivalry between Pladne and Vrabcha
going back to the 1930s, and the danger that the more experienced
Gichev might claim a position of leadership for himself. The Obbov
agrarians also harboured hopes of attracting Gichev. As a gesture of good
will they demanded an unconditional amnesty of the Muraviev govern-
ment. Dimitrov, whose distrust of Gichev bordered on the pathological,
was predictably sceptical. On 15 October he informed Kostov that
Gichev was playing a double game and any further negotiations with
him could only create unrest within the ranks of the loyal agrarians.20

Five days later Kostov confirmed that the PB had no intention of con-
tinuing the talks with Gichev.21 Petkov proved more flexible and suc-
ceeded in persuading the old agrarian leader to sign a unification
agreement in early November. For the next two years, in spite of the
constant internal squabbles, Petkov and Gichev managed to work
together within the framework of the BANU-NP.

Another external intervention came to catalyse Bulgarian political
developments. Predictably, it was initiated by the Americans, without
even the knowledge of the British. Byrnes considered that disagreements
over Bulgaria and Romania were becoming the main cause for the
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deterioration of American–Soviet relations, and had to be dealt with
urgently. In his own words, he ‘wanted to make certain that our views
on conditions in these countries were not based on erroneous or preju-
diced information and therefore arranged for Mark Ethridge, editor of
the Louisville Courier-Journal, an outstanding liberal, to visit the
Balkans’. Byrnes probably had some doubts about the validity of infor-
mation supplied by American representatives in Bulgaria and Romania,
and pointedly instructed the State Department not to provide Ethridge
with the representatives’ reports, so that he could ‘approach his investi-
gation with an open mind’.22 Byrnes seems to have considered that the
objective analysis to be provided by Ethridge could be useful not only to
him, but also to Stalin, who he thought also lacked unbiased informa-
tion on conditions in Bulgaria. The extraordinary care taken to ensure
Ethridge’s impartiality was intended to make his reports credible to the
Soviet leader and provide a basis for an agreement between the United
States and the Soviet Union.23

Ethridge’s arrival in Bulgaria did indeed provoke a rush from polit-
icians of all colours to court his favour. The FF staged rallies in his hon-
our and according to the memoirs of his Bulgarian aide-de-camp, forced
people to dance outside his window in sub-zero temperatures.24 The
communists’ zeal was influenced by reports that the Americans were
more moderate than the British and did not reject the FF government
per se, but demanded only its reconstruction, in order to make it more
representative. Ethridge tried to broker a compromise between the gov-
ernment and the opposition, suggesting that the interior ministry could
be given to the prime minister.25 By the end of October Kostov was
becoming worried by Ethridge’s apparent rapport with the ‘right-wing
Zvenari who obviously welcome the opportunity to put a little pressure
on us’, and by his success in persuading the opposition to lower its
demands to a more reasonable level. Faced with offers that were becom-
ing increasingly difficult to refuse, Kostov was concerned that ‘if we give
them one finger they would ask for the whole hand’.26 The Soviets were
also getting anxious over Ethridge’s activities, and Dimitrov found it
necessary to write to Kostov:

His [Ethridge’s] mission is leading to an excessive and, in my opinion,
simply harmful submission to the Americans. He is acting as some sort
of a messiah in Bulgaria … There should be no doubt that it is not
America but the Soviet Union that is the decisive factor in our inter-
national situation. Both the [FF] allies and the government should be
reminded to behave themselves and show proper restraint.27
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Biriuzov was probably instructed to put an end to these dangerous
developments, and in a long conversation with Ethridge on 29 October
informed him that the elections would go ahead on 18 November as
scheduled and even that the government would get 70–80 per cent of
the vote.28

After two fruitless weeks, Ethridge decided to go to Moscow and present
the Soviets with his findings in the hope of persuading them that the
elections should be postponed and a change in government carried out.
Byrnes did not want to miss an opportunity for testing the waters and
gave his approval.29 Bevin did not criticize the omission of Britain from
the proposed talks, but expressed the hope that he would be kept
informed.30 Georgiev and the communists were worried by the effect the
formidable American journalist might have on Moscow’s unpredictable
opinion and rushed to plead with Kirsanov against a new postponement
of the elections, which they feared would amount to a ‘catastrophe’.31 In
his meeting with Vyshinsky on 13 November, Ethridge did his best to be
reasonable, admitting that in 1944 the FF had represented all the demo-
cratic forces in Bulgaria or 90 per cent of the population, and even that
the present government could command a majority of votes. It was not,
however, representative in the sense of the Yalta Declaration. As the
atmosphere heated up, the American hinted that the Soviet army was
helping the BWP in its drive for power. Vyshinsky indignantly rejected
the ‘nonsensical’ accusation, but was clearly stung, going on to com-
plain at length that he himself had been a victim of such rumours, more
specifically with regard to his visit to Bucharest in February 1945 when
he was said to have smashed his fist on the table in order to force the
young king Michael to appoint a pro-communist government. The
experienced journalist managed to disconcert the former public pros-
ecutor further by asking whether the Soviet government would object to
a Bulgarian request for a postponement of the elections. Apparently
unsure of whether Stalin might not force through a change of policy at
the last minute, Vyshinsky guardedly replied that he was not able to
make any statement on the matter at present. The two-hour meeting
ended inconclusively.32

Stalin decided to clarify the Soviet position. A few days earlier
Dimitrov had finally been allowed to return to the land of his birth, in
conditions of strictest secrecy. The greatest care was taken to ensure his
link with, and control by, Moscow. A direct telephone link with the
Kremlin (of the sort supplied to members of the Soviet elite) was
installed in his villa at the insistence of ‘the well-known big friends’. His
Russian protection officers came with him to Sofia. Dimitrov was well

134 Stalin’s Cold War



aware of the incongruity of having ‘a Bulgarian politician under Soviet
guard in his own country!’ (Dimitrov’s emphasis and exclamation mark)
and demanded that no effort be spared to keep that from public view. He
was also accompanied by his secretary Mirov, who was to maintain the
link with the international department of the Soviet Central Committee
and ‘inform us of the international situation’.33

Dimitrov’s return to Bulgaria marked a turning point both in his
relationship with Stalin and in Soviet policy towards Bulgaria. Depriving
Dimitrov of his responsibilities for overseeing the international com-
munist movement, responsibilities which he had held in one form or
another since the mid-1930s, and sending him to his native land, was
the logical culmination of Stalin’s, and Dimitrov’s, policy of acting
within the national political systems of Eastern European countries.
Ironically, Dimitrov’s exalted position in Moscow became a victim of the
very policies of engagement with domestic political forces, which he
himself had advocated so persistently. In terms of Soviet policy towards
Bulgaria, Stalin’s decision to send to Sofia the former General Secretary
of the Comintern, a man who had been closely associated with him in
the eyes of the world for more than a decade, demonstrated publicly the
Soviet determination to support the Bulgarian communists in their
quest for supremacy.34 Dimitrov’s very first speech on Bulgarian soil,
uncompromising and full of abuse, sent a clear signal to both the gov-
ernment and the opposition of the shape of things to come. Personally,
however, he still entertained doubts regarding Stalin’s support. On
12 November, in a telephone conversation with Lavrishchev from NKID,
he urged the Soviet government to realize that another postponement
of the elections would be a ‘disaster’ for the FF.35

The local Soviet representatives were also worried. A report sent to
Dimitrov alleged that ‘in the last few days before the election, the oppos-
ition made a determined effort to provoke a crisis in the government
and the regency, with the help of right-wing Zvenari’. According to the
report, on 14 November Petkov had suggested to Finance Minister
Cholakov that he should resign, to be followed by Stainov who was
under the influence of the ‘old bourgeois party leaders Mushanov and
Burov’. Cholakov agreed in ‘principle’, after sending his secretary to
Barnes and receiving an approval of his intended action. At the same
time, the two non-communist regents also threatened to resign and
informed Barnes.36 On 14 November, Barnes was instructed by the State
Department to deliver a message to the Bulgarian government, which
condemned the undemocratic nature of the forthcoming elections and
indicated that America will not establish diplomatic relations with any
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government based on the election results.37 There was, however, no spe-
cific request for a postponement.38 The Foreign Office, possibly under
the influence of Houstoun-Boswall, also considered the option of issu-
ing a statement that no government resulting from the elections would
be recognized.39 At the end of the day, Houstoun-Boswall was told that
there was no desire ‘to tie our hands with a further public statement’
and that the American government had not ‘formally asked us to follow
their lead’.40

Despite its ambiguities (which the Bulgarians hardly noticed), the
delivery of the American note on 16 November raised tensions in
Bulgaria to a fever-pitch level. The confusion of the Bulgarian govern-
ment was indicated by the frantic efforts of the prime minister to pre-
vent the publication of the American note until 17 November when it
would be too late for any policy changes to be made. At this stage, Stalin
evidently decided to authorize an official clarification of the Soviet
position. On 16 November Pravda (the official newspaper of the Soviet
communist party) carried an emphatic editorial on the Bulgarian elec-
tions. The Soviet statement, together with the efforts of the reinvigo-
rated Dimitrov, ‘played a decisive role in dissuading Cholakov and the
[non-communist] regents Ganev and Boboshevski from carrying out their
subversive plans’.41 The elections duly took place on 18 November, with
few visible excesses. There was a lot of illicit pressure, more in the villages
than in the towns. The main opposition parties boycotted the elections.
According to the official results, 14 per cent of the electorate abstained,
and of those who voted, 88 per cent supported the government and
12 per cent spoilt their ballots.42 Whilst the FF had clearly succeeded in
gaining a majority (hardly surprising in view of the administrative pres-
sure brought to bear on the electorate) there were some indications of
popular discontent. Most of the voters who spoilt their ballots did so in
support of the opposition’s call for a boycott,43and most of those who
abstained probably did so for the same reason. The total percentage of
those who abstained, spoilt their ballots or voted for the opposition was
rather substantial in five of the country’s nine regions: 24 per cent in
Varna, 25 per cent in Plovdiv, 26 per cent in Sofia, 30 per cent in Pleven
and as much as 37 per cent in Ruse,44 which was to prove repeatedly the
communists’ weakest spot.

In the BWP CC’s internal deliberations, Kostov chose to declare the
elections a ‘shining victory’ for the FF, whilst admitting that the oppos-
ition had still not been defeated. The leadership of the opposition was
described as ‘a clique of corrupt politicians providing a focus for the
reactionary, parasitic, speculative, exploitative part of the bourgeoisie,
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the village kulaks and the careerist intelligentsia, in other words, those
elements which previously supported fascism’. The opposition’s mass
base was supplied by ‘some misguided elements from the rural and
urban petite bourgeoisie, who are discontented for one reason or
another and have been attracted by the opposition’s demagogic slo-
gans’. The opposition was to be defeated by detaching the ‘fellow trav-
ellers’ from the hard core of ‘reactionaries’. The favourable situation
after the elections was to be used to restrict the ‘excessive liberty’ and
strike at the ‘economic foundations of the reaction’.45

The Bulgarian communists’ hopes of a comfortable future were once
again to be disappointed by an intervention from Stalin. Although both
the American and the British governments refused to recognize the elec-
tions as representative, there were soon signs of divergent approaches.
The British were moving away from non-recognition and towards a pol-
icy that would ensure the quickest pullout of Soviet forces from Bulgaria.
On 26 November, Sir Orme Sargent provided an interesting overview of
British policy towards Bulgaria. He wrote:

We are trying to put a limit on Russian expansion in the Middle East
and in fact to build up a kind of ‘Monroe’ system in that area. This
makes it of vital importance that Bulgaria should be an independent
buffer state. If Bulgaria remains a Russian satellite it will always be in
the power of the Soviet Government to use Bulgaria in order to keep
Turkey and Greece perpetually on tenterhooks … with disastrous
effects to our whole position in the Eastern Mediterranean.

In this telegram, Sargent was clearly echoing the sentiments expressed
by Eden in the autumn of 1944. Sargent’s solution was to conclude an
early peace treaty with Bulgaria, although ‘unfortunately’ the Americans
were not likely to agree to that policy at present.46 In spite of the objec-
tions of Houstoun-Boswall who continued to insist that recognition and
peace with the present ‘stooge’ government would profoundly discour-
age the vast majority of population and throw Bulgarians into the arms
of Russia, opinion in the Foreign Office was clearly crystallising in
favour of recognition.47

At about the same time, one of the crucial obstacles to this policy – the
likely American objections – was crumbling. Although Ethridge’s visit to
Moscow had not produced any results, Byrnes retained the hope that
a direct meeting with Stalin might cut the Gordian knot.48 On
24 November, without even informing the British, Byrnes sent a mes-
sage to the Soviet leader suggesting that a council of foreign ministers be
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held in Moscow in December. The initial American memorandum pre-
sented at the Moscow meeting took a fairly hard position, suggesting
that the three Allied governments should demand from Bulgaria a re-
organization of the government, and a commitment from the reformed
cabinet to hold free elections within six months.49 In the American brief
on Romania,50 however, the inclination towards the inclusion of only a
few token opposition politicians in the government was already appar-
ent. This was broadly similar to the strategy towards which the British
were moving.

The Soviet position paper for the Moscow meeting, as drafted by NKID
officials, placed an emphasis on the fact that ‘democratic elections’ had
already taken place in Bulgaria and the government had gained an over-
whelming victory in them, thus invalidating any demands for the re-
organization of the cabinet. As an afterthought, the drafters suggested
proposing to the Americans and the British that new elections for a
constitutional assembly be held in Bulgaria at the end of March, with
the participation of the opposition, and the government could then be
reorganized in accordance with the results of the elections. This was to
be presented as a compromise ‘that would appear to bring our position
closer to the American one [of free elections]’, although it would essen-
tially concede very little, as a constitutional assembly would have to be
elected anyway to change the old constitution.51

The ingenious proposal came to nothing and the Moscow conference
soon fell into the old pattern of futile exchanges between Byrnes and
Molotov. In accordance with his initial plan, Byrnes obtained an audience
with Stalin.52 The Soviet leader dismissed Ethridge’s report, saying that
another ‘impartial’ observer, the Soviet journalist Ehrenburg, had also vis-
ited Bulgaria, and might be asked to publish his findings. Stalin rejected
demands for new elections on the grounds that they would amount to an
unacceptable interference in Bulgaria’s internal affairs.53 He did, however,
agree to ‘advise’ the Bulgarians to include some members of the oppos-
ition in the cabinet,54 a concession which went considerably beyond the
terms of the NKID position paper. He suggested a broadly similar comprom-
ise for Romania.55 Byrnes was prepared to accept Stalin’s proposals, and
Bevin followed suit. Byrnes probably paid attention not so much to the
letter as to the spirit of the Moscow agreement, in which for the first time
in many months the Soviets had shown themselves willing to comprom-
ise.56 From a British point of view, the agreement fitted quite well with
what they had been hoping to achieve: respectable-looking governments
could now be installed in Bulgaria and Romania, and negotiations on
early peace treaties could proceed without embarrassment.

138 Stalin’s Cold War



Once in Bulgaria, the great power compromise was torn asunder. Both
the government and the opposition declared the Moscow decisions a vic-
tory for themselves, with the former claiming that they amounted to a de
facto recognition, whilst the latter saw the addition of opposition repre-
sentatives to the cabinet as vindicating its contention that the govern-
ment had been unrepresentative. The government proceeded to make
the entry of the opposition into the cabinet conditional on an official
acceptance of all the ‘policies of the FF’ and the legitimacy of the
November 1945 elections.57 The opposition responded by setting out its
own list of conditions which included demands that the prime minister-
ship be given to the BANU, as it was ‘the most powerful political organ-
ization in the country’, that the communists concede the ministries of
the interior and justice, that the assembly elected in November 1945 be
dissolved, and new elections be held using separate electoral lists.58 The
government was not willing to accept these conditions,59 although the
non-communist ministers were wavering in their determination.

Faced with a deadlock, the Bulgarian government sought the advice of
Moscow directly. On 7 January 1946, Prime Minister Georgiev, Foreign
Minister Stainov and Interior Minister Yugov arrived in the Soviet capital.
They were received that very night by Stalin and Molotov for a two-hour
discussion in the Kremlin. Stalin sought to raise the Bulgarians’ damp-
ened spirits. He pointed out that the Soviet Union had rejected Anglo-
American demands for the ‘neutralization’ of the interior ministry and
the cancellation of the November elections. Unfortunately, the Bulgarian
government had not appreciated the favourable outcome and had made
a number of clumsy tactical errors. The requirement that the opposition
subscribe to every detail of the government’s policies prior to its inclusion
in the cabinet was superfluous, and indeed nonsensical, as that would
invalidate its own existence. Indeed, the very fact of setting conditions
had been wrong, as this had given the opposition the impression that its
entry was subject to negotiations. To cap it all, the government had pro-
ceeded to misquote the opposition’s statements in the press.

Reflecting that ‘perhaps it has been a mistake to leave the conduct of
the negotiations to the Bulgarian government’, Stalin decided to make
his point of view known to the opposition directly. Vyshinsky was sent
to Sofia to impress on it that all it had to do was to join the cabinet
without setting any conditions.60 If the opposition refused, it would be
going against the decisions of the great powers and the unambiguous
advice of the Soviet government. Its supporters would not dare to help
it, and it would find itself isolated and would ultimately be destroyed. To
reassure the shifty Bulgarians, Stalin stated that the Soviet Union was
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henceforth assuming all responsibility. Stalin’s views on the opposition
had changed markedly since August 1945 when he had forced the
unwilling Bulgarian communists to recognize it. He was now less pre-
pared to tolerate its existence outside the FF, and saw its entry into the
government as a means of emasculating it. He was beginning to find the
opposition’s audacity quite irritating and told the Bulgarians that they
should try to break up the opposition, until ‘nothing is left of it’.61 He
was thus turning back to the model of a closed FF coalition as the best
means of meeting the dual imperatives of securing control and gaining
popular support.

