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PREFACE 

The articles collected in this book are the revised versions of pa-
pers presented and discussed at The Second International Conference on 
the Middle Class - “Middle Class as a Precondition of a Sustainable So-
ciety: Fifteen Years Later” held in December 3-4, 2013 in Sofia. The 
academic forum commemorated the 60th anniversary of the birth of Ni-
kolai Tilkidjiev (1953-2012).  

The philosophy of the conference rested upon the understanding 
that, in order to be fruitful, the debate as to the nature of contemporary 
societies, as to their particularities, mutual similarities and differences, 
and the crises they undergo, requires a comprehensive analysis of the 
processes occurring in the middle classes of these societies. 

What significant changes have occurred in the middle class in the 
last fifteen years? In view of the difficulties that all contemporary socie-
ties – both developed and developing, both Eastern and Western – have 
experienced, what transformations have taken place in the middle class, 
its structure, stratification specificity, and identity? In the context of the 
world economic crisis, is the middle class melting down or even disap-
pearing in the worst hit regions? Is so-called “middle class anxiety” a 
typical phenomenon of our time? 

The conference was focused on a wide range of problems: 
• Theoretical and conceptual problems of the study of the mid-

dle class, its nature, formation, reproduction, development, stabilization, 
social-group mobility;  

• The Bulgarian middle class: its social-economic, cultural, po-
litical, etc., status, identity, mobility, gender and ethnicity issues, the 
problems that confront its social group stability, etc.  

•  The middle class in a comparative perspective, the social-
group characteristics of the middle classes in contemporary post-
communist and developed societies, a comparison of the middle classes 
in the historical, regional, national, civilizational, contexts; 

• Stratification particularities of the different social-group for-
mations belonging to the middle class: entrepreneurs, managers, profes-
sionals, specialists and experts, the “old” and “new”, the “lower”, “mid-
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dle”, and “upper” middle class, etc. 
• Methodological problems related to measuring the middle 

class, to the basic indicators defining it, and to the dividing lines be-
tween the separate social groups; 

• The subjective middle class and how people identify with it; 
• Cultural identity, educational achievement, and values of the 

middle class; its moral norms and esthetic tastes; 
• Political culture and behavior of the middle class; 
• Models of consumption, leisure, and lifestyle of the middle 

class; 
The conference commemorated the 60th anniversary of the birth 

of Nikolai Tilkidjiev, whose name has become emblematic for modern 
Bulgarian sociology of the middle class and social stratification. He was 
the main organizer of the international conference “The Middle Class as 
a Precondition a Sustainable Society”, conducted in 1998, a time when 
the claim that a middle class exists in Bulgaria and in the other post-
communist societies sounded absurd at the very least, and when any dis-
cussion on the topic began and ended with the question “is there a mid-
dle class?” His book “Middle Class and Social Stratification”, published 
in 2002 still remains one of fundamental and pivotal works in Bulgarian 
sociology in the field. 

How has the middle class changed in the last fifteen years since 
the First International Conference on this important topic? How have 
our theoretical approaches and the methodology with which we study it 
developed? What new conclusions and generalizations have we made, 
and how has the study of the middle class contributed to a fuller under-
standing of the society in which we live? What are the practical-applied 
results and achievements of research on the middle class? How has this 
research helped to clarify our understanding of the middle class’s social-
group position? Have our research efforts enabled us to propose to the 
public and to people in government a clear and comprehensible concep-
tion as to the middle class and its social role, did we convince them of 
the middle class’s importance for the stability of society? 

The Second International Conference on the Middle Class suc-
ceed to realize its main purpose: to bring together the sociologist from 
different countries to explore the various aspects of middle class devel-
opment in our-day societies and to propose answers to above mentioned 
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theoretical, methodological and practical-applied questions with regard 
to ongoing dramatic social-structural transformations in contemporary 
global world. During two days of fruitful debates about 60 scholars from 
Bulgaria, USA, Japan, Germany, Great Britain, Finland, Israel, Russia, 
India, and Turkey presented their papers and discussed their theoretical 
pursuits, methodological approaches and research results. Though varie-
ties of problems concerning middle class were argued they could be 
united by three distinct but related themes:  

• Global financial and economic crisis, deepening social ine-
qualities and as results of these processes weakening economic position 
and rising middle class anxiety in contemporary societies; 

• The particularities of separate middle class groups (old and 
new middle class; upper, middle and lower middle class; entrepreneurs, 
professionals, administrators, etc.), their problems, similarities and dif-
ferences; 

• The political role played by the middle class, its civil active-
ness and its social-group potential for engendering social change.  

Maya Keliyan 
June 2014 
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INTRODUCTION: NIKOLAI TILKIDJIEV’S 
LEGACY IN MIDDLE CLASS STUDIES 

Maya Keliyan 

The Second International Conference on the Middle Class - 
“Middle Class as a Precondition of a Sustainable Society: Fifteen Years 
Later” held in December 3-4, 2013 in Sofia commemorated the 60th an-
niversary of the birth of Nikolai Tilkidjiev (1953-2012). What was his 
basic contribution to the Middle Class Study and how his theoretical and 
methodological legacy could be applied for better understanding of con-
temporary Bulgarian society? 

Middle class as a social group 

According to Nikolai Tilkidjiev, the notion of “middle class” is 
incompatible with Karl Marx’s class dichotomy, but is close to Max 
Weber’s understanding of “status groups”. Following Neo-Weberian 
tradition in social stratificational analysis, he argued that the middle 
class should be defined on the basis of an aggregate of criteria. They in-
clude not only ownership of the means of production, income and assets, 
but also the type of employment, the work situation, profession, occupa-
tion, education, prestige, power resources, cultural status, lifestyle, con-
sumption patterns, values system, political views and behavior, etc. The 
middle class holds an intermediate place in the stratification ladder, in 
the so-called stratification middle. Due to the heterogeneous nature of 
this class, it would be more appropriate to speak, not of a single middle 
class, but of middle classes in the plural, or more precisely of middle 
strata (Tilkidjiev, 2002: 20). The middle strata are an “explanatory 
mechanism for the processes and changes in contemporary societies” 
(ibid. 137-261). 

Tilkidjiev was persuasive that in studying the middle strata, it is 
important to have in mind the following: 

1. The social-economic situation of a group, although it is of 
foremost importance in determining the stratification boundaries of the 
middle strata, is not a sufficient or unique criterion for distinguishing 
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these strata. Social-economic status, for its part, is not reducible only to 
financial status, to the incomes and assets, but depends on the work 
situation and type of employment and occupation, on profession, market 
situation, job position, and institutional power resources. 

2. The middle strata have an achieved social-economic status, 
based on education and qualification, on organizational skills, property; 
they rely mainly on their own labor and enjoy autonomy in their labor 
activity, carried out legally. 

3. Three basic middle strata can be distinguished: 
• Those including the private entrepreneurs in small and middle 

business, who mostly use their economic resources, such as real estate, 
financial means and property; 

• Administrators, who rely mainly on their organizational resource; 
• Professionals, known in some former communist countries as 

the “intelligentsia”, who have their cultural resource consisting in edu-
cation, knowledge and qualification. 

4. The middle strata are enterprising social actors; they share 
post-materialistic values and have a corresponding lifestyle and con-
sumption patterns. 

Bulgarian middle class  

After WWII, thanks to the changes in economy, education, organi-
zation of production and work, the proportion of white collar workers, of 
non-manual professions, and of the middle strata grew on a global scale. 
During that time in communist Bulgaria, there was a similar structural 
trend, which led to changes in the social structure of society. It is well 
known that some representatives of the middle strata, such as entrepre-
neurs, cannot exist without the existence of private property and the possi-
bility for economic personal initiative, which is why under communism 
this category was practically abolished as a socio-professional group. The 
middle strata are characterized by a specific lifestyle, political views and 
behavior that are impossible in a society in which personal and political 
freedoms have been abolished. These enterprising social actors rely on 
their personal initiative, while under communism power positions are de-
termined according to political affiliation and loyalty to the communist 
party. Together with this there were certain social strata in our country that, 
by their characteristics, were similar to the middle strata in developed so-
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cieties. The resemblance was related to such important features of social-
group status as: the character and contents of labor, the features of the pro-
fession and employment, education, prestige, cultural status, certain ele-
ments of lifestyle, values, consumption, and income. They occupied an in-
termediate position between the high and low strata and were located in the 
imaginary middle of society. Due to all these differences from and similari-
ties to the middle strata in developed societies, Tilkidjiev arrived to the 
generalization that it would be more exact to view these social-structural 
formations as proto-middle strata, a large part of which in our country 
were called “intelligentsia”. He presented a comprehensive analysis of the 
social-structural changes going on at that time in Bulgarian society and he 
elaborated a detailed argumentation for the use of the term “proto-
stratification” (Tilkidjiev, 1998: 113-115). According to his view the no-
tion of “proto-middle strata” is a term analogous to “proto-stratification”. 

Following John Goldthorpe, Tilkidjiev formulated following 
classification scheme for composition of different social strata and 
groups of our-day Bulgarian society: high level state officials/ 
administrators/managers; professionals, non-top administrators and 
managers, experts; routine non-manual employees; small and medium 
sized entrepreneurs and self-employed farmers; skilled manual workers 
and technicians and supervisors of workers; semi-skilled and non-skilled 
manual workers, including agricultural workers; pensioners; unem-
ployed; students and others. Their distribution as well as the relative 
share of different social strata and groups in present-day Bulgarian soci-
ety by objective indicators can be traced through the cited data in Table 
1, which source is Tilkidjiev, 2002: 360-361 and International Social 
Survey Program (ISSP) research results for 2006, presented by him.  

On the base of results from numerous empirical sociological sur-
veys he summarized that the Bulgarian middle strata, i.e. those who 
possess the “typical characteristics of middle strata” are calculated as 
being between 20% and 30% of the population, while about 42% of the 
people identify themselves as falling in this group (ibid. 363). Their 
share varies within this range according to the classification models used 
by different researchers and by the size of the sample used in representa-
tive surveys. Many national representative studies, such as European 
Social Survey (ESS) and ISSP, have shown that since the beginning of 
the 21st century the relative share of objective and subjective Bulgarian 
middle class has remained the same and falls within this range. 
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Table 1. Social Strata in Bulgaria 
Social groups – Social strata 1999 2006
1. High level state officials/administrators/managers 1.1 3.4 
2. Professionals, non-top administrators and managers, experts 8.7 8.1 
3. Routine non-manual employees 12.1 12.3
4. Small and medium sized entrepreneurs and self-employed farmers 5.2 2.9 
5. Skilled manual workers and technicians and supervisors of workers 13.5 8.9 
6. Semi-skilled and non-skilled manual workers, incl. agricultural 8.3 6.9 
7. Pensioners 29.8 34.3
8. Unemployed 15.0 12.1
9. Students 2.7 4.8 
10. Others 3.6 6.3 

The stratum of intelligentsia and intellectuals comprises profes-
sionals, experts, specialists, administrators and managers with a higher 
education and special qualification, people of the artistic-creative intel-
ligentsia and other similar categories. In studying the part of this stratum 
that belongs to the middle strata, Tilkidjiev excluded those occupying 
high leadership positions. The members of the intelligentsia comprised 
in the Bulgarian new middle strata may be people employed in state or 
private institutions or working in their own firms. The data, quoted by 
him, show that in 2000, 95% of this category was with a higher educa-
tion. Their relative share in 2006, according to the data in Table 1, 
amounted to about 8%; the percentage varies in different representative 
survey according to the size of the sample and the classification used, 
and ranges between 7% and 12% of the adult population of Bulgaria. 

Tilkidjiev pointed out that the specific stratum of contemporary 
Bulgarian intelligentsia whose Western counterpart are professionals, 
differs considerably by its status characteristics from professionals in 
developed societies. In our country after 1989 the middle class primarily 
has the image of a class of entrepreneurs, businesspersons and self-
employed. Obviously in a changing society of the Bulgarian type, the 
resource of material wealth, associated with entrepreneurs, is much 
more prestigious than that of knowledge. Incomes of the members of the 
intelligentsia in our country are around and above the average for the 
country, but are lower than those of entrepreneurs, qualified workers, 
and technicians, and even of some categories of unskilled workers.  

According to Table 1, in 2006 the small and middle entrepre-



Introduction: Nikolai Tilkidjiev’s legacy in middle class studies 

13 

neurs from small and middle business amounted to about 3%; in 2000 
according to various representative surveys, their relative share varied 
between 5% and 12% of the adult population. Their incomes are consid-
erably higher than those of the intelligentsia. The predominant part of 
the intelligentsia and entrepreneurs live in Sofia and the large cities, 
which has a certain impact on their consumption patterns and lifestyle. 
The exception to this rule are the independent farmers occupied in the 
agricultural sector, who generally live in villages and small towns. The 
latter usually have secondary education or higher. 

Students, who have a lifestyle and consumption patterns similar 
to those of the middle strata, amounted to about 5% of the population in 
2006, according to the data in Table 1. 

Members of the middle strata in our country have a specific life-
style that allowed Tilkidjiev to define them as people who follow an “ac-
tive strategy” (ibid. 381-384). Despite the impoverishment and low liv-
ing standard, the presence of middle strata consumption patterns and 
lifestyle has been registered in surveys of Bulgarian society. What is de-
fining for these patterns and lifestyles is not only the levels of income. In 
seeking additional sources of income and in distributing their household 
budgets, this category of people are guided by values and attitudes re-
lated to a modern lifestyle, and they follow a specific cultural model of 
thinking, valuation, and behavior (ibid. 386-399). Their consumption 
patterns and lifestyle, together with their socio-economic and cultural 
characteristics of enterprising, active social actors, distinguish them 
from the other social groups and unite them into one category, despite 
the status differences between various parts of the middle strata. These 
features cause them to resemble their counterparts in developed coun-
tries: though they may differ from the latter considerably by income lev-
els, they share similar values, attitudes and preferences regarding con-
sumption and lifestyle. 

The pivotal distinction between “nominal” and “real” middle 
class made by Nikolai Tilkidjiev (ibid. 400–403) can be used as an apt 
methodological tool for analysis of the Bulgarian middle strata and for 
comparing them with those in developed societies. Here the analogy 
with “nominal” and “real” wage is appropriate, for the “nominal” mid-
dle class is that in our post-communist society, and the “real” one, in 
developed societies. This basic distinction enables understanding and 
explaining what seems at first glance to be a contradiction: why is it that 
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the middle strata are generally said to be enterprising social actors, 
leading active lifestyle, but that at the same time we are witnessing their 
still insufficient enterprise in our country which is one of the reasons for 
the difficulties for “Europeanization” and strengthening of civil soci-
ety? They are enterprising but only compared with other social-groups 
within their own society. But when compared with corresponding social 
group formations in developed societies, it becomes evident that the 
Bulgarian middle strata are still only “nominal”, not “real” middle strata 
like those in advanced countries. 

Tilkidjiev argued that in the global world of today, there are grow-
ing trends of convergence, of basic similarity between corresponding so-
cial structures (ibid. 262-332) in societies that are otherwise at different 
stages of development. Of course, the significant differences between 
these societies remain, but there is a general similarity in the mechanisms 
of social structuring and in certain characteristics of the social status of 
corresponding social categories, groups, and strata. Bulgaria is a post-
communist and developing society whose stratification structure is still in 
a phase of “incompletion”, “not established”, and in course of “crystalliza-
tion” (Tilkidjiev, 2002; Tilkidjiev and Dimov, 2003). But along with this, 
following Tilkidjiev understanding of middle strata and their patterns of 
development we could generalize about our country than being part of the 
global postmodern world, here too there are on-going processes of social 
structuring, identical with those in developed societies.  
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WHATEVER HAPPENED IN THE REAL 
WORLD? CLASS ANALYSIS 

AND CULTURALLY CONSTRUCTED 
CLASS POLITICS 

Markku Kivinen 

Abstract:  
This article deals with class analysis as a sociological research pro-

gramme. Investigating the most important structural and political changes in 
the contemporary world, it shows the relevance of class research. First the im-
pacts of Soviet socialism and its collapse are analysed in the article. Then the 
paper proceeds to discuss the role of the welfare state for class research. The 
argumentation ends by defending the view that classes need to be approached 
from the vantage point of both causal mechanisms and cultural constructs.  

Traditional class research rhetoric revolves around different kinds of con-
trasts: Marx versus Weber, class differences in grade versus qualitative differentia-
tion, class struggle versus co-operation between classes. Such an approach is chal-
lenged in this article. The main argument is that the traditional rhetoric of contrasts 
is misleading. It is mainly a distinction strategy within the field of class analysis itself. 
From this perspective nothing appears definite and undisputed. Rather than starting 
from traditional contrasts, this article makes an effort to show that there are many 
significant and solid empirical results on which everyone can agree. Furthermore, 
the field of class analysis is open to conceptual innovations and new results from 
other sociological research programmes. This does not mean to say that there are no 
theoretical disagreements, unsolved problems or anomalies. An examination of the 
Russian and North American class structures clearly highlights the multi-layered and 
complementary nature of class analysis. 

The challenges of today 

In classical political economy all fundamental social divisions 
were closely tied in with basic economic categories, with land owner-
ship, capital and wage labour: these were the categories that formed the 
basis for the main social classes. Class analysis was an integral part of 
economic analysis. For Marx, social classes appeared as bearers of dif-
ferent economic categories, but of course in Marx’s case this analysis 
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unfolded into a critique of political economy (Marx, 1974). In Marxist 
theory, the capitalist mode of production is based on an indirect form of 
societal labour and on the exploitation of the working class. Labour is 
indirectly social because social needs are always mediated by the mar-
kets. The working class is exploited because it generates surplus value 
that at once makes possible the production of capital and the reproduc-
tion of class relations. The working class shall be a new revolutionary 
class showing the way in the process of social change towards the aboli-
tion of the capital relation. From this point of view economic classes 
were also key categories of political analysis: class interests determined 
the nature and dynamics of political processes. 

As well as ruining the ideological appeal of Marxism in the eyes of 
Western intellectuals, the collapse of Soviet communism effectively un-
dermined the ideological significance of the concept of class. Jan Pakulski 
and Malcolm Waters, for instance, suggest that the ideological interest on 
the political right has turned towards moral and ethical questions, while on 
the left the focus has shifted to questions of gender, ecology, citizenship 
and human rights (Pakulski & Waters, 1996). Theirs is quite a radical ar-
gument: what they suggest is that the concept of social class, so central to 
earlier sociological and political analysis, is in fact a purely historical phe-
nomenon relevant only to the period of class communities based on rela-
tions of exploitation. Class analysis must now be thrown overboard and re-
placed by studies of status positions and their underlying cultural mean-
ings. Postmodern society is a status bazaar where people can choose be-
tween a wide range of different identities based on cultures and consump-
tion (ibid., 114-131; see also Pahl, 1989). 

Pakulski and Waters have a new interpretation of Weber’s tradi-
tional distinction between class, party and status (Pakulski & Waters, 
1996: 24). These are not in fact parallel hierarchies, but constitute an 
historical continuum. The principle of stratification, they suggest, has 
moved on during the twentieth century from ownership to the state and 
organisational systems. In the present postmodern situation, we should 
thus be witnessing a transition from organisation to cultural meanings 
and processes. These are creating quasi-communities on the basis of dif-
ferent life-styles and value commitments. The bonds that used to tie 
community identities to the economic structure, have now disappeared. 
Hence the futility of traditional class analysis (ibid., 149-158.) 

In their article in Acta Sociologica David B. Grusky and Kim A. 
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Weeden (2001) have argued that critics of class analysis have too 
quickly dismissed the power of class analytic language. However, they 
want to disaggregate the conventional classes. Grusky and Wedell see 
the great virtue of disaggregating being that the nominal categories of 
conventional class analysis can be replaced by gemeinschaftlich group-
ings that are embedded in the very fabric of society and are thereby 
meaningful not merely to sociologists but to the lay public as well. They 
argue that aggregate classes are highly abstract constructs that have cur-
rency among academics more than workers, employers or the state. A 
firmer, realist ground can be found at the level of occupations that are 
meaningful entities also for lay people. 

In their comments John Goldthorpe (2002), Gunn Elisabeth 
Birkelund (2002), Göran Therborn (2002) and Julia Adams (2002) have 
quite convincingly shown that the new research agenda cannot serve as 
an adequate substitute for class analysis in explaining the effects of so-
cial structure. Anyhow, the critique by Pakulski and Waters, as well as 
the unfortunate effort to suggest an alternative starting point by Grusky 
and Weeden, raises some very basic and important questions. This criti-
cism is grounded, on the one hand, in major social upheavals – most no-
tably the collapse of Soviet communism – and on the other in changes in 
the field of sociology, particularly the shift towards cultural studies and 
social constructivism. It is quite fair and legitimate to ask, in the first 
place, how all the dramatic changes in the real world have affected the 
logic and relevance of class analysis; and it is also relevant to ask what 
is the relationship between sociological class analysis and class as a 
constructed collectivity in the real life of lay people.  

