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Forgotten modernity

Good institutional practices in Bulgaria over the past 100 years
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In the last half of the 20th century, Bulgarian people were educated and grew up in the era of the totalitarian domination of communism and the subsequent difficult transition into democracy. Consequently, there is no social memory of past political practices, including the nature of state government of a time before the demons of National Socialism (Nazism) and Bolshevism swept across Europe. Although the “brown” and “red” plagues were eliminated as viable political alternatives at least throughout the Old Continent, the Communist ideology and its legacies continue to powerfully influence social consciousness - including the way the public sees the place, role and methods of government in national life. Not surprisingly, the public is skeptical and sometimes outright hostile to any points of view which question the “big” state and its role as an all-powerful provider and defender of the egalitarian society. 
"Big Brother" is no longer watching over every aspect of individual citizens’ lives. However, his successors continue to yield great influence over citizens, this time around by gaining control over public resources. Individuals are no longer “screws” in the vast totalitarian machine, yet some people continue to live in a controlled environment. This is achieved through the tools of government – public employers, state-provided social security, healthcare, education, and corrupt governance. 
Any attempt to modernize these areas inevitably faces obstructionist left-wing, populist and nationalist elites, all of which very well understand that any attempt to limit the size of government will limit their ability to control the citizens. Grasping towards their vision of a “big” state, they continue to build philosophical, social and political structures that perpetuate and preserve – which ultimately should, under the pretense of doing everything for the weak social groups, the unprotected and the vulnerable, simply defend the status quo and their own power.
Every theory can be used to manipulate politics, and this is neither unexpected nor unfamiliar. Not surprisingly, former communist, nationalist, and populist political elites in almost Orwellian fashion rewrite history, fully aware that whoever dominates the past will manage to dominate the present and the future. Falsifying history does not aim to conceal events and facts. It rather aims to show that Bulgarian society in the past was underdeveloped, it was unable to achieve real modernization and that it even had no resource, attitude and mentality to modernize without government intervention, redistribution and the leading role of an enlightened and well-organized central authority. This naturally leads to their impression that society can be transformed into a better and higher socio-economic state under their wise leadership. Is this true, however? Answering this question requires a look into historical traditions and historical reality.
The modern Bulgarian state was established 130 years ago. Over this period, the state developed and operated within the frameworks of four democratic and totalitarian constitutional regimes. The young state was born from the disintegrative processes in the Ottoman Empire – the most underdeveloped territory on the continent from a socio-economic, cultural and educational point of view. Therefore at that time – and even to this day – many perceived Bulgaria not only as derivative, but also as a copy of the empire in terms of understanding the signs of civilization. But constitutional framework established by the young state proved to be radically different from the expectations of observers, diplomats and journalists.

Attempts to describe the Constitution of the young state as one of the most democratic in Europe should not be taken seriously as they are the result of pseudo-patriotism. Nevertheless, the Turnovo Constitution is really a phenomenon. Although not entirely original and well in the mainstream of European constitutionalism, it was the result of a frantic Bulgarian ambition to achieve the desired patterns of modernity. Its articles came from the Serbian, Romanian and Greek Constitutions while the Belgian Constitution and the ideas of the Great French and American revolutions influenced its foundations and aspirations. The principles are well-known: separation of power, self-governing of communities, direct election of institutions, civil rights and liberties, freedom of speech and press, the irreversible right of property, religious identity and all other common at the time attributes of the democratic states.
In theory, the Turnovo Constitution established a democratic governance. But did the legal basis actually become an effective regime of governance? Was a Good Governance achieved throughout the existence of the Turnovo Constitution?
As incredible it may sound, in a society in which over 90 percent of the citizens were illiterate and lacked experience in national government, Bulgaria was able very quickly not only to make a distinction between political and administrative power, but also to create conditions for the separation of decision-making processes from the administrative implementation of the decisions. State employees were banned from running in political elections in order to eliminate the possibility of their direct impact on society. In two short decades, a clear distinction between public authorities on a local and national level emerged, in order not only to avoid outside pressure, but also to ensure efficiency in the activities of elected bodies.

In fact, the second part of this dilemma – the creation of an administrative structure whose staff is independent of political pressure - was not fully completed. The process, however, was well underway and public servants in many branches of state institutions gradually received protection from political pressures. Indeed, there are a lot of examples of long-term careers, some of them being worthy of comparison with the tradition of English civil service; examples of long-lasting and continuous service in the public interest under governments of various political colours, thus providing indispensable continuity in state administration. 