Stalin’s monologue provided interesting insights into his worldview,
an incongruous mixture of Tsarist formulas, Soviet stereotypes and
grandiloquent gestures. He painted a grand picture of an alliance
between the Soviet Union and the Slavic countries of Europe, to prevent
the resurgence of Germany.62 He assured his listeners that the USSR was
not going to repeat the mistakes of Tsarist Russia, which had not
respected ‘the independence of small nations’. In the same breath, how-
ever, he expressed his satisfaction that the ‘treacherous elite’ which had
bound Bulgaria to Germany had been liquidated so decisively, a pointed
remainder of the fate awaiting those who might be tempted to follow in
its footsteps. At this stage, however, he seemed to want nothing more
than loyalty to the Soviet Union in the area of foreign policy; indeed,
the emphasis on pan-Slavism seemed designed to indicate to the ‘bour-
geois’ ministers that no far-reaching social changes would be demanded.
With his instinctive sense of drama, Stalin staged an event calculate to
strike awe in the hearts of his Bulgarian visitors. In a ‘grand’ gesture, he
decided to reduce the demands on the Bulgarians for the support of the
Soviet occupation army and return to them three ships seized as war
booty. The Bulgarians had been asking for the ships for several months,
to be met with emphatic refusals. Even at the 7 January meeting, Stalin
and Molotov had refused to countenance a concession, less for its intrin-
sic sake than in order to avoid setting a dangerous precedent. Yet hardly
had the Bulgarian delegates returned to their rooms, when the tele-
phone rang with Stalin on the line. The stunned Stainov was treated to
the news that ‘the Soviet government’ had after all decided to return the
ships to Bulgaria. Lavrishchev left a vivid description of the reaction of
the foreign minister: ‘Stainov was lost for words. He confided to me that
in his long life he had never encountered a leader of such stature.’63

Petkov and Lulchev, the leader of the opposition social democrats,
were not as impressed when Vyshinsky, fresh from a successful mission
in Romania where he had ‘implemented’ the Moscow decisions,
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descended on Sofia on 8 January and attempted to whip them into line.
The two leaders stuck to their conditions, bringing discussions to an
end. As a second attempt to bring the opposition into the government
collapsed in March 1946, Stalin evidently decided that since the oppos-
ition could not be controlled, as he had envisaged in August 1945, it had
to be destroyed. The only restriction he placed on the all-too-eager BWP
was that this should be accomplished by political rather than coercive
means. The communists were advised: ‘1. To ignore the opposition in
every respect, not to have any talks with it; 2. To take a series of thought-
out and well organized measures aimed at smothering the opposition.’64

Although it was not yet able to persuade Moscow to allow it to destroy
the opposition by physical force, the BWP was quite successful in gain-
ing Soviet support in the defence of its established positions. When in
March 1946 it appeared that the Zveno members of government were
wavering in their determination and might concede important minis-
terial positions to the opposition, the BWP sought and received Soviet
backing for its hard line.65 Indeed, Stalin was prepared to authorize the
ouster of the Zveno ministers themselves. The reports of Soviet represen-
tatives in Bulgaria indicate a rising concern with developments within
Zveno. They alleged that an active right wing had formed within the
party and was contained only thanks to Georgiev’s tactful leadership.
Stainov and Velchev had taken a position of studied neutrality but were
likely to back the right wing in a critical situation and thus ensure the
utter defeat of the left. Stainov was turning the foreign ministry into a
reactionary fortress (the Soviets were particularly incensed by a report by
the Bulgarian ambassador to Moscow comparing the USSR to Tsarist
Russia),66 whilst Velchev was promoting his own people into positions
of power and looking for a pretext to remove communist officers from
the army.67 Stalin was not prepared to tolerate such a vulnerable situ-
ation, especially where the instruments of power were concerned. In
March 1946 when the reorganization of the Bulgarian government was
again contemplated, he and Molotov decided to give detailed instruc-
tions to the Bulgarian communists. They noted that the time had come
for the communist party to increase its presence in the government and
to replace unreliable ministers such as Stainov and Finance Minister
Cholakov. When the Bulgarian communists for once proved hesitant,
Stalin and Molotov acidly remarked that ‘We are surprised at your mod-
esty and lack of initiative in this matter. The Yugoslav communists are
acting far better and more militantly than you are.’68

Stalin’s hopes for a compromise with the West were also wearing thin.
Western representatives in Bulgaria were dismayed by the concessions
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made by their governments in Moscow and urged them to take an active
stance in securing an interpretation of the decisions that would be
favourable to the opposition. On 30 January, in a long memorandum to
Bevin, Houstoun-Boswall emphasized the undesirability of recognizing
the present Bulgarian government. He defined British policy towards
Bulgaria as recognizing the preponderant interests of the Soviet Union
but also seeking to make the country an independent buffer state.
Quoting Sargent’s telegram of 26 November 1945, Houstoun-Boswall
saw the motives underlying this policy as principally strategic and
designed to prevent Greece and Turkey from passing into the Soviet
orbit, with calamitous consequences for Britain’s role in the eastern
Mediterranean. He argued that the composition of the Bulgarian gov-
ernment thus assumed a strategic importance; in addition, there were
grounds of principle which placed the British government under a cer-
tain obligation ‘in this part of the world’, for example the Atlantic
Charter and the Yalta Declaration ‘which define the aims for which we
fought in the war’. Houstoun-Boswall was convinced that ‘the interests
and ideals of H.M.G. coincide’.69 Bevin evidently agreed, and the
memorandum was printed and circulated officially.

The American representatives on the ground also pressed for a firm
course. For Barnes, who regarded the Moscow agreement as a sell-out,
the opposition’s refusal to enter the government unless its demands
were granted, was not an unwelcome development. He preferred the
previous policy of determined resistance to Soviet encroachments in
Bulgaria and the Balkans as a whole.70 He sent frightening descriptions
of Russia’s ambition ‘to fashion a South Slav Union dominated by it and
to be used by it to emasculate Turkey and Greece and to place Russia
squarely on the eastern Mediterranean and Adriatic’.71 He was certainly
starting to share Britain’s strategic concerns. Byrnes, however, quite
understandably tried to make a success of the Moscow agreement,
which had been largely his own brainchild. On 31 January, in a message
to his personal friend and State Department counsellor, Benjamin
Cohen, he suggested proposing to the Soviets that the Bulgarian parlia-
ment elected in November 1945 should call early elections. Once the
elections had been held, American recognition would follow.72 Cohen
considered that such a proposal was unlikely to be acceptable to
Moscow. Furthermore, it could not be expected to advance substantially
the cause of democracy in Bulgaria, since the new elections would be
held by the same regime responsible for the previous ones. Cohen
thought that since Vyshinsky had failed to resolve the situation in Sofia,
it might be better to ask the Russians what they considered to be the best
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way forward, thus forcing them to propose a solution.73 Cohen was
authorized to proceed along the lines he had suggested,74 and on
16 February approached Vyshinsky. The deputy commissar of foreign
affairs insisted that the sole reason for the failure to implement the
Moscow agreement had been the ‘impossible and insulting’ demands of
the opposition, aided and abetted by Barnes.75 In these circumstances,
he was not inclined to take any new initiatives.76

Byrnes now tried another approach. He decided to appeal directly to
the Bulgarian government, without consulting Moscow, in the hope of
exploiting the differences between the communist ministers and their
non-communist colleagues, especially those of Zveno. The Zveno minis-
ters might be induced to act, even if they had to resort to circuitous
routes, as Stainov had done in August 1945.77 Byrnes must have been
aware that in his last desperate effort to realize what he considered to be
the spirit of the Moscow agreement, he was going considerably beyond
its specific terms, which had authorized only the USSR to make direct
approaches to the Bulgarian government.78

On 22 February, the Bulgarian representative in Washington, Stoichev,
was handed an aide-mémoire stating that in the view of the United States
government, the inclusion of opposition representatives in the cabinet
should take place ‘on the basis of conditions mutually agreeable to both
the Bulgarian Government and the opposition’.79 Houstoun-Boswall
was instructed to support the American note orally, and he did so on
5 March. The Zveno ministers were certainly affected by the note, as
demonstrated by Mihalchev’s conversation with Deputy Commissar of
Foreign Affairs Dekanozov on 2 March. The Bulgarian ambassador noted
that the American statement had created ‘a new situation’ and the
Bulgarian government could not accept responsibility for antagonizing
a great power.80 The situation was starting to resemble August 1945,
something not lost on the Bulgarian communists, who dispatched an
urgent telegram to Moscow asking for a confirmation of Soviet policy.81

The Russians duly obliged, and in a resolute note to the State
Department of 7 March, rejected the American proposals and accused
Barnes of encouraging the opposition to breach an agreement signed by
his own government.

Whilst he had been perturbed by Barnes’s scarcely disguised contempt
for the Moscow accord and had even considered recalling him for con-
sultation,82 the Secretary of State could not resist using the reorganiza-
tion of the Bulgarian government, undertaken in late March, for making
a final attempt to broker an agreement between the government, or at
least its Zveno members, and the opposition.83 Prime Minister Georgiev
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was determined to do his utmost to secure an agreement with the
opposition, offering it, at one stage, the ministry of justice and the post
of an assistant minister of the interior.84 Barnes advised the Secretary of
State that a timely message from him could greatly facilitate the negoti-
ations.85 Byrnes sent such a message, and on 28 March Barnes delivered
it to both the government and the opposition. The British presented a
similar note the next day.86 The BWP once again appealed for Soviet
help, with Dimitrov telephoning Molotov and Stalin on 28 March.87

Stalin was not reluctant to intervene, and Biriuzov, together with the
Soviet ambassador Kirsanov, indicated to Georgiev that very night that
the Soviet government considered the opposition’s demands to be un-
acceptable.88 The intransigent Soviet position put an end to all hopes of
compromise.

The seven months between the postponement of the elections in
August 1945 and the formation of the second FF government in March
1946 marked the high point of Stalin’s concessions. His moderation did
not seem to pay off, as neither the West nor the Bulgarian opposition
were satisfied with the secondary roles allotted to them. The Western
powers seemed prepared to ratchet up their demands every time a
concession was made. The legalization of opposition parties soon led to
the development of a powerful political movement, encouraged the
non-communist parties which had remained in the FF to behave with
greater independence, and reduced the communist party to confused
impotence. The Soviet leader therefore brought the period of conces-
sions to an end and indeed clawed back some of them, for example, by
withdrawing his earlier justification for the existence of an opposition.
He was not yet ready, however, to face the implications of a continuing
drift towards confrontation both within Bulgaria and in the broader
international context. For their part, after making a supreme effort, the
Western powers were no longer prepared to engage in massive interven-
tion in Bulgaria. Like Stalin, however, they had not yet decided on a
clear alternative policy.
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6
The Hardening of Battle Lines
(April–October 1946)

The negotiations of peace treaties with the former German satellites,
which got under way in Paris in April 1946, signalled the beginning of
the end of open Western involvement in Bulgaria’s domestic politics.
The conclusion of peace treaties would mean that the United States and
Britain would lose the opportunities for intervention provided by the
Allied Control Commission (ACC). Whilst no longer prepared to
involve themselves actively in Bulgarian affairs, the Western powers
were not yet ready to accept a complete withdrawal from the country.
They used the peace treaty talks and the Bulgarian government’s desper-
ation to obtain good territorial terms for the country as an opportunity
to try to stem the communist pressure against the opposition and the
non-communist parties in the FF. The peace treaty negotiations also
spelled dangers and opportunities for the Soviet Union. The conclusion
of a peace treaty would remove the legal basis for the Red Army’s pres-
ence in Bulgaria and thus deprive the Soviet Union of its most effective
means of influencing Bulgaria’s development. This prompted Stalin to
allow and indeed encourage the Bulgarian communists to consolidate
their hold on the state apparatus, and especially the army, in order to
ensure an unassailable position for the future. At the same time, the
treaty negotiations allowed the Soviet Union to present itself as the only
reliable champion of Bulgaria’s national interests, not only by defending
her against Greek territorial pretensions, but also by supporting her
ambitions (which of course coincided with the Soviets’ own strategic
interests) of gaining an outlet to the Aegean. This raised the Soviet
Union’s prestige in Bulgaria and inhibited the non-communist parties
from attacking it. This was especially important given the fact that the
communists’ purge of the army led to an open conflict between the
BWP and Zveno.
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Whilst offering firm support to the BWP’s efforts to seize full control
of the state apparatus, Stalin still restrained the party’s attempts to
achieve a monopoly of political power. His tolerance of pluralism was
markedly decreasing, however, as indicated by a subtle but important
shift in his interpretation of ‘people’s democracy’. Whilst he had always
been aware of the potential of ‘people’s democracy’ to serve as a means
of achieving socialism, as indicated, for instance, by his conversations
with Dimitrov and Kolarov in January 1945, until 1946 he tended to put
the emphasis on the role of ‘people’s democracy’ in bringing together all
political forces that were willing to fight against fascism. He now began
to stress the socialist potential of ‘people’s democracy’, implying that
parties that rejected socialism a priori could no longer be tolerated and
that communists in Eastern Europe could no longer be denied the right
to establish exclusive control over the state apparatus, in order to make
the march towards socialism irreversible. Whilst the goal of socialism
was made clear, the means of achieving it were still open to exploration.
Stalin ranged widely in considering different ways of constructing a
socialist system. He pointed to the need to create broad democratic
coalitions in support of socialism, including not only the proletariat but
also the peasantry and even the petite bourgeoisie, and spoke favourably
of the possibilities offered by parliamentary institutions for building a
socialist system by peaceful and evolutionary means. He seems to have
considered that a parliamentary road to socialism could be viable not
only in Eastern, but also in Western Europe, giving advice in those terms
to the Bulgarian, Czechoslovak, Greek and German communists, as well
as to Morgan Phillips, secretary of the British Labour party.1 So
impressed was Stalin by the Labour party’s success in the 1945 British
parliamentary elections,2 that in September 1946 he advised the
Bulgarians to form a ‘Labour’ party of their own, actually using the
English word to describe the new party:

You must create a Labour Party in Bulgaria … [Dimitrov’s emphasis]
Such a party can include your own party and other parties of the
working people (for instance the agrarian party). It is not advanta-
geous for you to have a Workers’ Party, and on top of that, to put
communist in parentheses after its name. … In the past Marxists
had to differentiate the working class and have a separate workers’
party. They were then in opposition. Now you are part of the govern-
ment. You have to unite the working class with the other labouring
strata on the basis of a minimal programme; the time for a maximal
programme will come in the future. The situation has changed

146 Stalin’s Cold War



radically in comparison with our revolution [of November 1917] and
it is now necessary to apply different methods and forms and not to
imitate the Russian communists who were faced with very different
conditions at the time. You are going towards socialism in your own
special way – without a dictatorship of the proletariat. [Dimitrov’s
emphasis] … You should not be afraid of accusations of opportunism.
Nonsense! This is not opportunism, but a real application of Marxism
to the present situation.3

Stalin’s ideas appeared somewhat idiosyncratic to the Bulgarian
communists. At the BWP CC plenary session in September 1946,
Dimitrov mentioned them only as something that might be imple-
mented in the distant future after a careful consideration of its merits.4

Dimitrov might have approved of the idea of a transition to socialism
without a dictatorship of the proletariat, but he preferred to do that by
means of his own brainchild, the Fatherland Front, rather than through
some ill-defined ‘Labour’ party.

Whist the BWP leaders might beg to differ from Stalin on the finer
points of ideology, they were certainly determined to establish an invul-
nerable position in the state apparatus. The eventual departure of the
Soviet army from Bulgaria provided both a stimulus and a justification
for rescinding the limits on their control of the state, to which they had
been forced to agree in 1944. Soviet diplomats, both in Sofia and in
Moscow, were also becoming concerned about the implications of the
Red Army’s withdrawal, as indicated by an anxious report describing an
enthusiastic article on that topic in the opposition Democratic party’s
newspaper Zname as ‘the first openly anti-Soviet outburst in the
Bulgarian press’.5 Deputy Foreign Commissar Dekanozov wrote a special
memorandum to Molotov proposing that the Soviet Union should
begin preparations for the opening of a number of new consulates in
Bulgaria, in view of the fact that the withdrawal of the Soviet army and
the ACC apparatus would severely limit opportunities for observing the
situation in the country.6

A comprehensive report prepared by the Cadre Department of the
BWP’s Central Committee provides a frank and perceptive assessment of
the communist party’s position in the state apparatus in mid-1946.7 On
the evidence presented in the report, nearly two years after September
1944 the party would have found it difficult to keep in power by using
its administrative resources. The struggle for power was thus by no
means over within a few months of the September 1944 coup, as some
authors have maintained.8
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The Cadre Department itself, which was supposed to provide the
party leadership with the means of controlling and directing the party
members scattered across the country, was so inadequately organized
that its own head admitted to working mainly ‘by trial and error’. His
principal sources of information were ‘rumours and hearsay’, as most
party committees had not appointed people to deal with personnel, and
when someone was appointed, he was likely to be ‘extremely weak’. The
Department tried to do too much, aiming to cover CC members and
officials, members of the oblast and Sofia and Plovdiv city committees,
secretaries of okoliia committees, and senior officials in the state appar-
atus, the trade unions and mass organizations; not surprisingly, the
resulting 2304 files contained little more than standard references.

The precariousness of the BWP’s hold on the state apparatus is illus-
trated by the situation in the central administration of the supposed
communist stronghold, the Ministry of the Interior. Only 11 out of the
124 officials were BWP members, 25 belonged to the WYL, 46 were old
civil servants and 11 were ‘neutral’. At section head level and above,
communist representation was better, although even here there were
only eight pre-September 1944 BWP veterans out of 28 people, with simi-
lar proportions of post-September 1944 BWP members and old civil
servants. The Cadre Department was naturally concerned by the fact
that nearly 40 per cent of administrators and one-third of senior officials
were people who ‘had served the fascists honestly and devotedly’. The
BWP veterans had shortcomings of their own – Ivan-Asen Georgiev, the
chief secretary of the ministry, was described as lazy and corrupt, whilst
the head of the potentially important electoral section was ‘totally use-
less’. Within the ministry, the party tended to concentrate its limited
cadres in the agencies with direct repressive functions. In the Central
Directorate of the Militia, communists occupied 63 out of the 72 top
positions, although their quality was uneven, ranging from excellent
cadres at state security to a low-priority criminal section dominated by
old civil servants. In the local militia hierarchy, the BWP had total pre-
dominance – supplying all nine oblast directors and all but one of the 95
okoliia directors. This over-abundant provision might have indicated a
preference by the party leadership for putting capable people in the
localities and leaving them to manage by their own wits, rather than
keeping them in the central administration in Sofia. Possibly that was
the only choice the leadership could have made, given the chaotic con-
ditions of the country and the type of personnel it had to work with.
The militia directors were new to their work, had at one time or another
been guilty of ‘spontaneous and irresponsible conduct’ and ‘even at
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present’ had little knowledge of the country’s laws, and tended to rely
excessively on the reserve militia composed of trusted party members.

The Ministry of Justice, another supposed communist stronghold,
presented an even gloomier picture than the interior ministry. Out of
18 top officials, only 10 were communists, with the minister of justice
the only pre-September 1944 veteran among them. The newly minted
communists were usually practising lawyers used to a high standard of
living and steeped in petty corruption. Such ‘communists’, the report
noted pointedly, would ‘fall off at the slightest wind’.

Given the situation in the communist-held ministries, it is hardly
surprising that in the ministries controlled by other parties the BWP
fared even worse. Only in the Ministry of Information, under a spineless
nominal independent, who could be easily blackmailed for his ‘fascist’
past, did the communists occupy most of the top positions. The com-
munist control of the radio was particularly thorough. In the social wel-
fare ministry, a potential vote-winner with regard to the socially
disadvantaged, the leadership was kept firmly in the hands of the
BWSDP-FF, which the Cadre Department described as ‘reactionary and
oppositionist’. The Minister of Education, the old Radical Kosturkov,
was a ‘counter-revolutionary’ who was busy restoring dismissed ‘fascists’
to their positions. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a vital point of con-
tact with the outside world, was described as ‘a truly reactionary bul-
wark’, whose personnel had not been changed to any significant degree
since the ‘fascist’ era. The BWP was so isolated that it only managed to
gain the affiliation of a couple of clerks and junior secretaries, who
trembled for their jobs.

The economy was almost entirely beyond the reach of the BWP’s
control. The economic ministries were dominated by political appointees
of the non-communist ministers, with BWP representation ranging
from respectable to meagre. In the Ministry of Finance, the 13 Zvenari
and five communists were swamped by 20 officials from the old regime.
The ‘reactionary atmosphere’ in the ministry was so strong that some com-
munists felt compelled to leave the party under the threat of dismissal. In
the Ministry of Public Works, which was assuming an increasing import-
ance with the adoption of economic development plans, there were eight
communists – all of post-September 1944 vintage – among 40 top officials.
Even the Supreme Economic Council – an organization that had been
specifically set up by the BWP to bypass and control the economic min-
istries, and could potentially be seen as the Bulgarian equivalent of the
Soviet GOSPLAN (central planning authority) – was functioning ‘entirely
unsatisfactorily’. Only 12 out of the 38 communists working there had
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been approved by the CC, and most officials were either lazing about –
continuing an age-old tradition of Balkan administration – or wasting
their time on trivialities. The Council’s inability to produce a coherent
economic plan was also due to the failure of both Terpeshev, the titular
head, and his deputy Kostov, to devote sufficient time to what both
clearly regarded as a backwater. In the various economic organizations,
the BWP’s presence was often nominal, with party members often per-
ceiving their role as that of bringing the problems of their respective
organizations to the CC’s attention, rather than that of pursuing the
party line. They were no doubt induced to do so by the need to avoid
isolation in what were still overwhelmingly non- or anti-communist
surroundings. In the Bulgarian National Bank, for example, 10 out of
the 19 officials were described as ‘reactionaries and oppositionists’, and
as if that were not enough, the three communists there had managed to
split into different cliques.