A defence of the research programme 

Class research has been defended on two main fronts (Marshall, 
1991; Goldthorpe & Marshall, 1992; Hout et al., 1994; Wright, 1997; 
Kivinen, 1998a). Firstly, it has been stressed that class analysis cannot 
be equated with the Marxist theory of history. John Goldthorpe and 
Gordon Marshall, for instance, have pointed out that class analysis does 
not necessarily imply a commitment to the labour theory of value, to the 
idea of class struggle as an historical force or to the ‘Winter Palace’ 
model in the definition of class activity. Nor does it necessarily imply 
the assumption that political identities should ultimately be based on 
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class position; rather, class identities are just one dimension alongside 
identities based on gender, ethnicity or gender, for instance. 

Secondly, class analysis has been defended by reference to the 
undisputed results of class research and the obvious significance of the 
questions it addresses. Goldthorpe and Marshall define class analysis as 
a scientific research programme in the sense that is understood by Imre 
Lakatos (Lakatos, 1970): class analysis is not about one set theory, but a 
loose framework of theoretical and empirical studies aimed at address-
ing certain core questions. (Goldthorpe & Marshall, 1992: 38) These 
questions concern the relationships between class structure, class mobil-
ity, class inequality and class action. This means that class analysis is a 
combination of many different research methods. (Cf. Giddens, 1973: 
107-112; Blom et al., 1992). 

It is particularly important to consider the relationship between 
the different levels of analysis. Joseph Schumpeter once said that social 
classes are like busses. People get on at different stops and stay for a 
while, but the bus keeps going on its way. Schumpeter’s metaphor is 
useful in highlighting a distinction that is absolutely crucial for class re-
search, namely that between ‘people’ and ‘social places’. Studies of so-
cial mobility are mainly interested in finding out what kind of people 
occupy which places on the bus. Studies on the construction of social 
places, on class positions and class structures, by contrast, have a differ-
ent focus: the main concern here is with the factors determining the 
quality of the vacant places and the bus routes that are available. 

Class theory is often a matter of social critique. Even from this 
point of view, the distinction between people and places is crucial. Our 
critique may concern the justification either of the social structure itself 
or the way that places are allocated within that structure. Social classes, 
both the places and the people occupying those places, have been liqui-
dated in different versions of socialism. Various projects of affirmative 
action are aimed at opening up new places for people who used to oc-
cupy underprivileged positions. As far as social inequality is concerned, 
for instance, the scenario where we have only very little social mobility, 
where people are more or less trapped in their class positions all their 
life, is obviously entirely different from the scenario where people can 
change busses and adopt new identities. 

In what follows I will be trying to respond to the challenge pre-
sented by contemporary social change by looking in somewhat closer de-
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tail at the kind of results that the research programme of class analysis has 
produced and at what kind of questions have remained open. Rather than 
denouncing class analysis as a futile exercise from the outset, I want to as-
sess to what extent class research and class theory have been able to pro-
vide us with explanations concerning the most fundamental social 
changes in the contemporary world. I begin by describing the main trends 
of class theory and their main points of contention. My argument is that 
different approaches to social structure are not mutually exclusive. Rather 
they should be seen as complementary which also means that there is lots 
of undisputable results. I then move on to consider the impacts of Soviet 
socialism and its collapse upon class theory. Next, I proceed to discuss the 
role of the welfare state in class research. Finally, I outline a position ac-
cording to which classes need to be approached from the vantage point of 
both causal mechanisms and cultural constructs.  

I am arguing that in fact lay people have lived and are living with 
class reality and with discursively constructed classes in all societies. On 
the other hand sociologists have a huge potential for social criticism in 
the fact that discursively constructed classes may fundamentally differ 
from the results of sociological analysis. The sacred proletariat of social-
ism was completely different from the real working class in Soviet-type 
of societies. Nor is the American dream a fact of real life. It is up to the 
sociologists to say this. Ultimately what I want to do is draw attention to 
the fact that on this basis there is a huge societal demand for more con-
crete analysis of interest formation in contemporary world.  

Different traditions of class research 

Traditional class research rhetoric revolves around different kinds 
of contrasts: Marx versus Weber, class differences in grade versus quali-
tative differences, class struggle versus class cooperation. Class research 
is usually started by fixing one’s own approach to a certain place within 
the field of these kinds of contrasts (for a representative example of the 
Weberian perspective, see Parkin, 1979.). This provides a useful plat-
form from which to address the battles of classification taking place 
within the field of class analysis itself. However, this kind of rhetoric 
serves only to draw a picture in which nothing appears definite and un-
disputed, but every result has to be weighed against a specific theoretical 
perspective. It also creates the false impression that class analysis is an 
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entirely independent conceptual world in the field of sociology, as if it 
shared no meaningful points of intersection with other lines of socio-
logical inquiry. At worst, this kind of rhetoric leads to political reduc-
tionism of the sort where proper debate about concepts and empirical re-
sults is superseded by representations of political value commitments. 

The position I want to defend in this article is that the impressions 
created by this rhetoric of contrasts give a misleading picture of class 
analysis as an intellectual project. Not everything is contested and dis-
puted, but there are also good and solid empirical results on which eve-
ryone can agree. Furthermore, the field of class analysis is open to con-
ceptual innovations and new results from other sociological research 
programmes. This does not mean to say there are no theoretical dis-
agreements, but it is crucial to make clear in what kind argumentation 
they become apparent. Nor do I want to suggest that there are no unre-
solved conceptual problems and anomalies in class research (Kivinen, 
1998a and 1998b). However, it is important to recognise which of these 
problems arise from specific theoretical premises, and which concern 
the whole research programme. 

Erik Olin Wright has described the differences between the main 
traditions of class research as shown in Figure 1 (Wright, 1997: 30-34). 
All trends in class research seem to share the same basic idea with re-
gard to social differences in material welfare. Simple stratification 
analysis takes departure from income differences, which are taken to 
lead to conflicts regarding income distribution. Weberian class analysis 
is also focused on market position, but market capacities are distin-
guished on the basis of whether people possess capital, occupational 
skills and competencies or simply their physical labour power. The We-
berian view on assets thus points at qualitative differences, which lead to 
fundamental differences in the living conditions of social classes. How-
ever it is stressed in both the Marxist and Weberian school that interest 
conflicts have to do not only with income distribution, but also with 
more fundamental differences in assets. 

According to Wright the main distinctive feature of the Marxist 
view lies in its concept of exploitation. The main focus of attention in 
this view is on conflicts occurring at the level of production. Social 
classes not only engage in a trade-off in different market positions, as 
buyers and sellers of labour power: the key thing is that in the labour 
process,  the  capitalist  class  can exploit the labour of the working class  
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Figure 1. Three models of class analysis according to Wright 

because (through hired managers) it is also in power at the level of the 
labour process. For Wright, class theory that is based on the concept of 
exploitation provides a more solid vantage-point for research than the 
theory grounded in market capacities and living conditions: this is be-
cause it demonstrates that class differences are not just differences in 
benefits and entitlements, but in power. 

Secondly, the market capacities discourse completely ignores the 
resistance of the class that is being exploited. If the interests of those 
who are exploiting depend upon the actions of those who are exploited, 
then the possibility of resistance can never be discounted. Antagonistic 
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conflicts will therefore in all probability translate into open conflicts be-
tween classes. This also leads to the creation of intermediary political 
and ideological institutions. In other words, the theory of exploitation 
also serves as the starting-point for political and ideological theory. Ul-
timately it also paves the way to far-reaching historical comparisons be-
tween the structuration of classes in different kinds of exploiting socie-
ties (feudalism, capitalism or state-bureaucratic socialism) and the cor-
responding process in other types of society. 

Wright observes that there is no metatheoretical sociological rule 
which says that sociologists ought to choose between two such class theo-
ries; different kinds of hybrids combining elements from Marxist and We-
berian lines of thinking are quite legitimate. However Wright himself opts 
to pursue a kind of dual strategy. On the one hand he commits himself (ul-
timately on political grounds) to developing a ‘purely’ Marxist conceptual 
platform. On the other hand, he stresses that his empirical results are not 
really dependent on that theoretical platform (ibid., 34-39). Even his opera-
tionalisation of the class structure is virtually identical with John Gold-
thorpe’s Weberian structure (Goldthorpe, 1980; Wright, 1985). 

The clarity of Wright’s argumentation and his sense of proportion 
places him firmly at the forefront of the tradition he represents. Having 
said that, his position certainly is paradoxical. He starts out by noting 
that class theory which is based on exploitation can help us see things at 
a theoretical level, but then in the analysis it turns out that there really is 
nothing special to see after all. His argumentation is aimed at conceptual 
and scientific coherence, yet in the end he simply brings in a political 
position that requires no substantive justification. The whole argument 
could just as well be flipped over on its head and turned into the ques-
tion as to how exploitation theory restricts political thinking, conceptual 
choices or the seeing of the relevance of empirical research results. 

First of all, it can be argued that the tradition of ‘simple stratifica-
tion theory’ has also produced some interesting research results with great 
political significance. A good example is provided by the model of status 
attainment suggested by Robert Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan in their 
classical study which highlights the ‘vicious circles’ in which Black 
Americans are trapped (Blau & Duncan, 1967: 207-227). Black people 
have traditionally been underprivileged and seen their deprivation accu-
mulate. This applies equally to parental social standing, to parental level 
of education and to employment prospects. However exploitation theory 
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tends to skate over these kinds of results and discussions because ‘hard 
political questions’ have to do precisely with relations between places. At 
the same time exploitation theory becomes politically more and more de-
tached. For instance, it does not necessarily have any point of contact with 
the calls for affirmative action by Black Americans. 

Wright’s theory of contradictory class positions reproduces the dual-
istic world-view of the left-wing movement and bypasses the debate on the 
specific interests of the middle classes (Kivinen, 1998b). Wright defines the 
position and interests of the middle classes simply in terms of combinations 
of the positions and interests of the basic classes, i.e. the working class and 
the bourgeoisie. However it is precisely the specific interests of the new 
middle classes that constitute the major historical issue that decides the fate 
of class analysis. Although the working class is still the biggest individual 
social class in all modern societies, no one in post-industrial society can deny 
the growth of the middle classes. The trend is clearly visible even in 
Wright’s own empirical results (Wright, 1997: 56-67). 

Another point on which both the critics and advocates of class 
analysis agree is that professionalisation is a key social process with re-
gard to the formation of the middle classes (Parsons, 1939; Gouldner, 
1979; Pakulski & Waters, 1996, Grusky & Weeden, 2001). In choosing 
to narrow his focus on the basic dualism, Wright completely disregards 
the debate on the universality and specificity of the middle classes’ in-
terests. As Alwin Gouldner has shown, this is an absolutely crucial point 
of intersection between class theory and modernisation theory, and has 
been so ever since Hegel through Parsons and C. Wright Mills all the 
way to Bourdieu (Gouldner, 1979; Mills, 1956; Bourdieu, 1979). 

The main strength of the Marxist tradition is indeed its analysis at 
the level of the labour process. However the generalised concept of ex-
ploitation leads astray both the interpretation of research results and the 
political inferences. Marx lends no support at all to the view that there 
are relations of exploitation between wage earners (Kivinen, 1989: 41-
57; see also Therborn, 2002: 222). However rather than dwelling on 
marxological debate it is more important to recognise that the concept of 
autonomy allows us to construct the theory of power relations in produc-
tion from the vantage-point of alienation analysis, without a generalised 
concept of exploitation. The core issue in all conflicts at the level of the 
labour process is the struggle for autonomy (Kortteinen, 1995). This 
opens up a more historical and more concrete angle on studying class in-
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terests. For instance, new managerial strategies related to flexible labour 
control emerge as key objects of class analysis (e.g. Pollert, 1999). 

Concrete and historical as they are, interests also brings actors into the 
theory. For Wright, classes are mainly concrete structures, beyond historical 
action. E.P. Thompson, on the other hand, stresses that classes should be 
seen as outcomes of coinciding historical events: ‘[C]lass happens when 
some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared), feel and 
articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against 
other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs.’ 
(Thompson, 1963: 9.) In this context class analysis also comes to comprise 
non-cognitive elements of consciousness, cultural structures, habituses and 
historical agents. This means that there is no contrast after all between struc-
tural research and cultural analysis, but rather an important relationship of in-
teraction. This is equally evident in studies of late socialism or the present 
welfare state. On the other hand, analysis of cultural understanding cannot be 
a substitute for the search for causal mechanisms, which of course is the van-
tage-point for Wright, working in the spirit of traditional structural research. 

Soviet class structure and transition 

Soviet socialism was a society in which the concept of social 
class had great political significance. In Soviet ideology, the struggle be-
tween two major social systems was reduced to a battle between two 
classes. Now that the Soviet system has collapsed, there is good reason 
to ask what this implies in terms of the significance or otherwise of so-
cial classes. 

In a recent article on The Relevance of ‘Really Existing Socialist 
Societies’ for Stratification Theory, Gerhard Lenski says the key issue as 
far as class analysis is concerned is the ‘analysis of the social laborato-
ries of real socialism’ (Lenski 2001). He returns to the basic question of 
functionalist stratification theory about the necessity of social inequality. 
If functionalist theory has regarded social inequality as natural or neces-
sary, then critical theorists – above all Marxists – have considered ine-
quality as unnatural, unnecessary and immoral. 

According to Davis and Moore (1945) a successful system of in-
centives requires first of all that the people with the best qualifications 
seek the most important places in society. Secondly, they must be moti-
vated to invest their best efforts in those positions. Lenski’s argument is 
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that Marxist societies failed in both these respects. The best people never 
applied for the most important positions because the income differentials 
were not big enough to inspire them. He refers here to the case of Czecho-
slovakia in the 1960s, where wage differentials between engineers and 
shopfloor workers were virtually wiped out. Large numbers of highly tal-
ented people consequently dropped out of education, and the work moral 
of skilled workers, engineers and other professionals was as low as low 
can get. There were also similar problems – this is again Lenski’s inter-
pretation – in the Soviet Union before Stalin’s famous speech against 
uravnilovka or the principle of pay equity, and the main reason behind the 
Soviet economic crisis of the 1980s was the overly egalitarian incomes 
policy of the Brezhnev era. To prove that people lacked the motivation to 
do their jobs, Lenski refers to various pathologies that are endemic in so-
cialist countries: absenteeism, poor discipline in the workplace, low pro-
ductivity, weak investment and lack of encouragement for innovation. 

Lenski combines two rather different levels of argumentation, i.e. 
the general theory of inequality and an explanation of how and why so-
cialism collapsed. Starting out as he does from the functional notion that 
inequality is necessary in any society, Lenski adopts the assumption that 
real socialism was indeed essentially a classless society. This view is 
highly selective in the aspects it picks out from the history and the work-
place of that society. I myself am inclined to argue that socialism was a 
specific type of class society in which social classes existed both as socio-
economic realities and as complex, multi-layered cultural constructs. 

To conduct a rigorous analysis and gain a proper understanding of So-
viet-type socialism, we need to start out from a narrative in which the working 
class has a very special status of its own. In the Bolshevik code of the sacred, 
the working class is an important force of social change that ties in with sci-
ence, progress, the development the forces of production, urbanisation, the 
party. These concepts defined the essential content of the great Bolshevik pro-
ject of modernisation. Opposed to all these notions was the old Russia: reli-
gious darkness, backwardness, poverty, rurality and the Czarist power system 
(Kivinen, 1998b; Kivinen, 2001). In this sense working class of the labour 
movement is a specific discursive construction and The Elementary Forms of 
Religious Life (c.f. Adams, 2002) can really open new perspectives for under-
standing the fundamental class formations of the past century. 

This kind of sacred working class is of course a cultural con-
struct. One of its dimensions is the demand for a more equal distribution 
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of property and incomes. These are the kinds of projects that inspired 
the abolishment of capital and private land ownership. However the 
working class is much more than that in the Bolshevik story. In contrast 
to other social classes and their vices, the working class is collective, re-
alistic and disciplined. The integration of science and the working class 
into the party creates the main force and subject of social change. 

Social reality, however, ran out in all sorts of directions from this 
kind of a narrative. It was not the working class that was in control in the 
party and in society, but rather a new dominant class that grew up out of 
the party elite, the nomenklatura. The nomenklatura was by no means just 
one big head, even in Stalin’s days, but a complex web of social decision-
making positions at different levels, i.e. precisely a social class. However 
the Bolshevik project of modernisation created not only the nomenklatura 
but also other class groups, above all the new middle class. During the 
1930s the number of professional groups such as engineers, teachers, doc-
tors, and journalists increased dramatically in the Soviet Union. By the 
Brezhnev era, the numbers had reached the same level or indeed exceeded 
the figures recorded in Finland and the United States. However as far as 
official Soviet ideology was concerned, these groups enjoyed no specific 
status; instead both the nomenklatura and the new middle class were ta-
boo. This, it seems, is a taboo upheld by Lenski. 

But there was also constant tension between the idealised prole-
tariat and the real social and economic living conditions of the working 
class. The real proletarian was far removed from the ideal. The Soviet 
working class long remained agrarian in its general outlook on life, as is 
clear from the pathologies identified by Lenski in work culture. Keen to 
compete in consumption and always a heavy drinker, the Soviet worker 
also failed to live up to the original narrative’s celebrated totem that still 
stands today in the squares in villages and cities around the country, 
hammer in hand and eyes firmly fixed on the future. 

The cultural construction of classes is not just a matter of ideology 
and discourse. It is a real practice of social classification and definition. In 
the 1920s, for instance, virtually all Soviet institutions exercised some kind 
of active classification on the basis of class categories (Fitzpatrick, 2000). 
Although the Soviet bourgeoisie (which in fact was a mixture of Russian ar-
istocracy and bourgeoisie) had been liquidated as a social class with the dis-
appearance of social positions based on capital and land ownership, there 
still remained large numbers of people of the wrong origin, so-called ‘form-
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ers’ (byvshii is the Russian term, corresponding to the category of ci-devant 
from the French Revolution). These people were not eligible for higher 
education, for party membership or even for membership of the party’s 
youth organisation Komsomol. If their class background came out in the 
open, they would lose their vote, possibly even be evicted or deprived of 
their ration cards. However the discrimination was entirely haphazard be-
cause the internal passes introduced for purposes of class identification had 
been discarded in connection with the revolution. In contrast to the situation 
in India, the ‘casteless’ in the Soviet Union had no place at all in the tradi-
tional classification system (Galanter, 1984). The ‘former’, ‘kulaks’ and 
‘NEP men’ could only escape their class position by moving to a new envi-
ronment. Indeed the disclosure of people’s real class positions was part and 
parcel of activists’ political practice. 

The transition to the Stalinist period proper from the early 1930s 
onwards was highly contradictory as far as class politics was concerned. 
On the one hand, internal passes were introduced to indicate the holder’s 
class position. This, according to Sheila Fitzpatrick, clearly ties in with 
the old Russian classifications based on estates. Indeed at least as far as 
peasants were concerned the similarities were quite striking. Not all kol-
khoz members were even granted a pass, but they had to apply to the 
kolkhoz to get permission to move, just as they had earlier had to turn to 
the village community. Each Soviet estate also had its own privileges 
clearly demarcated. On the other hand, class position was beginning 
gradually to lose its political significance. The struggle against class 
enemies transformed into a hunt for ‘people’s enemies’. In Stalin’s class 
analysis, Soviet society was divided into workers, collective peasants 
and the intelligentsia. This division was at sharp variance with real 
socio-economic trends in development, for it was precisely in Stalin’s 
era that the nomenklatura gained a firmer hold on power and that the 
new middle class emerged as a significant social category. 

So, Soviet society was not a classless society. Classes existed 
there both as multi-layered cultural constructs and practices and as 
socio-economic realities. There was constant tension between these dif-
ferent levels, which explains the seemingly strange coincidence of class 
positions gaining official recognition with empirical class analysis be-
coming impossible. The major census of 1926 is the last major effort in 
this direction. It is only with the dawn of perestroika that empirical stud-
ies into the social structure of Soviet society are resumed. 
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As in the Soviet era, social classes in today’s transitional period need 
to be studied both as cultural constructs and as categories of class position 
and class situation. Descriptions of modern Russian society refer to capital-
ists without capitalism, to the growth of a new propertied class as a result of 
spontaneous privatisation, without any stable economic structure. In Eastern 
Central Europe the intelligentsia that has stood up to fight the old nomenkla-
tura appears as a kind of cultural bourgeoisie that wants to produce the spirit 
of capitalism so that the corresponding real institutions would become possi-
ble (Eyal 2000). In all transitional economies the sacred working class has 
been superseded by an equally idealised middle class that is expected to be 
law abiding and highly enterprising and disciplined (Kivinen, 1998a). At 
least for the time being the real middle class is leading a rather grim exis-
tence, and its power resources are far from crystallised. We still need analy-
ses at many different levels. 

