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Changes in culture are a substantial part of the current social transformation of Bulgarian society. They are connected with reforms in all other spheres of social life. However, they have their strongest interaction with economy and politics. The dynamics of economic relations and political institutions plays a decisive role in the formation of  mass cultural orientations. At the same time, the establishment of a differentiated and socially coherent society presumes the existence of a certain unifying cultural potential. Regarding this bilateral dependence, the tendencies in culture demand particular attention. Their analysis enables the better understanding and the more precise prognostication and management of processes in Bulgarian society (Sea also Bulgaria 1997; Genov 1997; Zakharieva 1996). 

1. Value orientations
The deep economic crisis, the difficult emergence of new social structures, the uncertainty of the present and the unpredictability of the future contribute to the formation of a mass crisis consciousness. It characterises the way of thinking and acting of broad segments of the population. This consciousness is marked by the dominance of material values,  minimisation of expectations, limitation of personal goals and aspirations and by resignation and passiveness. The problem of individual survival turns into an existential one. This leads to a closure into the narrow frames of everyday life, to personal and group isolation, to social alienation and to distancing from macro social processes. These are clear signs of social anomie (Genov 1998).

Mass expectations for fast achievement of a high standard of life, of unfolding of individual initiative and of personal success, developed in the beginning of the nineties. The inconsistency of these expectations is obvious nowadays. Hopes are being replaced by disappointments with present day realities and by skepticism regarding the perspectives. Instead at considerable personal achievements and sustainable prosperity, the majority of people now aim to cope with everyday problems for mere survival. 

The uncertainty of social processes and the insecurity of social life leave a deep mark on the outlook of personal orientations. The lack of a thorough and long-term perspective for social development impedes the formulation of long-term personal aims. The strategy of partial decisions, which dominates on macro social level, acquires even more radical forms in individual behaviour. It is situationally determined and most frequently directed by the necessity to solve vital problems “here and now”. 
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The substantive horizon of life strategies is also extremely limited. Survival is the main goal that most people aim at. Ambitions are strongly lowered and the value of considerable success is rather symbolic. 

The general risk situation in society has the strongest stagnating impact on individual life strategies. Its complexity and its dimensions position large segments of the population in a critical situation. Impoverishment, unemployment and the high level of crime are parameters of the macro-social environment which limit the attention and the efforts of the people in the sphere of everyday life. The chances for getting out of it are low. There are few opportunities for choice and realization of the personal potential. There are no clear rules and stimulating value-normative conditions. In such an environment only a small proportion of Bulgarians base their life strategy on the achievement orientation.

Economic risks, together with the political, cultural and environmental tensions in society question the satisfaction of basic human needs. In these conditions, the living standard, employment, order, security and peace are becoming main reference points of people’s aspirations. They turn into a dominating part in the value system and determine the character of mass attitudes. There is a large distance regarding values of higher level, such as self-realisation and self-confirmation, influence on governmental decisions, freedom of speech, humanised ways of communication, harmonious relations between man and environment. They do not play a significant role in the mass type of behaviour.
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The clearest example of blended traditional and modern patterns can be observed among the values which have instrumental importance for the achievement of personal goals. Both types of attitudes have their place in the value system of people, but the priorities in it are visibly changing. At the beginning of the nineties, mass consciousness used to be dominated by traditional value affiliations. Nowadays, the accent falls on values connected with the modern individualistic culture.

Traditional values connected with labour are often defined as a synthetic cultural feature of Bulgarians. It has deep historical roots since it is the basis of their survival in dramatic circumstances. To a great extent it is now linked to the expectations for overcoming the current social crisis. However, the lack of incentives for work, typical for the last decades, gives an unfavourable reflection on the attitudes of people. Nevertheless, the concept of labour as a paramount value is still widely spread. But it can only be approbated in combination with other factors. The expanding influence of competence, professional skills and entrepreneurship plays a significant role among them. These are qualities, which are associated with the new models of effective activity and development under the conditions of market economy and democratic political system, starting from the macro-level of economy and politics, and ending at the personal level. They are typically internalised by the younger and better educated generations. The value characteristics of intellectual potential, erudition and initiative occupy the leading positions among their personal qualities.
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Social conditions and legislation have provided weak incentives for the realisation of the modern value-normative potential during the last years. The ineffective functioning of basic social institutions, the disturbed co-operation among them, the lack of active control mechanisms and the defects in legislation and its implementation offer opportunities for a broad range of illegitimate activities. Corruption and illegal enrichment are just a few examples of behaviour, which is contrary to moral and legal norms and remains unsanctioned. They undermine the confidence in the legitimate ways of prosperity. 

Organisational dysfunction and contradictions have a strong destructive effect on the value system. They feed up the widely shared conviction that success in life is guaranteed not by individual qualities, but rather by connections and loyalty to high-standing people. This draws the attention of many people towards the sphere of informal relations, leaving behind the development of personal resources. Yet, the subjective reaction of considerable groups of people is the lack of confidence into one’s own abilities, the feeling of helplessness and dead-lock, the behavioural passiveness. A study, conducted by a team at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in the end of 1997, found out that 61.1% of the interviewed individuals evaluate their own financial state as very serious. At the same time, those of them who have taken any action for the improvement of their material situation are few in number. The explanation to this is both in the limited opportunities for finding a better paid job, for additional work and for starting a private business, and in the mass inclination towards resignation and passiveness. It dooms large segments of society to marginalisation. In that way it turns into one of the main obstacles before the integration of Bulgarian society.