In the mass organizations, the BWP was able to dominate the trade
unions, but was thinly represented in the various agricultural associ-
ations. In GWPU’s central committee, 54 out of 69 members were com-
munists, half of them veterans. They were quite enthusiastic and
energetic, although not free from the common bane of trade unions –
poor organization of work, populism and never-ending demands on the
state. They failed to recognize the growing danger represented by the
opposition, which had already captured the leadership of the key trade
unions of lawyers and doctors. Little progress had been made in organ-
izing voluntary competition and in improving labour efficiency. The
unions’ congresses were occasions for making countless demands on the
government, with no regard for the availability of resources, with almost
no attention being paid to the workers’ own responsibilities.

The situation in the army was particularly worrying. It retained a
virtual monopoly on coercive power, with over 100,000 officers and sol-
diers, against whom even the militia with some 11,000 members and no
heavy weapons, was powerless. War Minister Velchev had succeeded in
keeping the army a largely autonomous force as late as the summer of
1946. The reports of communist officers and deputy political com-
manders in late 1945 and early 1946 reveal an increasing anxiety with
the situation in the officer corps. As the head of the CC’s Military
Department informed the PB, the officers were roughly divided into a
third who supported the FF, a third who opposed it and a third who were
neutral. Influenced by the upsurge of the opposition parties, the neutrals
were gradually shifting towards the anti-FF faction.9 With the army’s
return to peacetime conditions and with an eye to the reductions likely
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to be imposed by the peace treaty, Velchev was dismissing communist
officers on the grounds that they lacked the required qualifications and
experience. Velchev’s frequent trips around the country, especially to
Plovdiv – ‘a hotbed of reaction’, and his strenuous efforts to remain
neutral in the conflict between the FF and the opposition, were easily
construed as conspiracies.10 From the evidence (or rather the lack of it)
presented at the trials of military ‘conspirators’ in 1946 and 1947, it
appears that neither Velchev nor any other officer had got beyond the
stage of animated political discussions to actually forming an illegal
organization, let alone of making plans for a coup. The communist lead-
ership, however, felt vulnerable in a situation where officers had the
potential for organizing a coup, and could do so if circumstances changed.
The BWP’s own intelligence and the communist-dominated intelligence
department of the war ministry all too eagerly provided the party leader-
ship with reports along the lines of – ‘Georgiev and Velchev met clandes-
tinely last week to agree a plan for an offensive against the BWP’ – and
insisted that it was imperative to carry out a pre-emptive strike.11

Stalin was not averse to giving the starting signal. On 6 June 1946,
during a visit to Moscow by Dimitrov and Kostov to attend the funeral
of Kalinin, the chairman of the Supreme Soviet, he even criticized the
Bulgarians for ‘insufficiently decisive measures’. He advised them to take
‘a more determined course, regardless of the attitude of the English and
the Americans and their agents in Bulgaria’.12 A Yugoslav delegation
headed by Tito was in Moscow at the same time, and Stalin was appar-
ently impressed by their success in consolidating power. One indication
of Stalin’s leanings at that stage was the fact that he organized joint ses-
sions of the two delegations, forcing the Bulgarians to make concessions
over their part of Macedonia (Pirin Macedonia). They were told to create
a Macedonian national consciousness in that region, in preparation for
unification with the Yugoslav republic of Macedonia. To inspire the
lacklustre Bulgarians, Stalin cited his own experience in Byelorussia
where a nation had been created by deliberate effort from above after
1917.13 To help the Bulgarians deal with Zveno, Biriuzov, who had left
Bulgaria a month earlier to become deputy commander of the Soviet
ground forces and had been seen off with grateful speeches, was
instructed to return to the country.14 Marshal Tolbuhin, whose Third
Ukrainian Front had occupied Bulgaria in 1944, was also sent to the
country in June.

In spite of securing Soviet support, the BWP found Zveno a tough nut
to crack. At a series of meetings throughout June and July, Georgiev
resisted calls for Velchev’s resignation. In an attempt to achieve a
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compromise, Velchev agreed to present a communist-drafted law
providing for the transfer of control over the army from the minister of
war to the council of ministers as a whole and a purge of ‘fascist and
reactionary’ officers. Any hopes that Velchev might have had that by
going along with the communists he might be able to retain a degree of
control over the conduct of the purge – a tactic which had proved suc-
cessful in limiting the purges in the autumn of 1944 – were dashed to
pieces as the head of the BWP CC’s Military Department was appointed
to lead the parliamentary purge commission and Dimitrov increasingly
demanded Velchev’s own resignation, actively supported by Biriuzov
and Kirsanov. On 2 August Georgiev finally bowed down, accepting the
face-saving solution of sending Velchev on an ‘indefinite leave’, his
replacement by the spineless General Lekarski, and the dismissal and
arrest of General Stanchev, an army commander in the war against
Germany and possibly the most respected senior officer in the Bulgarian
army. In just two weeks in July, the parliamentary purge commission
went through the names of nearly two thousand officers, dismissing 274
for ‘fascist tendencies’ and 1693 for ‘anti-democratic and restorationist
tendencies’. In terms of rank, those purged included 130 colonels, 214
lieutenant-colonels, 176 majors, 292 captains, 682 lieutenants and 441
junior lieutenants.15 The purge was far more extensive than the cleans-
ing in the autumn of 1944 and amounted to the final emasculation of
the Bulgarian officer corps. The one agency that had maintained a bal-
ance of coercive power in the country – thereby facilitating the return to
limited democracy after August 1945 – was no longer able to hinder the
BWP. In terms of communist control over the agencies of coercion, the
summer of 1946 marked the point of no return.

In parallel with the purge of the state apparatus, in the summer of
1946 Dimitrov called for a political offensive against reactionary elements
in the FF. The FF was redefined from a coalition of parties to a ‘popular
movement’, none of whose constituent parts were essential, apart from
the communist party ‘which bears responsibility for Bulgaria’s future’.
Dimitrov cynically noted that ‘if the present Zveno leaves the FF, another
Zveno, perhaps a healthier one, would remain inside. … The FF exists on
the basis of five parties, but it can exist on the basis of four. Or even
three.’16 Clearly the concern for securing the broadest possible support
for the FF was diminishing and the parameters of ‘acceptable’ behaviour
were narrowing.

One reason for the communists’ ire was Zveno’s rapid growth in
1945–46. The party’s newspaper Izgrev remained the most popular in the
country, consistently outselling both the BWP’s own newspaper
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Rabotnichesko Delo and the FF official organ Otechestven Front. A report
from the Plovdiv oblast in June 1946 gave Izgrev a daily sale of 48,619
copies, trailed by Rabotnichesko Delo at 37,941, despite the BWP’s frantic
efforts to increase its circulation, and Otechestven Front at 26,923.17

Zveno’s membership encompassed all social classes, thus lending some
support to its claim of being a party providing a democratic and patri-
otic programme for the entire nation. In early 1945, 62 per cent of its
14,171 members were peasants, 8.6 per cent workers, 7.7 per cent civil
servants, 7 per cent artisans, 5.8 per cent merchants, 4.7 per cent free
professionals and 0.67 per cent (96 people) industrialists.18 Although the
proportion of middle class members tended to increase over time and
they were able to set the tone of the party, it still retained a diverse social
base, reflecting the complex social structure of the country.

Zveno’s growth was accompanied by the rise of pro-independence
sentiment within the party. The symptoms first became apparent in the
most militant section of Zveno – its youth movement – at a congress in
May 1946. The congress was dominated by calls for freedom and
democracy, the dissolution of EMOS (a united organization for high
school students), release of Zveno members from concentration camps,
and even the retention of the monarchy. Georgiev’s attempts to remind
the congress of the constraints within which Zveno had to operate, were
brushed aside. The distraught Zveno left-wingers turned for help
directly to Dimitrov with a letter alleging that the congress had
amounted to a ‘fascist’ takeover, and pleading for counter-measures.19

The BWP leadership not surprisingly deemed the situation unaccept-
able and as the leftists could not prevail by any conceivable democratic
means, they were encouraged to resort to a coup. They organized a
clandestine congress with carefully selected delegates, which pro-
claimed the previous congress illegitimate and elected a new leadership
pledging ‘full allegiance to the FF’. Although Zveno’s Executive
Committee was prevailed upon to recognize the usurpers, they were
never able to gain legitimacy and carry out their functions. The attack
on Zveno’s youth wing set off a campaign against the party as a whole,
as the communists sought out collaborationists in Zveno organizations
throughout the country and used them to cleanse the ‘reactionaries’.
The leadership of the Varna, Plovdiv, Gabrovo, Shumen and other
major provincial organizations was changed, whilst the crucial Sofia
organization was paralysed by an irreconcilable split.

By September 1946 the purge had reached the top, with members of
the Zveno Executive Committee resigning en masse and giving Georgiev
a free mandate to implement the changes he saw necessary for the
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survival of the party. The communists’ stark evaluation of the Zveno
national leadership is evident from the detailed personal references pro-
duced by the BWP’s intelligence. The political secretary Popzlatev was
described as a ‘determined enemy of the BWP, in close contact with G. M.
and Nikola Petkov’, whilst the Izgrev editor Yurukov was seen as a ‘patent
defender of the criminals sentenced by the people’s courts, the camp
inmates and the black marketeers’. Out of the eleven Executive
Committee members, only one received a favourable reference.20

Georgiev’s resolution of the crisis by including three pronounced left-
wingers (Trifonov, Dobroslavski and Stoinov) in the Executive Committee
was hardly likely to satisfy the implacable communist suspicions.

At his meeting with the Bulgarian communist leaders in June 1946,
Stalin had finally authorized them to proceed with their long-held
desire of abolishing the monarchy and convening a constitutional
assembly. Two months later, however, he cautioned Dimitrov to make
the new constitution ‘more right-wing than the Yugoslav one’ and not
to specify the social character of the new state.21 The elections for a con-
stitutional assembly created serious tensions among the FF parties, as
each party sought to maximize its share of the vote and of parliamentary
seats. Stalin advised the BWP leaders to continue the practice of joint FF
lists. He considered that the communists should have a plurality but not
an absolute majority of seats, with 40 per cent, followed by the BANU-
FF with 30 per cent, Zveno, 15 per cent and the BWSDP-FF, 10 per cent.
If that proved impossible to negotiate, the communists could stand
independently, but should ‘do everything possible to emerge as the
strongest party’. The BWP leadership was certainly determined to see
their party’s ‘proper’ weight being reflected in the elections, but hesi-
tated over how to achieve that objective. One solution suggested was to
keep the joint FF lists, but give voters the opportunity to indicate a pref-
erence for a particular party by voting for the joint list with different-
coloured ballots. Dimitrov did not seem overtly concerned even about
the possibility of the BWP standing independently, without any pre-
tence of a coalition, confidently predicting that the party’s power would
be felt in ‘every nook and cranny’.22

The BWP’s ambitions were unexpectedly facilitated by Obbov’s unreal-
istic demands. Convinced that his BANU was the strongest party in the
country and deserved far more than the 34 per cent of seats that it had
received in the last parliament, he pushed for independent representa-
tion. Most of his PR did not share his optimism, with the left-wingers, in
particular, insisting on joint lists, in order to prevent splits in the FF.23

In a conversation with a Soviet diplomat, one of the most prominent
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left-wingers, Vasil Pavurdzhiev, noted that within the PR only Obbov
believed that the BANU-FF would get a decisive majority, up to 60 per cent,
of the vote. Pavurdzhiev considered that the most likely result would be
the BWP with 55–60 per cent, the BANU-FF, 30–35 per cent and the oppos-
ition, 5–15 per cent.24 At a meeting with the communist leadership, the
agrarians unanimously objected to the proposal of allowing voters to
vote with different-coloured ballots, with the left-wingers especially
pathetic in their acknowledgement of the BWP’s strength and pleas for
it to make ‘one more sacrifice in the interests of Bulgaria’. The final deci-
sion was taken by Dimitrov himself on his return from yet another visit
to Moscow in September 1946. He came down in favour of different-
coloured ballots. The FF partners were not consulted and were informed
of the decision almost casually.25

The abolition of the monarchy took place in September 1946, after
96 per cent of voters supported the republican option in a national ref-
erendum.26 All the major parties came out in favour of a republic, both
because of the republican traditions of the agrarians, Zveno and the
social democrats, but also because the nine-year-old King Simeon did
not represent a credible alternative for government, whilst his father’s
high popularity had waned somewhat following the disconcerting dis-
covery that Bulgaria had once again found herself on the wrong side of
a world war. The extraordinary high vote for a republic was also due,
however, to electoral ‘irregularities’ and straight falsification. As there
were only two trays of ballots, and in many places the voting room was
not properly curtained off, the voter’s choice could be deduced from
his/her movements.27 As there was no official opposition, there were few
complaints about the irregularities. In contrast, the elections for a con-
stitutional assembly provided fewer opportunities for outright fraud and
could therefore be regarded as more representative.

One of the primary reasons for that was another bout of Western pres-
sure. Whilst no longer aiming to achieve a substantial reshaping of
Bulgaria’s political system, the United States and Britain were prepared
to take advantage of the occasional opportunities for applying pressure
on the Bulgarian government. The latter’s desire to gain the best possible
terms in the peace treaty negotiations in Paris provided useful leverage.
At a meeting with Kolarov on 30 June 1946 (Kolarov had become
speaker of the parliament elected in November 1945 and had been sent
to Paris to drum up support for the Bulgarian cause), the British Foreign
Secretary Bevin expressed his concern over the ‘war’ conducted by the
government against the opposition, and insisted that ‘this deplorable
state of affairs’ be ended. Kolarov protested that the opposition parties
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had been offered participation in the government, but had demanded
the dissolution of the parliament, which had been freely elected by the
people. Bevin then asked whether, if this condition were withdrawn in
view of the plans to hold elections in the autumn, the government
could come to terms with the opposition. Kolarov replied that if the
opposition were prepared to cooperate, the government would be glad
to find a settlement along these lines.28

Perceiving a glimmer of hope in this reply, and in the reported will-
ingness of the opposition to settle for more moderate terms than those
that they had demanded in the spring, Bevin suggested to Byrnes on
1 July that their two countries should make a joint approach to the
Bulgarian government and opposition. Bevin felt that ‘the moment to
do this is now’ because the communists’ increasing pressure might pro-
duce a situation which could force Britain and the United States to
‘delay indefinitely the conclusion of a Peace Treaty with Bulgaria, with
the consequence that the Soviet troops would have a pretext for remaining
in the country’.29

On 1 July Byrnes also met Kolarov and extracted from him a promise
that ‘within 3 months Bulgaria would hold free and open elections’.
Byrnes stated that if such elections were to take place, America would be
prepared to establish ‘normal’ relations with the Bulgarian govern-
ment.30 It is not clear what Byrnes’s attitude was to Bevin’s suggestion
about a joint approach to the government in Sofia: according to the com-
pilers of Foreign Relations of the United States, no reply to Bevin’s message
has been found in the State Department files. According to rumours cur-
rent in Sofia at the time, as quoted by Elizabeth Barker, Kolarov sent
home alarming reports claiming that the United States and Britain would
not recognize the Bulgarian government and would not conclude a peace
treaty with Bulgaria, unless the government was reorganized. Everybody
in Sofia expected negotiations with the opposition, but no such thing
occurred.31 Dimitrov was sufficiently worried to write to Molotov on
21 July, stressing the need to avoid a collective démarche from the three
Allies to Bulgaria on the reorganization of the government.32

Barnes and his British colleague Houstoun-Boswall sent extensive
reports to their governments on the ‘all-out campaign of [the]
Communists against so-called Fascists and reaction in Bulgaria’.33 The
British sympathized with Zveno, especially with Velchev, whom they
considered a patriotic and efficient officer, one of the few Bulgarians pre-
pared to act decisively in desperate situations. Barnes shared their atti-
tude, and hoped to exploit the growing antagonism between the
communists and Zveno to induce the prime minister and the foreign
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minister, who came from that party, to cooperate with the opposition.
Since both of them were in Paris in August 1946, Barnes advised his
Secretary of State to have a frank discussion with them,34 and asked for
permission to take a leave in Paris himself.35

Barnes arrived in Paris in mid-August, and on 29 August Byrnes and he
met with the two Bulgarian ministers. Prime Minister Georgiev was
unexpectedly forthcoming in acknowledging that ‘political conditions
in Bulgaria were unsatisfactory’ and that the communists were causing
‘great difficulties’. Georgiev admitted that his own interpretation of the
Moscow agreement had been half-way between that of the Soviet Union
and that of the United States and Britain, but pointed out that the
‘Russians had placed very narrow interpretation on [the] Moscow
accord’ and he had been forced to follow them. In spite of his frank
assessment of the situation, Georgiev could see no way out.36 Since the
prime minister did not believe that there was a realistic chance of broad-
ening the government before the forthcoming constitutional assembly
elections, Barnes tried to obtain at least a personal assurance from him
that the elections would be free.37 After two more meetings with Barnes,
Georgiev handed him a six-point aide-mémoire, pledging one last
attempt to engage in talks with the opposition, aimed at creating ‘a
more favourable atmosphere in connection with the coming elections’.
These elections ‘will give the opposition an opportunity to enter the
Sobranye [Assembly] and exercise from within it their role. The
Government is resolved to take appropriate measures to ensure free elec-
tions for all Bulgarian citizens.’38 Barnes considered that this promise
was the most that could be extracted from the Bulgarians at this stage,
and advised against any further talks with them.39

The British were not impressed by the efforts of Byrnes and Barnes. As
a member of the British delegation in Paris, F. Warner, wrote: ‘Until
recently Byrnes strongly favoured our view that we best cut our losses in
Bulgaria and agree to recognize the government of that country so as to
be able to sign the treaty with them, at the same time making it clear
that we disapproved of their activities.’ Warner suspected that Byrnes’s
change of heart was due to Barnes’s presence in Paris and complained
that the Americans had acted without giving prior warning to the
British.40 In a conversation with Cannon of the US delegation in Paris,
who seemed to take a rather optimistic view of the meetings with
Georgiev, Warner stressed that it was all very well to shake the morale of
the Bulgarian ministers when they were far away from home, but once
they had got back to Sofia and come face to face with the communists
and Biriuzov, it would be quite a different story.41
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Warner’s fears proved justified, as Georgiev’s return to Bulgaria did not
bring about a noticeable improvement in the political situation.42 In
spite of the unfavourable signs, a few weeks before the elections Byrnes
sent a personal message to Georgiev, reminding him of his promises in
Paris and expressing the hope that they would be fulfilled.43 Georgiev
probably showed signs of bending to American pressure, and in early
October, Dimitrov flew to Moscow and sought Stalin and Molotov’s
assurance that no fundamental concessions needed to be made.44

Molotov told him on 6 October that the Bulgarian government’s posi-
tion was correct and that a peace treaty would be concluded in
December 1946 or at the latest in January 1947,45 thus indicating that
the Western powers’ resolve was weakening. The need to conciliate the
Americans remained a factor, however, as shown by Georgiev’s detailed
reply to Byrnes’s message.