The principle rule of law was also deeply rooted in the initial and subsequent practices of state and society. There are not many people who know or ask themselves how a state that had no independent legal tradition and while emerging from the ruins of a backward empire managed to create working state institutions. In fact, after gaining independence, Bulgaria faced conditions that provided the opportunity for the establishment of authoritarian and even dictatorial regimes. There existed a very simple and effective justification for the establishment of a regime other then democracy – the lack of independent state and legal tradition made the introduction of democratic practices a luxury that society could not afford; instead, only the concentration of power could enable the young state to face the overwhelming challenges and modernize society. Indeed, the Bulgarian political class used this argument and expressed such desires on numerous occasions. It is enough to point out the attempt to suspend the Constitution in 1881, the policies of agricultural (orange) Bolshevism in the 1920s, the so-called "nonparty system" after May 19, 1934 – all these ending with the establishment of short-lived totalitarian regimes.
But most political forces and society as a whole stood behind the other vision – respect of democratic rules and supremacy of law. For a long time – over two decades – in the name of this principle the state governed the two main spheres of life, economics and justice through the application of Ottoman commercial and criminal law and some temporary rules for management of the courts established by the Russian administration. Despite their obvious retrograde nature and insufficient synchronization with the new constitutional order, the entire political class and state administration creatively interpreted and utilized whatever met the requirements of the Constitution. Thus the Bulgarian society overcame the constitutional crises of 1881-83 and 1886-87 and successfully resisted even external pressure from the Great Powers interested in Bulgarian matters. These facts and processes demonstrated an unwritten but always respected consensus – the development of the state should take place within and under the rule of law.

The lack of modern legislation was not an obstacle to the observation of another basic political principle of democracy – transparency. No state, municipal, county or public organization worked in secrecy or operated outside the legal norms. Where secrecy was required for national security reasons, it was in the competences of an authorized minister. More importantly, the financing system was public. The Constitution prescribed, and the practice confirmed, that budgets had to be voted by Parliament. The budgets included not only the exact expenditures for large items, but also for very small items. Thus budgets included itemized expenditures from the purchase of weapons for the army through the cost of office supplies for the ministries to the salaries of ministers and school janitors.
For a very long time, the supporters of ‘big state’ criticized this method because the budget looked like a payroll schedule in size comparable only to Count Lev Tolstoi’s writings. The masked hope of critics was that if the Parliament did not itemize budgets, they could have the opportunity to allocate funds as they saw fit. But the system made all expenditures not only transparent and public but also placed them under the scrutiny of the media, society and political opponents. And thus no one could afford to make expenditures which did not pass the ‘decency test’ in the eyes of the public and did not comply with the acceptable tradition.
The possibility every single citizen had to check how his taxes were spent made the political elite very careful in allocating and redistributing the scarce public resources. Furthermore, parliamentary, public and political control created the conditions for routine prosecutions of abuse in the public’s finances. It is true that some of the prosecutions were politically motivated, but it should be pointed out that a special state court considered various charges of financial crimes several times. It is also true that every time the court did not find sufficient evidence of such crimes, but the very threat of prosecution made ministers and political parties extremely cautious in their actions in the economic sphere. There was budget transparency at all levels and in all spheres respectively. 
Institutionalized political corruption, currently considered by Bulgarian citizens to be worst enemy of democracy, was virtually non-existent in the young Bulgarian state. Individual corruption existed but such cases were frequently revealed and prosecuted. In these instances, the press played an important role as it assisted citizens in making choices at the polls. 
The election process was the instrument which enabled the system to function and to renew itself, which in turn made it healthy and adequate. The Turnovo Constitution made Bulgaria one of the only four countries in the world with universal suffrage for “all citizens”. Although the Constitution did not discriminate against groups, the electoral rules identified only men as citizens. This shortcoming was eliminated in 1937 and women gained suffrage. Thus, in terms of the right of vote the young state was in some respects ahead of such established democracies like the United Kingdom, a classical example of parliamentary government which still had disfranchised groups. 
Indeed, about ¼ of the population had the right to vote, because for a long time only men over 21 years of age were eligible. Citizens, age of 30 or older who were literate and not deprived of civil rights by judicial sentence had the right to seek elected office. There was no other qualification, restricting the access of Bulgarians to legislative power and local government.