Class theory and the welfare state 
Lenski comes to conclude that social systems are not in fact all 

that different as has been commonly assumed. The public sector in 
Western societies, he says, is closely similar to the command economy 
and shares many of its problems. As for the principles applied in product 
distribution, it seems that Western societies integrate elements of both 
capitalism, socialism and communism. Some products are distributed on 
the basis of property, some on the basis of labour, but within the social 
security system the distribution also takes place in large part on the basis 
of needs – i.e. in keeping with the principles of communism (Lenski, 
2001: 81-82). We have reached this situation, Lenski says, without any 
conscious plan; it is all a chance outcome. 

Although Lenski clearly exaggerates the similarities between the 
public sector and planned economy, he does raise some rather fundamental 
questions about the nature of ‘capitalism’ in modern societies. However the 
abstract juxtaposition of the principles of capitalism and communism does 
little to shed light on the forces that have produced these combinations of 
principles. It also provides no clues for our efforts to distinguish between 
different kinds of Western societies because all three principles are to some 
extent present in all of them. Lenski’s observation does draw our attention 
to the problems of Wright’s approach which has it that socialism can only 
be understood as a hypothetical alternative to capitalism and that class inter-
ests shall be defined purely on this basis: this approach means we com-
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pletely ignore the development of the modern social state as well as the un-
derlying class coalitions and political forces that have contributed to that 
development. If we set out to explore the cultural constructs on the basis of 
which class interests have been defined in capitalist societies, then it is im-
possible to bypass the debate on citizenship and social rights. 

Ever since T.H. Marshall’s classical definition, citizenship has 
been understood in terms of full membership of society, in terms of eq-
uity in relation to rights and duties. The ideal concept of citizenship 
comprises three dimensions: civil rights (personal freedom and freedom 
of speech, thought and religion, the right of ownership, the right to enter 
into contracts and the right to justice), political rights (the right to par-
ticipate in the exercise of political power) and social rights. By the latter, 
Marshall referred to both the right to reasonable economic welfare and 
security and the right to a civilised life (Marshall, 1965: 78-134). Equal 
citizenship is at variance with the inequality that is typical of class soci-
ety. This points to rather fundamental questions with regard to class 
analysis (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 21-34). Does the significance of so-
cial classes decrease as the social dimension strengthens? 

In any event it is indisputable that the concept of civil society and citi-
zenship involve a whole range of social divisions and conflicts that cannot be 
reduced to the class conflict. These conflicts are manifested for instance in 
the women’s movement, the civic rights movements of ethnic minorities, the 
mobilisation of age groups and regional as well as nationalities’ conflicts. It 
is also indisputable that at the level of class situation and living conditions, 
the welfare state has played a very major role. It is for this reason that it is a 
different matter altogether to belong to the working class in Finland in the 
21st century than it was 60 years earlier, during the years of the previous ma-
jor recession. This, however, does not annul the fundamental differences in 
ownership, hierarchic position and job autonomy. These fundamental forms 
of class differentiation raise serious questions about Parsons’ position that 
Western pluralistic society has already found a final shape of integration for 
the principles of inequality and equality. (Parsons 1970.) 

It is equally clear that class interests have not disappeared from the 
historical scene with the development of the welfare state. The role of 
classes is immediately apparent when we look at the causal forces that lie 
behind the development of different welfare states. At this level of class 
analysis the aim is to uncover different coalitions and different types of 
class mobilisation in the ‘democratic class struggle’ (Korpi, 1983; Esping-
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Andersen, 1990). These kinds of things would seem to explain why post-
industrial welfare states have developed in different directions and into 
different models. For instance, the distinction between liberal, conserva-
tive and social democratic welfare states is quite fundamental. Within this 
tradition there has been quite a lot of debate in recent years about the 
European welfare state’s prospects of survival (e.g. Kuhnle, 2000). I do 
not at this juncture want to go into the details of this debate, but instead I 
want to stress the importance of integrating the different levels of class 
analysis by briefly describing what we know about the distinctive features 
of American class society in the light of international comparisons. 

It is immediately clear from a Wrightian analysis of class struc-
ture that there are much more managers in the United States than in any 
Western European society (Clement & Myles, 1994: 63-90; Wright, 
1997). On the other hand the American welfare state is highly liberal-
istic, exercising only minimal state intervention into the economy and 
labour markets (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 26-34). These phenomena 
seem to be linked with one another. In America, managerial authority is 
first and foremost about job-related control; it is not explained by the 
larger size of enterprises in the US or by the country’s more prominent 
position in the world economy. The number of decision-makers in com-
panies is the same as in Western Europe. By contrast there is much more 
labour control and related industrial wrangling in America. The exten-
sive ‘internal state’ that is the politics of production thus compensates 
for the weak external state (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 191-217; Clement 
& Myles, 1994: 65-72). This no doubt goes some way towards explain-
ing the strength of the legal profession in American society. 

On the other hand the weakness of the trade union movement and la-
bour organisation in general seems to be linked with stronger individualism 
in the workplace: the American working class are more driven to advance in 
their careers, to own shares and to become self-employed than the Swedish 
middle class, for instance (Clement and Myles, 1994: 91-119). 

As far as various social divisions are concerned, those related to eth-
nicity and labour market segmentation are clearly more significant in Amer-
ica than they are in Europe. They do not, however, always lead to a com-
mon struggle, but often generate new conflicts (Gordon et al. 1982). Indeed 
the development of class conflicts may depend upon the intertwining of 
ethnicity and class. Is the black middle class drifting ever further apart from 
the working class, or is it in the vanguard of the common struggle? (Wilson, 
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1999; Patillo-McCoy, 1999.) What kind of positions will the growing num-
ber of people of Latin American origin take up? (Pedraza, 2000.) Will they 
occupy the worst seats in the working class bus permanently or just tempo-
rarily? Is the large sector of poor service jobs just a temporary place for 
youths, or are they trapped here for good? (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 139-
190.) At least in the present situation of relatively strong labour demand, it 
seems there are plenty of opportunities for mobility. 

Postmodern society is often described as post-industrial and con-
sumerist (Jameson, 1985). On both these dimensions American society 
is quite a special case. In the post-industrial sector business services and 
entertainment services for private consumers occupy the most prominent 
position. As far as class identity is concerned it seems that the key factor 
is not so much one’s position in the workplace as consumption opportu-
nities (Wright, 1997: 125-145). In Europe and especially in the Nordic 
countries, the service sector is built around state welfare services, and 
class identity depends essentially on employment experiences. 

All in all American class society is one of pronounced individual-
ism. Labour market and family structures serve to reproduce the deep 
sense of suspicion that is felt towards all major organisations, a sense 
rooted in the farming community. Traditional left-wing and corporatist 
thinking is far less common in the United States than it is in European 
political culture. By contrast there is a great deal of populism that is op-
posed to both major corporations and on the other hand to organised la-
bour (Clement & Myles, 1995: 91-115). For this reason the working 
class is almost taboo in American political culture. The Democrats ap-
peal to the ‘working middle class’ to generate resistance against major 
corporations, the Republicans by contrast channel this general sense of 
opposition against the Federal State, and at the same time mobilise the 
tax revolt of the middle classes. 

Towards more concrete interests 

An examination of the Russian and American class structure 
clearly highlights the multi-layered nature of class analysis. In both 
countries social classes produce important causal mechanisms that de-
fine people’s living conditions, income level, education, working condi-
tions and career prospects. At the same time the classes are in both 
countries specific cultural constructs. In the Soviet Union the working 
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class was perceived as part of the Bolshevik semiotic code. In the 
United States, the individualism of the American Dream, the emphasis 
on competition and achievement, is associated with populism and with 
the kind of political culture in which the middle class is the only major 
social class that may possess legitimate interests. 

However both grand narratives have also had their flip sides and 
their unintended outcomes. In Soviet society there were no propertied 
classes, but the nomenklatura evolved into a new dominant class, and a 
large wage-working, well-educated middle class continued to strengthen 
its positions in the social structure of what was declared a homogenising 
Soviet society. In the United States, social inequality is in many ways 
quite glaring. The working class remains the biggest social class, even 
though it is highly fragmented in terms of labour market positions, race, 
gender and region. All in all the American working class has very lim-
ited power resources for collective action, but strategies of individual 
success and resistance dominate. 

Social classes do not seem to be particularly interesting if they 
are considered simply in terms of abstract social divisions. In a quantita-
tive analysis the class structures of advanced capitalist countries seem to 
be almost identical, and any non-historical talk about interests does not 
seem to carry very much credibility. It is only when we turn our atten-
tion to the specific causal mechanisms and cultural constructs related to 
social classes that they begin to seem more interesting; it is only on this 
kind of basis that we can begin to define class interests more concretely 
and historically. This in turn will allow us critically to review the in-
tended and unintended outcomes of various hegemonic projects related 
to social classes.  
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TOWARDS A MIDDLE-CLASS SOCIETY? 

Raimo Blom and Harri Melin 

Abstract: 
This article is concerned to explore the class structure of Finnish soci-

ety: we look at it today and furthermore trace the changes and developments 
from the 1980s through to the present day. In an environment of profound eco-
nomic structural change it is in fact possible for dramatic shifts and fluctuations 
to happen even in the space of 10 years; witness the case of Finland in the 
1960s. Another issue we address in this article concerns a possible middle-class 
project and the presumed related trend of individualisation. In conclusion, we 
consider the global significance of the middle class based on Göran Therborn’s 
recent analysis (2012). 

Introduction 
This article is concerned to explore the class structure of Finnish 

society: we look at it today and furthermore trace the changes and de-
velopments from the 1980s through to the present day. Thirty years is a 
relatively short period for purposes of analysing and monitoring the 
class structure, as the division of labour in society is quite rigid and re-
sistant to change. However, in an environment of profound economic 
structural change it is in fact possible for dramatic shifts and fluctuations 
to happen even in the space of 10 years; witness the case of Finland in 
the 1960s. Another issue we address in this article concerns a possible 
middle-class project and the presumed related trend of individualisation. 
In conclusion, we consider the global significance of the middle class 
based on Göran Therborn’s recent analysis (2012). 

By Nordic comparison, the process of modernisation got under-
way relatively late in Finland. The move to wage employment only be-
gan to gather momentum in the 1960s. The structural changes that swept 
the country at this time are often described as the “great transition”. 
Finland became a wage earner society over a 15-year period, during 
which time the adult, economically active generation of those days 
moved from the countryside into cities and from small farms directly 
into service and manufacturing jobs. The speed of this change is well il-
lustrated by the statistic that as early as the 1970s, more than half of the 
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economically active population in Finland earned their living in the ser-
vice sector. 

The Finnish class structure was affected by this transition in at 
least three ways. First, the proportion of farmers dropped from over one-
quarter to just over 10% of the economically active population. Second, 
the wage earning middle class almost doubled in size. Third, the indus-
trial working class grew only marginally. It is also noteworthy that the 
number of economically active people over all increased appreciably 
throughout the 1960s (Alestalo 1985).  

In the early 1980s Finland was still predominantly and characteris-
tically a society of workers and peasants: more than two-thirds of the eco-
nomically active population were working class. One in four belonged to 
the wage earning middle class. (Luokkaprojekti 1984: 74.) In his studies 
of social mobility in Finland during the 1970s and 1980s, Pöntinen (1983) 
says that because of the late onset of structural change in Finland, overall 
mobility here has been higher than in any other Nordic country. Finland 
can be described as a society with a relatively closed model of mobility. 
Opportunities for upward mobility among children from working class 
and farming backgrounds have been quite limited (Pöntinen et al. 1983: 
36). Social mobility has continued to slow over the past 30 years, and 
Finnish society today is clearly more crystallised than before. 

Finland today is a wage earning society. Some 85 per cent of the 
economically active population are wage earners, the rest are self-
employed entrepreneurs. The number of entrepreneurs has dropped 
sharply since 1981, when 21% of the economically active population 
worked for themselves (Leiulfsrud 2004: 17–18). At the same time the 
structure of the self-employed population has changed. The proportion 
of farmers has fallen and self-employment in the service sector has in-
creased. Today, farmers account for around 3% of the economically ac-
tive population, down from around 12% in the late 1980s  

Another trend that has had a major impact on the social structure 
of the population is the growing number of economically non-active 
people. In the early 1980s less than one-third of the active age popula-
tion were not economically active. The biggest group were pensioners, 
followed by housewives and students. The unemployed accounted for 
some 10% of the economically non-active population (Melin 1999, 33). 
The situation today is different. Around half of the people in the labour 
force are out of work. All the economically non-active groups have 
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grown in number. The sharpest increases have been recorded for the 
number of pensioners, and the number of students, too, has gone up con-
siderably. The introduction of home care allowance has contributed to 
drive up the number of housewives. The number of people out of work 
increased appreciably with the 1990s recession, but since then unem-
ployment has slowly decreased. Unemployed numbers vary cyclically, 
but there have been no substantive changes in unemployment. Mass un-
employment has not exploded, but nor is there any real shortage of la-
bour. In 1990 the unemployment rate was around 3%, in 2000 some 
10% and in 2012 around 8%. 

Research that is concerned exclusively on the economically active 
population – the traditional focus of class research – will not give us a true 
enough picture of the social structure in a situation where half of the ac-
tive age population are not working (cf. Laaksonen 1999). In 2010, the 
single biggest population group was that of pensioners, who accounted for 
around one-third of the active age groups. In the economically active 
population around one-quarter belonged to the middle class, one in six 
(15%) to the working class and just over 10% were students. Some 5% 
were unemployed. The large proportion of economically non-active 
groups has a significant effect on the composition of the economically ac-
tive population and on the conditions of people’s everyday life. 

We begin our discussion of the movement towards a middle-class 
society by reviewing major past trends and developments in the field of 
class theory. We then proceed to dissect the current state of the middle 
class in Finland in the light of the ISSP 2012 data. We are particularly 
interested in class identification and conceptions of society. Next, we 
turn our focus from subjective class identification to structural issues by 
analysing the Finnish data collected for the 2010 European Social Sur-
vey. Finally, we consider the development towards a middle-class soci-
ety in Finland from the vantage point of individualisation theory. 

The emergence of middle-class society as a research 
problem 

Finland today is in many ways a middle-class society. When cal-
culations are based on the economically active population, the middle 
class is the country’s single biggest class group. Middle-class ways of 
life are very much predominant. Examples include various consumption 
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habits, leisure activities and family models. Finland’s middle-classness 
is reflected in the political climate: the National Coalition Party, which 
draws its support from the middle class has for some time now been the 
country’s biggest party. Finally, people’s values are distinctly middle-
class, emphasising the importance of individual distinction. 

How, then, are these middle-class tendencies reflected in the so-
cial structure? One way to tackle this question is to apply the tools of 
class analysis and statistics to see how the size of the middle class has 
changed over time. The movement towards a middle-class society might 
also be a problem from the point of view of experiences and class identi-
fication. Does everyone want to belong to the middle class? How do the 
alleged trend of individualisation and the idea of an all-inclusive middle 
class fit together (Beck 1991, Giddens 1992, Bauman 2007)? 

The middle class is a politically interesting subject, too. In the 
first televised debate of the previous US presidential elections, both 
Barack Obama and Mitt Romney said that improving the lot of the mid-
dle class was crucial to the development of society as a whole. This was 
not the first time that presidential candidates in the United States have 
allied themselves politically and ideologically with the middle class. Just 
consider Bill Clinton’s campaigns. In Finland, too, a committee memo-
randum from as far back as the 1940s stressed the importance of pro-
moting the development and unity of the middle class (1941). These 
concerns were prompted above all by the internal fragmentation of 
white-collar employees. In short, the middle class is at the centre of con-
stant political and ideological struggle. Various theories of the middle 
class are an integral part of this ongoing struggle, and differences be-
tween academic and lay theories are significant as well (Sayer 2005). 

Theories and debates on the growth of middle-class society and 
on white-collar employees developed at different times in different 
countries, and they also had different objectives. In the United States, 
Germany and the UK, this was clearly seen in the early 1900s and in the 
1920s and 1930s, whereas in France these trends only gathered momen-
tum after the Second World War. In Finland the question of white-collar 
employees did not surface until the 1950s and 1960s. 

The motives for raising the middle class issue were also different. 
In Germany, the problem grew out of cadre socialists’ ideas of the for-
mation a new “middle estate”. White-collar employees, it was thought, 
were emerging as a functional replacement of the old middle estate. This 
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white-collar class was expected to provide an effective buffer stratum 
in-between the working class and the bourgeoisie and as such contribute 
to harmonising social development. (Kadritzke 1982.) Such expectations 
of a growing white-collar and middle class influence in society have 
later appeared in other countries, too. On the other hand, the new middle 
classes have also been intensely contested. All the political parties have 
wanted to recruit them into their ranks and to get their vote and support. 

Developments in class theory  
Theories and understandings of social inequality, class structure 

and at once of the nature of the middle class have been in constant flux 
ever since the early 1980s when we undertook a major research project 
to study the Finnish class structure (Luokkaprojekti 1984). The main 
reason for this lies in the changes of capitalism.  

Theories of the changing middle class are part of a broader re-
search effort focused on the internal differentiation of wage earners 
(Luokkaprojekti 1984: 116–171). Theories dissecting the middle class 
continued to play a major role in analysing the shifting landscape of so-
cial inequality. At the same time, these theories help to shed light on a 
more general process of social change. Have we now arrived at a society 
that is dominated by one major middle class, or does the working class 
remain a significant force? Is the wage earning population more or less 
homogeneous, or is it splintered into different, unequal segments? 

The key question with regard to theories about the emergence of 
a middle-class society is surely this: How well do they help us under-
stand past and future trends in development? How valid and relevant are 
these theories? All of the most interesting theories and thoughts about 
the middle class draw a link between the changes happening in the mid-
dle class with the changes happening in capitalism. 

Theories of the middle class abound. We start our review with 
Braverman’s (1974). Braverman describes the development of the wage-
earning class as an evolution associated with monopoly capitalism, 
which proletarises “white-collar workers” and leads to the emergence of 
a large working class. As a result, the differences between industrial 
workers, trade workers and clerical workers in services begin to melt 
away, and there remains little room for an independent middle class. In 
the same vein as Braverman, Carchedi (1977) took the view that the 
most critical developments were the declining value of labour and the 
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proletarianisation of the new middle class. According to Carchedi, the 
new middle class carries out at once collective labour functions and 
global functions of capital. The middle class, he maintains, carries ever 
few global functions of capital. These two theories predict a narrowing 
of the differences between the middle class and the working class during 
the age of monopoly capitalism. This would imply a relatively marginal 
significance for the middle class in society. 

An interesting point of comparison with these theories is pre-
sented by Poulantzas’s (1975) understanding of the middle class as the 
“new petty bourgeoisie”. Poulantzas applies not only economic criteria, 
but also political and ideological factors to distinguish between different 
class groups. This lead him to suggest that we will see the growth of an 
extensive new petty bourgeoisie and a dwindling working class. The 
reason why Poulantzas prefer to talk about a new petty bourgeoisie 
rather than the middle class lies in the petty bourgeois thinking and ide-
ology assumed by this class group. 

Examples of the differentiation of wage earners and, of a possible 
middle class, are provided in the theories of Abercrombie and Urry 
(1983) and Erik Olin Wright (1978 and 1985). Abercrombie and Urry 
follow Goldthorpe’s (1982) conception whereby the “service class” be-
comes detached from the rest of the middle class. The service class as-
sumes the tasks of conceptualisation, control and reproduction. It comes 
closer to the bourgeoisie than to the working class; in other words, it is 
not in the middle. It also shows no tendencies of proletarianisation.  

Wright (1978), then, argues that there are groups in-between the 
bourgeoisie and the working class that exercise varying degrees of 
domination. Managers have extensive functions related to the mainte-
nance of domination, while supervisors have narrower functions of la-
bour supervision. In the first version of his theory Wright proposed the 
original category of semi-autonomous employees. Semi-autonomy did 
not have to do with dominance, but rather with the relatively autono-
mous nature of work. The most distinctive feature of Wright’s class the-
ory is the emphasis on the criteria of domination and authority in the de-
termination of class positions. Degrees of domination are also the key 
differentiating factors within the broad wage-earning middle class. 

Theories emphasising the declining tendencies of labour qualifi-
cations and the homogeneous formation of mass wage-earning proletar-
iat are closely associated with the question of performing collective la-
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bour functions and functions of capital. The separation of managers 
from other wage earners requires a clear differentiation of wage earners. 
The declining value of labour can only apply to the relatively broad 
strata at the lowest level. At the same time, workers and lower white-
collar employees become distinguished from other wage workers. This 
is clearly reflected in the different work profiles and positions of socio-
economic groups. In general, research results suggest that there is a no-
ticeable separation between managers and high level white-collar em-
ployees, on the one hand, and lower white-collar employees and skilled 
and unskilled workers, on the other (Blom & Melin 2012). 