The pressure from the Western powers and the fact that in contrast to
November 1945, the opposition had decided to take part in the elec-
tions, forced the BWP leadership to create conditions which, if not fair,
were at least free from blatant fraud. At the CC plenary session in
September 1946, Dimitrov emphasized repeatedly that the militia’s task
was to ensure law and order and that it should not in any circumstances
interfere in the conduct of the elections. On 2 October the CC instructed
all oblast secretaries to ‘take very rapid and serious steps to ensure that
candidates of all the FF parties and the opposition have no difficulties in
registering’. Party members who disobeyed the instructions would be
subject to the ‘most severe sanctions and sent to court’.46 Although the
CC’s instructions were not followed to the letter, they did succeed in giv-
ing enough latitude to the opposition to enable it to conduct an inten-
sive doorstep campaign and organize a number of large public meetings
for the first time in its existence. A Soviet intelligence officer reported
from Burgas that the opposition was covering the region village by vil-
lage, ferrying its activists with hired cars.47 The secretary of the BWP
Pleven oblast committee complained that the committee had at its dis-
posal only one broken car and was finding it impossible to visit most of
the villages.48 The height of opposition activity was reached on 18–20
October. On 19 October, some 35,000 people gathered in Sofia’s central
square to hear Petkov and Lulchev. The opposition leaders were reported
to be ‘dizzy with success’.49 The sudden flowering of opposition activity
set alarm bells ringing in the BWP’s headquarters. From 21 October, the
CC began pouring out a stream of instructions to party organizations to
‘take over’ opposition rallies by organizing mass incursions of BWP
members, heckling the speakers until they had been forced to quit, and
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then conducting a ‘counter-rally’ on the spot. By 24 October, the BWP’s
intelligence was reporting that the opposition no longer dared to appear
in public and resorted to personal agitation.50

The anxiously awaited results – the BWP leaders spent the whole
election night gathered together in Dimitrov’s residence, receiving
results from across the country51 – gave the communists a narrow major-
ity of votes. Whilst BWP’s performance – 2,260,407 votes (a 53 per cent
majority)52 – was undoubtedly influenced by the pressure the party
could bring to bear on the electorate, it was also a reflection of its well-
organized political activity and genuine popularity. Communist leaders,
in spite of their suspicion of parliamentary democracy, were elated with
the results, which, in their eyes, provided a democratic proof that their
party was the strongest in the country and created a basis for the forma-
tion of a government in which the party could claim most of the key
positions. On the other hand, the fact that 1,205,530 voters, or 28 per cent
of the electorate, backed the opposition, and 17 per cent supported the
non-communist FF parties,53 indicated that voters were divided more or
less equally between the BWP and the non-communist parties, and were
probably more inclined towards the latter. The opposition performed
exceptionally well, given the constraints on its political activity. The
ratio between the official membership of political parties, which could
be controlled by pressure from the authorities, and the votes they gained
in the elections, indicated the extraordinary success of the opposition in
using its limited organizational resources to achieve a substantial share
of the vote. The membership-to-votes ratio of the opposition agrarians
and social democrats was an amazing 1:15, nearly three times greater
than that of the BWP (1:5.4). The non-communist FF parties achieved
ratios of between 1:2.05 and 1:3.7. There were very significant regional
variations in party performance. In three of the country’s nine oblasti,
the BWP polled less than 50 per cent of the vote. In these three regions,
the opposition scored 30 per cent in Varna, 36 per cent in Pleven and as
much as 39 per cent in Ruse.54 In the Ruse oblast, the opposition’s vote
was actually higher than that of the BWP. In spite of the fact that
Petkov’s agrarian party formed the core of the opposition, the opposi-
tion did better in the towns, where it captured 34 per cent of the vote to
BWP’s 57 per cent, than in the countryside, where it gained 28 per cent,
to BWP’s 53 per cent (19 per cent of the rural vote went to the non-com-
munist FF parties).55 Part of the explanation for this discrepancy undoubt-
edly lay in the fact that it was much easier for the communists to
intimidate the electorate and rig the results in the villages than in the
towns. Another factor was the fact that the opposition proved remarkably
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successful in gaining the support of the urban petit bourgeois and civil
servants.56

Conclusion

Between April and October 1946, the battle lines that were to become
the basis of the Cold War were increasingly hardening, both in the inter-
national arena and in Bulgaria’s internal politics. The American and
British governments were reluctantly drawn into an inexorable process
of peace treaty negotiations that would eventually lead to their exclu-
sion from Eastern Europe. Whilst they did try to take advantage of the
few opportunities that this process presented for exerting some influ-
ence on Bulgaria’s domestic politics, even these efforts were half-hearted
and were taken largely at the initiative of the increasingly desperate
Western representatives in the country. Western pressure did make an
important contribution towards creating more equal conditions for the
constitutional assembly elections in Bulgaria, thus helping the opposition
to gain substantial representation in the new parliament. The course of
future events, however, lay largely beyond the scope of Western influ-
ence and was likely to be driven by Bulgaria’s own political dynamics
and the escalating involvement of the Soviet Union.

Bulgaria’s internal development in April–October 1946 clarified
markedly the positions of the main political forces, creating both new
windows of opportunity and new threats for the country’s democracy.
On the one hand, the constitutional assembly elections provided the first
occasion since September 1944 for a genuine, if not entirely free, elect-
oral competition, and could thus potentially lay the foundations for a
viable parliamentary democracy. The use of different-coloured ballots
effectively enabled all parties to stand on their own two feet and gain
some sense of their political ‘weight’ in the eyes of the voters. The demo-
cratic support obtained by the communist party could potentially lead
to a responsible and accountable party government, whilst the substan-
tial number of votes and parliamentary seats received by the opposition
parties could help them to enter the political system and progress
beyond the position of being outside critics to that of an effective par-
liamentary opposition. On the other hand, the elections took place in
the context of a determined communist effort to gain complete control
over the agencies of coercion. Whilst the BWP’s control over the militia
and the army did not entirely preclude the development of a competi-
tive parliamentary democracy, it certainly made it far more difficult,
given the fact that the communist party could resort to force in order to
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deal with the inevitable conflicts that arise in a democracy between gov-
ernment and opposition. Furthermore, the elections had been preceded
by an intensive communist attack on ‘reactionaries’ in the FF, which
provided a stark demonstration of the BWP’s unwillingness and inabil-
ity to cooperate with ‘bourgeois’ parties.
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7
Towards Confrontation 
(October 1946–September 1947)

The period from the autumn of 1946 to the autumn of 1947 saw a
transition from a tense but not clearly defined standoff to an open
confrontation between East and West. On the international level, the
Western powers began to withdraw from Eastern Europe and to focus
their attention on preventing further Soviet expansion through a policy
of ‘containment’. This meant that in spite of the desperate appeals from
their representatives in Bulgaria, they could only support the opposition
by dramatic but ineffective public declarations. That was particularly
unfortunate, as the elections of October 1946 had demonstrated the
strength of the Bulgarian opposition and had given its leaders courage
and confidence. Stalin, for his part, began to reassess his policy of
accommodation with the West, which was causing increasing problems,
without delivering noticeable results, and to move towards a policy of
retrenchment. The internal political development of Bulgaria interacted
intensively with the great powers’ shift towards conflict. The emergence
of an open, if not entirely free, electoral competition between the com-
munists and the opposition left two alternatives open. First, it could
potentially lead to the development of parliamentary democracy, either
in the form of the communist party exercising its democratic mandate
to set up a government, which would then be held accountable by the
opposition, or in the form of a grand coalition between the two main
parties, the BWP and the BANU-NP, which clearly represented the
majority of the electorate. It could also lead, however, to an all-out con-
frontation, which could result in the destruction of the opposition. In
the course of October 1946–June 1947, both options were explored
before confrontation finally prevailed.

The disgruntled non-communist Fatherland Front parties proved to
be an important element of instability in the competition between the
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communists and the opposition. Shocked by their dismal performance
in the elections, widely attributed to their failure to offer a clear alterna-
tive to the voters, these parties were forced to redefine their position,
either by negotiating more equal coalition arrangements with the
communists or by joining the opposition. Majority opinion within
the parties favoured the latter option, increasing the confidence of the
opposition and forcing the communists into further ruthless intervention
into these parties’ internal affairs.

The opposition was elated by its performance in the elections. As
reported by Soviet intelligence, immediately after the announcement of
the results, Petkov called a meeting of his closest followers to discuss his
party’s future strategy.1 A decision was reached to begin negotiations
with the BWP on the joint formation of a new government, on the basis
that the elections had demonstrated that there were only two parties
that mattered in Bulgaria and the interests of the nation dictated that
the two should recognize each other’s strength and work together.
Petkov hoped to persuade the Western powers to make proposals to
the Soviet Union on promoting talks between the communists and the
opposition. His demands were seconded by Barnes, who argued that the
elections had demonstrated that the opposition was more than a bunch
of traitors and reactionaries, and its sizeable parliamentary contingent
could influence the policy of the government or even provide a basis for
a grand coalition. He suggested that an American approach to Moscow
could facilitate this process.2

The Western governments, moving towards the view that recognition
was inevitable, failed to exploit the opportunities presented by the elec-
tions. The British, not surprisingly, took the initiative in damping down
what remained of American willingness to intervene in Bulgaria. A
British diplomat wrote to the Foreign Office from Sofia on 7 November,
reporting Barnes’s enthusiasm about making an approach at the highest
level in Moscow and his own doubts about the wisdom of such a move.3

His doubts were shared in London, and on 14 November, the Foreign
Office wrote to Washington, rejecting an official approach, although
noting the need to be seen to be doing something, primarily in order to
ward off questions in parliament.4 Interestingly enough, Stalin probably
expected an approach from the Western powers. He was impressed by
the performance of the opposition and the relative failure of the non-
communist FF parties (a Soviet diplomat in Sofia spoke of the ‘consoli-
dation of the opposition’s position in the country’),5 and deemed it
necessary to send a personal telegram to the BWP leaders, evidently not
trusting their ability to act with the right degree of restraint in a
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complicated situation. He was concerned about the BWP’s unwillingness
to even embark on talks with the opposition. He expected the oppos-
ition to request such negotiations, whilst still retaining the hope that
the communists might be spared the embarrassment of rejecting the
approaches of what was a demonstrably popular party:

It is possible that the opposition might not suggest the formation of
a coalition government – in this case one could spit on the oppos-
ition and put the blame on it, declaring that it had not considered it
necessary to even bring up the question of a coalition government. If,
however, the opposition makes an official proposal for a coalition
government, it would be wrong to refuse to enter into negotiations.
The negotiations should be conducted in such a way as to force the
opposition to pull out, and then put the whole blame on it. How can
this be done? This is a practical problem that the Bulgarian CC
should be able to solve on its own.6

Stalin probably considered that the electoral support received by the
opposition revealed the existence of genuine grievances and that the
BWP would be rash to ignore them. (Indeed, there is some evidence that
he might have contemplated entering into unofficial discussions with
the opposition.)7 The FF had to be preserved as a means of absorbing
those grievances, indeed the communists had to treat their FF partners
with greater consideration, given that the strong-arm methods
employed against them in the past had made it impossible for them to
present a genuine alternative to the non-communist electorate and
draw it away from the opposition:

Of course, the [Bulgarian] Workers’ Party has the right to claim all the
most important portfolios. But it should also not reject its allies – the
agrarians and the others. The Fatherland Front has to be preserved.
There is a danger that the Workers’ Party, having achieved an elect-
oral victory, would start wagging its tail and become dizzy with suc-
cess and start imagining that it could do nicely without allies. That
would be completely wrong.8

The BWP leadership took Stalin’s hint, but was reluctant to go too far in
conciliating its FF allies and in dealing diplomatically with the oppos-
ition. Direct talks with the opposition failed to materialize, although
Dimitrov declared that the government was willing to welcome any
cooperative proposal ‘regardless of where it comes from’, but at the same
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time would stamp down mercilessly on any illegal activity.9 The FF
partners were treated with greater care, although the same kind of ambi-
guity could be seen. With regard to the composition of the government,
Dimitrov pointed out that although the BWP’s electoral victory entitled
it to form its own government, as the Labour party had done in Britain
in 1945, it was still committed to the principle of coalition. It was to be
a rather one-sided coalition, however, with the communists taking ten
cabinet positions, including the prime ministership, which went to
Dimitrov himself, and the ministries of interior, war, finance, trade, nat-
ural resources, education and public health. The BANU-FF received five
positions, whilst Zveno and the social democrats had to be content with
two each.

A similar uneasy compromise was reflected in the government’s pro-
gramme, although a shift towards moderation was perceptible. The
BWP’s position of strength could potentially give it the freedom to be
more flexible in its policies, or at least in its pronouncements, without
running the risk of losing control. The government promised to restore
law and order and guarantee the security of all ‘useful’ private enter-
prises. At the same time, rapid industrialization was seen as the only
solution to the country’s fundamental problems, although private
enterprise was promised a role in the new industrial undertakings.
Internationally, friendship with the USSR was to remain the cornerstone
of Bulgaria’s foreign policy, whilst all efforts were to be made to ‘nor-
malize’ relations with the United States and Britain.10

The pious hopes of accommodation soon gave way to the reality of
intensifying confrontation, which increasingly centred on the parlia-
ment. The opposition was not afraid to take the initiative in the only
forum in which it could behave with reasonable freedom. At its very first
appearance in parliament (after an impassioned debate on whether to
come at all), it challenged the legitimacy of the elections, which it
alleged had been conducted in a ‘fascist manner’, and demanded the
release of all those detained in concentration camps.11 The intransigent
stance seemed to pay off, with the release of some 500 people from the
camps and 541 from prisons.12 Dimitrov’s speech setting out the gov-
ernment’s programme was interrupted no fewer than thirty times.
Leading his party’s response to the speech, Petkov set out an all-embrac-
ing critique of the government, claiming that it represented the interests
of one party that ruled through terror and demonstrated utter incompe-
tence in its administration of the country. Whilst agreeing with the gov-
ernment’s foreign policy, he argued that the communists were damaging
the country’s interests by engaging in malicious attacks on the British
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and American democracies.13 Finding themselves in the unaccustomed
position of being the target of the combative tactics of a parliamentary
opposition, a long tradition in the turbulent history of Bulgarian
democracy, the communists found it hard to adapt. The atmosphere of
intolerance had a self-generating momentum. Dimitrov’s personal
involvement in the debates grew more intense, demonstrating that life
as a head of the Comintern had not prepared him for the heat of open
criticism. The opposition quickly discovered his short temper and did
not hesitate to challenge him personally.14 Petkov consistently came on
top in his verbal duels with Dimitrov, forcing the fuming communist
leader to lose control on a number of occasions.15

The parliamentary debates were only the visible tip of intensive polit-
ical shifts. In the course of this dynamic rearrangement of the country’s
political landscape, the opposition proved remarkably successful in
attracting popular support and in drawing the non-communist FF par-
ties to its side. The process was especially marked in the BANU-FF. In late
1946 and early 1947, the BANU-FF leader Obbov began to make increas-
ingly determined attempts to shift his party towards a more independ-
ent position. The best the leftist group could do was to delay and
sabotage the move by organizational manoeuvres.16 Obbov’s efforts
were aided by a groundswell of opinion from below. The links between
the local organizations of the two agrarian parties had never been
completely broken, and BANU-NP sympathizers exerted an increasingly
powerful pull on BANU-FF members, using the popular slogan of agrar-
ian unity. The reports of oblast directors to the minister of the interior in
early 1947 indicate a high level of concern with the situation in BANU-
FF organizations in many parts of the country.17 In the traditional
Gichev stronghold of Plovdiv, many of his supporters had ‘infiltrated’
BANU-FF organizations and steered them towards the opposition. In
Varna, both the oblast BANU-FF leadership and most of the okoliia ones
were turning towards Petkov. Obbov personally oversaw the replace-
ment of the communist-imposed okoliia leadership in the town of
Razgrad, as well as the heads of more than thirty local druzhbi. The
process was even more marked in the youth wing of the BANU-FF, which
had always been substantially weaker than its opposition counterpart,
and therefore vulnerable to its appeal. The youth wing leaderships in
five out of eight oblasti, including the largest ones in Sofia, Plovdiv and
Pleven, fell under the sway of opposition sentiment.

The BWP, plagued by the desperate appeals of the isolated BANU-FF
left-wingers, did all it could to stem the tide. In preparation for the cru-
cial BANU-FF Ruling Council (RC) meeting in May 1947, the BWP PB
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member Chervenkov sent a telegram to all BWP oblast committees with
instructions to ‘give all possible assistance and use anyone who wishes
to avoid a split … which is sought by the enemies of FF and Bulgaria’.18

In response, the committees sent detailed information on the local
agrarian balance of forces and the steps they had taken to change it.19

When in spite of the elaborate communist preparations, Obbov won a
narrow majority at the RC meeting, the communists backed a leftist
takeover of the party’s headquarters and newspaper the night after the
vote. Obbov continued his struggle for agrarian independence, but with
little tactical sense. On 9 July he declared openly to the BANU-FF parlia-
mentary group that he had come to the conclusion that a spilt was
inevitable. He urged the members of parliament to become ‘true repre-
sentatives of the will of those who have elected you’ and to prepare to
face ‘awesome’ internal and external challenges. The prominent left-
winger Traikov immediately reported the speech to Chervenkov, who
naturally considered it ‘oppositional’ and ‘defeatist’ and asked Dimitrov
whether it was to be used as a pretext to remove Obbov from the
Permanent Representation and from the council of ministers.20 Approval
was evidently granted and Obbov was purged with little overt resistance.
The new BANU-FF leaders were apprehensive, however, of the support he
enjoyed among agrarian activists in the provinces, as indicated by the
widespread purges that followed in the autumn of 1947.

The struggle between collaborationists and independents also intensi-
fied in Zveno. Dobroslavski and Trifonov, two of the handful of ‘leftists’
in the top leadership, put increasing pressure on Georgiev to eject the
‘rightists’ from the party, especially the political secretary Popzlatev and
Izgrev’s editor Yurukov. Georgiev resisted ‘stubbornly’, forcing the des-
perate ‘leftists’ to resort to a separatist takeover.21 On 30 March 1947
they organized a conference of the Sofia organization which ‘elected’
Dobroslavski as its chairman and Trifonov as his deputy. Similar confer-
ences were organized in key provincial organizations. Popzlatev and
Yurukov were shuffled aside by being dispatched as Bulgarian ambassa-
dors to foreign capitals. By then the party was in an advanced state of
decay, with membership declining from 32,010 in December 1946 to
27,910 four months later, with half of the registered members not paying
their dues or attending meetings.

The BWSDP-FF, which had stayed loyal to the ‘alliance’ with the com-
munists, experienced a similar drop in membership, from 33,499 to
28,168. Some leaders maintained contacts with the opposition social
democrats, and even contemplated a ‘unification initiative’. In practice,
they did not dare to go much beyond the usual complaints at the lack of
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fair representation and the obstacles hindering the party’s organizational
development.22

In contrast to the non-communist FF parties, the BANU-NP was grow-
ing in popularity and maintaining its unity, in spite of some factional
tensions. The elections gave a boost to the party’s membership, which
exceeded the 90,000 mark. The reports of oblast directors to the minister
of the interior for the first five months of 1947 provide a revealing if
obviously biased picture of the opposition’s enduring strength.23 In
January 1947 it was reported that encouraged by the militant behaviour
of opposition members of parliament, many BANU-NP sympathizers in
the localities had become active and had started to organize open meet-
ings, as well as continuing their more usual methods of personal agita-
tion. In March, the Burgas oblast director reported that although unable
to lead a normal organizational life, the opposition had succeeded in
organizing a few conferences and meetings attended by activists and
young people. A report summarizing the situation in the country in
April 1947 noted wide divergence between the different regions, but at
the same time identified a worrying trend of almost universal discontent
with the requisition of foodstuffs, which was generating support for the
opposition.