Bulgarians voted for members of parliament, county and municipal councilors, school inspectors, members of agricultural funds, and some of them elected jurors and members of business chambers. And this was for those public authorities that established and supported the structure of the entire state organization, not simply serving various communities. The election of self-government of small, closed, inherently patriarchal, rural and small urban communities required even more commitment as it concerned citizens’ everyday problems: from recruiting rural herdsman to providing school heating, from overseeing the state of  the communal land, pastures and forests to the cost of teachers' work, library subscription and school theaters.
Public leaders themselves preferred to support such a commitment as it eliminated the conditions leading to populism and partisanship. It also provided a way to involve the uneducated and less civil -minded citizens in the decision-making process. This process, over time, transformed the outsider into a citizen. Diaries, documents and materials from this period show that an educated peasant spent an average of more than 10 days a year in public activities – participation in elections, library or party activity, school and municipal matters. If one adds to this number the Sunday mass and the endless Orthodox holidays – yet another way for civic engagement – it appears that a motivated Bulgarian citizen devoted to society no less time for politics and religion than the average American Puritan or German Bürger.
Many associate the Bulgarian electoral process at that time with some brilliant pages from the works of Aleko Konstantinov – an author of great short stories capturing the spirit of political life in the young state. Bai Ganyo, one of his heroes, was a product of the time’s moral failings, but this collective character has never fully captured the majority of people’s actions or their adherence to the principles of democratic governance. Aleko Konstantinov’s denunciation of the ugly side of the Bulgarian political process should not be taken as a downright condemnation of Bulgarian political life at the time. Otherwise, Aleko would have hardly run several times for a seat in parliament himself. Outrages are unavoidable when a nation is young and lacks experience, tradition and norms of conduct. These are like an illness for the public body. Hardly anyone would deny when scrutinizing current problems that contemporaries are even more creative in finding ways to vitiate and control the vote. 
Reality, however, shows that even in the presence of numerous administrative difficulties and low educational level, the Bulgarian citizen and voter has European behavior. For a long time, he had to vote at the district center. In other words, in order to give his vote he had to travel over a certain distance, which in terms of Bulgarian infrastructure, then and now, is more than a mere act of heroism. Even in such extreme conditions, around half of eligible voters regularly cast their vote. High voter participation made governing institutions legitimate and empowered them to continue their course of the comprehensive modernization of the country.

Increased voter participation was attended by a continuous improvement in the administrative and legislative framework of the electoral process, which is very important for the democratic process. The aim was to provide voters with a more free and complete access to ballot boxes and ensure their right to vote without restrictions, pressure and fear. And before each election, all activities which ensured voting were improved. Thus for several decades, voters had the opportunity to demonstrate their political will at places close to their residence under conditions which guaranteed the secrecy of a person’s vote.
Citizens had the opportunity to seek representation in several legitimate political parties. Despite the great number of perceived negatives associated with political parties at the time, each of these dozen political organizations had its own internal structure, central governing bodies, local groups, party press and all other features of working social organisms. The party statutes were close to the modern views and achievements of the European political tradition. Political programs, although not always implemented once in power, were provided in great detail and demonstrated the main directions followed by the parties. Even though the main party documents were often similar, voters had the possibility to make the distinction between them, and of no less importance - to distinguish the personal traits of national and local leaders.
The individual characteristics of political parties were often easily dismissed or distorted. Every Bulgarian knows the names of Dochoolu and Gochoolu, yet another set of characters in Aleko Konstantinov’s satire, and the added in more recent times Chochoolu, seem to capture for the imagination of the wide audience the spirit of political life at the time. These literary characters could be met in real life and they often assumed the role of a collective image of the Bulgarian political elite. If one read the newspapers of that time, it was easy to believe that politicians were the most undemocratic people. ‘Members of parliament’ and ‘politician’ were synonymous with ‘thief,’ and the number of epithets used (often in a single sentence) was incredible. The collective "guilt" of all representatives of the ruling class – ministers, MPs, mayors and municipal councilors, was beyond any public doubt. The number of used epithets, however, did not always capture reality correctly.