The crises that have unfolded over the past few decades and the as-
sociated structural and social upheavals have also present a whole new set 
of challenges for class theory. Class theory, it in its broad sense, is cer-
tainly needed to help understand new and old inequalities and injustices. 
Mike Savage (2000, x–xi) details three requirements for updating class 
analysis, which come quite close to the problems of culture and identity. 
First, he calls for a class analysis that is based on an understanding of cul-
ture. One key premise here is Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and the 
analysis of distinction and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986). A second 
premise is the idea of individualisation as originally developed by Ulrich 
Beck (1992) and Anthony Giddens (1991), and more recently by many 
others as well. Savage’s idea is to study how class relations work through 
the process of individualisation. This interest ties in with efforts to under-
stand the relationship between the changes in working class and middle 
class culture. Savage asks whether the erosion of working class culture, as 
Beck and Giddens have it, can be best understood as a transition from a 
working class to a middle class mode of individualisation.  

The single most important theme for our analysis here is the for-
mation and differentiation of the new middle class. Bourdieu’s analysis 
of the new middle class has drawn many other scholars to studying cul-
tural activity and consumption behaviour, to searching for practices of 
the new middle class and even to studying the establishment and adop-
tion of a new ethics. (Crompton 2008: 103–109.) Among the new occu-
pational groups receiving attention in these analyses include IT experts, 
psychotherapists and above all various occupations in managerial and 
expert positions at the intersection of culture and economy. 

Bourdieu’s (1986) most important discovery for research into 
new middle class is the identification of a bourgeois or new middle class 
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group that has high ownership of both economic and cultural capital. For 
this “new bourgeoisie”, the natural economic and political ally is the 
new petty bourgeoisie. New petty bourgeois occupations are concerned 
with the production of symbolic goods and services, with the production 
of culture and organisation. Occupations dealing with the arts, enter-
tainment, fashion, sports and the control of body and mind also belong 
to this category. Lash and Urry (1987) describe this process change by 
suggesting that current consumption is about the consumption of signs 
rather than goods. Specialists of symbolic production would belong to 
the lowest strata of Goldthorpe’s “service class”. 

There is no denying that the middle class has indeed seen these 
kinds of changes. The true meaning and implications of these changes, 
then, is a different matter altogether. Perhaps the most relevant generali-
sation drawn from research suggests a tendency of middle-class frag-
mentation and political disunion. We revert to the relationship between 
the middle class and individualisation theories after our empirical analy-
ses of Finland. 

Identification and conceptions of society 

In the foregoing we have discussed the theoretical background to 
different aspects and areas of the middle-class issue. We now move on 
to examine the current situation in Finland using a comprehensive data-
set on different middle-class groups. Our focus is to analyse class identi-
fication, conceptions of modern society and desired social structure, and 
conceptions of factors impacting success in life. The presentation is 
based on our report on social inequality in Finland, which draws on the 
ISSP 2012 questionnaire (Blom, Kankainen & Melin 2012). ISSP is a 
major international research program involving almost 50 countries. 
Each year all these countries conduct the same questionnaire, focusing 
on varying subjects. The 2009 data concern social inequality. 

Class identification  
The Finnish ISSP questionnaire on inequality asked the respon-

dents to say to which social class they thought they belonged.  
It is particularly interesting to compare objective class positions 

with class identification. Managers and experts show the strongest iden-
tification with the middle class and upper middle class. They are well  
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Table 1. Finnish wage earners’ class position and class identification (%) 
 Class position 

Class identi-
fication 

Entre-
preneurs 

Man-
agers 

Supervi-
sors 

Ex-
perts

Skilled 
workers 

Unskilled 
workers 

Working 
class 8 11 9 6 30 43 

Lower mid-
dle class 25 6 17 12 10 22 

Middle class 38 54 53 49 48 30 
Upper middle 
class 29 29 21 33 13 5 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

aware of their objective class position, in that the majority of them iden-
tify with the middle class or upper middle class. In both groups just un-
der one-third or 29% identify with the upper middle class. 

We also see that 60% of skilled workers say they feel they belong to 
the middle class. Less than one-third or 30% identify with the working class. 
Among unskilled workers, too, less than half or 43% feel they belong to the 
working class. As the majority of entrepreneurs also say they belong to the 
middle class, Finland can indeed be described as a middle-class society. 

The results for class identification among economically non-active 
groups are well in line with expectations. Unemployed people identify more 
often than others with the working class, while students identify more 
strongly with the middle class, based on their projected socialisation. 
Among pensioners one half identify with the working class or the lower 
middle class. In other words the economically non-active population is far 
from, a homogeneous category in terms of its class identification. 

There is no evidence of gender differences in class identification, and 
differences between age groups are also quite marginal. The main distin-
guishing factor with regard to class identification is education. People with 
less than a lower tertiary level diploma identify with the working class. On 
the other hand people with an academic degree identify much more often 
than others with the upper middle class. As expected income and wealth 
impact class identification, but to a lesser extent than education. In summary 
then, these results suggest that education opens doors to the middle class, 
higher education to the upper middle class.  
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Conceptions of society  
The ISSP respondents were asked to give their assessment of the 

structure of society as they saw it today and on the other hand of how 
their own ideal social structure (item 22). They were presented with the 
following alternative models: 

   

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure A 
 
Small elite at 
the top, few 
people in the 
middle and 
most at the 
bottom.  

 
Figure B 
 
Like a pyra-
mid, small 
elite at the top, 
more people in 
the middle and 
most at the 
bottom. 

 
Figure C 
 
Like a pyra-
mid but with 
a smaller 
lowest stra-
tum. 

 
Figure D 
 
Most people 
in the middle 

 
Figure E 
 
Most people 
close to the 
top and only 
a small mi-
nority at the 
bottom. 

The respondents thought that the structure of Finnish society to-
day mainly resembled one of three types: 1) a society where most people 
are around the middle, i.e. Figure D (36%): 2) a pyramid where the low-
est stratum is slightly narrower than the groups above, i.e. Figure C 
(33%); or 3) a pyramid of the kind illustrated in Figure B (24%). If B 
and C are both taken to represent societies with a pyramid-like structure, 
then most people in Finland consider Finnish society to be clearly hier-
archic (total 57%) as compared to those who feel that society is a more 
balanced structure (36%). 

Comparing people’s views of the structure of society today with 
how they would like to see our society, the differences are quite marked. 
People in Finland would like to see a more balanced social structure, i.e. 
either wide at the middle or wide at the top and narrow at the bottom. 
Two-thirds or 67% would prefer to see this kind of egalitarian society. 
This is in quite stark contrast to views of society today; the difference 
measures at 50%. It is easy to conclude that the structure of Finnish so-
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ciety today does not live up to people’s desires and expectations, but it is 
clearly too hierarchic and unequal in structure. 

Analysed by class position, views on the social structure are rela-
tively consistent. Managers feel somewhat more often than others that 
the current structure is a pyramid that is narrower at the bottom. Super-
visors and experts, then, think that present-day Finnish society is quite 
wide in the middle. There are also quite marked differences between age 
groups. People over 60 say our society is pyramid-like much more often 
than others, while the youngest age group of under 30-year-olds have 
this description least often. Income and housing wealth also seem to 
have a bearing on images of society. The highest income bracket and 
homeowners with the most housing wealth view present-day society 
more often as a structure with a rounded waist. 

Images of the ideal social structure do not vary widely between 
class groups. The vast majority of people in all class groups would like 
to see a society that is wide in the middle, i.e. a balanced breakdown. 
Women and the unemployed show the strongest commitment to a soci-
ety that is wide in the middle, to a more equal society. 

So what do these views about the structure of society tell us about 
Finland’s middle-classness or otherwise? The clearest answer to this 
question is provided by a comparison of how people see today’s social 
structure with their ideal images. These notions combine a desire for a 
more equally structured society with heavy criticism of present-day so-
ciety. This is an interesting result. Most people in Finland feel that soci-
ety is too hierarchic. It is feasible to speculate that these views have 
grown out of personal experience, that that they seen and experienced 
hierarchy and inequality in the school system, in the workplace, in social 
services and in other areas and practices of our society. To this extent it 
is justified to talk about middle-class social critique. 

The following electoral analogy also helps to make sense of this 
middle-class social critique. Ahead of elections, citizens are given in-
formation about a wide range of relatively fragmented social issues. 
This does not provide a sound enough basis for a broad and comprehen-
sive critique of society. However, the middle-class social critique de-
scribed above suggests that Finnish citizens are in fact disposed to such 
a comprehensive critique of the existing social structure. 
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Getting on in life  
The survey interview included the question, “How important do 

you consider the following to getting on in life?” We move on now to 
discuss the views of Finnish respondents on this item.  

We begin by dissecting views on how important it is to have a 
wealthy family background to get on in life. Most respondents do not 
consider a wealthy family background all that important, or they say it is 
not important at all. No more than 31% took the view that family back-
ground was at least rather important. 

Table 2. How important do you consider the following to getting on in 
life: a wealthy family background? (%) (1) 
Entrepreneurs 38 
Managers 24 
Supervisors 26 
Experts 30 
Skilled workers 30 
Unskilled workers 32 
Unemployed 43 
Students 25 
Pensioners 33 
All 31 
(1) Proportion of respondents who considered a wealthy family background 
necessary, very important or rather important to getting on in life. 

Class differences in assessments of the importance of family back-
ground are quite sound. The view that a wealthy family background is very 
important is strongest of all among managers. As for the view that family 
background is rather important or more than rather important, the group that 
comes out on top is that of self-employed entrepreneurs at 38%. They are 
followed by experts and both groups of workers at 30%.  

The differences among economically non-active groups are 
greater. The unemployed attached by far the greatest importance to hav-
ing a wealthy family background: 43% of them said this is rather impor-
tant or more than rather important. They are followed by pensioners 
(33%) and students (25%). The results seem quite logical in view of the 
situation of these groups. 
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Other differences by background factors are not very pronounced. 
Men consider a wealthy family background somewhat more important 
to getting on in life than women. Incomes have a minor impact on these 
assessments. Differences by wealth show no consistent pattern. In the 
case of share holdings, for instance, groups with relatively minor hold-
ings of 5,000–10,000 euros consider family background rather important 
or more than rather important clearly more often than others.  

Compared to views on the importance of a wealthy family back-
ground, a much larger proportion of people in Finland believe that educa-
tion is important to getting on in life. Over half or 53% think that a good 
education is necessary or very important. When those who consider educa-
tion “rather important” are also included, the figure climbs to 91%. People 
in Finland clearly believe that the road to success is paved by education. 

Table 3. How important do you consider the following to getting  
on in life: a good education? (%) (1) 
Entrepreneurs 37 
Managers 63 
Supervisors 40 
Experts 70 
Skilled workers 58 
Unskilled workers 50 
Unemployed 57 
Students 69 
Pensioners 52 
All 53 
(1) Proportion of respondents who considered a good education necessary 
or very important to getting on in life. 

There are some group differences in assessments of the impor-
tance of a good education. Experts and managers have the strongest 
views: in these groups a good education is considered necessary or very 
important by 70% and 63%, respectively. The corresponding figures are 
lowest in the groups of self-employed entrepreneurs (37%) and supervi-
sors (40%). Among the economically non-active population the list is 
headed by students (69%), but the unemployed (57%) and pensioners 
(52%) also share the view that education is important. 
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Clearly then, people in Finland show great faith in the importance 
of education. However, the results show that hard work is considered 
even more important to getting on in life. In the whole dataset the pro-
portion who thought this was necessary or very important was 62%. In-
cluding the proportion of those who consider it rather important, the fig-
ure is as high as 94%. Finland certain embraces the ethos of hard work. 

Table 4. How important do you consider the following to getting on in 
life: hard work? (%) (1) 
Entrepreneurs 69 
Managers 71 
Supervisors 68 
Experts 63 
Skilled workers 66 
Unskilled workers 60 
Unemployed 69 
Students 60 
Pensioners N/A 
All 62 
(1) Proportion of respondents who considered hard work necessary or ex-
tremely important to getting on in life. 

The differences between social groups are quite marginal. In all 
groups, the majority take the view that hard work is important. Self-
employed entrepreneurs and managers come out on top in this compari-
son, with 69% and 71%, respectively, quoting hard work as important, 
but even among unskilled workers, the figure is 60%. 

What, then, about the groups who are not at work; how do the 
unemployed, students and pensioners see the question of getting ahead 
in life? Overall, their views do not differ fundamentally from those of 
the employed population. A wealthy family background is not consid-
ered essential to getting on in life. Among these groups only the unem-
ployed place more than average weight on this factor. With the excep-
tion of pensioners, the importance of education is emphasised even more 
than average. The unemployed believe far more often than others that 
hard work is important to getting on in life. Students, on the other hand, 
subscribe to this view less often than others.  
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Overall, the picture that emerges from the above analysis of what 
is most important to getting on in life is quite clear. For people in 
Finland, the most critical success factor is hard work, followed by a 
good education. A wealthy family background, by contrast, is not con-
sidered particularly important.  

These views are open to criticism at least in the sense that evidence 
from education research has revealed clear differences in schools success 
based on family wealth. Differences in social and cultural capital often tie 
in with parental wealth (for more on inequalities in Finland associated 
with social and cultural capital, see Sanaksenaho 2006.) For this reason, 
family background continues to have considerable significance with re-
spect to the level and length of education received. (Kivinen & Rinne 
1995, Kivinen et al. 2001, Naumanen & Silvennoinen 2010.) 

The class identification, opinions and attitudes of social classes in 
Finland clearly reflect their experiences of both work and life in general. 
Social background is significant, too. The same goes for identity and in-
terest formation. We refer to ‘formation’ here because neither identity 
nor interests are ever complete and ready; they are always in the process 
of evolving. Having said that, identities and interests change at different 
speeds at different times. The results suggest that critical middle-class 
interest have grown out of experiences of recession and change. These 
attitudes reflect a definite interest in a better society. At the same time, 
people accept the importance of education and hard work. 

The middle class is objectively divided into different strata. The phe-
nomenon that French and English analyses have described as the emergence 
of the new middle class has also received some attention in the Finnish de-
bate. This interest here has focused not only on the rise of knowledge work-
ers and on battles waged in cultural fields, but also and importantly on am-
bitions to move up in the social hierarchy. In terms of both its class, work 
and reproduction situation, the middle class is highly differentiated. Differ-
ent middle class groups also differ markedly from one another in terms of 
their work situation (Blom & Melin 2012, Blom, Melin & Pyöriä 2001). It 
is likely therefore that middle-class groups will persist with their identity 
and interest struggles and that economic crises in Europe and Finland will 
probably lead to a further intensification of these struggles. 
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The Finnish class structure 
Above we have discussed the Finnish class structure and its 

changes from the subjective viewpoint of class identification. Below, we 
move on to examine Finland’s social structure in 2010. This analysis is 
based on the Finnish dataset collected for the 2010 European Social 
Survey (ESS). For the purposes of this research, Statistics Finland inter-
viewed 1,878 Finnish people in the autumn of 2010. The sample com-
prised 3,200 respondents aged 15–75, and the response rate was 59.5%. 
Is Finland a middle-class society? How does the social structure of Fin-
nish society appear in the light of recent research evidence? 

The breakdown of society into different groups is usually ana-
lysed at the level of class structure. This implies a focus on the eco-
nomically active population, which means that the research covers 
roughly half of the adult population, while the other half effectively 
ceases to exist. The picture that emerges of the social structure is far 
more nuanced when we include the whole population aged 15–75. 

Table 5 provides a description of Finland’s social structure in 
1980 and 2010. A separate table is attached as an Appendix which 
shows the social structure by gender in 2010. The data for 1980 are 
based on data collected for the Finnish Class Project (Suomalaiset luok-
kakuvassa 1984: 203). The variable describing social structure is com-
piled so that entrepreneurs include both the self-employed and employ-
ers. Managers are wage earners who occupy supervisory positions, who 
have decision authority in the work organisation and who have extensive 
autonomy in their own work. The rest of the middle class consists of 
wage earners with extensive job autonomy. All other wage earners are 
counted in the working class. Our examination of the class structure is 
based on the class theory of Erik Olin Wright (1978 and 1997). The un-
employed, students and pensioners are identified based on self-report. 
All other respondents are placed in a residual category of “Others”.  

The single biggest group today is represented by pensioners. In 
1980, the biggest group was the working class, today, almost one-third 
of the respondents in the survey are retired, compared to just one in ten 
30 years ago. Women slightly outnumber men among pensioners.1 The 
proportion of pensioners has more than doubled since 1980. At the same  
                                                        
1 According to 2010 statistics there were some 950,000 people aged 65 or over in 

Finland, and it is projected that their number will rise to over 1.3 million by the 
end of the decade.  



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

54 

Table 5. Finland’s social structure in 1980 and 2010 (%) 
Social group 1980 2010 
Entrepreneurs 17 8 
Managers 10 8 
Other middle class 14 17 
Working class 33 15 
Unemployed 3 5 
Students 6 12 
Pensioners 12 31 
Others 5 4 
Total 100 100 
N 1 425 1 873 

time the share of the working class has declined to just under one-half. 
The relative number of entrepreneurs has also dropped, which is ex-
plained above all by the declining number of farmers. The number of 
students today is twice as high as in the early 1980s. 

The second biggest group is the middle class, which accounts for 
one-quarter of all respondents. A much larger proportion of men than 
women belong to the middle class. The third biggest group is the work-
ing class, which accounts for one in six respondents. Women account 
for a much larger share of the working class than men. The number of 
students is almost the same as the number of people in the working 
class. Women outnumber men among students, too. 

Five per cent of all respondents are unemployed. According to 
Bank of Finland statistics the unemployment rate in Finland in Septem-
ber 2012 was 7%, compared to around 12% in the EU on average. De-
spite the long-standing recession unemployment in Finland has risen 
only slightly. The total number of people out of work in 2012 was 
around 210,000, and just over 60,000 of them were long-term unem-
ployed, i.e. people who had been out of work for more than a year. Un-
employment is still appreciably higher among men than women. 

The picture that emerges from this analysis of class structure differs 
clearly from the picture we gained of Finnish society above. Just over half 
of all respondents belong to the middle class. The working class is only the 
second largest class group, accounting for one-third of all respondents, 
whereas 30 years ago the working class was by far the biggest class group.  
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Table 6. Finnish class structure in 1980 and 2010 (%) 
Classes 1980 2010 

Entrepreneurs 21 16 
Managers 14 16 
Other middle class 19 36 
Working class 46 32 
Total 100 100 
N 1020 875 

The class structure changes very slowly. Over the past three dec-
ades Finland has clearly shifted towards a more middle-class society. In 
1984 (Luokkaprojekti 1984: 74) 46% of the economically active popula-
tion were working class, today the proportion has dropped to one-third. 
At the same time the number of entrepreneurs has declined from 21% to 
just over one-sixth. The most outstanding trend has been the growth of 
the middle class. In 1980 the middle class accounted for around one-
third of the economically active population, now for just over half.  

The trend towards middle class growth is explained in part by the ris-
ing educational level. The significance of education in society and in the la-
bour market has clearly increased. In 2010, two in three Finns had com-
pleted at least upper secondary education. The total number of degrees 
completed each year is around 215,000 degrees, including 30,000 tertiary 
degrees (www.stat.fi/tup/suoluk). In the age group 65 or over, 40% had 
completed a degree, in the age group 30 the figure is over 85%. Each year 
an average of over 700,000 people attend post-compulsory education. 

Education has always been highly valued in Finland. In the public 
sector in particular, many jobs have been limited to applicants with de-
gree qualifications. It has been thought that good school performance 
predicts success in life more generally, and parents encourage their chil-
dren to get as good an education as possible.  

Sociologists have long been concerned to investigate relation-
ships between education and inequality (Naumanen & Silvennoinen 
2010). In the early 1970s no more than one-quarter of people in Finland 
had post-comprehensive qualifications, today no more than one-fifth do 
not have such qualifications. The long-term trend has seen a continued 
narrowing of class differences in education. In the past 50 years the 
number of children continuing to higher education from a working class 
background has increased appreciably. This trend has been driven by a 
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general expansion of education. In all fields of education the number of 
admissions has risen sharply. This expansion has contributed to greater 
educational equality. Even so young people’s educational choices are 
still closely tied up with parental socio-economic status and educational 
background (cf. Ministry of Education and Culture 2012: 15–17). 