2. Between individualism and egalitarianism
Social cohesion in a market society depends on the achievement of a certain cultural homogeneity. The achievement of such a state is most often estimated by the level of confrontation between two basic value orientations – the one of individual freedom and the one of social justice, equality, security and order.

Liberal ideals have to find their way in the conditions of social pessimism, existential uncertainty and retro moods which are widely spread in Bulgarian society. Individual freedom is mainly apprehended as an abstraction. The practical values of liberal democracy have a comparatively low relative weight in the axiological complex of the Bulgarians. The low social confidence in civil associations is a evidence to that fact. The preferences towards the state institutions and state property predominate. The considerable stratification and the increasing economic differentiation are unacceptable for large segments of the population. At the end of 1997, 78.5% of the interviewed individuals in a nation-wide sample evaluated the division of society into rich and poor as a grave problem facing the nation. This comes to show that the traditions of social egalitarianism have left a deep and lasting mark in mass consciousness. They occupy a significant place in the value systems of people with different ideological convictions and among the supporters of various shades in the political spectrum. 

The heritage from the past is one of the major factors which explain the dynamics and the contradictions in the concepts of social equality and individual freedom. But the disappointment with the current extreme commercialisation of private interest which destroy the illusions from the beginning of the nineties is not less important. Unrealised hopes, dramatic realities and traditional attitudes create strong egalitarian and etatist moods. There is a stable mass conviction that the state is not only capable, but also responsible for handling the major problems of society and of individuals. The state is expected to steer a strong social policy and take protectionist measures regarding persons and groups in an unfavourable social position. But together with it, a broadening of individual rights and creating of opportunities for an unlimited freedom of private initiative are demanded. In this sense, the state is faced with mutually controversial expectations. It is expected to increase its social functions and to withdraw from the handling of economic and social problems. This unresolvable dilemma reflects upon the level of political culture in a paradoxical manner.

It is a common sense that the state should guarantee a definite social minimum to every citizen. Its actions are directly linked with the achievement of social security desired by the vast majority, the elimination of big differences in incomes and the guaranteed standard of consumption. This attitude towards the role of the state clearly evidences the vitality of the traditional paternalistic orientations.

 It also shows that the predominant part of the population has quickly abandoned the external labels of socialism, but “internal communism” is by far more stable and sustainable.

People’s expectations concerning the satisfaction of their basic needs are nowadays mainly oriented towards the state. But in the new type of social organisation the state keeps a distance from the principle of total domination and responsibility. It does not dispose of the resources to meet such expectations in the conditions of a transforming society. This disparity brings about the great risk of new disappointments, resignation and protest. It hides a serious potential for a latent or open crisis in the legitimacy of the democratic system in Bulgaria. The further pace of economic changes could also be questioned because market economy creates social inequality. This is a tendency which is opposed by the influential egalitarian attitudes.

3. Culture of mistrust
Social and economic insecurity, mass impoverishment and the threat of losing the achieved social status often arise extreme individualism and withdrawal in private life. The confidence in basic social institutions rapidly diminishes in the context of a continuing social crisis and the lack of a clear perspective for coming out of the critical situation. The majority of people is obsessed with social skepticism. 

Figure 4.

Assessments of the responsibility of the state and of the personality
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(National survey, October 1997)

The share of people who adapt with difficulty or are not capable of adapting to social changes at all is alarmingly high. Large segments of the population hardly apprehend what is happening. Key social values, such as the role of labour in  society and criteria for the distribution of social positions are weathered. The chances for success are frequently associated with fraudulence, ruthlessness and unscrupulousness. This condition explains the negative assessment of the state of public morality. For 55.9% of the people the impossibility to distinguish good and bad is among the gravest problems facing the country. This unambiguously speaks for cultural contradictions and for deepening value disorientation. 

The attitude to the form of governing is an important indicator for the political culture of the nation. It is associated with the general acceptance of the political order both from the point of view of the values and norms it embodies and of the major institutional decisions. In this respect the attitude towards the parliamentary-democratic system is of greatest importance.
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Although tired and rather disappointed, Bulgarians do not seek for alternatives to democracy, but rather for guarantees for it. Observance of human and civil rights, political pluralism and freedom of the press receive a stable support in the mass political consciousness. Although generally approved, the positive social attitudes towards the democratic political order are rather oriented to “democracy as ideal”, than to “democracy as reality”. It is a desired perspective, but it retires before such values as security, tranquillity and material prosperity.

The confidence in the basic institutions of the new democratic political system is weak. It fluctuates together with changes of political constellations. Despite of some variations, the decrease of the confidence is a lasting tendency. 