If one reads the encyclopedic articles about the most prominent political personalities of that period, they would see that each of them possessed enormous personal qualities and made significant achievements. Each of them had their own rich personal story. Their lives were different, but a lot of experiences also united them. Biographies of the Bulgarian political elite are an excellent guide for examining social processes in the years before the Liberation, during the modernization at the end of the 19th century and the early 20th century, the national catastrophes and the attempts at eliminating parliamentary democracy. The old figures of the church and enlightened movement managed to see the results of their difficult, slow and long-term project. They were supported by the young former revolutionaries who without delay had become statesmen and also by an increasing number of intellectuals with modern education and capabilities. Their diverse lives, attitudes and ideologies made Parliament and all public institutions vivid and vivacious. 

These people had a common characteristic. They had built their social prestige and influence because of their qualities. Each one had their own sphere – commerce, agriculture, intellectual labor, science and education – and all of them possessed outstanding qualities. In politics, they also realized themselves through their own presentation to voters rather than through political parties. Party structures were not the result of internal administrative reproduction but of the expansion and consolidation of constituent groups of individuals who were committed to common purposes. Each organization had not only a collective, but in many cases also a more personal identification. This is often defined as a lack of internal democracy and the mark of a leading party. It must be remembered however that policy-making is not a product of obscure and anonymous collective groups, but of people who draw up and implement their ideas in lieu of public trust and the received mandate from the electorate. Thus the presence of charismatic leaders who often replace the image of a party or personify it is a positive rather than a negative element – it makes it possible to single out the person directly responsible for a political course and its outcome.
Personal responsibility to voters in general turns out to be a crucial element in the political system. An analysis of historical destiny, of political and socio-economic activities of the ruling elite on a national and regional level shows that nobody can be elected if they lack real and genuine influence in the electoral district, even if they are supported by the whole state administration. Thus the concept of “regional party influence” found its lasting place in Bulgarian political life. This was not the result of some local or ethnic feature, but of the real influence of every particular individual who embodies not only himself but also the political party he represented. Thus for decades, one district usually elected the same national or local leaders. They were the support base for each organization in power and in opposition – in the first case, they provided the ruling majority, and in the second case, they managed to preserve, often not completely, but nevertheless to a great degree some presence in all levels of government. This allowed political parties to exist, improve and overcome the critical moments in their development.
The electoral system also played a major role for attracting and selecting quality MPs, as well as central and local authorities. After the Liberation, Bulgaria developed, in some 33 years, a majority electoral system. This system was extremely important for the formation of two very important elements of the public sphere. On one hand, the system made it possible to form very stable majorities. Thus the executive power received the required parliamentary support to carry out serious reforms in order to modernize all social spheres and the economy. Secondly, this made political organizations very careful in nominating candidates for elected office. Individuals who were running in elections and had a positive public presence certainly had greater chances to win contests. With their own individuality, influence and prestige, they had impact not only on ordinary citizens, but also on their own organizations. Placed in the competitive environment of the public field, they also improved their own parties. Thus public figures were put in a difficult but healthy political competition.   
This should not be accepted as an idealization of the political elite. Its quality was in direct proportion to the state of Bulgarian society. It must be remembered that until the mid-twentieth century most of the population had a low literacy and education level – if not completely illiterate. It also had a very vague idea of individual rights, freedoms and obligations. Thus, until the Balkan Wars only 4-5% of Bulgaria’s overwhelmingly rural (close to 80%) population had seen and used an iron plough, while the rest still used the old wooden plow. People lived their lives in an agrarian world and society which differed very little from those of Adam and Eve. Various strata of society had hard time coming to terms with the reality of modernization. For a long time, a saying in political folklore stated that in entire regions "the Constitution was embodied by the district governor’s cane.” There was also a lack of a suitable number of literate people to assume the administration of electoral districts and ensure the proper electoral vote count. From this point of view the elected political figures could be considered an elite group of sorts.
But even without revolutionary cataclysms each new generation increasingly adopted more of modernity, which gradually transformed Bulgarians into citizens enjoying full rights as politically active people – hence their constant ambition to improve the electoral system. Bulgaria began to consider a transition to a proportional system when it was already in use in several Swiss cantons at the end of the 19th century. Public opinion and party structures quickly embraced this innovation in order to achieve a fair representation of each party organization, group and social stratum. In a mere 15 years the idea became a law which gave new impetus to the modernization of political life. As always, the Bulgarian society proved very open-minded to various new and modern ideas, ideology and phraseology. It is altogether another matter that the ideas and philosophical concepts are often insufficient conditions for a new, and more importantly, effective structure of public administration.
