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The project “Urbanity in transition. Culture as a resource of local development” is a fruitful combination of a research, round table discussions, students seminar and publications realized in the frame of one-year cycle of the lives of ten Bulgarian towns and cities. The objectives were to study various types of relations between local identity and socio-political development of the town in the process of EU integration.

For that purpose a team from researchers and students from different university centers carried out a field observation, participation in the different activities, happened in the different localities, questioning different actors and public presentation of the results.

“Open Society Institute” – Sofia, supported the project and as a part of a larger direction of the researches of the conditions and state of the contemporary Bulgarian society, realized in different directions of the ongoing changes and reforms.

Te choice of localities was evoked by the attempts to cover and to compare variety of types of Bulgarian urbanity 

1. Two versions of the Danubian town: Russe (successful, having developed a strong local identity) and Vidin (declining, struck by deindustrialization).
2. Two versions of deindustrialization: Pernik - the first town in Bulgaria the development of which has been entirely the function of mining and heavy industry - has had an important symbolic role throughout the 20th century as center of working class. Dimitrovgrad - new town build by the communists, presented as symbol of communist construction (note that in the 50s Pernik was renamed “Dimitrovo”). Obviously such symbolism is nowadays obsolete.

3. Two poles in the way cultural heritage is being used: Nessebar is the richest town in Bulgaria, marked by ancient Greek culture; Kotel is nowadays at the bottom of UN’s index of human development, even if it used to be an important center of national Renaissance. Nessebar’s cultural heritage has been re-invented during the communist period as an example of “high” culture and ancienty linking the country to the world (it is a UNSCO site); Kotel has insisted on the conservation of “authentic” tradition and the “people’s spirit”.

4. Two versions of inter-ethnic relations:

Plovdiv is the biggest city at the Liberation, a model of peaceful co-existence of minorities; Kardjali - surrounded by massive Turkish population - is a town that was created somewhat artificially around the mines, that was marked by ethnic tensions throughout the 90s. In the former, well-established urban culture seems to have created patterns of tolerance and good neighborhood. In the second, communist voluntarism and forceful suppression of non-Bulgarian identity in the 80s has laid a mine that was to explode later. New forms of ethnizatuion of social relations are to be carefully analyzed and discussed.

5. Two attempts at using “low” culture for the creation of urban identity:

Assenovgrad (the culture of wine) and Gotze Delchev (souvenir industry). Those two are also examples of relatively successful towns without a very strong image in the country and abroad, trying hard to impose their image in the new global world, where “high” culture is no longer the exclusive source of prestige.


The results of the research were included in 4 round-table discussions with representatives of local institutions and different actors of civil society. The chosen topics were: Pernik: “Post Socialist Towns after Deindustrialization”, Plovdiv: “Multiculturalism as resource”, Russe: “Old Cultural Ties in a New Europe” and Sofia: “Local Identity and Urban Development”.


During the entire year was organized a monthly seminar for M.A. students for University of Sofia and New Bulgarian University.