Recent evidence suggests that educational differentiation and class 
inequality in education has begun to increase again. This is reflected in in-
creasing learning differences in comprehensive school and in a sharp dif-
ferentiation of comprehensive schools especially in larger cities. Children 
from middle-class backgrounds are often sent to schools where parents 
believe their children will get a better education than in their local school 
(Seppänen et al. 2012). The family’s social status also has a major influ-
ence on further educational choices. The statistics tell us that the children 
of parents who have a higher education go on to study at university far 
more often than young people whose parents have no post-comprehensive 
education. Educational differentiation is a serious problem, because a 
good education is the best avenue to upward social mobility. 

Table 7. Education by social group (%) 
 ENTR MAN MC WC UNEMP STUD PENS OTH TOT

Compre-hensive 
school 14 3 8 19 28 51 53 13 31 

Matric exam 4 3 3 8 5 23 2 7 6 
Voc school 55 39 46 64 50 15 34 46 41 
Lower uni degree 15 19 19 5 8 9 4 16 10 
Higher uni degree 12 36 24 3 8 2 7 17 12 
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
N 144 144 312 275 96 239 579 81 1 870

Around one-third of all respondents had completed no more than 
comprehensive school or equivalent. Almost half had completed upper sec-
ondary school or vocational qualifications. Just over one in five had a terti-
ary degree. Our data show that there are marked educational differences be-
tween social groups. Among pensioners only one in ten has a university de-
gree, among managers the proportion is well over one-half. On the other 
hand over half of all pensioners have no post-comprehensive education at 
all, among managers the corresponding figure is just 3%. 

In the working class two-thirds have a vocational training. Less 
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than 10% have a tertiary degree. One in five people who belong to the 
working class have no post-comprehensive education. Among the un-
employed just over one-quarter have no post-comprehensive education, 
the second-highest proportion after pensioners. Half of the unemployed 
have vocational qualifications and one in six has a tertiary degree. In 
other words education or the lack of education does not alone explain 
unemployment. It is widely accepted that educational qualifications are 
the best form of insurance against unemployment. However, the educa-
tional level among the unemployed is by no means exceptionally low: in 
fact three in four have vocational or higher qualifications. Among entre-
preneurs, over one-half have vocational qualifications, and more than 
one in four have a university degree. 

Our results show that social position and educational attainment 
are closely correlated. Higher education accumulates in middle-class 
groups. A low level of education, on the other hand, is most typical in 
the working class and among the unemployed. Generation has a signifi-
cant impact on educational level, pensioners have a lower level of edu-
cation than others. 

Class research has shown that income and class position correlate 
perhaps even more closely than education and class position (e.g. 
Wright 1997, Melin 2009). Income differentials between managers and 
the working class are huge. In recent years executives of major corpora-
tions in particular have seen their earnings rise several times the increase 
in average wages, in all advanced Western countries. Indeed some 
economists maintain that one major reason for the current recession lies 
in the excessive accumulation of income and wealth in ever fewer pock-
ets (Reich 2008). In a European comparison, however, income differen-
tials in Finland are still quite moderate. In 2010 the gini coefficient de-
scribing income differentials was 26; the only country with a slightly 
lower figure was Sweden (23). The EU average was 28, in Estonia it 
was 34 and in Portugal 41 (Melin and Blom 2012: 91). In Russia, the 
2010 gini coefficient was 40. 

Recent statistics (www.stat.fi) indicate that average monthly 
earnings in Finland in September 2012 were around 3,250 euros; for 
men the figure was 3,650 and for women 2,840 euros. Women’s average 
earnings were just 78% of men’s income. In 2010 average annual 
household earnings came to 40,000 euros, and the median income was 
33,500 euros. Unemployment causes earnings to plummet. A member of 
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an unemployment insurance fund whose annual monthly wage is 3,000 
euros will receive 1,550 euros in unemployment benefit. People in la-
bour market training or those who are made redundant after three years 
of employment may be eligible to receive a supplementary daily allow-
ance for the first 20 days of unemployment, increasing the benefit to 
1,850 euros a month. Non-members of unemployment insurance funds 
or people who have been out of work for more than 500 days are eligible 
to receive a basic daily allowance of 674 euros a month. The earnings of 
unemployment insurance fund members are just over half the average 
monthly income of wage earners. People living on basic daily allowance 
get around one-quarter of average earnings. 

So how are earnings divided between different social groups in 
Finland in 2010? For this analysis we have divided our data into five 
equally large income brackets as follows: 

I) less than 1,232 euros a month, II) 1,232–1,970 euros a month, 
III) 1,971–2,886 euros a month, IV) 2,887–4,159 euros a month and V) 
over 4,160 euros a month. 

Table 8. Income by social group (%) 
 ENTR MAN MC WC UNEMP STU PENS OTH 
I 6 1 2 8 48 41 28 15 
II 10 5 12 18 10 17 29 14 
III 19 16 24 23 21 17 25 27 
IV 34 33 35 39 15 10 15 36 
V 31 45 27 11 6 14 4 8 

TOT 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 138 143 312 261 91 168 531 73 

The unemployed and students fall in the lowest quintile clearly more 
often than other social groups. Almost half of the unemployed are in this 
category of lowest earners. In the middle class, no more than 2% belong to 
this lowest earning group. Among managers, almost half belong to the 
highest earning category, among the unemployed the figure is no more than 
6%. Almost 60% of the unemployed and pensioners fall into the two lowest 
income brackets, for the middle class the proportion is less than 15%. 

There are marked inequalities in income distribution in Finland. 
Entrepreneurs, managers and the rest of the middle class have much bet-
ter earnings than other groups. The unemployed, on the other hand, have 
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by far the lowest income. Almost two-thirds of the working class fall in 
the third and fourth quintile. The earnings of the working class represent 
the average of all respondents. 

Income does not directly correlate with how well off people feel 
they are financially. Subjective experiences can differ from earned in-
come quite substantially. Our survey included an item to measure the re-
spondents’ perceptions of how they felt they can make ends meet. 

Table 9. Perceived adequacy of income by social group (%) 
 ENTR MAN MC WC UNEM STU PENS OTH TOT

Very good 29 38 30 14 7 27 16 16 22 
Good enough 62 58 61 74 55 51 69 60 64 
Difficult to make 
ends meet 9 4 8 11 21 15 12 16 11 

Very difficult to 
make ends meet 1 0 1 2 17 7 3 7 4 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
N 144 144 312 274 96 227 580 81 1 858

Two-thirds of the respondents said their income was good enough 
to make ends meet. More than one-fifth said their income was very 
good. Only 15% reported that they had difficulties making ends meet. 
There are significant differences in this respect between social groups. 
Some 38% of the unemployed reported difficulties making ends meet, 
and almost one-fifth (17%) said it was very difficult to make ends meet. 
Among managers, on the other hand, the same proportion reported that 
they had a very good income. The proportion of respondents saying they 
had great difficulties making ends meet was clearly highest among the 
unemployed. On average the working class and pensioners said they are 
doing reasonably well. Entrepreneurs and middle-class groups report 
less difficulties than others in making ends meet. 

Regardless of their income, people seem to be inclined to places 
themselves midway on the scale. High income earners do not want to 
make a point of the fact that they are well off. Likewise, only compara-
tively few people in less privileged groups complain that it’s difficult for 
them to make ends meet. 
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Individualisation and the middle class  
In what follows we discuss the emergence of middle-class society 

in relation to one dominant theory of change, i.e. the theory of individuali-
sation. The theme of individualisation has indeed figured very promi-
nently in debates and discussions on the middle class. We also take the 
opportunity to briefly discuss the global situation. Many social theorists, 
including Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Zygmunt Bauman, suggest 
that individualism is key to understanding the way that modern society 
works. The growth of individualism in society ties in more generally with 
the shift from the modern to the post-modern – or in Beck’s words, with 
the “second modernity”. It is thought that this tendency, at once, involves 
a breakdown of many traditional commitments and the growth of individ-
ual rights. One example is provided by the changing position of women. 
Individualism has both its institutional and functional side. 

The growth of individualisation is seen in many different ways. 
Individuals themselves have become a unit of social reproduction. The 
individual’s own choices have increasing weight both in consumption 
and in cultural preferences and ways of life. Giddens (1991: 75), for in-
stance, says this ties in with the individual’s increasing reflexivity and 
knowledge: “We are, not what we are,” he observes, “but what we make 
of ourselves.” This is how the dream of freedom associated with indi-
vidualisation would come to life. The middle class would experience 
this development more intensely than any other group. 

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim go even further with their theoretical 
requirements. Their new “subject-oriented sociology” dispenses with old 
“zombie categories”. These concepts include most particularly class and 
gender, but also family and neighbours, for instance. One empirical rea-
son for this lies in ever weaker class identification. The underlying idea 
is that the social expectations and social control brought to bear upon the 
individual are assuming new forms (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 2; 
Beck 200: 681-687).  

Bauman takes a different view on inequality than Beck, Beck-
Gernsheim or Giddens. He insists that traditional questions of inequality 
have by no means lost their relevance. Individualism is marked by internal 
stratification. The rights specified in law books do not guarantee rights in 
practice. There are many people who lack the economic and social re-
sources to exercise their rights in practice. (Bauman 2007: 58.) The diffi-
culty of presumed individuality, Bauman says, lies in the unequal distribu-
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tion of freedoms: the volume of those freedoms depends on the individ-
ual’s solvency. As a result of reflexivity and freedom of choice, social and 
political problems are transferred to the individual level.  

The emergence of the middle class as the leading class in society and 
as the main driver of change requires a number of additional assumptions. 
Many studies of individualism are focused on changes in consumption and 
way of life. This is the case in the works of Bauman, Bourdieu and many 
other empirical studies into individualism. (Dawson 2012.) The empirical 
findings suggest quite differences in consumption behaviour and preferences. 
Furthermore, the middle class differs from the working class in terms of so-
cial and cultural capital. However overly simplistic and straightforward con-
clusions about class differences are bound to cause problems. 

The biggest problems with respect to the middle class have to do 
with the significance of changing consumption habits. Surely, the force 
of globalised industrial mass culture will drive different social classes 
and groups towards relatively similar consumption patterns? If so, then 
the presumed greater individuality of the middle class would also be 
imaginary. Furthermore, there are functional and political issues at 
stake. Does the changing (consumption) position of the middle class 
have any significant implications in this regard? 

Studies on work and working life throw up further problems with 
respect to the situation of the middle class. A much-debated study by 
Siltala (2004) concerning the degradation of work highlighted above all 
the tendency degradation in white-collar office work. The description 
applied most specifically to lower white-collar employees, who in class 
terms belong to the lower middle class. To some extent Siltala’s descrip-
tion of workplace climate and work organisations is applicable to other 
middle class groups as well. 

Framed in the context of individualism and an engineering work-
place culture, Douglas Ezzy’s (2001) article some ten years ago pro-
vided a useful description of changes happening in the workplace cul-
ture. According to Ezzy these changes put an end to collectivity, which 
was replaced by narcissistic individualism. This individualism is far re-
moved from the notions advanced by the theorists described above. At 
the same time, Ezzy’s analysis poses a challenge to expectations of a re-
flexive “second modernity”. The fascination of new individualism van-
ishes into thin air, and at the same time the transition to a new stage in 
social development loses much of its shine. 
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To delve more deeply into this latter question, we take recourse to 
Göran Therborn’s (2012) article on the new global class landscape. He 
begins the section entitled A coming middle-class century with the fol-
lowing words: “A conception is already taking shape of the 21st century 
as the age of the global middle class. The workers of the last century are 
banished from memory; a project of universal emancipation led by the 
proletariat is replaced by universal aspiration to middle-class status.” By 
way of an example, Therborn mentions Brazilian President Dilma 
Roussef’s declared intention to “transform Brazil into a middle-class 
population”. Another example is the OECD survey of global perspec-
tives for 2012, which highlight the need to “buttress the emerging mid-
dle class”. And there are many other national or global aspirations.  

The middle-class utopia revolves the dream of endless consumption. 
The reverse side of this dream is its exclusivity. The majority of the world 
and the Finnish population will never get to live this dream. The alternative 
to the emergence of an independent middle class is its alliance with the up-
per class or the people. There are some instances of the later happening, 
even though the groups involved have been quite small and limited: exam-
ples include demonstrations by the Occupy movement and the demonstra-
tions held in Spain in defence of public schooling and health. 

Therborn (2012: 27) arrives in his analysis at four possible class per-
spectives. There are the vision of globalised middle-class consumerism; 
middle-class political rebellion; industrial class struggle, which might give 
rise to new social compromises and that might have its centre in East Asia; 
and fourthly, heterogeneous mobilisations of the popular classes.  

Even though the process towards a middle-class society in 
Finland is moving in the same direction as elsewhere around the world, 
there are major differences between advanced and less advanced coun-
tries in terms of how far this process has advanced. Furthermore, be-
cause of structural differences, the impacts of ethnicity and religion and 
many other factors related to the global position of countries, there are 
marked differences in the continuation of the middle-class process, its 
future nature and political significance. 

One factor that is slowing the movement to a middle-class society in 
Finland is the large number of pensioners and economically non-active 
people. In addition, welfare Finland is marred by deep polarisation, with 
poverty and marginalisation among young people continuing to escalate. 
These counterforces to the middle-class process must first be reversed. 
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The shift to a post-modern society dominated by individualisation 
is also being hampered by economic and social inequalities between dif-
ferent demographic groups. Although people in Finland are reasonably 
content with their finances and their future expectations are quite posi-
tive, this does not by necessity translate into very intense individualisa-
tion overall. The everyday life of Finnish people continues to remain 
fairly homogeneous in terms of its structure and time use. 

Overall the relationship between the middle class and individuali-
sation is a fairly complex one. Identification with the middle class is 
commonplace. There are, however, some differences in this respect 
based on social position. Identification with the upper middle class dif-
fers in intensity from identification with the middle class and the lower 
middle class. In identification terms, therefore, the middle-class process 
does not seem to be particularly homogeneous. 

It is clear from the differences observed between views of the 
current social structure and ideal images as well as from people’s pref-
erences for a more balanced social structure that there is an underlying 
dynamic in Finland towards a middle-class project. The unity of that 
project is certainly undermined by other factors related to the individ-
ual’s position, such as clear gender and age differences as well as differ-
ences in class identification and attitudes. Men and women have very 
different party political preferences, for instance. 

Much more work is still needed to develop the theory of individuali-
sation if it is to become a viable, comprehensive social theory. More em-
pirical studies informed by class theory or Bourdieu’s ideas, for instance, 
are needed before the surface of individual consumption choices can be 
fruitfully integrated with the layer of cultural and way of life practices and 
finally with action and resources for action. Furthermore more work is 
needed to develop the theoretical concepts. This would also help towards a 
deeper understanding of the middle-class process. 

A broad middle class  
In the light of these analyses and discussions of individualisation, 

then, how does one describe the class structure of Finland today? Are 
we all part of one and the same middle class, or is Finnish society di-
vided into disparate groups with very different positions? The statistics 
suggest that Finland today is wealthier than ever before. Disposable in-
come has increased considerably. Even so incomes in many other EU 
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countries are much higher than in Finland. Furthermore, many interna-
tional comparisons suggest that Finland is one of the best places in the 
world to live in, there is less corruption here than anywhere else in the 
world, and we have the world’s best education system.  

Russian sociologist Ljudmila Morozova (1991) has examined the 
changing class structure of postwar Finland in her doctoral thesis. Her con-
clusion is that especially in the 1980s, class boundaries became increasingly 
blurred (ibid., 249). It was no longer possible to draw a clean and clear line 
between the working class and the middle class. The differences between the 
two major class groups both in the workplace and in everyday life were less 
pronounced than before. Many jobs that used to be clearly middle-class be-
came proletarianised, and many working class occupations saw a change for 
the better both with respect to contents and income levels. Class differences 
narrowed even further in the 1990s recession. Morozova’s observations are 
confirmed by the social changes over the past 20 years. Social differences 
have indeed melted away, particularly between the lower middle class and 
the working class. On the other hand the upper middle class and some entre-
preneurs are drifting apart from the majority population. 

One important change in society has seen the elite of business ex-
ecutives become a stratum unto its own. It’s important to stress that the 
middle class that we have focused on here does not belong to this elite 
group. There have also been changes in the political elite. In terms of 
their income and everyday practices, elites are closer to one another than 
before. At the same time the everyday life of the top elite is completely 
detached from the everyday life of the average Finn. According to the 
studies of Finnish elites by Ilkka Ruostetsaari (2012: 280), the interests 
of these elites are closely integrated with those of decision-makers in 
different sectors of Finnish society. 

Our empirical analysis shows that social groups in Finland differ 
markedly from one another both in terms of their education, income and 
perceptions of how they can make ends meet. The groups that are out-
side employment do not constitute a homogeneous category. Pensioners, 
students and the unemployed also differ in many respects in terms of 
their position, education, income and attitudes. 

The position of pensioners depends entirely on their previous ca-
reer. The situation of a retired university professor or production line 
manager is entirely different from that of a retired shop assistant or 
cleaner. The idea proposed by class research of a class trajectory, i.e. 
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that class follows the individual throughout their life course, seems to be 
accurate indeed. In the very near future the differentiation of pensioners 
will continue to deepen. As a result of the 1990s recession, large num-
bers of people will be retiring who have had a chequered labour market 
career and who therefore will not have a very good pension. In fact one 
might venture to predict that Finland will be seeing the growth of a 
whole new class of poor, underprivileged pensioners. 

Students are living their lives in-between youth and adulthood. 
Based on the statistical evidence, students have the lowest income in the 
whole population. The study grant for university students comes to 
around 450 euros a month. Two-thirds of students work during semes-
ters in order to top up their income. Some actually work full-time and 
study part-time. Not all are even serious about completing a degree. 
Students differ from other non-working groups based on their positive, 
forward-looking outlook: after their studies many will see a rapid and 
significant improvement in their situation. 

From a personal finances point of view the group who are strug-
gling the most are the unemployed. The average duration of unemploy-
ment increased sharply after the 1990s recession. During the 2000s un-
employment spells grew shorter again, but they have once again been 
increasing since 2009 (Työpoliittinen aikakauskirja 4/2012, Fig. 14). 
Based on spring 2012 figures, 12% of all unemployed people were aged 
under 25, while 40% were aged 50 or over. The long-term unemployed, 
i.e. people who have been out of work for more than one year without 
interruption, accounted for one-quarter of total unemployment. Serious 
concerns has been voiced about young people’s unemployment and 
long-term unemployment. However, it seems that unemployment is an 
even bigger problem for ageing people. 

In conclusion then, Finland today is a middle-class society at 
least to the extent that the middle class has its own social project. The 
middle-class process has always depended and will continue to depend 
on the economic situation in society and on structural changes. Changes 
in the social identification of the middle class and its social orientation 
are obviously important, too. These changes will also provide the basis 
for the role of the middle class as a force of social change. 
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Appendix 1. Finnish social structure by gender in 2010 (%) 

Social group Men Women Total 
Enterpreneurs 11 4 8 
Managers 11 5 8 
Other middle class 18 16 17 
Working class 11 19 15 
Unemployed 7 3 5 
Students 11 14 12 
Pensioners 30 32 31 
Others 1 7 4 
Total 100 100 100 
N 906 967 1873 
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MIDDLE CLASS 
CONSUMPTION PATTERNS 

IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETIES 

Maya Keliyan  

Abstract: 
In the text use is made of a new and specific methodological approach to the 

consumption patterns, which lies in the research field of social stratification theo-
ries; special attention is devoted to the views of Bourdieu and Featherstone. Con-
sumption patterns are seen as leading indicator of social status and position of dif-
ferent social groups and strata in contemporary societies. Middle classes, due to 
their particular position and importance in contemporary world, have asserted 
themselves as social groups formation that perform an innovative, active, and stabi-
lizing role in contemporary societies with respect to the consumption and lifestyle. 
The middle strata personify the changes and novelties in consumption, because they 
have the necessary resources (educational, cultural, economic) needed to discover, 
assimilate, and implement the innovations. Due to their heterogeneity, the middle 
strata are linked to different trends in consumption, represented by different groups 
following these trends.  

The middle strata consumption patterns dynamism 
and diversification in postmodern society 

I am following the neo-Weberian tradition in the theories of 
classes and social stratification, and more precisely the conceptual 
framework for defining middle class by objective criteria, elaborated by 
John Goldthorpe (1982).  