So it is noteworthy that the Bulgarian society under the Turnovo Constitution made an attempt to develop its political system both through the majority and proportional electoral systems. And if history is a good teacher it is quite logical to draw a conclusion relevant to the present – it is necessary to work towards a clear transition as fast as possible – to a new electoral system that will take into account the historical and current political practices.
For all these effective changes, as well as the not always successful modernization efforts had another public purpose – control over the parties. In the Bulgarian case, it should be understood as control over all types of power. The moment the party system was established, accusations between them started to fly. The set of real and perceived violations covered all kinds of admissible and fully incredible spheres of life: rough or refined pressures of power, direct violence by the police, army or opposing party groups – the so-called gangs (cliques), bribing of voters, pre-election expenditure of funds, use of economic, cultural, religious dependences and affiliations – even this long list cannot exhaust the whole set of inventive ways politicians used  during the elections. 
It should be pointed out however that there was no direct buying of votes. Threat – yes, but no cash. Not only because of the immorality, but mainly because the process involved two sides equal in rights – the voter and the elected person who were equal citizens with their property rights, individual life and educational level. Albeit at different levels, they had the same social way of looking at life. Even the poorest villager possessed arable land, which provided him at least a living wage and hope to develop into a small and even medium-size owner. And one more very important thing in this case. Bribery can be done only with capital, which is product of misappropriation or as it is fashionable to say now, the result of income from the grey economy.
To find opportunities for the accumulation of such financial resources was not an easy task. It can be argued that it was, in fact, completely impossible under the conditions of minimal participation of the state in the economy and of public control over budgetary resources. Thus the public discovered the most correct counteraction to the lack of control over parties – the public transparency of expenditures and "the small state" (the small government), which is denied the right to spend large portions of the national wealth.
This is also related to the quality of state administrative services. If in the first years after the Liberation there was a mixing of administrative and political officials, which is the natural result of the lack of enough trained and educated personnel. After a very short period of time the gradual and definitive division of political and administrative spheres was achieved. Bulgarians went even further – state officials had no right to become candidates for elected office unless they had been out of the position for an extended period of time. 
Of course, it is not serious to suggest that it is possible to immediately create and form a solid administration which is not subordinate to the political power of the day. The Bulgarian political and party elite always declared that it would not replace the administration, but to a certain extent, it always did. Of course, there were also concrete examples to the contrary. There were high officials who managed to resist and became irreplaceable for a dozen governments. But these were rather the exceptions. Only Stefan Stambolov, surprisingly, was the Prime Minister who did not change the majority of the inherited administration. And it is no accident that the change he achieved has no analogue both in pace and results.
The control over state institutions was not only political but also judicial. It was exercised by the parliament, which is, as we know, the emanation of national will. The executive power was supervised (controlled) not only by legislature, but also by the State Court, a special institution that was not a permanent authority, but could be convoked under certain conditions including political and legal guarantees for a fair and credible trial. Anyone could be prosecuted by the courts - including ministers. Indeed, a very apt saying went that "the shortest way to the Council of Ministers starts from the Central Prison”.
All these attempts at establishing a so-called "Good Governance" demonstrate that this process cannot and should not be regarded as an easily attainable goal. It requires time, accumulation of good practices and the cultivation of a proper attitude toward principles, rules, ideas, procedures and laws. In this sense it is important to be reminded that the main world models were not established overnight and they have often encountered multiple obstacles, scandals and failures. But as a living democratic organism, society with its political parties and organizations renews itself very quickly and ultimately creates a new quality of governance.
The Bulgarian society is facing another major problem – it has to choose a clear and consistent vision for the role, place and size of the state. Should a big government continue to play the role of the patriarch and always willing to aid the leader regardless of its competences or effectiveness? Should the government (state) allocate almost half of gross domestic product, thereby suppressing a lot of enterprising individuals? In Bulgaria today, there are almost no people who could remember living in a very different situation – under a small government (state). Many people even fear the lack of state, being afraid that they would lose their main reference and supporting base. A great number of Bulgarian citizens do not even know what ‘small government’ means. Almost every second Bulgarian considers that the state must solve various kinds of problems. This is logical if one recalls the history of the country. Actually, this is the greatest damage the totalitarian system caused to ordinary people as it took away their self-confidence and suggested that the state is more efficient, more productive and thus, irrevocable and should be extended even further.