The political sphere is not the only one to lose support in the mass consciousness. The same tendency is observed in the attitude towards non-governmental organisations and institutions. Furthermore, the institutions that are elements of civil society (political parties, syndicates, civic associations) dispose of even less support than the state ones. This comes to show that there is a disparity in society between the general support to democratic principles and the specific support to newly established political structures. The widespread negative attitudes towards the major political institutions stands for a crisis in the legitimacy of the system. The question whether the basically positive attitude towards the democratic order would be strongly shattered by the acute economic and social problems, or the people will continue holding on to the values of the democratic model, has not received a clear answer yet.
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4. Political attitudes
In the last few years, Bulgarian society is characterised by political insecurity and confrontation. Political culture is fragmented. People are divided and confronted according to their political, religious, or other value orientations, as well as to their social and economic status. There is no unifying goal which would integrate the efforts for an active support of political decisions and actions. There is no established basis of commonly shared values, attitudes and orientations which would help in handling the acute problems of social development. Commitment to political life is rare. The loss of illusions and the disappointment with the economic and political realities lead to mass frustration and apathy. Immediate economic necessities take a leading position, giving advantage to economic security before political freedom.
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Value insecurity and indefiniteness lead to instability of the electoral basis of Bulgarian political parties. Another turn in the preference of the voters was observed in 1997. But the border lines of political alternatives are not clearly defined in society yet. Notwithstanding the momentary manifestations of political mobilisation, the attitude of large groups of the population towards political life is passive and formal. The share of participants in elections on a local level at some places reaches 1/3 of the voters. The withdrawal from the political process is influenced by  disappointments with the political reality, with the competence and morality of the politicians and with their capability of solving social problems. The underdeveloped conditions for democratic procedures are not less important in this respect. There is a common understanding that the capacity for political influence is only connected with the high ranks of power. The contradiction between the great expectations for approaching positive changes and the deep crisis, even regress in some important spheres of life, form attitudes of passiveness and disinterest in large segments of the population. They are most directly connected with the processes that are going on in the course of the social transformation, but they are also linked with the practice of political alienation which used to dominate social life in the last decades.

Figure 8. 
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The potential of negative trends in political culture requires special attention. Both momentary outbursts of political aggressiveness and political apathy are dangerous because they are manifested in the conditions of instability of the whole political system. The problems of physical survival, the crash in the standard of living and the lack of a clear perspective make the ground for the development of populist and authoritarian ideas. Spontaneously, or under their influence, the orientation towards a “strong arm” government is strengthening in mass consciousness, and many democratic values are being relativised.

The authority of democratic principles and institutions is questioned even before it has been stabilised. There is a certain potential of authoritarian temptations and dangers. Their neutralisation is difficult in the situation of an acute economic crisis, rising crime and lack of clear rules in social life. That is why there is a need of urgent measures for the improvement of the economic standard of the population and of radical actions for the reinstatement of the supremacy of law.

5. Potential for the development of a democratic culture
The controversial tendencies in culture are directly linked with the problems and contradictions in the general social context. The transitional situation allows the co-existence of stereotypes from the past and patterns that are characteristic of modern society. The concept of individual freedom and the strong etatist orientation are combined in a peculiar amalgam. Support for market economy and dominating egalitarian concepts, general approval of democracy and desire for a “strong arm” are blended together. Democracy, constitutional state and social responsibility are endangered of becoming abstract and apparent norms in the hardly managed process of establishment of market relations. The population experiences the contradictions and the extremes of early capitalism after being socialised under the conditions of entirely different principles and relations. All this leads to an internally controversial blend of attitudes. People are irresolute in their orientations between polar values – between common and private wealth, between solidarity and selfishness, between state dominance and personal responsibility. 

In spite of the controversy and the ambivalence of cultural models, there is a certain potential for the development of democratic culture. It has its roots in the historical past and in the present day political practice. The tradition of skepticism, isolationism and alienation from the state is a fact. But at the same time there is a large experience of democratic forms of governing in the past and in the present.

In developing democratic culture, the political elite of the country is faced with the difficult task of elaborating generally accepted goals and principles of action. In this context, value orientations which would integrate society, form a new identity and vitalise the democratic structures should be fostered. Nevertheless, it is hard to develop capability and willingness for an active political involvement without clearly and strictly observing norms in social  life, without social security and normal material conditions of living. It can only be achieved with the fast improvement of the standard of living of largest segments of the population. 

Social transformation in post-socialist societies demands specific decisions, which would correspond to the peculiarities of the national situation. This is especially true for culture, because the strategic goals of modernisation require a considerable change in the mentality of the population. It is necessary to form a system of values, which is adequate to the spirit of reforms, and which would combine traditional attitudes with modern and perspective orientations. The intellectual and political elite of the country bear the main responsibility for that. It should establish social conditions and a cultural climate which would stimulate the development of new values and attitudes. Important roles in this process could be played by the education system, by the mass media, by different state institutions and non-governmental organisations. Their gradual and synchronised efforts could contribute to the approbation of cultural models, which correspond to the aims of the social transformation and which co-operate for the increase of social integration in Bulgarian society.
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