After societies have achieved a certain level of material-economic 
development during mid-1950s, a new historical epoch begins with the 
transition from modern to postmodern society. Predominant in the lat-
ter are different kinds of correlations, and consumption and lifestyle at-
tain an important new role for “economic freedom”, for development, and 
for the way of thinking of society. This “marks the end of traditional so-
cial structures and divisions, based foremost on production” and clearly 
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demonstrates the importance of consumption and of lifestyle in distinguishing 
them (Featherstone, 1991: 83). The ever expanding middle strata are most ac-
tively included in the creation of a postmodern lifestyle, in the “production 
and dissemination of its values” (Featherstone, 1987: 56). These processes are 
related, on one hand, to the large size and stability of the middle strata in the 
stratification structure of postmodern society, and on the other to their own 
social group characteristics. Starting from the 1960s, the new middles have 
come to the fore. These social-professional groups have the needed social-
group resource that allows them to utilize the available opportunities for indi-
vidual self-expression and initiative, and to choose in matters of consumption 
and lifestyle. This makes the new middle the “new trendsetters in matters of 
taste”; they are people who invest in consumption and in the “art of living” 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 310, 366). Some of them even “take their lifestyle more se-
riously than they do their professional career” (Binkley, 2004: 72) and strive 
to “educate themselves in the art of lifestyle” (Skeggs, 2004: 136). The work 
positions that they occupy permit them to have “some cultural authority as 
creators of taste and disseminators of new consumer values” (Nixon & Du 
Gay, 2002). On the basis of all this, Pierre Bourdieu defines the members of 
the “new bourgeoisie” and “new petty bourgeoisie” (as they are delimited ac-
cording to this class scheme) as “cultural mediators”, who ensure symbolic 
commodities and services. In striving to legitimate themselves as “new intel-
lectuals”, they “invest in the art of living” (ibid. 359-371). They identify with 
the “intellectual lifestyle” and play the role of a transmission and intermediar-
ies between “intellectual ideas” and the broader public. All this makes them 
“consumers by nature” and the chief characters in the “process of creating the 
perfect consumer” (Featherstone, 1987: 64-65). They are “cultural entrepre-
neurs” who try to legitimize the intellectualization of practices located far 
from “high taste” and belonging to mass culture. 

The postmodern lifestyle is defined in literature as directly linked to the 
middle strata; various authors differ only as regards the relative importance 
they attach to specific groups within the middle strata (Savage et. al., 1992). 
According to Scott Lash and John Urry (1987) the “top-rank white collars” 
belonging to the “service class” play a leading role for creating postmodern 
forms of culture. In striving to clarify the nature of these groups, some authors 
have pointed out the importance of highly-educated employees in large corpo-
rations (Pfeil, 1988). Others believe the leading group are the professionals in 
advertising, because they “produce symbols” (Lash, 1990). 
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In the 1990s a distinction was reached between three clearly different 
types of lifestyle among the middle strata. These were: the ascetic, typi-
cal for professionals from the budget sector; the postmodern, current 
among professionals and specialists from the private sector, and the or-
dinary, also designated as the inconspicuous or even dull lifestyle, typi-
cal for managers and state officials (Savage et. al., 1992). In the front 
ranks of this lifestyle were the young professionals from the private sec-
tor, who are prepared to easily part with the consumption patterns inher-
ited from their ancestors and turn to new patterns. Given that contempo-
rary postmodern lifestyle involves a “valuation and transformation of a 
commodity into cultural patterns”, these groups of the middle strata 
have the greatest chances of taking part in this process. The postmodern, 
which is overall associated with the commercialization of culture and 
the massification of “high culture”, moves on a different track from the 
strivings of highly-cultivated intellectuals who cannot be the leaders of 
such a lifestyle but can only comment on it (Savage et. al., 1992). 

In the social structure of postmodern society, the “service class” has a 
special place (Goldthorpe et. al., 1987). Although understood in different 
ways by different authors (Goldthorpe, 1982, Lash & Urry, 1987), depending 
on their class schemas, its place and importance in contemporary consump-
tion patterns and lifestyle is undisputed. Certain social groups in the quickly 
developing “service class” use the postmodern tastes and lifestyle they have 
assimilated in order to ascribe to themselves the highly desired “intellectual” 
public image (Lash & Urry, 1994). Playing the role of postmodern consum-
ers, they are an “avant-garde” of the “disorganization of capitalism” (Lash & 
Urry, 1987). According to Rosemary Crompton (1992) the growing propor-
tion of such people and their increasing heterogeneity as a group, lead to 
great differences in their class consciousness and in their consumption pat-
terns and lifestyles. These differences could play both an “organizing” (ac-
cording to John Goldthorpe) and “disorganizing” (according to Scott Lash & 
John Urry) role in postmodern society.  

Since the 1990s the opposite tendencies have been observed in the 
lifestyle of the middle strata. A number of authors maintain that increas-
ingly important in the self-identification of class position is not the dis-
tinctiveness of the consumption patterns and lifestyle of a person but 
rather the non-distinctive difference between strata in this respect (Warde, 
1997, 2002, Miller, 1995, Savage et. al., 1992, Bell & Hollows, 2005, 
2006, and others). These authors assume that consumption and lifestyle 
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are not based only on abundant wealth; they are not related only to the de-
sire to demonstrate symbolic difference in status. Increasingly important, 
according to them, is for people to show they are following ordinary con-
sumption and lifestyle practices. The middle strata follow ordinary life-
styles and define themselves as the middle mass of ordinary people. They 
want to be “like the others”, “like most people”, and not to differ from 
them in their consumption patterns. After decades of highlighting great 
differences in the ways and forms of consumption, in consumer values, at-
titudes, tastes, and lifestyle, now the members of the middle strata feel 
comfortable when “merging with the mass” (Savage et. al., 1992). 

In postmodern society cyclic recurrence and repetitiveness are 
evident not only in fashion trends but also in the consumption patterns 
and lifestyle of the vanguard strata of consumption, the middle strata. In 
the 1950s they typically displayed “dull conformism and mass consump-
tion” (Featherstone, 1991: 83); then, between the 1960s and 90s, there 
was increased variety and diversity, connected with their striving for 
distinction. Since the 1990s the emphasis has gone back to similarity to, 
rather than difference from, the other social strata. A kind of spiral 
movement can be traced, the latest trend being a sort of repetition at a 
higher level of the starting position. 

Are Bulgarian middle strata vanguards of consumption?  

To what extent are these particularities of middle strata consumption 
patterns valid for contemporary Bulgaria, which is not yet a developed coun-
try and has relatively recently adopted market principles and democracy?  

The consumption of middle strata stands out distinctly as a signifi-
cant indicator of their status when it is compared with the consumption of 
other social-group formations. In the article I have used the findings of two 
representative empirical sociological surveys conducted in Bulgaria as part 
of large European surveys. The first was “Young People: Partnership, Mar-
riage, Children”, completed in 2005; the second was “Relationships be-
tween Generations and Genders”, conducted in 20071.  
                                                        
1 Both were realized by the Coordinating Research Council for Social Develop-

ment and Social European Integration of the BAS, the National Statistical Insti-
tute, and Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research in Rostock, Germany, 
which financed the surveys. The Bulgarian part of the survey was headed by 
Atanas Atanasov. 
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In order to analyze consumption patterns, the following socio-
professional groups were distinguished: high-level officials/administrators/ 
managers; intelligentsia and intellectuals; middle-level technicians and ad-
ministrators with a higher education or college education; employees with a 
secondary education; skilled workers and non-skilled workers. In construct-
ing these groups the following criteria were taken into account: the type of 
employment, the work situation, profession and professional status, occupa-
tion, education and qualification, consumption patterns and lifestyle. 

The relative share of the people possessing basic mass consump-
tion commodities in the different socio-professional groups is indicative 
of their consumption patterns. It has been established that, even with re-
spect to one of the most common products in use at the beginning of the 
21st century, the color TV set, some stratification in consumption is 
evident. Non-skilled workers appear to be the socio-professional group 
whose consumption is most clearly distinct from that of all other groups. 
Whereas about 99% of the respondents in the groups “high level offi-
cials/administrators/managers”, “intelligentsia and intellectuals”, “mid-
dle level technicians and administrators”, and “skilled workers”, possess 
a color TV, this is true for 89% of the non-skilled workers. 

The next most widespread durable goods of consumption after 
the TV set are the mobile or stationary telephone (Graph 2) and the 
washing machine (Graph 1). Nearly all surveyed persons possessed a 
telephone and a washing machine, the lowest share of people possessing 
these being once again in the category of non-skilled workers – 81% and 
72% respectively for the two items. 

The socio-professional groups of high level officials/administrators/ 
managers and intelligentsia and intellectuals appear to have similar con-
sumption patterns as concerns the possession of various durable items. The 
relative shares of the two groups were close in size with respect to color TV, 
telephone and washing machine, but also with regard to video/DVD player 
(see Graph 1 and Graph 2). The group of middle level technicians and ad-
ministrators with higher and college education was similar to these two 
groups not only with regard to possession of color TV and telephone but 
with regard to the possession of washing machines. This shows that, with re-
spect to the level of possession of widespread commodities of contemporary 
consumption in our country, the people belonging to the middle strata are 
close to the high socio-professional groups. 



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

74 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100
V

id
eo

/D
V

D

W
as

hi
ng

m
ac

hi
ne

M
ic

ro
w

av
e

C
om

pu
te

r

D
is

hw
as

he
r

High level
officials/administrators/managers

Intelligentsia and intellectuals

Middle-level technicians and
administrators

Employees with secondary
education

Skilled workers

Non-skilled workers

 

Graph 1. The relative share of the people possessing basic durable 
goods in the different socio-professional groups (first part)2 

The share of households of the category of the intelligentsia and in-
tellectuals possessing a computer, a dishwasher and a video/DVD player 
(Graph 1) is even slightly higher than that of high level offi-
cials/administrators/managers. These two social groups have relative 
shares that are close in value with respect to possession of microwave ov-
ens. With regard to possession of video/DVD players and microwave ovens 
(Graph 1), the middle-level technicians and administrators have relative 
shares that are close to those of employees with secondary education. The 
surveyed persons in this latter group who have a video/DVD player are 
close in percentage to the respective share in the skilled workers group. 

The dishwasher (Graph 1) is an item the possession of which is 
characteristic for the consumption patterns of the middle and high 
strata; in this respect the intelligentsia and intellectuals are the socio-
professional group most inclined to buy this article. This shows the 
value it holds for them as a means of alleviating domestic work and in-
creasing leisure time.  
                                                        
2 Graph 1, Graph 2 and Graph 3 are prepared using data from empirical sociologi-

cal survey “Young People: Partnership, Marriage, Children”, completed in 2005. 
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Graph 2. The relative share of the people possessing basic durable 
goods in the different socio-professional groups (second part) 

The personal computer (Graph 1) is a device owned by more than 
two thirds of the intelligentsia and intellectuals, a little over two thirds 
of the high level officials/administrators/managers, and more than half 
of middle level technicians and administrators. It is an object typical for 
the lifestyle of the high and middle strata, of the people with a higher 
and college education. The higher the level of education, the more prob-
able it is that a person will own a computer. Seventy percent of the sur-
veyed university graduates and 42% of the specialists with a college 
education, over one third of the professionals who have specialized after 
completing their secondary education, and one third of those with a sec-
ondary education, have personal computers. The possession of a PC is 
correlated with place of residence: the highest share, 62%, of households 
having a PC are in Sofia; 56% of those living in a district center city 
have one, 46% of those living in a city, and 24% of rural dwellers. It ap-
pears that possession of a microwave oven increases proportionately to 
level of education: 55% of those with secondary education have one, 
and 71% of those with a higher education. 
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Graph 3. Relative share of people from different socio-professional 
groups self-restricting their consumption 

The highest share of people owning a car/van (Graph 2) is found 
among the high level officials/administrators/managers (90%). Three 
fourths of the intelligentsia and intellectuals have a car, which is close to 
the respective share of middle-level technicians and administrators 
(70%). The latter category displays a slight difference compared with 
employees with secondary education who have a car of their own (65%). 
With regard to the indicator “possessing a second car” (Graph 2) and, to 
a certain degree, “possessing a second home/country house”, high level 
officials/administrators/managers are definitely in first place: nearly 
twice as many households in their group have a second car compared 
with those of the intelligentsia and intellectuals. 

The group of non-skilled workers has the lowest relative share of 
owners of these durable objects, even the most widespread ones. 

There is an evident trend with regard to the reasons for owning a 
given object. Among high level officials/administrators/managers, the 
answer “I don’t have one, because I don’t want to” is prevalent; the 
lower the socio-professional status of a group, the higher the share of 
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those who have indicated the answer “I can’t afford it”. 
Among the intelligentsia and intellectuals we have the highest 

share of objects that facilitate household work (and increase leisure 
time), such as dishwashers, and of objects related to information tech-
nologies, such as a personal computer. Among high level offi-
cials/administrators/managers we have the highest percentage of own-
ers of all the other categories of items, and this group displays a small 
difference compared with intelligentsia and intellectuals with respect to 
the above-mentioned objects. High level officials/adminis-
trators/managers group is definitely in first place with respect to pos-
session of expensive objects such as a car, a second car, and a second 
home/country house. 

An important indicator of lifestyle is the self-restrictions that 
various socio-professional groups display, as shown by data presented 
in Graph 3. It is indicative for the living standard in our country that 
14% of high level officials/administrators/managers restrict themselves 
in consumption of food, a share that is close to that among the intelli-
gentsia (17%) and middle-level technicians and administrators (18%). 
More than one fifth of employees with secondary education try to de-
crease their living expenses by restricting food consumption (22%), and 
this holds true for over one fourth (27%) of skilled workers, and 41% of 
non-skilled workers.  

Restrictions in consumption of clothing and shoes, electricity and 
heating, receiving guests and paying visits, going on holiday and cul-
tural recreation, prove to be a basic resource of Bulgarians for coping 
with the economic situation. With regard to these three items, represen-
tatives of all socio-professional groups economize.  

The least degree of restrictions in spending on clothing and shoes 
is registered among the intelligentsia and intellectuals (38%), but the 
difference between their share and the shares of high level offi-
cials/administrators/managers (40%) and middle-level technicians and 
administrators (42%) is comparatively small. The relative share of em-
ployees with a secondary education who restrict their spending on this 
item is higher (46%), while among the skilled and non-skilled workers it 
amounts to about two thirds of each group (Graph 3). 

About 40% of high level officials/administrators/managers, intel-
ligentsia, and middle-level technicians and administrators restrict their 
consumption of electricity and heating, and this is true for nearly half of 
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employees with a secondary education, over half of the skilled workers, 
and under two thirds of the non-skilled ones. In this respect the socio-
professional groups belonging to the high strata and those belonging to 
the middle strata prove to have similar consumption patterns. Similari-
ties also exist with respect to the groups with intermediate status, such 
as employees with a secondary education and skilled workers.  

Restrictions with regard to paying visits and receiving guests, go-
ing on holiday and satisfying cultural needs, are an important indicator 
of consumption patterns and lifestyle. Of all self-restrictions on various 
items, this is the item on which all socio-professional groups restrict 
themselves the most, except for non-skilled workers (who restrict them-
selves most of all on clothing and shoes). The lowest share of people re-
stricting themselves on this item is registered among high level offi-
cials/administrators/managers (43% of the surveyed ones). Near to this 
share is the respective portion of intelligentsia and middle-level techni-
cians and administrators, a little over half of whom restrict themselves. 
The share is higher among employees with a secondary education – 
58%, and highest of all - nearly two thirds of respondents - among 
skilled and non-skilled workers. The representatives of the middle strata, 
intelligentsia, and middle-level technicians and administrators, are in an 
intermediate position between the high strata and the employees with a 
secondary education, with respect to self-restrictions. 

The smallest share of people restricting themselves is with regard 
to medical treatment – 14% of all respondents (Graph 3). Only 6% of 
high level officials/administrators/managers and intelligentsia and intel-
lectuals restrict themselves on treatment, and the figures are similar 
among middle-level technicians and administrators, employees with a 
secondary education, and skilled workers (with respective shares of self-
restriction: 8%, 10%, and 12%). Over one fourth (27%) of non-skilled 
workers restrict spending on medical treatment, which means that their 
health is at serious risk. 

The predominant part of the surveyed persons in all socio-
professional groups shared that the restrictions they made had not sig-
nificantly improved their financial state. This shows that most Bulgari-
ans do not deprive themselves of these items in order to accumulate sav-
ings, but simply to cope with the economic situation.  
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Conclusions 

Middle strata consumption patterns, as the conducted analysis 
has shown, have changed very dynamically since the middle of the 20th 
century. The following generalization about their essential characteris-
tics could be made: 

1. Due to the social-group characteristics, size, and importance 
of the middle strata, ever since the beginning of postmodern society 
their consumption patterns have become emblematic and symptomatic 
for contemporary societies. These patterns are a symbol and model of a 
society’s characteristic and distinctive consumer status, consumer be-
havior and culture; in other words, they are the visible face of contem-
porary consumer society. 

2. In middle strata consumption patterns we can observe the latest 
and most topical consumer trends. These patterns indicate the changes 
and novelties in consumption; in postmodern society these changes are 
connected foremost with the growing use of information technologies 
and knowledge. The middle strata personify the changes and novelties in 
consumption, because they have the necessary resources (educational, 
cultural, economic, etc.) needed to discover, assimilate, and implement 
the innovations. 

3. Due to their heterogeneity, the middle strata are linked to dif-
ferent trends in consumption, represented by different groups following 
these trends. Postmodern society by its very nature lacks homogeneity, 
and it is not coincidental that precisely a heterogeneous social group 
formation like the middle strata should be emblematic for the social 
structure of postmodern society and hence for that society’s consump-
tion patterns and lifestyle.  

4. In any modern society, the relative share of people identifying 
themselves as middle strata is greater than of people who really fall un-
der this category by objective indicators; in other words, the so-called 
“subjective” middle class is always bigger than the objective one. One of 
the leading causes for the wider self-identification with the middle strata 
is their emblematic role for consumption patterns and lifestyle in con-
temporary societies. People belonging by objective criteria to other so-
cial strata strive to assume these consumption patterns and lifestyle as 
their own, strive to imitate them and thus to ascribe to themselves the 
social-group characteristics of the carriers of these patterns. Middle 
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strata consumption patterns and lifestyle are so desirable and socially at-
tractive because they are seen as symbols of all that is modern and sig-
nificant in today’s global world.  

5. The separate socio-professional groups in contemporary Bul-
garian society have stratified consumption patterns and lifestyles. 
Among the middle strata, the intelligentsia and intellectuals stand out by 
their consumption oriented to items that make possible a more meaning-
ful use of leisure time and to IT products. They are the socio-
professional group with the most rational kind of consumption and lead-
ing the most active lifestyle, in which respect they surpass even high-
level officials/administrators/managers, who are representatives of 
higher strata. The latter, however, have a considerable advantage with 
regard to consumption of luxury and prestigious commodities, which 
they can afford and evidently strive to possess. Middle-level technicians 
and administrators are another middle strata group, and they are close to 
the intelligentsia and intellectuals, but occupy more of an intermediate 
position between the rational and post-modern consumer orientation of 
the latter and the consumption of more mass commodities. Employees 
with a secondary education and skilled workers, being groups with an 
intermediate status, are similar to the above-mentioned middle strata 
with respect to consumption of mass commodities. Non-skilled workers 
have the most limited consumption, and in their lifestyle they are most 
inclined to drift with the current of circumstances. 

6. Separate social groups, categories and strata in Bulgaria are 
becoming clearly stratified with respect to each other, and the ways and 
forms of their consumption, their consumer tastes, values, and orienta-
tions, characterize them as social-group subjects that each have a spe-
cific status in society. Consumption patterns and lifestyles are becoming 
an increasingly important indicator of social stratification in our-day 
Bulgarian society. 

7. The Bulgarian middle strata are clearly becoming the main 
bearers of trends that draw us closer to consumption patterns in devel-
oped societies. Their lifestyle displays their orientation to information 
technologies, leisure time, communication and a healthy way of life. By 
these distinctive features, they stand out as bearers of modern, innova-
tive and significant trends of lifestyle in Bulgaria.  
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ANALYSIS OF THE CONCEPT OF THE 
“MIDDLE CLASS” METHODOLOGICAL 

PREMISES AND CONSEQUENCES 

Vladimir Daskalov 

Abstract: 
The paper contains a methodological analysis of the two most popular defi-

nitions of the middle class in the Bulgarian sociological literature and their conse-
quences for the study of the problems of the middle class and the actual social and 
economic situation in our country. If the middle class is specified exclusively by the 
income and includes almost half of the Bulgarian population – what can be essen-
tially said about this big group of people on the ground of this definition that makes 
a fundamental distinction to the other half of the Bulgarian society? If the middle 
class is composed of three main middle strata - “small and medium enterprises”, 
“administrators and managers” and “professionals and experts” we have to face 
questions, such as – do the members of this social groups in Bulgaria (contrary to 
Germany for example) consider themselves being a part of the middle class, and do 
they have objective common interests. Especially have the entrepreneurs and the 
civil servants the same interests? The difficulty to produce specific common charac-
teristics of the different social groups of the middle class in Bulgaria through socio-
logical analysis raises questions concerning the heuristic advantages of the concept 
of “the middle class” for the effective study of the social and economic problems of 
the Bulgarian society compared to other approaches.  