At the top of the BANU-NP, the old factional divide between Pladne
and Vrabcha could still be observed, but it was mainly concerned with
tactics rather than with substantive issues. The divide also reflected the
diverging temperaments of the leaders of the two factions. Petkov’s
uncompromising ideological commitment sat uneasily with Gichev’s
conciliatory and somewhat cynical approach to politics. Petkov’s fascin-
ation with heroic self-sacrifice drew on his family tradition. Both his
father and brother had fallen victim to political assassination, the first as
prime minister in 1907 and the second as BANU leader in 1924. In a
conversation with one of his supporters, Petkov revealed that he was
haunted by a sense of guilt that he had permitted the ghastly terror of
September 1944 to occur, whilst sitting as a minister in the FF govern-
ment, and could only atone for it by giving his life.24 Gichev was some-
what more willing than Petkov to keep the lines open to the
communists and took great care not to involve himself too closely with
the West. His priority was to survive the period of extremes with his
ammunition intact, hoping that the need for inspirational figures like
Petkov would pass away sooner or later, and the restoration of the nor-
mal business of party politics would allow him to resume his rightful
place as the champion of ‘moderate democracy’.25 The differences in
emphasis, however, were contained by Petkov and Gichev’s shared
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unwillingness to allow the communists to achieve a monopoly of power
in the country.26

The persistent failure of attempts to deal with the opposition by polit-
ical means prompted the communists to resort to open repression and
the masquerade of a show trial. The archives do not indicate the precise
nature and timing of the BWP’s decision-making. It seems to have been
a cumulative process, with the decision to arrest Petkov taken just days
before the actual event. The ‘military conspiracies’ which would provide
the pretext for Petkov’s arrest and trial had been under investigation
since the summer of 1946.27 The investigation against the ‘Neutral
Officer’ organization initially proceeded along the lines of the anti-
Zveno campaign, seeking to establish a rather conventional conspiracy
of reactionary officers. The role of the opposition was confined to the
somewhat nebulous influence of its press in convincing the officers of
the injustices of the FF – as if they needed any help in that regard. In
January 1947, however, the investigators began to demand confessions
of actual organizational links between the arrested officers and an
alleged military section of the BANU-NP, headed by Petur Koev, who
was arrested and interrogated in the following month. In a parallel line
of inquiry, officers accused of reviving the prewar ‘Military League’
were pressured into confessing to having links with Petkov himself.
The methods of the interrogators are indicated by the fact that
Velchev’s aide-de-camp committed suicide just hours after his arrest,
whilst the eventual star witness, Colonel Ivanov, made three attempts
on his life. In preparation for the forthcoming wave of repression, the
BWP PB substantially expanded and reorganized the central adminis-
tration of the ministry of the interior and especially the directorate of
state security.28

The international situation no longer presented significant obstacles
to the realization of the Bulgarian communists’ ambitions. The Western
governments’ attention was turning away from Eastern Europe and
towards ‘containing’ the spread of communism beyond its existing bor-
ders. The Truman Doctrine, announced on 12 March 1947, with its
emphasis on the defence of Greece and Turkey, showed clearly that the
new demarcation lines lay to the south of Bulgaria. The Western gov-
ernments’ main concern now was to conclude the peace-making process
as soon as possible so that Soviet troops would leave Bulgaria and pose
no further threat to Greece and Turkey. The peace treaty with Bulgaria
was signed on 10 February 1947, and recognition of the government
would follow almost inevitably. British recognition came immediately
after the signing of the peace treaty. The United States decided to delay
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its recognition, but it was becoming clear that such a step would be
difficult to avoid once the treaty had come into force, as it was necessary
to maintain some kind of American institutional presence in Bulgaria
following the termination of the Allied Control Commisson.29

Stalin’s policies were also shifting. Although it is difficult to follow the
exact stages, or outline the relative weight of different factors in the
process, there can be little doubt that in the summer of 1947, Stalin was
moving away from a policy of limited accommodation with the West
towards retrenchment. The reluctance of the United States and Britain
to agree to German reparations to the USSR and Washington’s unwill-
ingness to provide a reconstruction loan to Russia; America’s open
involvement in Europe as manifested by the Truman Doctrine and the
Marshall Plan; the ousting of communists from the French and Italian
governments; and the need to re-impose ideological conformity on
Soviet society, were some of the factors leading to the change of policy.
In the Balkans, the increasing American involvement in Greece made
Bulgaria a front line of defence and the Bulgarian communists could no
longer be restrained in their drive against ‘the enemies within’. Nor was
the BWP slow to link the Bulgarian opposition to external ‘reaction’; on
a number of occasions Dimitrov claimed that the opposition’s boldness
was due only to their hope of an American offensive in the Balkans. He
might have half-believed that himself: in a letter to Stalin of 31 May
1947 he expressed his fears of an intensified Western pressure;30 given
the fact that Soviet troops were due to withdraw from Bulgaria by the
end of the year, it was all the more imperative to secure the communists’
undivided control of the country.

In the summer of 1947 Stalin was largely responding to developments
rather than initiating them. His reaction to the Marshall Plan is a case in
the point. The news of Secretary of State Marshall’s speech at Harvard
was treated somewhat sceptically by Pravda on 16 June, but when two
weeks later Bevin, the British Foreign Secretary, and Bidault, the French
Foreign Minister, invited the USSR to a meeting to discuss the European
response to Marshall’s initiative, Molotov was dispatched to Paris with a
large delegation. Once they become aware that American credits were
conditional on each country disclosing its economic circumstances and
participating in a pan-European programme, the Soviets left the meet-
ing. Stalin had not yet fully made up his mind, however, as indicated by
a telegram sent to all Eastern European communist leaders immediately
after the Paris meeting. Informing the Eastern Europeans of the areas of
disagreement, he still appeared to entertain the hope that the differences
were not insurmountable and that the very fact of the USSR’s walkout

170 Stalin’s Cold War



might make Britain and France more receptive to its wishes. By 5 July,
however, he had decided not to take part in the follow-up meeting
called by Britain and France for 12 July. Specifically instructing the
Eastern Europeans not to emulate the USSR in declining the invitation,
he advised them to participate, even if only to expose to the other dele-
gates the futility of the Anglo-French plan. It was only on 8 July that he
telegraphed to the Eastern Europeans that their participation was inad-
visable, as the latest information to reach the Soviet government indi-
cated that the British and the French would not be prepared to take into
consideration the small countries’ need to retain their sovereignty, and
planned to use the European recovery plan as a cover for the creation of
a Western bloc including Germany.31

Stalin’s attitude towards the BWP’s plans for the destruction of the
opposition developed along similar lines. His initial reaction was simply
to authorize the BWP to proceed, but without drawing any general con-
clusions.32 The Bulgarian communists needed little encouragement and
could hardly wait to deal with Petkov. The United States Senate ratified
the peace treaty on 5 June, and the agrarian leader was arrested in parlia-
ment the very same day. Even in his last speech, Petkov showed an almost
missionary zeal and defiance. A few days later, 23 of his most prominent
followers were forced to resign. The possibility of retaining some sort of
‘loyal’ opposition was initially considered, and the BWP engaged in talks
with the remnants of the agrarian leadership. It proved impossible to
arrive at an agreement and by August 1947 it had been decided to disband
Petkov’s organization entirely.33 A similar development could be observed
with respect to the fate of the arrested opposition leader. The initial plan
was to sentence him to death and then commute the sentence to life
imprisonment. Petkov’s valiant conduct at the trial and the public pres-
sure exercised by Western governments on his behalf, led to a hardening
of attitudes, first in Sofia and then in Moscow.34

Western diplomatic efforts over Petkov were vague and confused,
more concerned about maintaining posture with their own public opin-
ion than changing the course of events in Bulgaria. On 7 June, John E.
Horner, Barnes’s replacement as American political representative to
Sofia (Barnes had declined an invitation by Byrnes to serve as the first US
ambassador to Bulgaria after the recognition of the government and had
left the country in April),35 asked the State Department to reconsider
their plans for recognition in view of Petkov’s arrest.36 On 9 June, a
Secretary of State’s staff meeting chaired by Dean Acheson decided that
‘the U.S. should not alter its present plan to recognize the Bulgarian
government following the coming into force of the peace treaty’.37 The
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opportunity to take advantage of the Petkov case as part of the ‘war of
nerves’ was not to be missed, however, and over the next few months it
was used extensively to expose the nature of communist domination to
public opinion in the West. Barnes’s request for permission to go back to
Sofia to try to obtain Petkov’s release was rejected.38

The strongly worded Western protests in Sofia and Moscow against
what a British note described as a ‘judicial murder’, the extensive
Western press campaign and the efforts of the local Western representa-
tives to put pressure on Dimitrov and Kolarov, did induce some doubts
into the minds of the Bulgarian communist leaders, but at the end of the
day served to aggravate Petkov’s position. The lack of consistency under-
mined whatever effect might have been achieved, and the United States’
announcement on 19 September of its intention to restore diplomatic
relations with Bulgaria tightened the noose around Petkov’s neck. The
appointment of the first US ambassador on 30 September, a week after
Petkov’s execution, could only confirm the impression of American
confusion and impotence.

The destruction of the BANU-NP effectively brought to an end the
system of ‘tolerated opposition’ that had prevailed since August 1945. In
contrast to the summer of 1945 when they had been forced to deal with
the crisis provoked by Petkov by making further concessions, the emer-
ging Cold War now allowed the Bulgarian communists to solve the
problem by sheer force. With the liquidation of the opposition, the FF
remained the only legitimate channel for political activity. The FF itself,
however, had changed irreversibly. The non-communist parties were
shadows of their former selves, and BWP members, radicalized by the
forceful suppression of the opposition, were not likely to settle easily for
another coalition. The Western powers’ inglorious acceptance of
Petkov’s execution effectively made them irrelevant to Bulgaria’s further
political development. The role of the Soviet Union, however, had yet to
be fully defined.
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8
The End of National 
Communism (September
1947–December 1948)

The Western powers’ failure to provide effective support to the opposition
in the summer of 1947 confirmed their retreat from Bulgaria, leaving the
country firmly in the Soviet zone of influence. The political supremacy
achieved by the BWP marked the end of hopes for a democratic road to
socialism. A number of questions, however, remained to be answered.
Internationally, it was still not clear whether the Soviet zone of influence
meant an alliance of like-minded states or a bloc tightly controlled from
Moscow. It still seemed possible that as long as they aligned themselves on
the Soviet Union’s side of the Cold War, the Eastern European states could
enjoy some autonomy in their foreign policy, especially in their relations
with each other and in their support of communist movements fighting
against capitalist governments across the Iron Curtain. Domestically, it
was yet to be determined whether conformity to the requirements of ideo-
logical orthodoxy left some leeway for adaptation to national conditions,
or meant a slavish imitation of the system then existing in the Soviet
Union and an acceptance of an extensive network of Soviet agents.

The destruction of the opposition and the emasculation of the
Fatherland Front parties left the BWP as the only effective political force
in Bulgaria. An acknowledgement of the factual situation could only be
made, however, after the Soviet leadership had announced its new
assessment of the international situation. Moscow’s pronouncement
came in a typically abrupt manner. In August 1947 the Eastern European
communists were informed of plans to organize an ‘exchange of opin-
ions’ in the following month.1 In fact, the meeting in the Polish resort
of Szklarska Poreba became the occasion for Andrei Zhdanov, Secretary
of the Soviet communist party’s Central Committee, to declare that the
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anti-fascist alliance forged in the Second World War had been undermined
by an imperialist offensive led by the United States. European social
democrats, previously regarded as the communists’ closest allies, were
now denounced as the most dangerous agents of imperialism, in terms
reminiscent of the ‘social fascist’ phraseology of 1928–34. Zhdanov’s
speech became the signal for the Yugoslav delegates to engage in a
severe criticism of the French and Italian communist parties for their
‘naïve’ cooperation with bourgeois and social democratic parties. The
implications for the Eastern European popular fronts were clear enough.
In order to enable the communist parties to coordinate their response to
the imperialist offensive, a Communist Information Bureau (Cominform)
was set up, with headquarters in Belgrade.

The Bulgarians fared relatively well at the Szklarska Poreba meeting. In
the pre-summit evaluations of Eastern European communist parties,
prepared by the international department of the Soviet Central
Committee, the BWP was ranked second only to the Yugoslavs in its
revolutionary activism and received fulsome praise. Zhdanov consid-
ered the report of the Bulgarian delegate Chervenkov to be pretty aver-
age, although he noted that it contained ‘an interesting review of the
political situation in Bulgaria, was self-critical, looked in detail at the
party’s objectives and at the existence of weaknesses’.2 Many Bulgarian
historians have argued that it was the formation of the Cominform in
September 1947 that caused the BWP to abandon its ‘people’s democ-
racy’ ideas.3 The facts do not bear out that contention: by September
1947, with the banning of Petkov’s party and the subordination of the
non-communist FF parties, the BWP had largely destroyed the demo-
cratic elements in Bulgaria’s political system. More specifically, the
Bulgarian report at the Szklarska Poreba meeting, prepared by
Chervenkov in consultation with Dimitrov, whilst still referring to the
importance of the FF coalition, contained measures that were likely to
lead to the communist party’s complete control over the country’s polit-
ical and economic life. The report noted that the government was to be
reorganized with the aim of achieving ‘total’ unity and the BWP’s pos-
ition in the FF was to be consolidated by repealing the parity principle.
The constitution then under consideration by the constitutional assem-
bly was to be revised by having a standing presidium instead of a presi-
dent, in line with Soviet practice. In economic policy, the report
envisaged the nationalization of ‘big industry’ and the preparation of a
five-year plan.4 The role of the Szklarska Poreba meeting was thus
mainly to authorize the Bulgarian communists to develop a more
explicit theoretical justification for the new socialist stage, on which
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they had already embarked in practice.5 Following the meeting, they
moved quickly to transform the FF into a ‘united socio-political organiza-
tion’ and to carry out the complete nationalization of industry. The weak-
ened non-communist parties accepted the changes readily enough, and
some sought to save their skin by urging an even more radical course.6

Whilst the main outlines of the Bulgarian political and economic sys-
tem had been largely settled by the end of 1947 and the beginning of
1948, it was not yet clear what degree of autonomy from the Soviet
Union the BWP would enjoy in its domestic policy and international
contacts. Indeed, Stalin’s seeming endorsement of the Yugoslavs’ fiercely
independent radicalism at the Cominform foundation meeting could
give the impression that he would welcome autonomous initiatives from
the Eastern European communist leaders. Dimitrov began drawing closer
to Tito in the summer of 1947, perhaps motivated by fear of the growing
American involvement in Greece and Turkey. He openly acknowledged
the Yugoslavs’ superior progress towards socialism and their ‘leading role’
in the Balkans. At their Bled meeting in August 1947, Tito and Dimitrov
agreed a treaty of alliance and a number of protocols for economic and
cultural cooperation. No specific agreements on a federation between
Yugoslavia and Bulgaria were reached; it was seen as a natural outgrowth
of increased cooperation rather than as a single act. The Bulgarians were
able to secure an understanding that their part of Macedonia would not
be ceded to Yugoslavia until the formation of a federation, but were
forced to take on a number of commitments with respect to that area,
including the popularization of the achievements of the Yugoslav repub-
lic of Macedonia and the teaching of the official Macedonian language.7

Stalin felt that the Bulgarians and the Yugoslavs had overreached
themselves, and delivered a formal letter to Tito and Dimitrov on
12 August 1947:

The Soviet government considers that the two governments [the
Yugoslav and the Bulgarian] have made a mistake by concluding a
pact … before the coming into force of the [Bulgarian] peace treaty,
despite the warning of the Soviet government. The Soviet govern-
ment considers that, in their haste, the two governments have aided
the work of the reactionary Anglo-American elements by giving them
an unnecessary pretext for speeding up their military intervention in
Greek and Turkish affairs against Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. … the
Soviet government has to make it clear that it cannot accept respon-
sibility for pacts of great international significance when they are
concluded without consultation with the Soviet government.8
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Although this incident was resolved amicably enough, with the Soviet
government agreeing to the conclusion of the pact after the coming into
force of the peace treaty on 15 September, Stalin was clearly becoming
wary of the radicalism of the Balkan communists.

The foundation of the Cominform intensified contacts between the
Bulgarians and the Yugoslavs. The treaty of alliance was officially signed
in November 1947, and the two countries began to move towards a fed-
eration. Dimitrov was willing to go further, as indicated by an interview
with foreign journalists in January 1948, in which he suggested that a
grand Eastern European federation, stretching from Poland to Greece,
was both feasible and necessary. One week later, the Yugoslavs stationed
two divisions in Albania to help defend her from Greek ‘reactionaries’.
Neither Tito nor Dimitrov consulted or informed Stalin.

The Soviet leader considered that the Balkan communists had once
again gone too far, and promptly summoned them to Moscow. Dimitrov
came with Kostov and Kolarov, whilst Tito sent Kardelj and Djilas.9 At
the meeting, Stalin made it perfectly clear to the Bulgarian and Yugoslav
leaders that their assessment of the international situation diverged sig-
nificantly from his own. In the process, he provided a revealing insight
into his thinking. He insisted that caution, rather than attack, was the
order of the day. The Eastern Europeans were not to engage in the export
of revolution, and had to concentrate on their domestic affairs. The
uniformly hostile image of the West was misleading. What was in fact
happening there was a battle of public opinion. Even in the United
States, the ‘moneybags’ and generals dominating the government were
seriously worried by the forthcoming presidential election. Their victory
was by no means assured, and if they did succeed, ‘it would be partly
thanks to the ammunition that we ourselves had supplied’. Similarly,
the formation of a Western bloc was subject to a bitter domestic contest-
ation, and Dimitrov’s public statement had strengthened the case of
those advocating it, by creating the impression that something similar
was being planned for Eastern Europe.10

According to Stalin, the proper way to proceed was to assess realistic-
ally the ‘correlation of forces’ at any particular point and act accord-
ingly. No ‘absolute imperative’ could be allowed to cloud the vision.
Thus, he thought that the chances of the Greek communists ever over-
throwing the government were slim, and therefore their appeals for sup-
port were to be ignored. He admitted that he had sometimes been
unduly pessimistic over the prospects of revolution abroad, as with Mao
in China, but still thought it unlikely that the British and the Americans
would allow the communists to triumph in a strategic part of the
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eastern Mediterranean.11 Similarly, a federation of several Eastern
European countries was unrealistic, as there were few things linking, for
instance, Bulgaria and Poland. A federation between Bulgaria and
Yugoslavia, on the other hand, had the required ethnic, historic and
economic prerequisites and should go ahead. Federations could also be
created between Hungary and Romania, and between Czechoslovakia
and Poland.12 A system of federations, as outlined by Stalin, might have
the advantage, from Moscow’s point of view, of resolving the national
conflicts (Macedonia, Transylvania, Teschen) that had long bedeviled
relations between neighbouring Eastern European countries and had
been making the task of imposing bloc cohesion so much more difficult.
Evidently not trusting the Bulgarians and the Yugoslavs to restrain
themselves in the future, Stalin insisted on a more direct control over
their foreign policy. Both the Bulgarians and the Yugoslavs were made to
sign declarations that they would consult the Soviet Union before
undertaking any foreign policy initiatives.13

Stalin’s meeting with the Bulgarians and the Yugoslavs brought to light
the cautious element of the complex strategy on which he had embarked
in 1947, an element that had been partially obscured by the revolution-
ary rhetoric of Szklarska Poreba. It became clear that what he had
intended with the establishment of the Cominform had been a consoli-
dation of his zone in Eastern Europe, and obstructive political action in
the West. A revolutionary offensive could help to firm up communist
power in Eastern Europe, but would become counterproductive if it
spilled over into adventures beyond the borders of the Soviet sphere of
influence. To enable him to control the Eastern Europeans more closely,
they were to be placed in a stricter hierarchical subordination to Moscow.