For the Bulgarians after the Liberation, such a dilemma would have looked simply unreal and for most of them it would have been even incomprehensible. This does not mean that there were no political oracles that had their audience and supporters and truly gathered power and influence. Redistribution was related with heavy taxation and it must be remembered that when in 1900 the basic property tax in the country, - land-tax, – was increased, Bulgarian peasants rose in an armed revolt against their own government. Ironically, a similar tax increase 25 years earlier caused the revolt of Bulgarian peasants against the authorities in the Ottoman Empire.
There is not an attempt at idealization - these are the facts. There were disproportions in the taxation of particular categories of citizens. This tax of ten percent did not represent the whole obligations due to municipality and the state, although taxation still remained relatively low in comparison with the levels reached towards the end of the twentieth century. This was the time when the country managed to fulfill its most important investment and modernization projects despite the light taxation. It is hardly necessary to give many examples. It is sufficient to note that in 15 short years the Principality of Bulgaria was covered by a railway system from the capital to the seaside and through the Balkan Mountains to the Danube, connecting the country with Europe and Istanbul. Society was shocked by the construction of the Yambol-Burgas railway line in less than a year. The construction quality was doubted even by the head of state, so in order to clear up doubts, the Minister of Finance traveled by train at full speed the distance between the two cities. Thus he showed everyone that the achieved results were not at the expense of quality requirements. Building an interstate highway, however, at the end of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century took the modern republic nearly 40 years without much to show – the highway construction has stalled. During the last 8 years alone there were disputes not about the methods of construction, but about who has to build the remaining 100-150 kilometers of the project.
I gave that example because this infrastructure change was significant for those days and was a symbol of Bulgarian modernity so well described by Ivan Vazov’s character grandfather Yotso who though blind, felt through the Iskar Gorge the whole power of modern times. And all this was realized through good planning, according to which the state only defined routes and direction and provided funds, while the enterprising citizens did the rest. And if in the colonial and underdeveloped countries this is business of the metropolis’ companies, the Bulgarian infrastructure system was an achievement of national entrepreneurs and engineers. The latter – such as Minister Ivan Salabashev - proudly stood under the iron bridges built by them in the Iskar Gorge or in front of the tunnels. Imported were the materials and railroad cars, as well as part of the workers.

There is a trend nowadays to speak of public-private partnership. It is seen as a panacea for solving the problems related to important and highly needed community projects. This is just an old well-forgotten practice, on top of which had no alternative in the past. Nevertheless, the implementation of these projects generates doubts – the opposite would be a surprise in Bulgarian political life. These doubts could be eliminated through the public and transparent character of the decision-making related to their implementation. All national projects of that sort – railways, ports, army supply, lending policy, must conform to criteria defined by the parliament, which assume the force of laws and be awarded through competitive auction and contracting. 
The publicity and transparency of expenditures have to be applied to all kinds of projects, not only to the large national ones. Maybe the official state gazette is not a curious reading, but if one reads the issues published after the Liberation, one will see meet very many completely unknown to contemporaries decrees, resolutions and ministerial orders. They concerned the most petty cash (expenditures) – from 0.50 BGN spent on an unexpected stationery expense to the bullets used by the army for the suppression of villager’s riots and military coups.
Of course, we should not consider the “small state (government)” only as a way to implement economic projects. The state administration itself needs to be reduced in order not to waste public resources for its support, which could be utilized in a more useful and effective way. In Bulgaria, this idea is derived from the Turnovo Constitution. The first Basic Law stipulated only 6 ministers, one of whom should act as prime minister. So the prime minister appeared first among equals and an active minister with his own ministry. The development of society (and especially the economy) logically led to the creation of new Ministerial portfolios. Thus, in 1893 and 1911 there appeared two more economic ministries, incorporating trade, agriculture, public buildings and railways. The presence of only 10 ministries was an optimal variant for the effective management (governance) of the state, which was used throughout the duration of the Turnovo Constitution. At the end of the 19th century, the population of 4,311,000 Bulgarians was governed by the State Administration of 20,500 people. These included all government officials - ministers, members of their cabinets, the army and police. The ministry of interior, together with all policemen, regional and district governors, numbered less than 5,200, but this was not an obstacle for completely ensuring the internal security of the country. For example, the police was able to solve 80% of the homicides and heavy acts of crime. After the Liberation robbery was eradicated as a common crime in ten years. Indeed, serious crime did not become a problem until the appearance of the so-called Red Bands in 1923-25. 