Our country Bulgaria has severe economic, social and political 
problems. Participants of the middle class conference that was dedicated 
to the 60th birthday of Nicolai Tilkidschiew, who knew him well, told 
us that he developed the idea to assess the effectiveness of government 
trough the contentment and happiness of the people. Evidence for the 
gravity of the problems of our countryman is the fact, that the Bulgari-
ans are the most unhappy and discontented people with their situation 
and government according to all opinion polls.  

In the public debate there is a popular opinion that strengthening 
the middle class is the way out of the grave situation of our country. The 
social science can help to rationalize and solve these problems in the 
public debate trough the analysis of the concept of the “middle class” 



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

84 

that is popular among politicians and journalists. The scientific and pub-
lic debate in Bulgaria shows that the sociologists also have different 
definitions of the “middle class”. The science researchers construct their 
study object when they formulate their research task. They take of 
course the definitions of their colleges into consideration. But they are 
free when they create their study object. There are evidently different 
concepts of the “middle class”. They attribute to different features of 
this social group.  

My task is to study some theoretical and practical consequences 
of two popular definitions of the “middle class” with some parallels be-
tween Bulgaria und Germany. The study of Stoyan Pantshev “Defining 
and measuring the middle class in Bulgaria”, from Institute of market 
economy from June 20131 was published and widely discussed in the 
Bulgarian media in the summer of 2013. The author decides considering 
the methodological problem of choosing the criterion for his definition 
of the middle class to give up the determination according to the profes-
sion which he considers to be an outdated approach of the XIX. Century, 
that don’t take into consideration the changes on the labor market, the 
new technologies and the globalization. He chooses therefore the in his 
opinion more modern definition of the middle class trough income and 
property. Because there are no reliable data on the property of the Bul-
garian citizens what’s left is the income. The author comes to determine 
the middle class in Bulgaria trough the median net balanced available 
means at hand income. 

Stoyan Pantshev calculates that a four person household in Bul-
garia consisting of two adults and two children can be considered to be 
part of the middle class if it has a monthly income of about 2400 Leva 
or 1200 Euro. His German colleges estimated that a similar middle class 
family in Germany needs an income between 1970 and 4242 Euro. The 
author estimates that the middle class or the number of people living in 
households with middle income in Bulgaria is 46,9 % of the population, 
or 3,5 Million Bulgarians. Their number diminished according to him 
between 2005 and 2010 by 200.000 or around 6 %. But 2 % got richer 
and advanced to the higher group of households with higher income 
                                                        
1 Pantshev, S. 2013 „Definireane i izmervane na srednata klasa v Balgaria“, Insti-

tut za pazarna ikonomika, juni (Pantshev, S “Defining and measuring the middle 
class in Bulgaria”, Institute of market economy, June 2013). 
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(Panchev, 2013:3).  
The middle class in Germany decreased too despite the much bet-

ter economic development there. The German Institute for economic 
studies DIW calculates that its share of the population sunk between 
2000 and 2009 from 66 % to 60 % of the residents.2  

This process is part of a development of at least ten years. The 
number of the poor with an income under the average increased and 
their income diminished. The high incomes grow simultaneously fast. 
Many members of the middle class in Germany feels under these cir-
cumstances threatened to drop out into the group of the poor. Some re-
searchers in Germany say that the middle class there has been “ex-
ploited” and “robed” and is in the state of “decline and decay”3. Other 
authors prefer to ignore the worsening of the condition of the middle 
class in Germany and rely on its vitality and creative potential.4  

But back to the definition of the middle class in Bulgaria by 
Stoyan Pantshev. The construction of the concept of the middle class in 
this way should in his opinion avoid the subjectivity of been forced to 
specify which professions belongs to the middle classes. But another 
problem occurs - what can we possibly know about the middle class that 
is defined in this way. It is known how much their members earn and 
therefore can spend. This knowledge is very interesting for marketing 
firms, which want to know how much commodities and services can be 
sold to the people of this social group. But even the consumption of the 
middle class is not unambiguously determined; this was shown at the 
conference in the paper of Maya Keliyan. Everything that could be said 
about the people included in this definition would be assumptions of the 
researcher that have to be proven by special sociological studies of this 
group of people. This is confirmed also in the study of Stoyan Pantshev. 
The analysis of the literature in the chapter heading „The middle class as 
a supporter of liberal democracy“ states, that the middle class sometimes 
                                                        
2 „Einkommensentwicklung in Deutschland: Die Mittelschicht verliert“ DIW-

Pressemitteilung vom 15. 06. 2010 
3 In: Kürschner, I. 2010, Politische Studien, Heft 434, Nov-Dez 2010, S. 21. 
4 Nolte, P. 2010: "Kreative Klasse: Mittelschichten in der Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland zwischen Krise und Neuerfindung (1970–2010)", Rodenstock, R. 
2010: "Die Mittelschicht: Das Rueckgrat der Gesellschaft", Stauner, G. 2010: 
"Die Mittelschicht als Garant für den sozialen Frieden", al in: Politische Studien, 
Heft 434, Nov-Dez 2010. 
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supports the democracy and sometimes – authoritarian regimes. In order 
to have the right to say that the Bulgarian middle class is “a supporter of 
liberal democracy” it is necessary to make a specific study of this social 
group in Bulgaria. Then the outcome could be that parts of the Bulgarian 
middle class are democratically minded and other parts – authoritarian; 
that a fraction of the middle class is politically active and a different 
fraction wants only to be left alone to “do their business”. It seams in 
this context highly problematic to apply Aristotle’s argument about peo-
ple with medium income in the Greek slaveholder polis a long time ago 
to the modern Bulgarian middle class. It is also unclear how far socio-
logical conclusions about the German middle class for example could be 
applied without a specific analysis to the middle class in Bulgaria. It 
seams that this definition of the middle class by the income avoids one 
kind of subjectivity, but states the danger of another type of subjective-
ness. This is not surprising, because the middle class that is constructed 
in this way contains in Bulgaria almost half of the population, which is 
not poor and not rich. But what could be essentially said about this big 
social group that makes it different from the rest of the Bulgarians? With 
such a definition there is the risk that different researchers build a pro-
jection of their ideas of the middle class upon the middle class in Bul-
garia that is defined in this way and that is not based on a specific study 
of this social group in our country.  

A further popular definition of the middle classes on consideration 
here belongs to Nikolai Tilkidjiev, whose 60th birthday was honoured by 
this conference. Nikolai Tilkidjiev declares categorically that the middle 
class can not be defined only by the income. His definition can be found in 
his popular Book about “Middle class and social stratification”5  

According to the author the middle class consists of three main 
social strata:  

− „the strata of the small and middle Entrepreneurs – private shop-
keeper, craftsman and producer including owner of free and fam-
ily firms, independent farmers.  

− „the strata of the administrative and public employees – the em-
ployees in the state, municipal and business administration, 

− „the strata of the intellectuals, brain-workers – includes all pro-

                                                        
5 Tilkidjiev, N. 2002 Sredna klasa i sozialna stratifikazia, IK LIK, Sofia, pp. 186-187 
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fessionals and experts, university graduates, that not only have a 
diploma but really work as such, also freelance lowers, physi-
cians, architects, designer, also artists, writer etc.”6  
If the concept of the middle class includes three so different so-

cial groups there is the question do the people who has been considered 
by the sociologist as belonging to the middle class consider themselves 
been part of the middle class. Do the middle class in Bulgaria have a 
self-consciousness of a middle class? The researchers in Germany for 
example ascertain the fact that in this land where the middle class is 60 
% of the population even more people consider themselves been part of 
the middle class, then the sociologist calculate based on income and 
property. Similar observation described Finnish participants of our con-
ference. People belonging to poorer strata who don’t want to acknowl-
edge that they are poor consider themselves part of the middle class. 
Also much wealthier people who don’t want to disclose how rich they 
really are declare themselves belonging to the middle class.7  

In Bulgaria where many people doubts that there is am middle 
class at all in our country there will be probably much less people who 
consider themselves being a part of the middle class then the sociologist 
have calculated. This comparison shows that there is hardly a self-
consciousness of the middle class in Bulgaria. 

The concept of the middle class that is build in this way leads 
also to the question have this three big social groups common interests? 
Are the interests of the small and middle business with a future in Bul-
garia coinciding with the interests of the managers of multinational 
companies operating in this land who see their career primary outside 
Bulgaria? They hardly do. 

Are the interests of the public employees the same as the interests 
of the Bulgarian business? The champions of this business demand con-
stantly – and not without success – cuts of the expenditure for the ad-
ministration and of its competencies so it wouldn’t be an obstacle for the 
free development of the business. The public employees on the other 
hand are of course interested in increasing their number and being 
higher paid in order to do their work better. Does this mean that a part of 
                                                        
6 Tilkidjiev, N. 2002, ibid, pp. 186-187 
7 for example: Herrmann, U. 2011 Hurra, wir dürfen zahlen. Der Selbstbetrug der 

Mittelschicht Piper  
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the middle class seeks to reduce another middle class part? The question 
of the common interests of the so defined middle class can be analysed 
by way of the example of the recently intention of the Bulgarian gov-
ernment to cut the administration by 10.000 persons. Does this mean 
that the government wants to reduce the middle class by 10.000? This 
contradicts the declared intention of the same government to support and 
strengthen the middle class. If the cabinet wants to save money in this 
way it has to dismiss many well paid government employees who are 
according to this definition definitely members of the middle class. 
What would be the reaction of the representatives of the middle class to 
such an intention? Obviously it would be ambiguous. 

What does the cutting of the number of the public employees im-
ply for the Bulgarian society? Bulgaria is a poor country and it depends 
heavily on money from the European Union. In order to be able to ac-
quire it in an optimal way the land needs the proper administrative fa-
cilities – it means enough well-trained - what means also well paid - 
Bulgarian public employees in order to process the projects so Bulgaria 
can receive the money from Brussels. At the present time we are able to 
get from the European Union only a third of the resources our land is en-
titled to receive. Cutting the administration would only reduce the 
money from Europe and the money saved from the wages of the Bulgar-
ian public employees will hardly be more than the lost European funds.  

The Bulgarian Trade unions are against the reduction of the state 
administration because they don’t want the diminishing of the number of 
the labour inspectors. The pro-health organisations are against the de-
crease of the number of the inspectors for the control of the quality of 
the drugs and other medical products. The parents want enough inspec-
tors for the control of the quality of child nourishment. The consumer 
organisations are against the cut of the number of the inspectors that are 
controlling the safety and quality of the products and services on our 
market. Nobody wants a reduction of the number of the physicians.  

We can draw the conclusion that the general idea of cutting the 
administration und bureaucracy may be popular and strongly propagan-
dized but that is not so in many cases of specific public employees.  

If the 3 constitutive components of the middle class don’t have a 
common self-consciousness and real common interests and to the con-
trary have very contradicting interests then we can ask is the concept of 
the middle class really “working” for the effective analysis of our social 
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problems and does it have a heuristic advantage in comparison to the use 
of the concepts for the separate constitutive social groups. That means - 
is it more effective to use the concept of the middle class instead of 
studying separately the small and middle business, the farmers, the man-
agers, the public employees, the professionals etc.?  

But now back to the study of the middle class in a specific coun-
try and the definitions of the middle class. The conclusion could be that 
the approach should be not analytic but seeking a synthesis of partial 
studies. The concept of the middle class should be not the starting point 
in the analysis of the modern society but a possible outcome.  

One should probably study different parts of the middle class, the 
relations and dependencies between them, as the participants of this con-
ference do. On the cognition we achieve could be build a concept of the 
middle class in Bulgaria. 
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TWENTY-FIVE YEARS OF CHANGE IN 

EASTERN EUROPE 
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Abstract: 
Throughout the 1990s it was possible to query whether any classes existed 

between rich elites and impoverished masses throughout much of Eastern Europe. 
This paper argues that, since then, class differences have become much clearer and 
class formation has been most rapid among the new middle classes. It is argued that 
these classes have reaped most of the benefits of the economic growth that has oc-
curred during the intervening years. Moreover, these middle classes have become 
more distinct in several ways, not least in how and where their children are edu-
cated, and in the greater transparency of links between these educational routes and 
middle class employment. The middle classes are also distinct in supplying most of 
their countries’ political and civic activists, and they possess distinctive political 
proclivities. The normal unit that is classed is ‘the individual in a family household’, 
and the tendencies for conjugal partners to be from similar educational back-
grounds, and towards inter-generational class reproduction, enable members of 
middle class households to lead distinctive middle class lifestyles. The paper ex-
plains that the core members of the new middle classes are not the self-employed 
and proprietors of small and medium-sized businesses. Nor are they salaried em-
ployees in private companies. Rather, East Europe’s new middle classes are most 
likely to be employed as public sector managers, administrators and professionals. 

Introduction 
At one time a shared interest in class unified sociology. It was 

treated as axiomatic, not just by Marxists, that capitalist market econo-
mies divided their populations into classes. Communism also created 
classes, but the processes and the classes themselves were different to 
those created under capitalism. Surprisingly, during the last 30 years 
class analysis has been in retreat. This is surprising given the uncon-
tested evidence that economic inequalities have been widening, and this 
trend has been global. Despite this, public and political discourse has 
been dominated by class deniers who claim that classes are things of the 
past and have now dissolved to leave just individuals, families, busi-



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

94 

nesses and civil society actors. Mainstream economists claim that re-
wards are distributed on the basis of merit (which can be calculated as 
human capital x effort). The social structure is likened to a ladder which 
people ascend or descend on merit. This world view has been promoted 
by economists and adopted by governments all over the world. We are 
told that neo-liberal policies benefit everyone because the interests of all 
are served by allowing the meritorious to prosper.  

This view has spread into sociology, once the bastion of class 
analysis. Some sociologists claim that in post-industrial, post-modern 
societies, class has become a zombie concept (Beck, 1992; Pakulski and 
Waters, 1996). Other identities based on age, gender, ethnicity and relig-
ion are said to have risen in salience. Alternatively, it is argued that 
classes have dissolved in the fluidity and hybridity of consumer roles 
and lifestyles. This ‘end of class’ thesis was adopted by some East 
European sociologists in the early-1990s. Class was treated as a compo-
nent of Marxism, a theory that had failed. It is true that former classes or 
strata melted in the whirlwind of change that followed the collapse of 
communism’s planned economies. Western class schemes were applied 
to, but did not seem to fit post-communist realities (see Evans and Mills, 
1999). A common perception in the 1990s was that the new market 
economies had polarised into rich elites and impoverished masses. Pov-
erty became a serious problem and an issue that was addressed by social 
researchers. Rather than trying to place people into classes, researchers 
divided households into income bands or according to their self-assessed 
levels of prosperity or impoverishment (for example, Bogomolova, 
1998). Researchers who studied young people’s transitions from educa-
tion into the labour market used human capital theory rather than class 
analysis. Labour market outcomes were shown to be related to years in 
education, and whether the education had been vocationally specific or 
general (for example, Kogan et al, 2011; Kogan and Unt, 2005; Triventi, 
2013). Higher returns to education were read as evidence of the advance 
of meritocracy (Domanski, 2001, 2003). 

Class analysis retained some advocates in Eastern Europe (for 
example, Tilkidjiev 1996). An issue that kept class debate alive was the 
‘problem of the middle class’. On the one hand, it was argued that mid-
dle classes were needed to energise the new market economies, and to 
supply the informed activists who would create civil societies and make 
democracy work. Yet, it was claimed that although there were middle 
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class occupations these did not pay the salaries that would support mid-
dle class lifestyles. Or the argument was that sections of the middle 
classes (those employed in the public sector) were using their public of-
fices for private gain (see Ilyin, 1998; Khmelko, 2002; Kivinen, 1998; 
Kutsenko, 2002; Piirainen, 2008). 

The position argued below is that the correct question for sociol-
ogy has never been whether the new market economies will create mid-
dle classes. This was always inevitable. Rather, the questions to be ad-
dressed are: 

• How are middle class positions are entered? 
• From which origins are entrants recruited? 
• What are the social, cultural and political characteristics that dis-

tinguish these middle classes? 
All countries have unique features and since 1989 differences be-

tween ex-communist countries have widened. They have all been recov-
ering and, where this has been possible, resuming national histories that 
were interrupted in 1939-45. The countries now differ in the extent to 
which they have recovered from the shock (where was the therapy?) of 
the early-1990s. According to Kornai (2006), the different European 
countries have been returning to their historical positions in the conti-
nent’s economic league table. Bulgaria’s transition has been among the 
slowest and (up to now) least successful. It is among the poorest coun-
tries in the EU28. It is a country whose young people remain keen to 
migrate, even to Greece (see Bagatelas and Kubicova, 2004; Dimitrova, 
2001; Djankov and Hoekman, 1996; Dobrinsky, 1997; Genov, 1996a, 
1996b; Mantarova, 1996; Michaelova, 1996, 1997; Mitev, 2004; 
Spencer et al, 1998). Its people regard Bulgaria as lagging behind 
Ukraine, Belarus, Georgia and Armenia (Melegh et al, 2013).  

That said, there are differences by place within all countries. 
Capitals and other major cities are invariably privileged in terms of the 
quantity, quality and range of employment that is available. To some ex-
tent, the differences between places within and between countries reflect 
the different proportions of the populations that are in different classes, 
while the main classes that have been formed are the same everywhere. 
This has been one of the common trends enforced by the transition to 
capitalism and market economies. 
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Class formation 

The abrupt end of communism in 1989 (1991 in what became the 
ex-USSR) presented a unique opportunity to observe class formation in 
new market economies in which it was possible to become a capitalist. 
We have been able to observe how new class formation started, which 
was at the top. This has probably always been the case, but 1989/1991 
were unusually precise start-points, and the economic change to a new 
system was unusually abrupt. The first new classes that were formed 
were capitalist classes. Class formation at the top was an inevitable and 
immediate response to freeing markets and allowing individuals to own 
productive assets. It was possible to try to make everyone a capitalist by 
issuing vouchers which could be exchanged for company shares to all 
voters, or to give shares to workers in an enterprise, but this changed 
nothing. The recipients of vouchers and share certificates found that 
they held worthless pieces of paper. A separate capitalist class is needed 
to drive market forces. People will invest new capital, reorganise labour 
processes, demand more effort from workers, and downsize payrolls in 
order to create businesses from which they can profit. Markets extin-
guish enterprises which cannot be made profitable. 

All the ex-communist countries faced the problem of how to become 
capitalist societies when no-one possessed capital (Eyal et al, 1998). It was 
possible to sell enterprises to foreigners but voters might have resisted and, 
in any case, foreign owners always sought local partners with local knowl-
edge and contacts. We now know, because we have seen it happen, that it is 
possible to become a capitalist before acquiring capital. Successful business 
people in the new market economies admit that their crucial asset has been 
their connections (see Backman, 1998; Bystrova, 1998, Dinello, 1998, 
Steiner, 2002). Governments will sell businesses to people who they can 
trust to raise the capital to invest. International banks and investment funds 
will loan capital to individuals who they trust to be able to purchase assets 
from their governments. This is how oligarchs were created in Russia. Most 
started out with nothing or with modest assets built from small-to-medium 
sized enterprises (see Hoffman, 2002). 

The first class, the essential class, that has to be created in a capi-
talist society is a capitalist class. It has to be a separate class. This is 
how and why in the 1990s the new market economies really did polarise 
into rich elites and impoverished masses. The next class to be created is 
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a middle class. Its creation is enforced by the imperatives of a market 
system. All classes, including the middle class, are brought into exis-
tence by their relationships with other classes. In this case the relation-
ship is that owners of businesses need managers who will run the enter-
prises in the owners’ interests, and the managers need specialists who 
can contribute expertise that the managers themselves do not possess. 
Hence the formation of middle classes (sometimes called service 
classes) of managers and professionals. Employers need to be able to 
trust these key staff who therefore need to be rewarded in ways and at 
levels that secure their trust. This needs to happen under market condi-
tions in which managers and professionals can, if they wish, change 
their employers. It was different under communism where, in effect, 
there was just one employer. In a market system governments them-
selves need to employ managers and professionals in their civil services 
and other state agencies, and these staff need to be offered rewards 
comparable to those available in the private sector. 

The salariat are the core members of the new middle classes in 
Eastern Europe. The core members are not proprietors of small and me-
dium-sized businesses who comprise a distinct class, a petit bourgeoisie, 
who vary greatly in the wealth that they amass and the incomes that they 
earn. Some are practising ‘survival self-employment’ in agriculture, 
street trading and taxi-driving, for example. Those with the more sub-
stantial businesses may possess exceptional entrepreneurial talent, but 
they may also owe their success in the market economy to knowledge 
and connections established under the old system which have been re-
tained throughout the transition (see Andrle, 2003; Clark, 2000; Stoica, 
2004). Needless to say, the same applies to the new middle classes of 
professionals and managers. 