The Yugoslav reaction to Stalin’s orders turned a policy misalignment
into a crisis.14 Whilst the Bulgarians did what most communists would
have done in accepting Stalin’s dictums, the Yugoslavs stood their
ground. Ironically, at the meeting it had been the Bulgarians who had
come in for the most severe criticism, with the Yugoslavs being handled
rather more carefully. The Yugoslav leaders’ refusal to accept Soviet
‘advice’ led to an escalating conflict between Moscow and Belgrade. The
international department of the Soviet Central Committee brought back
from the cupboard its criticisms of the Yugoslavs’ ‘irresponsible’ attitudes
and leadership ambitions, which had been present already in the
autumn of 1947, but had not been emphasized at that point of time. As
Stalin did not wish to highlight the real point of his disagreement with
the Yugoslavs – foreign policy – in order not to demonstrate the Soviet
Union’s vulnerability, he attacked Tito on the latter’s alleged deviations

The End of National Communism 177



from Marxism–Leninism in domestic policy (a sin of which the Yugoslavs
were probably the least guilty of all the Eastern Europeans), as well as on
the more substantive grounds of secrecy towards the Soviet Union.

In order to inoculate Dimitrov against following Tito’s example, the
Bulgarian leader was given an indication quite early on, on 25 March
1948, of the ‘Trotskyite’ and ‘anti-Soviet’ statements of the Yugoslav
leadership.15 On 4 April he was sent a copy of Stalin’s second letter to
Tito.16 On 10 May Dimitrov wrote to Molotov regarding Stalin’s third
letter to Tito:

Having acquainted itself with the letter, our Politburo considers that
this remarkable Stalinist document should not only help the
Yugoslav party to get out of the blind alley into which it has been
brought by self-serving, sickeningly ambitious and careless leaders,
but it should also – especially as far as its principles are concerned –
prove to be of exceptional value to other communist parties, includ-
ing our own.17

In Tito’s case, Soviet pressure led to a fierce counter-reaction which was
eventually to take Yugoslavia out of Stalin’s grasp altogether. In
Bulgaria, the ailing Dimitrov could not offer sustained resistance; hav-
ing spent eleven years in Moscow and lived through the great purges,
he had an intimate knowledge of Stalin’s murderous power.
Furthermore, the Soviets took elaborate precautions against a possible
Bulgarian defection and most of Dimitrov’s colleagues were all too
happy to attack Tito and even, by implication, Dimitrov himself. At
the Cominform meeting in Bucharest in June 1948 organized to con-
demn the Yugoslavs, the Bulgarian representatives Kostov and
Chervenkov were subjected to a sharp questioning by the Soviets. They
were asked whether there had been any preliminary agreements
between them and the Yugoslavs regarding a Balkan federation and
why they had supported the Yugoslavs in their efforts to establish
Balkan youth and trade union organizations. The Bulgarian represen-
tatives were apparently able to allay Soviet suspicions and in their turn
complained about the treatment they had received at the hands of the
Yugoslavs.18 Kostov’s report, giving details on how Yugoslavia had tried
to subordinate Bulgaria to herself, was judged by Zhdanov to be ‘of
special significance’ and was sent by air-mail to Moscow.19 At this
stage, Stalin himself was still pleased with Kostov, as he indicated
when he confronted him with accusations of disloyalty later on, in
December 1948.20
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On their return to Bulgaria, Kostov and Chervenkov found an atmos-
phere of near panic. The CC plenary session in late June 1948, taking
place only a few days after the Cominform meeting, had an air of
unmistakable urgency and alarm. Dimitrov insisted that discussions
should be kept short and should be confined to the question of how to
break the news to the country and strengthen border security. Issues of
substance were to be left until the next CC meeting in July when the PB
would be able to present its position.21 The following few days probably
witnessed an intense power struggle within the party leadership. One
indication of Dimitrov’s declining status was the fact that he was forced
to incorporate a substantial part of Kostov’s report at the Bucharest meet-
ing into his own speech at the July CC session. Perhaps the Soviets,
impressed by Kostov’s quite genuine anti-Titoism and not realizing at
that stage that his stance was fuelled primarily by a nationalist Bulgarian
resentment of the Yugoslavs’ overweening ambitions rather than by
devotion to Moscow, were grooming him as Dimitrov’s successor, should
the old man of Bulgarian communism prove unable to mend his ways.
Dimitrov’s extensive exposition of the principle of ‘collegiality’ at the CC
session in July indicates that he was probably under attack by other
members of the PB, who were becoming increasingly impatient with his
autocratic style and had decided to seize the opportunity to reassert their
own importance. Dimitrov stressed that it was un-Bolshevik and
extremely harmful ‘to present the head of our party as almost equal to
Stalin, to describe him in the press as “great”, “a genius” and other such
nonsense. … There is only one universally recognized leader and teacher –
Stalin.’22 The Soviets might have deliberately encouraged personal con-
flicts in the BWP leadership, as they could prevent it from following the
defiant line of the largely cohesive Yugoslav party.

Dimitrov’s retreat at the CC plenary session in July 1948 took the form
of an abject criticism of his own previous ideological positions. He
declared that the theory of collaboration of classes had been fundamen-
tally wrong, reasserted the Stalinist postulate of the intensification of
class struggle with the advance towards socialism, rejected the notion of
any special Bulgarian road to socialism and declared that the BWP had
not realized the socialist potential of the September 1944 coup.23 The
pro-Titoist turn towards a ‘united socio-political organization’ pursued
since October 1947 was also severely criticized. Many CC members
pointed out that the transfer of the BWP’s functions to the framework of
the FF and the state apparatus, which that turn had involved, had gravely
weakened the party. The CC session decreed that decision-making
should henceforth be concentrated in the party organs.24
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In spite of his humiliating self-criticism at the CC session, Dimitrov
continued to maintain that ‘people’s democracy’ could represent a
means of achieving socialism without a dictatorship of the proletariat.
He argued that the protection afforded by the Soviet Union to the
Eastern European countries made it possible for the communist parties
in those countries to tolerate the existence of other parties representing
petit bourgeois strata which, whilst recognizing the communists’ lead-
ing role, could share power with them.25 It is difficult to decide to what
extent Dimitrov’s arguments represented genuine ideological convic-
tions or only a desperate desire to defend his own position in the party.
He had been personally identified with Popular Front strategies since the
1930s and was all too aware of the fact that accusations of ideological
deviation had brought down many a communist leader. Another possi-
bility was that he was simply not sure of Stalin’s real position, concealed
as it was behind a shroud of ambiguities.

Dimitrov’s PB colleagues were not particularly impressed with his
stubborn defence of the concept of ‘people’s democracy’, pointing out
that he had included in that concept ‘the elimination of the resistance
of the exploiting classes, the building of socialism, and the education of
the people in the spirit of socialism’,26 thus making it almost indistin-
guishable from a dictatorship of the proletariat. The ultimate dictum
came from Stalin himself in December 1948. He was prepared to con-
cede that the political system in Bulgaria could be somewhat more mod-
erate than the Soviet one, since the transition to socialism had not come
‘through an internal revolt [but] with the help of Soviet forces’, but was
quite insistent that the essence of the two systems was the same: a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat.27

At the BWP congress, which took place a few weeks after Stalin’s pro-
nouncement (the first congress since the party’s seizure of power in
September 1944), the party embraced all the key tenets of Stalinism,
including a five-year plan with a clear priority given to heavy industry,
and the collectivization of agriculture. The slavish declarations of loy-
alty to Stalin were an all too obvious reminder that the Bulgarian com-
munists had finally become tools of Soviet policy. Having depended on
Moscow’s help for their elevation to power in 1944 and having manipu-
lated Soviet representatives to secure support for the destruction of all
their opponents, they were hardly in a position to refuse when Stalin
demanded obedience. Having curbed their ideological ambitions, they
proceeded to turn their considerable energies to the towering practical
task of transforming Bulgaria’s social and economic landscape.
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Conclusion: Reinterpreting the
Origins of the Cold War

Our understanding of twentieth-century history is fundamentally pred-
icated on the assumptions of the underlying incompatibility of liberal
democracy and communism and of the inevitability of the Cold War
between the Western democratic powers and the Soviet Union. This
work analyses a period in which these assumptions appeared not to
hold. In 1941–47, there existed a real, if circumscribed, positive engage-
ment between communists and democratic parties in most European
countries, both in Eastern and Western Europe, and a genuine, if lim-
ited, cooperation between the United States, Britain and the Soviet
Union. Whilst this cooperation ultimately proved unsustainable, at
both the domestic and the international levels, it is important to analyse
not only the causes that led to its failure, but also the reasons for its brief
existence and its effects on subsequent developments. The analysis pre-
sented in this work can cast a new light on existing interpretations of
the origins of the Cold War, in particular with regard to the evolution of
Stalin’s strategy in the transition from cooperation with the United
States and Britain during the Second World War to ideological and
geopolitical confrontation, and his impact on communist party policy
in the complex interaction between democracy and communism in the
national political systems of European states in the aftermath of the
Second World War.

Stalin’s policy-making: Accommodation 
and retrenchment

The Soviet Union found itself in Eastern Europe in 1944–45 without
clearly defined priorities. Stalin allowed various options to be played out
and whilst retaining ultimate and discretionary control, did not wish to
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commit himself to any particular blueprint. His evident concern for the
utilization of positions captured by Soviet forces during the Second
World War vied with a desire to retain good relations with the Western
powers and to secure at least some degree of internal support in Eastern
Europe. On one hand, the unprecedented expansion of Soviet military
power created opportunities for asserting Moscow’s strategic interests
both by direct control through the occupation forces and by bringing to
power groups sympathetic to the USSR. The ideological distrust of
Western governments remained very much in evidence and reinforced
the urge to seize as much as possible, before the dividing lines had solidi-
fied. On the other hand, the Soviet Union, for the first time since its
foundation, had found itself on amicable terms with the world’s most
powerful capitalist states. Stalin was an accepted member of the ‘big
three’ and had even succeeded in bringing Roosevelt and Churchill over
to the Soviet Union (Yalta). His chronic sense of insecurity and deep-
seated inferiority complex probably made these symbolic gains all the
more significant to him. For all his ideological distrust, Stalin was not
likely to throw away lightly his elevated international position.

There were also a number of other, more tangible, factors that could
contribute to the adoption of a cooperative policy towards the West.
Stalin appears to have appreciated that democratic governments were
less likely to be aggressive towards the USSR than an ideologically driven
dictatorship like Hitler’s, or at least could be more open to pressure from
pro-Soviet public opinion. The latter had been given a major boost by
the USSR’s contribution to the defeat of Nazi Germany, and even as late
as 1948, Stalin appears to have harboured the hope that it was strong
enough to paralyse ‘reactionary’ groups, even in the United States. An
avowedly leftist government like Attlee’s Labour cabinet in Britain was
likely to find it more difficult to pursue an anti-Soviet course than, for
instance, Neville Chamberlain’s Conservative government in the 1930s.
Furthermore, in Stalin’s estimation, world capitalism had been weak-
ened by the Second World War, and Britain’s and the United States’ con-
flicting imperialist ambitions could drive them against each other. He
was thus tempted to let the new forces released by the war play them-
selves out, and tried not to forestall any options by precipitate action.
Deeply aware of the Soviet Union’s economic weakness and nursing
grandiose plans for postwar reconstruction, he sought to avoid inter-
national conflicts that could lead to the diversion of scarce resources.

On the basis of these considerations, Stalin’s plans for a postwar
world order, whilst never made fully explicit, seemed to envisage a
concert of great powers, each dominant in its neighbourhood, but
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retaining cooperative relations with each other. On Eastern Europe, he
strove to achieve recognition of his sphere of influence, but with some
role for the Western powers. In the internal politics of Eastern Europe,
Stalin’s difficult balancing act included encouraging the communists
to seize control of key levers of power, at the same time as forcing them
to allow the revival of democratic parties and cooperate with them in
broad coalitions. The communists were left to manage as well as they
could within those general parameters, with Stalin intervening only if
they overstepped the mark. Stalin’s greater control over Soviet foreign
policy and over the Eastern European communists could potentially
allow him to be more flexible than the leaders of Western democracies,
who had to gain the confidence of their legislatures and public opin-
ion and therefore had to be seen to be consistent in their policies. To
back up these compromises, which were based largely on a pragmatic
assessment of the ‘correlation of forces’, Stalin provided general and
often ambiguous ideological pronouncements. Socialism was barely
mentioned as a goal for Eastern Europe in 1944–45, the main empha-
sis being placed on constructing broad democratic coalitions with no
normative aims beyond the defeat of fascism. By 1946, socialism was
increasingly being recognized as an objective, but was to be achieved
by democratic and evolutionary means.

It is difficult not to be sceptical towards Stalin’s ‘democratic’ senti-
ments, even when expressed in his instructions to Eastern European com-
munists. These sentiments obviously sat uneasily with domestic Soviet
practice and with the ideological hostility to social democratic ‘revision-
ism’, which was a fundamental characteristic of Marxism–Leninism. It
should be recognized, however, that Marxism–Leninism (or, rather, the
vast corpus of Lenin’s writings) was not a fully coherent ideology, but a
collection of sometimes rather heterogeneous ideas that could be used to
justify pragmatic responses to particular situations. Lenin himself com-
bined a dogged constancy of aim with an almost unlimited tactical flexi-
bility. Both in his exploitation of internal political developments and in
his foreign policy, he was prepared to engage in a ruthlessly realistic ana-
lysis of the ‘correlation of forces’ and to adapt his policies accordingly. His
insistence on Bolshevik representation in the Russian Duma, against the
wishes of the party radicals, and his call for giving power to the Soviets in
1917, even before the Bolshevik party had gained full control of them,
indicate that though by no means committed to democracy, he was pre-
pared to use it instrumentally, as long as it enabled his party to increase its
political appeal. Once he realized that democratic institutions were not
delivering the expected outcomes for his party, he could easily turn
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against them. Indeed, his elitist view of politics, most clearly expressed in
his pamphlet, What is to Be Done?, published in 1902, which implied that
even the working class could not be expected to develop a socialist con-
sciousness on its own, but had to be inculcated with it from without, by
an elite group of revolutionary intellectuals, made it difficult for him to
accept some of the basic premises of democracy. Nevertheless, he recog-
nized it as a powerful force in modern politics, and was prepared to use it
when it worked to his advantage. In his foreign policy, Lenin was by no
means opposed to a rapprochement with some capitalist powers, as for
instance with Germany at Rapallo in 1922, if that helped to safeguard the
security of Soviet Russia.

Whilst in most respects Stalin was less open-minded than Lenin, in his
foreign policy he demonstrated a much greater willingness to deal with
capitalist leaders than his predecessor, who remained too much of a fire-
brand revolutionary. Stalin’s flexibility was deeply rooted in his concept
of ‘socialism in one country’. Whilst in his domestic policy, he was far
more rigid than Lenin, in his foreign policy he could be more accommo-
dating, given the fact that he did not attach supreme importance to
world revolution. For most of his political career, Stalin was content to
hold on to power in the Soviet Union and limited his foreign policy to
minimizing threats to his home-base. It was the unprecedented circum-
stances created by the threat that Nazi Germany posed to the Soviet
Union’s very existence that wrenched him out of that position. In the
face of that threat, isolation was no longer a viable option, and Stalin was
forced to engage with the capitalist world, both in 1933–41, when the
Nazi danger was serious, but still potential, and after June 1941, when it
became all too actual. Whilst the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union ini-
tially brought the communist state almost to the point of collapse, once
Soviet survival had been assured following the victory at Stalingrad, the
war provided Stalin with unprecedented opportunities. In his utilization
of these opportunities, however, he was still influenced by the primacy of
‘socialism in one country’. This had two important consequences. First,
the relatively friendly relations established with the United States and
Britain had to be preserved, even at the expense of foregoing opportun-
ities for spreading communist revolution, in order to minimize future
threats to the security of the Soviet Union. Secondly, Stalin tended to see
Eastern Europe as an environment rather different from the Soviet one,
and was therefore hesitant in applying his domestic political approaches
to it. Whilst not supporting democracy in any consistent way, he was
prepared to experiment with it in the Eastern European countries, given
the fact that their political traditions included a vigorous if not always
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completely free competition between parties. Another important factor
in this respect was the powerful democratic wave that swept across
Europe following the Second World War, with left-wing parties, includ-
ing the communists, seemingly riding the crest of the wave, in both the
eastern and the western parts of the continent.

Stalin’s experiments with democracy in Eastern Europe were also
influenced by the fact that he operated within an ideological tradition,
that of socialism, which recognized, and indeed placed an emphasis on,
the importance of freedom and democracy as means of the emancipa-
tion of man. Of course, even Marx himself was inconsistent in his sup-
port for these values, when they conflicted with the goal of proletarian
revolution (although his Hegelian dialectics, with its belief in the ultim-
ate resolution of all contradictions, probably tended to obscure these
inconsistencies). Operating in the early twentieth century and faced
with the challenge of ‘revisionism’, both in the context of European
socialism and in Russia itself, Lenin was more deeply aware of the con-
flicts between democracy and revolution, and recognized that his deter-
mined pursuit of revolution could lead to an assault on some of the
essential elements of democracy. Stalin went even further in that direc-
tion in the course of his revolutionary transformation of the Soviet eco-
nomic and social system and his elimination of the last vestiges of
democracy even within the confines of the Bolshevik party leadership.
And yet, however far Lenin and Stalin had departed from, and indeed
defined themselves against, the democratic elements of socialism, even
they could not fully escape their influence. Stalin’s domestic practices in
the Soviet Union were almost a polar opposite to democracy, and yet
even in this context, he felt compelled to maintain a democratic ideo-
logical façade, most notably with the adoption of the 1936 constitution.
Whilst the fact that the adoption of the constitution almost coincided
with the murderous great purges gave it an air of Orwellian unreality,
even this purely nominal proclamation of democratic rights pointed to
the existence of an ideological need to invent a democratic basis for the
Soviet regime. In countries beyond the USSR’s borders, the democratic
elements of socialism were much more influential, and Stalin had to
adapt to them, if he was to exert any effective influence on these coun-
tries’ political dynamics. Georgi Dimitrov’s success in gaining Stalin’s
(always tentative and conditional) support for a Popular Front policy in
the 1930s was partly due to the fact that such a policy could call upon
the democratic stands of socialism in Europe, which had been reinvigo-
rated by the threat posed to Nazism to all forms of democratic expres-
sion. The revival of the Popular Front policy after June 1941 was also
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based partly on the ideological hope that socialism and democracy
could become compatible. Whilst Stalin always harboured a deep scep-
ticism about the viability of democratic socialism, to the extent that he
wished to experiment with it his acknowledged position as the
guardian of Marxist–Leninist orthodoxy could give him the latitude to
depart from the orthodoxy’s own norms. His ideological pronounce-
ments on the development of democratic institutions in Eastern Europe
were never, however, codified into a coherent system. He did not inte-
grate them with other elements of his ideology, thus leaving in place a
fairly eclectic collection of ideas rather than a genuine synthesis.
Furthermore, the fact that his advocacy of democracy was driven largely
by the desire to exploit democratic institutions to achieve his own aims
prevented him from developing any genuine normative commitment to
democracy. Since the essence of democracy lies in the acceptance of out-
comes that may not be favourable to one’s own interests, Stalin’s will-
ingness to resort to democratic instruments when he believed that they
could work to his benefit, and to discard them when they failed to
deliver, was an indication of his fundamental inability to accept some of
the founding principles of democracy.