Moreover, the administrative structure did not stipulate any additional commissions, agencies or independent units. The ministries and their departments were the only ones who managed the overall development of all areas in the state. For example, during the Balkan War less than ten active generals were in command of the victorious Bulgarian Army, numbering nearly 640,000 men. This matrix of natural minimalism was imposed in all areas. Large reforms and structural changes were made by departments with few staff. So the concerns shared by supporters of the big state (government) that the reduction of government bodies and ministries would harm whole sectors and thus make them ineffective are groundless and serve only for justifying the unfinished reform.
This is associated, however, with another principle that dominated the Bulgarian democratic State up to the Second World War – the great power and responsibility of the local authorities – mayoralties, municipal councils, county commissions and other local structures. They were the main bodies that carried out all the change and renovation of the social and political life of the country. They took care of the key elements of public life – education, local infrastructure, public health services, modernization of agriculture and craft industry, market regulation, collection of local taxes and fees. The stronger a local government was, the more successful was the transformation of the settlement, and the more education, culture, medical care, health and other services were guaranteed. It is a well-known fact that before the Liberation Bulgarian municipalities and communities created a school network which by size (but not in quality) was equal to the British Empire school network. But only a few know how the Bulgarian society developed its educational system in the new state. At the end of the 19th and early 20th century, the government took care only of one university and 30 schools where both boys and girls studied. All modernization steps and attempts to eradicate illiteracy continued to be the task of the municipalities. Expenditures for salaries of teachers and professors made by local communities, along with state aid, were equal to the costs for the military structures in times of peace. The state had always tried to lay its hand on whole areas. And if initially many people thought that this would provide more resources and ideas to spheres managed by local communities, in the course of time it became clear that despite the concrete financial and methodological assistance, all this did not lead to improvement in quality of education, security and public services, but fixed a low level of access of citizens to them. So the different communities were deprived of the opportunity to organize themselves, to outline their vision, to set realistic and achievable goals and to fulfill them by using the regions’ available potential. It should be noted that the larger the decentralization of local government was the more successful was the modernization.
The authorities on both levels – local and national - were forced to work and operate publicly and openly in making their decisions. They were obligated by Constitution to act in accordance with laws and budget passed by national representatives. This deprived the Council of Ministers the opportunity to determine and direct the principles and parameters of development. It should be remembered that the whole potential of the state budget in 1897 – for example - was due to the activity of only 1,258 officials at the Ministry of Finance, including the staff of the National Bank. Expenditures beyond the administration’s upkeep were made only through public auction. Separate funding was not only made public through the budget, but also through the mechanisms of public business competition. More importantly, however, was that decisions were taken in public meetings of elected bodies – Parliament, municipal councils, county commissions that automatically put them under control of press, civil society, opposition and all interested.
The successful functioning and efficient development of the country for more than half a century after the Liberation clearly demonstrates that this is not a result of the ‘big state (government)’. Its intervention initially provided positive results. But later appeared the phenomenon of reverse proportional dependence – the bigger the state was, the less effective it was in the long term. This was due to the fast and unhindered accumulation of resources that transferred to any sphere; at first sight changed things in a positive direction, but then, each structure, sphere or phenomenon of that kind inevitably fell into crisis because of the lack of natural development.
All this put the Bulgarian government close to the ideas of the ‘smart governance (government)’. Rational and effective decision-making was a fact. It was a result of the knowledge and information of all types of authorities. It is not accidental that one of the first things performed by the administrative authorities in free Bulgaria was to create a national statistics system which collected, stored and summarized any kind of demographic, economic, socio-political and other information. I should emphasize without idealizing that despite the difficulties and lack of sufficient administrative capacity in Bulgaria, all the ruling political formations followed the principles of smart governance.
The historical destiny and the principles of development of Bulgaria under the democratic regime of the Turnovo Constitution show that the main elements of a modern governance existed and were real. Moreover, part of these methods, ideas and conceptions today are as much advanced and effective as then. This proves that the country is able to make an effective transition to a neoconservative government (governance) by restoring the old and well known concepts, retaining and preserving the efficient achievements of the state government and finally starting to follow in the steps of successful governance.