Lacking a clear ideological basis, Stalin’s complex strategy could be
sustained only for a couple of years, before collapsing under the weight
of its own contradictions and the dynamics of domestic and inter-
national conflicts. Whilst the deep discrepancies between the policy
Stalin was following abroad and the system in existence in the Soviet
Union always placed a question mark over the viability of his experiments
with democracy in Eastern Europe, the failure of these experiments
was also influenced by the fact that Stalin showed himself incapable
of the realistic judgement and willingness to compromise which they
demanded. Indeed, with his cruelty, suspiciousness and paranoid urge
for control, he played a key role in the destruction of democracy in
Eastern Europe. Another important factor was the dismal incapacity of
the native communist parties to make democracy work. Stalin’s interac-
tion with the Bulgarian communists demonstrates this rather well.

Democracy and communism in Bulgaria

The Soviet army found itself in September 1944 in a country with long-
standing, but fragile, democratic traditions. Even since the establishment
of a modern Bulgarian state in the late nineteenth century, the holders of
state power, committed to nation-building and modernization in an
egalitarian society of peasant smallholders, had found themselves in
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constant tension with the pressures of popular participation. The politi-
cal dynamics of 1944–47 could thus be seen as yet another phase in a
long-standing authoritarian-democratic cycle. The collapse of the
authoritarian regime was more or less inevitable in 1944, following its
failure to deliver on its nationalist promises, but an orderly transfer of
power to a democratic party with a broad popular appeal, such as the
agrarian party – similar to the transfer that had taken place after the First
World War – could have been accomplished, and indeed was the more
likely scenario, but for the Bulgarian governments’ gross mismanage-
ment of the country’s exit from the war, Western passivity and Stalin’s
skilful exploitation of the opportunities presented to him.

The collapse of the authoritarian regime thus came about unexpectedly,
primarily as a result of external pressure. As it had not been preceded by
any significant political mobilization, the fall of authoritarianism was fol-
lowed by a period of political vacuum, during which the communist party
operated as the only organized force. Had the communists seized the
initiative – as the Bolsheviks had done in similar circumstances in
November 1917 – they might have managed to capture exclusive power.
In fact, Soviet pressure, and some awareness of their own weaknesses,
forced them to abandon their utopian leap and allow the democratic
revival to proceed. Stalin’s instructions compelled them to accept the exist-
ence and the growth of other political parties. Even in the state apparatus,
supposedly a communist stronghold, they were forced, until the summer
of 1946, to tolerate a number of independent agencies. The army, a most
important instrument of power, remained largely in the hands of non-
communists. The restraint imposed on local administrators and the police
allowed non-communist political parties to revive and challenge the com-
munist position in the state institutions, resting as it did on dubious
resistance claims and slender political foundations.

In political terms, the communists’ attempts to work together
with non-communist democratic parties within the framework of a
‘closed’ national front coalition in September 1944–August 1945, and
then in a more open system, with a tolerated opposition, in August
1945–September 1947, ultimately ended in failure. The communists had
good reasons to be satisfied with their performance in the system of lim-
ited democracy, having succeeded in developing a mass party organiza-
tion and in gaining a majority of votes in the admittedly less than free
elections of 1946. They felt threatened, however, by the challenge posed
by the agrarian party, which could appeal to a much larger potential
constituency, including not only the country’s peasant majority, but
also the mass of petit bourgeois in the towns. Petkov’s impressive success
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in the political mobilization of these social strata, culminating in the
capture of 28 per cent of the vote in the 1946 elections, only a year after
the official recognition of his party and in the face of the formidable
obstacles placed in his path by the BWP, demonstrated that this chal-
lenge was all too real. Another important factor was the communists’
ultimate inability and indeed unwillingness to accept the normal oper-
ation of parliamentary democracy, in which the government of the day
is challenged by a vigorous opposition. The ideological lenses through
which they viewed the opposition led them to see it at best as an irritat-
ing complication, and at worse as agents of class enemies and foreign
powers. Finally, the years of underground struggle and wartime resist-
ance had radicalized the communist cadres and inclined them to see the
use of force as an effective solution to political problems. Given the
influence of these factors, it is probably not surprising that the commun-
ist party ultimately moved to destroy the system of limited democracy
with the judicial murder of Petkov, the banning of all opposition parties
and the emasculation of the ‘loyal’ non-communist parties. The BWP’s
victory proved, however, to be rather hollow. The party had won a
monopoly of power, but only at the price of abandoning the attempt to
gain the confidence of most of the politically active segments of the
nation, and of making itself dependent on a foreign state.

The inability of Bulgarian communists to make a success of democ-
racy was demonstrated most dramatically in the case of Georgi
Dimitrov. Having played a central role in the development of the
Comintern’s Popular Front policy in the 1930s, and in its revival after
the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, and enjoying,
unlike his parochial Bulgarian comrades, an unrivalled international
perspective and a unique insight into Stalin’s policy-making, Dimitrov
nevertheless proved unable to accept the challenges of democratic pol-
itics in his home country. His notion of a united front, in which agrar-
ians and other democratic parties would meekly accept communist
leadership, had been born in the unusual circumstances of the
September 1923 rebellion in Bulgaria, in which the weakness of the
agrarians had indeed allowed the communists to assume the leadership
of a popular uprising against a repressive right-wing regime. The notion
of communist supremacy could not be sustained, however, in a system
that was even partially democratic and allowed the agrarian party to
engage in political mobilization. Given the agrarians’ broad appeal,
long-standing commitment to the democratic system and significantly
greater experience of operating within it, they were unlikely to consent
to the leading role of the communist party, especially since they had a
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vision of social reform that differed considerably from the communists’
proletarian revolution. Faced with an agrarian party that was unwilling
to subordinate itself to the communists, Dimitrov reacted by supporting
intrigues which led to the ejection of representative agrarian leaders
such as Dr. G. M. Dimitrov and Nikola Petkov from their party, and the
elevation of leaders who were effectively communist puppets. When
these manoeuvres misfired, leading to the creation of a strong opposi-
tion agrarian party led by Petkov, Dimitrov proved unable to establish a
working relationship with it. His authorization of the judicial murder of
Petkov in 1947 and the suppression of the opposition, demonstrated the
bankruptcy of his Popular Front ideas, and led naturally to the estab-
lishment of a one-party monopoly of power and ultimately to the full-
blown emulation of the Soviet model. Whilst there was a tragic element
in Dimitrov’s humiliating self-criticism in 1948, by that point he had
already largely destroyed his own legitimacy as an advocate of any form
of genuine democracy.

The political dynamics of Bulgaria’s postwar transition demonstrated
the incompatibility of communist revolutionary transformation and
democratic participation, in a situation in which the smallholding peas-
ant majority had not been disrupted by war and even enjoyed a moderate
degree of economic prosperity. Barrington Moore’s view of the revolu-
tionary potential of the peasantry1 does not appear to be justified in the
Bulgarian case. In economic terms, as John Lampe has pointed out, the
assumption that peasant smallholdings were necessarily inefficient and
doomed to disappear, had been disproved by the calculations of contem-
porary Bulgarian economists.2 In the 1920s and the 1930s, peasant small-
holders demonstrated an impressive ability to adapt to changing market
conditions and to form voluntary cooperative associations.3 The commun-
ists’ policy of food requisitions and later collectivization had little to offer
such smallholders. Politically, the peasants’ tradition of political mobi-
lization through the agrarian party made the majority of them immune to
the appeal of the communists. At the same time, however, Bulgaria’s post-
war transition demonstrated the validity of Moore’s contention that
democracy is difficult to sustain in the absence of middle-class leadership.
The peasant majority, whilst eager to participate in the democratic
process, proved unable to defend the institutions of democracy against a
determined communist assault. Scattered in their villages, the peasants
were relatively easy to mobilize in opposition to the government, but
quick to retreat when faced with organized force emanating from the
urban centres. Only an independent middle class could have organized
the peasant majority into an effective political movement, which could

Conclusion 189



contain the communists’ drive for power. The weakness of the middle
class in Bulgaria, due both to structural reasons related to the country’s
delayed modernization and to the specific circumstances of the Second
World War, in the course of which the middle-class elite lost control over
the state apparatus for the first time since the formation of a modern
Bulgarian state, opened the way for the communists, who could use the
hold over state institutions which they had acquired rapidly following the
lifting of Stalin’s veto, to achieve a monopoly of political power, and on
that basis, to undertake a social and economic revolution.

Bulgaria and the great powers

The increased political competition in 1945–47 served to intensify
domestic conflict in Bulgaria and draw in the great powers. Both the
communists and the opposition entertained ambitions of becoming the
country’s leading political force, and had some genuine support to jus-
tify them, but as neither could achieve these aspirations on its own,
both were driven to seek great power support. There was little horizon-
tal integration or national solidarity among the Bulgarian political par-
ties, a pattern reinforced by the demoralization resulting from the
country’s inglorious conduct in 1941–44, when it seemed to succumb
without resistance to any great power whose troops happened to be in
the vicinity. Whilst both the communists and their opponents were able
to gain backing from the great powers, the former proved much more
successful in that endeavour. The communists were able to exploit the
conceptual and institutional gaps in the Soviet policy-making process to
win support for their parochial goals. The unwieldy package of parallel
and sometimes contradictory policies allowed them to pick and choose
the ones which suited them, whilst the cumbersome structure of Soviet
bureaucracy, combining numerous agencies with overlapping and even
conflicting competencies at the bottom, with extreme centralization at
the top, provided opportunities for both ‘domesticating’ Soviet repre-
sentatives on the ground and circumventing them by appealing directly
to Stalin. Dimitrov’s role proved crucial in that regard. As General
Secretary of the Comintern in 1935–43 and head of the international
department of the Soviet Central Committee in 1943–45, Dimitrov had
exercised a largely moderate influence upon Stalin; his transplantation
to Bulgaria, however, and bitter involvement in the country’s political
conflicts, meant that his influence over Stalin after 1945 pointed in an
increasingly radical direction. Whilst the effect of Dimitrov’s own ideo-
logical evolution on Stalin should not be overestimated – Stalin had
always been the dominant partner in their relationship and had used
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Dimitrov as an instrument of his changing policy priorities – the fact
that even Dimitrov, who had played a leading role in the creation of the
Popular Front strategy, could not make it work in his native country, no
doubt reinforced Stalin’s instinctive suspicions of the capacity of commu-
nist parties to function effectively in a democratic system.

The Soviet representatives in Bulgaria and even the foreign ministry
bureaucrats in Moscow were kept largely ignorant of Stalin’s complex
policies. Stalin’s methods of work – long periods of passivity, punctuated
by heavy-handed policy decisions, which were given an often ambigu-
ous ideological justification – left his subordinates in continuing sus-
pense. Given the fact that most of them were pitifully ill prepared for
Bulgaria, all that Soviet representatives could do was to rely on the local
communists to act as their eyes and ears, and indeed to take the initia-
tive and responsibility for potentially dangerous actions. Isolated from
the population and from their Western colleagues, divided into compet-
ing branches with little cross-flow of information, Soviet representatives
could do little more than supply the leadership in Moscow with narrow
and biased information.

The intransigence of the Bulgarian communists and the local Russian
representatives made all Soviet concessions seem half-hearted. Indeed, it
is doubtful whether what appeared ‘moderate’ to Stalin himself was
likely to be acceptable to the Western powers. The latter were far from
mollified by Soviet concessions, and in 1945–46 continued to demand
substantial changes in the balance of power in Bulgaria. Indeed, the very
existence of opposition parties in Bulgaria seemed to spur on, and pro-
vide a justification for, Western involvement.

By mid-1947 Stalin was faced with a situation in which communist
parties in Bulgaria, and indeed across Eastern Europe, had achieved
neither complete control nor widespread support, whilst communist
parties in Western Europe were being ejected from power. In the realm
of great power relations, Soviet ‘concessions’ had failed to make an
impression on the American and British governments. The postwar flex-
ibility had thus worked to the disadvantage of the Soviet Union, and a
swing back towards the usual operating modes of the Stalinist system
proved to be an attractive option. In the political systems of the Eastern
European countries, a communist party monopoly of power was seen as
both a practical and an ideological necessity, whilst in the international
arena, the policy of limited accommodation with the West gave way to
retrenchment. Whilst Stalin was influenced by a number of factors, his
role was of decisive importance in finalizing the crucial decisions on
the destruction of democracy in Eastern Europe and the launch of the
Cold War.’
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Western policy-making was more consistent than Stalin’s in ideologic-
al terms, given the clearly articulated commitment to democracy by the
United States and (to a lesser extent) Britain, but was perhaps less
adroitly managed, at least with respect to Bulgaria. Prior to September
1944, the Western powers perceived themselves to be bearing primary
responsibility for Bulgaria, which was at war with them but not with the
Soviet Union, but did not take sufficiently active measures to conclude
an armistice with the country. They then fought to preserve a role in the
armistice negotiations, and later in the Allied Control Commission.
Their local representatives soon attached themselves to the opposition
and focused on Bulgaria to the detriment of the overall picture. The
American and British governments initially hoped to maintain cooper-
ation with Moscow, but gradually succumbed to the dichotic images
coming from the field. Given the prior ideological commitment to
democracy, the impact of reports on the Bulgarian communists’ repug-
nant practices (and the assumed or actual Soviet backing for them) on
American policy-making was considerable. The high moral imperatives
of American diplomacy, however, tended to push it from one extreme to
another, first insisting on thorough-going political changes in Bulgaria
and when they proved impossible, pulling out of the country altogether.
The British were more sceptical from the beginning, and were not unduly
surprised by the dismal outcome. Even in their case, however, the hope
of maintaining Bulgaria as some sort of a buffer state in the Balkans,
whilst strategic in origin, was translated from time to time into involve-
ment in domestic conflicts.

Once the geopolitical dividing lines had set in, the importance of
Bulgarian political actors and their ability to influence the great powers
declined rapidly. The opposition’s destruction caused little stir in the
West, and the communists, whilst able to achieve complete power in
Bulgaria, found themselves placed in strict subordination to Stalin. The
tail did perhaps wag the dog, but found itself the loser in the process.

Rethinking the origins of the Cold War

The evidence presented in this book demonstrates the inadequacy of
dichotic interpretations of the Soviet role in the genesis of the Cold War.
Whilst both the traditionalist and the revisionist interpretations identify
key influences which went into the making of Soviet policy, the former,
Stalin’s ideological hostility towards the West and his determination to
make the communist parties a permanent feature of the Eastern European
political landscape, and the latter, the Soviet leader’s defensiveness and
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propensity to react rather than take the initiative, both perspectives tend
to treat the elements on which they focus as the single determining fea-
ture of Soviet foreign policy, in an elusive quest for a neat and simple
explanation. In fact, it seems that there was no single Soviet foreign policy.
Soviet policy was driven by contradictory impulses and was often unco-
ordinated, in both conceptual and institutional terms. It aimed both at
promoting the interests of the Soviet Union, sometimes defined rather
broadly, and at the minimization of the possibility of conflict with the
capitalist powers. The Second World War, with its unprecedented threats
and opportunities, exacerbated these inherent contradictions. The limita-
tions of the traditionalist and revisionist perspectives stem from the fact
that they fail to recognize the dynamic character of Soviet policy before,
during and immediately after the war. The traditionalist view focuses on
the end results, namely the fact that by 1947–48 Stalin had suppressed all
notions of cooperation with the United States and Britain and all forms of
democracy and autonomy in Eastern Europe, and considers that these
outcomes reveal the hidden ‘core’ of Soviet foreign policy throughout the
period. The revisionists, by contrast, concentrate on the cooperative
aspects of Stalin’s complex and tentative approach to the challenges
brought about by the war, and declare them to be the true ‘nature’ of his
policy. Both interpretations are over-deterministic, and do not recognize
that even a system as rigid as Stalinism could pursue complex policies,
although ultimately it found it impossible to sustain them.

The evidence analysed in this work indicates that ideology played an
important role in determining Soviet policy. Stalin consistently pro-
vided ideological grounds for the policy decisions that he took, both in
the international arena and in relation to the domestic political dynam-
ics of Eastern (and Western) Europe. In an essentially ideocratic system,
Stalin’s power over Soviet officials and foreign communists rested to a
considerable extent on his role as a ‘philosopher-king’. The significance
of ideology might be seen as providing support to the traditionalist
interpretation of the origins of the Cold War, which, for the most part,
perceives Stalin as an ideologically driven dictator, committed to the
spread of communism across the world. In fact, Stalin’s ideology was
rather complex and ambivalent, and whilst it certainly contained elem-
ents that could provide a basis for a crusade against the capitalist West,
it also included aspects that could lead to cooperation. An analysis of
Stalin’s ideological pronouncements could thus give credence not only
to the traditionalist, but also to the revisionist view, although ultim-
ately, the commitment to a communist revolution in Eastern Europe
proved more powerful than the tentative democratic ideas.
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The present study also demonstrates the role of security in shaping
Stalin’s policy in the pre-war, wartime and postwar periods. Stalin’s pur-
suit of collective security and his attempts to influence the domestic
political dynamics of European countries in 1933–39 were driven by the
need to forestall a Nazi attack on the Soviet Union. His cooperation with
the United States and Britain after June 1941 was based on the impera-
tive of destroying the Nazi war machine and of creating a postwar world
order in which the USSR would not have to face serious threats from the
capitalist great powers. His efforts to direct the postwar political devel-
opment of the Eastern European countries were aimed mainly at creat-
ing a security zone along the USSR’s western borders and were seen by
him as compatible with the need to preserve good relations with the
Western powers. The importance of security could lend support to
the revisionist perspective on the genesis of the Cold War, which puts
the emphasis on the limited nature of Stalin’s ambitions and on his reac-
tions to American aspirations for global leadership. And yet, Stalin’s pur-
suit of security could also be perceived as threatening by the West.
Whilst he hoped that his sphere of influence in Eastern Europe would be
recognized by the United States and Britain, in exchange for a similar
Soviet recognition of a Western zone of influence in other parts of
Europe, his assertion of Soviet dominance over Eastern Europe was also
driven by the wish to insure himself against the possibility of failure of
his cooperation with the United States and Britain. His compulsive urge
for control took him too far, however, and fatally undermined his rela-
tions with the Western powers, thus producing the very outcome
against which he had sought to insure himself. In spite of his desire to
appear moderate, the methods he used or allowed the local communists
to use in Eastern Europe convinced governments and public opinion
not only in the United States and Britain, but also in the Western
European countries, that they were faced with a ruthless totalitarian
regime, which posed a fundamental threat to the independence and
democratic institutions of European nations. In this process, it is pos-
sible to observe the intertwining of security and ideological factors, and
the close interaction of domestic and international conflicts.

One of the most important findings of this work is the uncovering of
the intensity and vigour of domestic political competition in postwar
Bulgaria, and the extent to which its dynamics was autonomous from
the great powers and indeed drew them in. The first years after the war
witnessed a genuine clash between political parties in Bulgaria, which,
whilst not entirely democratic, depended crucially on the parties’ abil-
ity to attract and maintain popular support. The vitality of political

194 Stalin’s Cold War



competition in Bulgaria (and indeed Eastern Europe as a whole, as
would be shown in the next section) bore remarkable similarities to
that in Western Europe in the same period, a fact that has not been rec-
ognized widely in the Cold War literature. In the interaction between
Bulgarian domestic actors and the great powers, it is possible to
observe the same process of ‘empire by invitation’, which Lundestad so
incisively identified in the relationship between Western Europe and
the United States. Much as centrist policy-makers in Western Europe
sought to secure American involvement in order to deal with chal-
lenges from the communist left and the nationalist right, both the
communists and the opposition in Bulgaria sought to obtain great
power support in order to achieve dominance in their national polit-
ical system. The United States and Britain’s withdrawal from Eastern
Europe spelled the doom of the opposition’s efforts to include Bulgaria
into a Western sphere of influence. The Bulgarian communists, by con-
trast, proved successful in their endeavour to anchor the country
firmly within the Soviet bloc and were more than willing to accept the
sacrifices of autonomy which this process ultimately demanded.

One of the consequences of the existence of a limited democratic sys-
tem in Bulgaria in the postwar years was that political pluralism acted as
a constraint on the policy-making discretion of executives, both in
Sofia and in Moscow, not only by limiting their power over political
parties in Bulgaria, but also, more indirectly, through the activities of
members of the Bulgarian government who sympathized with the oppos-
ition or a least wished to achieve an understanding with it. The most
prominent example of the former effect was the opposition’s successful
efforts to scupper the implementation of the Moscow decisions in early
1946, in spite of the best efforts of the Bulgarian and Soviet govern-
ments. The most dramatic instance of the latter effect was the post-
ponement of the Bulgarian elections in August 1945, which demonstrated
the role that non-communist FF ministers could play in forcing the
hand of the Bulgarian and indeed Soviet governments. The role of demo-
cratic constraints in postwar Bulgaria had some similarities with the
impact of democratic competition on policy-makers in Western Europe
and the United States, which has been investigated extensively in the
Cold War historiography and has been seen as a unique feature of
Western liberal democratic systems. There were also, of course, important
differences. The insistence of Bulgarian communists on playing a lead-
ing role in the government meant that the influence of democratic con-
straints was rather limited, whilst within the Soviet Union itself, Stalin
did not have to contend with any democratic institutions, although he
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was sometimes constrained by the bureaucracy of the increasingly com-
plex Soviet system and, more subtly, by his role as the leader of the ideo-
logically guided Bolshevik party. The main difference, of course, was
that whilst in Western Europe and in the United States, democratic com-
petition continued to flourish after the onset of the Cold War (although
in Western Europe, the exclusion of communists from power meant that
a significant part of the electorate was deprived of any real influence on
government policy, a limitation most noticeable in countries with large
communist parties, such as Italy and France), the Bulgarian communists
and Stalin reacted to (or rather, in the case of the former, anticipated)
the global conflict by destroying the democratic system in Bulgaria. This
meant that after 1947, neither Bulgarian nor Soviet decision-makers
were able to benefit from the constraints, but also the opportunities,
that democratic competition provided to their counterparts in Western
Europe and the United States, a point so convincingly made by Gaddis.
The absence of democratic legitimacy and pluralist controls meant that
communist systems remained fragile and vulnerable throughout the era
of the Cold War and proved unable to adapt to changing circumstances.
And it was that internal weakness and rigidity that ultimately led to
their ignominious and rapid collapse in 1989–91.

Comparative analysis

To what extent does the trajectory established in the case of Bulgaria –
an unstable limited democracy disintegrating under its own impetus
and involving the great powers in its collapse – apply to other Eastern
European countries? Whilst this problem cannot yet be analysed com-
prehensively, as there have been only a limited number of monographs
on individual countries based on archival documents that have become
available since 1989, it is possible to outline the main trajectories expe-
rienced by the various Eastern European countries.

In the domestic politics of these states, the trajectory identified in the
case of Bulgaria – a window of opportunity at the point of the Soviet
army’s entry into the country, when the communists were the only
organized force on the ground and could have seized undivided power,
but were generally prevented from doing so by Stalin; followed by a
period of genuine, if limited, democracy; and finally a communist
monopoly of power achieved through the use of the state apparatus –
was replicated in many other countries. With respect to the initial
period, for instance, Swain notes that in the case of Czechoslovakia ‘the
Communist Party could have seized complete power in 1945 had so it
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wished’,4 while in Hungary, the communists had sought to dominate
the political scene, until instructed by the party leaders who had
returned from Moscow ‘that this revolutionary behaviour had to stop’.5

The countries in which this trajectory did not apply fully include
Yugoslavia and Albania, where there was no significant democratic
phase, and Poland and Romania, where the communists would have
found it extremely difficult to establish sole control at the moment of
the Red Army’s entry, confronted as they were by a vast and well-organ-
ized underground resistance in one case, and a virtually intact army and
state bureaucracy in the other. Whilst a common trajectory can be estab-
lished for many countries in Eastern Europe, the timing and nature of
developments differed considerably from case to case.

In countries in which there was a strong anti-Russian nationalist sen-
timent, the democratizing phase proved particularly difficult for the
communists. In the Soviet occupation zone in Germany, for instance,
Norman Naimark incisively documents the extent to which the Red
Army’s behaviour in the course of the war inhibited the efforts of
German communists to gain support after the conflict had ended.6 To
take another example, the dismal performance of the Hungarian com-
munist party in the first democratic elections after the war, in which
they gained a mere 17 per cent of the vote, was probably influenced by
the widespread repugnance felt towards the Russians, due both to his-
torical reasons and to the fact that the Soviet army’s occupation of
Hungary had involved bitter military conflict. In cases in which the
communist party was able to identify with a broadly pro-Russian senti-
ment, it could expect to gain a respectable share of the vote, as did the
Czechoslovak party in the free elections of May 1946, and the Bulgarian
one in the partially free elections of October 1946.

The pre-war political constellations, especially the relative strength of
communist, social democratic and agrarian parties, were an important
factor influencing developments in the postwar era. There were, of
course, significant changes, in particular, the heightened appeal of the
communists, due both to their position as the party of power, which
enabled them to attract the numerous opportunists who traditionally
swelled the ranks of governing parties in Eastern Europe, and to more
idealistic reasons, such as their often heroic role in the anti-fascist resist-
ance and their bold programmes for postwar reconstruction. Another
important change was that the removal of most of the right-wing and
conservative parties from the political arena that left a large rudderless
constituency, for the allegiances of which the left-wing parties could
compete (a competition in which the agrarians and the social democrats
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were placed considerably better than the communists). In spite of these
changes, however, it can be observed that in countries in which the
social democrats had been strong relative to the communists before the
war, they maintained a powerful presence in the postwar period. In
Poland, the social democratic party retained rough parity with the com-
munists until at least 1947 (in January 1947, the social democrats
had 438,871 members, compared to the communists’ 555,880;7 by
December 1947, social democratic membership was reported to have
reached 750,000,8 compared to 820,786 for the communists).9 In
Czechoslovakia, the two socialist parties, the National Socialists and the
Social Democrats, garnered 24 per cent and 16 per cent of the vote
respectively in the Czech lands, compared to 40 per cent for the com-
munists, in the free elections of May 1946,10 whilst in Hungary, the
social democrats achieved exactly the same percentage of the vote
(17 per cent) as the communists in the free elections of November
1945.11 By contrast, the Bulgarian social democrats, who had been quite
weak before the war, were never able to overcome their marginality.
Turning to the agrarian parties, it is possible to observe that the
Bulgarian, Hungarian and Polish agrarians, who had been powerful polit-
ical players in their countries in the pre-war period,12 were able to recover
their positions after the war, and indeed, sometimes augment them, as in
the case of the Hungarian smallholders’ party, which captured 57 per
cent of the vote in the November 1945 elections,13 partly due to the fact
that it received the support of virtually all voters who favoured what Gati
describes as a bourgeois-democratic path of development.14

The social structures of the Eastern European countries had a complex
impact on their postwar political evolution. A large established industrial
working class could prove a source of strength for both social democratic
and communist parties, as in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia,
whilst the first generation immigrants from the village who formed the
bulk of the small Bulgarian and Romanian working class were potentially
more open to the appeal of the communists (although Romania did
develop quite a strong social democratic party and its communist party
was a negligible force until 1944). A peasant majority introduced an elem-
ent of uncertainty in the political situation: it could be mobilized by the
traditional agrarian parties on a vast scale, and yet was quick to retreat
when faced with determined repression. The size and the mores of the
middle class (white collar workers, independent proprietors, intellectu-
als) were of considerable importance. The proportion of the middle class
varied considerably from country to country, from nearly half of the pop-
ulation in Czechoslovakia15 to less than 15 per cent in Bulgaria,16 and its
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relative size was a good indicator of the preference for evolutionary poli-
tics. In cases in which the middle class had either sprung from the gen-
try, or attempted to emulate its mores,17 as in Poland, Hungary and
(partly) Romania, resistance to communism was bitter and sustained. In
cases in which the middle class had originated primarily from officials,
artisans and the peasantry, as in Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and (partly)
Czechoslovakia, its susceptibility to communist programmes of state-led
modernization was more pronounced.

Variations in wartime experience exerted a significant influence on
the countries’ postwar political dynamics. States that had participated
actively in the war on either side of the conflict, in the pursuit of what
they believed to be a fundamental national interest, tended to offer sus-
tained opposition to Russia and the communists after the war (although
more so in the case of Poland, the victim of the Nazi-Soviet pact, than in
those of Hungary and Romania), whilst countries that did not partici-
pate in the confrontation of the great powers during the war and sought
to weather the storm, such as Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria, proved
reluctant to resist the encroachments of Moscow. The existence of a
strong communist-led resistance movement during the war tended to
limit the communists’ willingness to experiment with democracy. The
communist parties that had organized an active wartime resistance were
to prove most ruthless in eliminating their opponents by force and in
their repugnance for democracy after the war, as in Yugoslavia, Albania
and partly Bulgaria, whilst in Poland, the communist party’s limited
resistance record and patriotic legitimacy made it imperative to use pri-
marily political means for gaining power, although a hard-line crack-
down on the underground opposition was also undertaken.18 In
counties with no significant resistance activity during the war, such as
Hungary, Romania and Czechoslovakia (with the exception of the
Slovak uprising), both the initial seizure of power and the ending of the
democratic phase took place with relatively little violence.

As with regard to the internal political dynamics, there are interesting
similarities and contrasts between Bulgaria and other Eastern European
countries in terms of their interaction with the great powers in 1941–47.
The extent and nature of Soviet involvement depended on a number of
factors, including the progress of military operations, a country’s stra-
tegic importance for the defence of the USSR’s western frontiers, and the
perceived attitude of the population. Poland and Romania were vital to
Soviet security, and had to be tightly controlled, regardless of all other
considerations. Bulgaria, whilst not directly bordering on the USSR, was
important as an outpost to the Straits and as a frontline against British
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and American presence in Greece. Czechoslovakia and Hungary, by con-
trast, whilst useful for the control of central Europe and for the preser-
vation of links with the Soviet zones of occupation in Germany and
Austria, were not of direct relevance to the defence of the USSR. In gen-
eral, it seems that in the countries in which the Soviet Union had a
direct strategic interest, Stalin was more willing to lend an ear to the
communist parties’ appeals for a quicker and more resolute establish-
ment of control, whilst in Czechoslovakia and Hungary, he preferred a
more evolutionary and parliamentary road to power.19 With regard to
the attitude of the population, the historic anti-Russianism of Poland
and Romania made it highly improbable that democratic competition
in these countries would produce governments acceptable to Moscow,
and when combined with the strategic importance of these states, it
made their democratic phase stillborn from the very beginning. In
Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia, on the other hand, the largely pro-Russian
public opinion could be expected to gravitate spontaneously towards
the USSR. The observance of democratic norms in these two countries
could serve Soviet interests, and where the local communists proved
reluctant to observe them, as in Bulgaria, they could be forcefully
brought into line. A genuine democratic competition in Hungary was
unlikely to prove a very congenial environment for the communist
party, but given the country’s marginal importance to the Soviet Union,
and the effect developments there might have on the political dynamics
of Austria and Germany, countries in which the Soviet Union controlled
only limited occupation zones and had to compete for influence with
the Western powers (Czechoslovakia had an equal, if not more import-
ant, demonstration effect), Stalin could afford to take the risk.

The Western powers, for their part, did not manifest much consistency
in focusing on individual Eastern European countries and supporting the
local democratic parties in their struggles with the communists. Some of
the factors which prompted Western interest were contingent, such as
the development of military operations; the need to manage a country’s
exit from the war and to secure participation in the Allied Control
Commissions and in the making of peace treaties; or government recog-
nition, as in Poland in 1943–45, and in Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania
in 1944–47; or any particularly repugnant acts of communist brutality.
Some more long-term factors, such as a country’s strategic importance to
the West and the need to demonstrate an ideological commitment to
democracy, also exerted an influence. The strategic factor seemed to
operate with particular strength in Southeastern Europe, due to direct
British and later American involvement in Greece and Turkey. Western
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representatives in the Eastern European countries could play a critical
role in shaping their governments’ assessment of the situation in these
states and in triggering interventions aimed at stemming communist and
Soviet encroachments. Barnes’s mercurial activism in Bulgaria was
matched by that of ambassador Lane in Poland, but not by the lacklustre
American representatives in Hungary and Czechoslovakia.20 Historical
experience and stereotypes also played a part in moulding Western pol-
icy, although not always a consistent one. The problems of Bulgarian
democracy in the postwar period were seen by the British, but not by the
Americans, as not entirely surprising in a country with limited demo-
cratic experience. By contrast, in the much less ambiguous case of
Czechoslovakia, the communist coup of February 1948 was perceived as
the fall of the last bastion of democracy in Eastern Europe.

Long-term implications

Whilst Stalin’s ‘flexibility’ in dealing with his Western allies and in hand-
ling the volatile political situation in postwar Eastern Europe investigated
in this work, was in an important sense contingent and transient, it did
have significant long-term consequences. In terms of international rela-
tions, Stalin’s pragmatism made the transition from wartime cooperation
to antagonism between the great powers, a potentially dangerous crisis
point, less hazardous than it might have been. In particular, whilst
Stalin’s assertion of hegemony over Eastern Europe was sufficient to pro-
voke the American and British governments into severing their alliance
with Moscow, he was careful not to be seen as posing a serious challenge
to Western European security, thus making it possible to avoid a direct
confrontation with the West. Furthermore, his reliance on political
mechanisms in managing the transition to communism in Eastern
Europe, whilst ultimately giving way to the use of force, did at least make
the transition more palatable to the population, and prevented the out-
break of civil wars such as the one that had followed the Bolshevik revo-
lution of November 1917 (except in a limited form in Poland). Whilst
Western governments were clearly antagonized by the establishment of
communism in Eastern Europe, the absence of widespread open resist-
ance made them unwilling to undertake direct military intervention in
the region. Stalin’s respect for the boundaries of the Western zone of
influence and his success in avoiding overt domestic conflict in Eastern
Europe meant that, in the eyes of Western policy-makers, he could be
tackled by a policy of containment, unlike Hitler, who had to be destroyed
by military force. Although a scant consolation to the repressed nations
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of Eastern Europe, the fact that antagonism between the great powers
took the form of a cold, rather than ‘hot’ confrontation (at least on the
key European front), had important stabilizing effects.

In addition to its international implications, the postwar period had
important consequences for the internal development of Eastern
European communism. The pluralist experiment of the mid-1940s left
significant traces on the character of the Eastern European communist
regimes. The need to win support in conditions of democratic competi-
tion – even if a limited one – forced the communist parties in these
countries to become mass political parties, with links to all the key
social groups. By contrast, the Bolshevik party in Russia had deliber-
ately kept its elitist character, both in terms of numbers and in terms
of the conscious overrepresentation of the working class and the man-
agerial elite, not only in the course of gaining power in 1917, but also
in the 1920s and the 1930s. The mass use of terror in the Soviet Union
in those decades was at least partly the result of a confrontation
between a relatively small urban-based party and a hostile peasant
majority. The fact that in Bulgaria, the communist party had acquired
nearly half a million members by 1948, in a country of seven million
inhabitants, with almost half of the members coming from the peas-
antry,21 made it much more sensitive to the needs of the population
and meant that the extraordinarily brutal campaigns of repression
which had taken place in the Soviet Union, were considerably less
likely to occur in Bulgaria. Another important consequence of the post-
war pluralism was that it provided a bridge by which most of the tech-
nocrats of the old regime were able to cross over to the new system,
offering a vitally important source of administrative and technologic-
al expertise for the vast programme of state-led industrialization. By
contrast, in the Soviet Union, the technocratic elite from the Tsarist
era had suffered heavily in the course of the civil war and the witch-
hunts of the great purges. That meant that the Bolshevik party had to
build up a cadre of managers largely from scratch, making industrial-
ization in Russia much more wasteful, in human and economic terms,
than its counterpart in Eastern Europe. Finally, though suppressed in
1947–48, the ideas of democratic socialism survived as a possible alter-
native in the countries of Eastern Europe, both for the communist
parties and the population at large, and came to the surface with
astonishing speed at times of turmoil. In 1956, in the crisis triggered
by Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s crimes at the twentieth con-
gress of the Soviet communist party, the communist leaders of
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Hungary, faced with mass discontent, sought to regain legitimacy by
recreating a broad democratic coalition. Their efforts might or might
not have succeeded; they were in fact teminated by an outside factor:
armed Soviet intervention. Twelve years later, Dubcek’s efforts to cre-
ate ‘socialism with a human face’ in Czechoslovakia took a form
largely similar to that of the postwar democratic experiment: the
communist party, whilst retaining its ‘leading role’, was to work
together with other parties within the framework of a national front.
That attempt was, of course, also brought to an end by Soviet inter-
vention. The fact that the Bulgarian communist party was spared such
troubles from the 1950s to the 1980s was largely a consequence of the
country’s social structure. Opposition to the establishment of a com-
munist monopoly of power had been extremely vigorous in Bulgaria
in the postwar years, but had come largely from the peasantry. The
backbone of peasant resistance had been broken with the destruction
of Petkov’s party in 1947 and the subsequent collectivization cam-
paigns. The working class, which in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and
Poland, provided the main social basis of the movements for the
reform of the communist system, was just emerging in Bulgaria. Most
workers had only recently arrived from their villages, and felt insecure
in their new urban environment. They looked towards the regime to
ameliorate their lot and were not interested in general political prob-
lems. The Bulgarian middle class, which could have been expected to
assume the intellectual leadership of the reforms, was far too small
and heterogeneous, with scared survivors of the pre-1944 intelli-
gentsia rubbing shoulders with upstarts who owed their rise to com-
munism. For the vast majority of the population, the communist
system was still too frightening or full of promise (and often both), for
them to challenge it.

The legacy of postwar pluralism survived, however, and even in the
1980s, efforts to reform communism in Eastern Europe, in the context
of Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika, aimed initially at creating a sys-
tem of limited pluralism rather similar to that of the 1940s. The reform-
minded leaders of the Bulgarian communist party, who initiated the
transition to democracy in 1989–90, expected to dominate the revived
democratic system, much as their predecessors had attempted to do in
1944–47. In spite of some encouraging initial signs, such as the commun-
ist (by then nominally socialist) party’s victory in the first democratic
elections of June 1990, the introduction of pluralism ultimately worked
to the party’s disadvantage, as it found itself outmanoeuvred by more
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adroit democratic rivals. In contrast to their predecessors in the 1940s,
however, the Bulgarian communist leaders proved willing to accept the
consequences of democratic competition, and acquiesce to a peaceful
transfer of power to the opposition in 1991. The final act of the political
drama that had been brought to a premature conclusion in 1947–48,
thus came more than forty years later.
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