Youth research has offered a privileged vantage point from which to 
observe the formation of post-communism’s new middle classes. Studying 
young people offers a window on multiple spheres of life – the family, 
education, the labour market and politics – and young people are always a 
vanguard age group. They are the first to face the full force of macro-
changes and the first to be obliged to respond to new opportunities. Youth 
research has been able to observe how, in the 1990s, soon after leaving 
school or college and entering the new labour markets, young workers be-
came divided into distinct career groups (see Roberts, 2006). One of these 
groups, a minority in all countries, obtained jobs quickly and remained in 
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employment thereafter. These young people tended to be from specific 
kinds of family and educational backgrounds. They usually had well-
educated parents who were part of the intelligentsia, the nomenklatura or 
party cadres under the old system, and the young people had typically 
graduated from higher education. Over time this career group (to which 
successive cohorts of school and college leavers have been recruited) has 
evolved into the core of the countries’ new middle classes (see Roberts and 
Pollock, 2009) This group did not grow in size from the 1990s onwards, 
but its members have become much better rewarded (Roberts et al, 2008). 
Most of the economic growth in the 1990s and 2000s has enhanced the 
salaries of the new middle classes. Hence in Russia, for example, after 20 
years of change only around a fifth of households were better-off than they 
were under communism (National Research University Higher School of 
Economics and “Expert” magazine, 2011). 

To repeat, the core members of the new middle classes are not 
independent entrepreneurs. They have not created new dot-com busi-
nesses. Nor are the majority employed in private businesses. Rather, 
most work in the public sectors. The new middle classes have been 
formed in labour markets, part of the new market economies, but in 
these economies the state is still a major employer, and the public sec-
tors offer many middle class jobs and careers in education, health and 
social care and public administration (Roberts and Pollock, 2011). Pub-
lic sector salaries have recovered since the early-1990s when govern-
ments literally ran out of money until international finance came to the 
rescue (with conditions attached). Since then governments in the new 
market economies have become more effective tax gatherers. The EU 
has become another source of revenue for countries that have become 
members, and the tendency has been for this new money to stick at the 
top then trickle down thinly. 

All classes are formed relationally, through their relationships 
with one another: employers and employees, managers and managed, 
conceivers and executors of work tasks. The outcome is always a set of 
categorical classes, clusters rather than positions scattered along a grada-
tional scale of inequality. Most basically, classes are economic aggre-
gates, defined by their common positions in a society’s systems of eco-
nomic production and distribution. However, an expectation in sociol-
ogy has always been that, given time, every class will acquire distinctive 
social, cultural and political characteristics. These processes are likely to 
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take generations rather than years or even decades. 
Class dissolution can occur relatively quickly. This became evi-

dent when communism ended. Remove its economic foundations and 
political support, and a class disintegrates socially, culturally and politi-
cally. This happened to East Europe’s intelligentsia (Kotchetkova, 2004; 
Roberts et al, 2005). It also happened to the working classes whose he-
roic roles in building socialism were once celebrated. There are still 
working class jobs, but the workers today are rarely in trade unions 
(European Commission, 2013), working class political parties have gone 
or are excluded from power, and the working classes have disintegrated 
as socio-cultural formations (Simonchuk, 2004; Stenning, 2005).  

Class formation is always more protracted. In Western countries 
the middle classes expanded throughout the 20th century, and during the 
second half of that century over a half of middle class adults had been 
upwardly mobile (Roberts, 2011). The development of these enlarged 
middle classes as social, cultural and political entities is still in process. 
Here Eastern Europe is playing catch-up, but over time their new middle 
classes are becoming increasingly distinctive in what they think, what 
they do, with whom they associate and where they are seen. In one sense 
the new market economies’ new middle classes have leapt ahead. 
Among the countries’ young people the middle class has become virtu-
ally the sole class of aspiration. Young people no longer aim to create 
their own businesses and thereby become rich, which was a common 
aim in the early-1990s (Roberts and Jung, 1995). Young people now 
aim for the middle class by accumulating qualifications. Higher educa-
tion has become necessary but it is no longer sufficient because there are 
far too many young graduate middle class wannabes. 

Schimpfosal (2014) claims that Russia’s new super-rich upper 
class has been abandoning ostentation in favour of culturedness, a 
change that has been easy for many on account of their origins in intelli-
gentsia families. Are there equivalent developments among East 
Europe’s new middle classes? 

Distinction 

Classes are clusters of positions and their occupants. Some posi-
tions and occupants are situated at the core of their classes. Other posi-
tions and occupants are peripheral. Clusters always have heavily popu-
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lated centres and more sparsely populated and diverse peripheries. 
Classes are not divided from one another by anything analogous to high 
fences or deep moats. Boundaries are blurred partly by social mobility 
of which there is considerable in all societies where the economies 
change constantly. The boundaries are also blurred because both indi-
viduals and family-households are units that are classed. Individuals 
gain qualifications, enter and hold jobs, earn money, and also hold world 
views (see Roberts and Pollock, 2011a). Positions in a modern society’s 
system of economic production are occupied by individuals. However, 
the family-household is the normal unit of consumption. A person’s life-
style, therefore, will depend more on the relevant household’s resources 
rather than any member’s own occupation and income. There is a ten-
dency in all societies for like to marry/partner like. There is also a ten-
dency (which varies in strength) for class positions to be transmitted 
down the generations. This means that a core middle class household 
will contain more than one adult with a middle class occupation and in-
come. However, the selection of mates primarily on the basis of inter-
personal attraction means that there will be some cross-class couples, 
and social mobility results in some middle class (by occupation) indi-
viduals being members of non-middle class households, and vice versa. 
Nevertheless, the general tendencies create clusters of core middle class 
individuals who live in middle class family-households, and it is these 
individuals and households that have the resources and inclination to 
live in class distinctive ways (Roberts and Pollock, 2011a). 

Research among young people offers some early indications of 
how the new middle classes are making themselves distinctive (Roberts 
and Pollock, 2009). Today’s young people (those who are approaching, 
progressing through secondary school then beyond into higher education 
or the labour market) are children of the first cohorts to grow up under 
post-communism. Those from the first generation who achieved middle 
class positions have experience and knowledge that they can use as par-
ents. Their parenting style is what, in the West, has been called ‘con-
certed cultivation’ (Lareau, 2011; Weis, 2008). Child-bearing is delayed 
until couples are in their late-20s or 30s. Fertility rates are low. Parents 
invest heavily, economically and emotionally, in the ‘cultivation’ of one 
or two children. They are careful in their choices of nurseries, kindergar-
tens, elementary and secondary schools. They will normally seek ‘good’ 
state schools. They are more likely to pay for private coaching than to 
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pay for their children to attend private schools. These practices are 
largely continuities from the communist era. Middle class parents know 
that, following secondary school, which university a young person at-
tends, and which subjects are studied, can make a difference to future 
life chances. The ‘best’ universities, as viewed by graduate parents, may 
be but are not usually new private foundations or those offering courses 
that are validated by West European or North American institutions. The 
prestige state universities of the communist era have usually retained 
their eminence. That said, experience in a West European university, 
probably under the Erasmus programme, will be regarded as sensible. 
Middle class parents understand the importance of their children becom-
ing proficient in international languages, especially English (see 
Milenkova and Molhov, 2002); Tomusk, 2002). They want their chil-
dren to be able to access pan-European labour markets and to be able to 
compete for graduate jobs unlike their parents for whom work experi-
ence as migrants was most likely to have been in low-paid occupations. 

The middle classes are concentrated in major cities because this is 
where most middle class jobs are located, and cities have the facilities 
that enable moderately-off middle class adults to go at least occasionally 
to restaurants, the cinema, the theatres and exhibitions (see Roberts and 
Pollock, 2009). Most of the households can afford to run at least one car 
and to take at least one annual holiday away from home. Those so in-
clined can join private sports clubs. Their children become students, 
possibly with part-time jobs in the consumer services that also cluster in 
major cities. At other times the same young people are the customers 
sipping lattes and beers, and enjoying student city nightlife (see Pyska-
nova and Miles, 2010). Housing does not yet clearly distinguish East 
Europe’s middle classes. Tomanovic has explained how in Serbia, for 
example, the housing to which families have access still depends greatly 
on the accommodation with which (extended) families exited the old 
system (Tomanovic, 2012; Tomanovic et al, 2012). 

Most members of the East Europe’s middle classes are politically 
inactive. They share a more widespread contempt for all politicians and 
suspicion about their true motives. Low trust in politicians is normal 
throughout Europe, but tends to be lowest in the new democracies. Po-
land is Europe’s least trusting (in politicians) country (see Roberts and 
Pollock, 2011b). However, the middle classes are the source of nearly 
all politically active citizens, including those who pursue political ca-
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reers. Their political priorities for their countries help to make the mid-
dle classes distinctive. After those who have become seriously rich, the 
middle classes have benefitted most from market reforms. This makes it 
unsurprising that they are more pro-market and less critical of inequali-
ties than other voters, and the most enthusiastic about the ever-closer EU 
(Tilkidjiev, 2004). They are strongly opposed to authoritarian govern-
ments and expect politicians to pay heed to the voices of ‘the people’ 
(like themselves) (Roberts and Pollock, 20011b). Although not politi-
cally active personally, they are in favour of ‘more voice’ for ordinary 
citizens. Middle class youth in Russia are President Putin’s fiercest crit-
ics (Lyytikainen, 2013). 

Conclusions 

This paper has sought to identify only the main classes that have 
been in formation in Eastern Europe since 1989. There are always coun-
try-specific details, and there are always class factions. There is no sug-
gestion that any of the classes has developed a collective identity: for 
example, that members of the middle class see themselves as part of a 
singular middle class, and recognise interests that all members of this 
class share in common. This kind of class identification tends to occur 
only in the later stages of class formation. In the meantime, individual 
capitalists and members of the middle classes are more likely to be con-
scious of differences among their class peers – in income levels and 
consumer choices, for example. 

This means that at present the countries lack the foundations that 
are necessary for class politics. The middle class does not have a working 
class posing a threat from beneath. Beneath the middle classes there is 
considerable unemployment and under-employment (insecure, low paid 
often part-time jobs, and survival self-employment). Workers are no 
longer congregated in mines and factories which employ thousands. They 
are rarely in trade unions. Retail and other consumer services are now ma-
jor employers. There are no political parties in serious contention for 
power that claim to represent specifically working class interests. The 
only current base for class politics is between the middle classes and those 
above, the capitalist classes. Up to now it has been regarded as normal for 
the middle classes to align with those above, but this has been partly due 
to a threat from those below. In the absence of such a threat, the distribu-
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tion of wealth could become a politicised issue setting the middle classes 
against those above. The reception of Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 
Twenty-First Century (2014) suggests that this is possible. 

Otherwise we must expect East Europe’s politics to be based vari-
ously (depending on the country) on national or religious divisions, or the 
positions that politicians took during events leading up to 1989, or techno-
cratic issues. These include who is least corrupt. ‘White knights’ with no 
political track records and therefore clean hands have an advantage if they 
are supported by enough wealth and political skills. If not these issues, 
then it will be who is best able to negotiate the best deal and represent the 
country in Europe and other international arenas, and who will make the 
market economy work ‘properly’. A common if naïve assumption is still 
that once markets work ‘properly’ this will be for the benefit of all sec-
tions of the populations in the new market economies.  
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MIDDLE CLASS IN BULGARIA DURING 
THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS: 
SOCIAL STATUS AND ATTITUDES1 

Rumiana Stoilova 

Abstract 
In this article is described the structural position and the attitudes of the 

middle class towards the inequalities, the government, the welfare and the re-
distribution measures. Middle class position has been identified on the basis of in-
come and educational status. Several reasons have been described for the disap-
pointment of the middle class – the existence of corruption and of non-transparent 
channels for social advancement is one of them. The emphasis of the welfare poli-
cies in support for poor families could lead strongly to the disappointment of middle 
class families too. The grates differences between the poor, middle and rich people 
have been observed in the mean satisfaction of the opportunities for young people to 
find first job. Here the satisfaction of the poor is the lowest and increases from mid-
dle to the rich. The only case when the tendency is reversible – highest satisfaction 
by the poor and lowering from middle to the rich, has been proved in the provision 
of the health care. The chances of young people and women with higher education 
for finding jobs and reducing the gender pay gap have been described as relative 
positive characteristics of the middle class situation in Bulgaria, which on the other 
hand is described as rather weak and disappointed. 

Introduction 
Inequalities in Bulgaria have been growing over the entire period 

of transformation (started in 1989). The gap between the middle class and 
the poor in society becomes wider. Middle class values education and 
compensates for the weaknesses of the educational system through private 
                                                        
1 This article has been elaborated on the bases of the paper presented at the Second 

International Conference on the Middle Class: “The middle class as a precondi-
tion of a sustainable society: fifteen years later”, Sofia, December 3-4, 2013. The 
work on the article has been funded within the project: “Social disparities and re-
gional differences in school-to-work transitions in Bulgaria”, joint project be-
tween University of Basel and Institute for the Study of Societies and Knowl-
edge, BAS, funded by the Swiss National Science Fund (2012-2015) under the 
Swiss-Bulgarian Research Program.  
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investments and family support to their children. That improves the 
chances for their advancement in the society. At the opposite – the chil-
dren of the poor – mostly from ethnic background and with parents being 
frequently in unstable labour relations, depending on welfare assistance 
drop out earlier on in the educational system. On this way their chances 
for later advancement in society remain scarce. All these developments is 
an obstacle also in the period of the global financial crisis (2009-2014). 
Bulgaria went through the crisis remaining stable in financial terms how-
ever becoming very politically unstable during the whole 2013 and 2014. 
The reasons for this political instability could be seen in the growing ine-
qualities without a proper justification for them, in the week and disap-
pointed middle class and in the growing number of poor people, selected 
among different groups – ethnic minorities (Roma), pensioners, workers 
with low qualification, inhabitants of small settlements.  

The growth in the national GDP increased from 4.7% in 2002 to 
6.7% in 2008. Than in the year of the beginning of the global financial 
crisis came the major decrease of the GDP from -5.5% and slowly re-
cover to 1.7% growth of the GDP in 2011 2. Between 2009 and 2011, 
under conditions of the financial crisis, there was a clear and abrupt 
shifting of income levels involving a decrease of those of the lower in-
come groups. Inequality, measured by the Gini coefficient, grew from 
35 in 2009 to 36 in 2013 3. The basic problem publicly discussed during 
the time of crisis is the impoverishment of the population, the growing 
inequalities, viewed as unjustified and the fact that there is not an equal 
distribution of the risks and costs among the different social strata. The 
main focus here will be set on the relations between the poor and the 
middle strata. The importance of the wide middle class is essential for 
obtaining growth, because of the orientation of the middle class people 
to competition and the capacity to secure their family status not relying 
entirely on the state support but on their education and better chances for 
jobs, working as self-employed, performing family business or running 
a small enterprise. Especially in crisis times the social status and the atti-
tudes of the middle class have to be investigated carefully because of the 
role of the middle class as a bridge between the poor and the rich in the 
society, and its stabilization capacity for the whole society. Middle class 
has the potential to increase the levels of trust and social cohesion in the 

                                                        
2 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php 
3 Source: NSI, http://www.nsi.bg/ 
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society and at the opposite the weak and unstable middle class contrib-
ute to the overall negative crisis effects. 

Growing inequalities without an economic growth 
The inequalities are found in the Bulgarian society as not justi-

fied. More than 83.3% of Bulgarian citizens feel the social inequality is 
too deep, and only 13.2% express the opinion there is about the right 
amount of social inequality“ (Loveless 2010:246)(Tabl. 1). Similar per-
ceptions of too much social inequality are expressed in other Eastern 
European countries - Ukraine (87 percent), Hungary (85.2 percent), 
Russia (83.8 percent). In the second group with a significant lower share 
of people sharing the opinion there is too much social inequality are 
Czech Republic (68.8 percent), Poland (63.4 percent), Estonia (61.8 per-
cent) (Loveless 2010:246). The conclusion made in the cited study is 
that “a decrease in the level of corruption, when corrupt mechanisms are 
reduced as the means to distribute goods at the national level, inequality 
is less likely to be seen as excessive” (Loveless 2010:248).  

Table 1. Perceptions of social inequality (percentages) 

 N 
Too much

social 
inequality

About the 
right amount

of social 
inequality 

Not enough
social 

inequality

There is 
no or almost

no social 
inequality 

Don’t
know

Bulgaria 998 83.3 13.2 0.9 0.5 2 
Czech 
Republic 990 68.8 28.4 1.9 0.1 0.8 

Estonia 1,057 61.8 30 1.8 1.3 5.1 
Hungary 1,030 85.2 11.7 1 0.4 1.7 
Latvia 1,001 69.5 25.9 4.3 0.5 1.8 
Lithuania 1,002 71.9 18.6 2.5 1.1 6 
Moldova 1,042 51.1 21.1 9.9 2.8 15.2
Poland 1,498 63.4 26.2 3.7 2 4.7 
Romania 1,483 44.6 44.9 5.7 1.3 3.5 
Russia 2,000 83.8 8.1 4.8 0.7 2.7 
Slovakia 1,032 71.1 16.2 8.3 1.3 3.1 
Ukraine 1,494 87 9.8 1.5 0.3 1.3 
Source: Loveless (2010: 247) 
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The interesting fact, found in the same survey is that on national 
level many factors haven’t any statistically significant effects. Measured 
by the Gini coefficient for the inequality in society, unemployment level, 
privatization or economic growth did not have a significant effect on the 
expressed opinion about the acceptance of the inequality in society. “Cor-
ruption and voice and accountability improve their ability to explain the 
cross-national variation in the perception of social inequality” (Loveless 
2010:254). Another statistically significant factor reducing the feeling of 
unjustly great social inequality is the expectation that the state will inter-
vene, i.e. the comparatively high egalitarian attitudes in the Eastern Euro-
pean post-communist societies. “Thus the difficult challenge to govern-
ments in the region is to improve citizens’ perceptions of ‘fairness’ in ad-
vancement mechanisms and to reduce the sense of unfairness that results 
from the importance of personal and political ties such as corruption 
and/or nepotism” (Loveless 2010:258). This conclusion made about the 
Central and Eastern European countries could help to understand one im-
portant reason for the disappointment of the middle class from the quality 
of the society in which they are leaving – the existence of corruption and 
of non-transparent channels for social advancement. 

Expectations and satisfaction with the welfare provision 
The paradox is the discrepancy between the existed high expecta-

tions towards the state support and the low legitimacy of the imple-
mented measures in the social sphere. Further disappointment is result-
ing from the direction of the reforms in the social sphere, which led to 
reduce of the benefits received by middle class families. The reforms in 
the social sphere started after 1997 are in direction from universalistic to 
mean tested state support. In the conditions of a low GDP in Bulgaria 
the welfare state is more and more concentrating the measures on the 
poor and vulnerable groups – families with two unemployed with chil-
dren, very often with Roma ethnic origin, elderly people living alone, 
disabled people. The reforms led to a transition from universalistic so-
cial welfare policies under the communist regime to the implementation 
of targeted benefits. As Rotshstein points out: “Selective welfare pro-
grammes have trouble with legitimacy, because they have to single out 
the “deserving” from the “nondeserving poor” (Rothstein 2005:60). The 
introduction of mean tested child care allowances and the emphasis of 
the welfare policies in support for poor families could lead to disap-
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pointment among middle class families, who feel they are not receiving 
back adequately what they are paying as taxes to the government. When 
child care benefits fell below the minimal wage in 2013, middle class 
young families became the feeling of disappointment and started street 
protests with the wish for an increase of the child care benefits. The de-
cision of the government for 2014 was to increase both the minimal 
wage and the sum paid in the second year of the child, when the cares 
are taken at home to the minimal wage for the country. This measure 
found the satisfaction on the site of the middle class families. Haskins 
and Sawhill recommend the broader implementation of universal pro-
grams in order to “eliminate any competition between the middle class 
and the poor” (Haskins and Sawhill 2009:107). Of course here remains 
the obstacle that more universal benefits are leading to the payment of 
higher taxes. 

Further concern about welfare provision can be provoked when 
people believe that provision puts a strain on the economy, and that 
benefit claimants cheat the system, or that tax authorities are inefficient 
or unfair (Fridberg 2012). More than 70 percent of the respondents in 
Bulgaria agree with the opinion that “many people obtain benefits and 
services to which they are not entitled” (ESS 2008/2009). The highest 
similar attitudes, nearly 80 percent, are in Hungary, Croatia and Poland. 
The lowest level of these attitudes (40 percent) are shown in Denmark 
and in Finland they are 50 percent. The belief that “social benefits and 
services place too great a strain on the economy” is expressed by an 
overall lower share of the respondents, ranging between 60 percent in 
Ireland to 18% in Russia. In Bulgaria 28 percent of respondents agree 
with this statement (ESS 2013: 11). 

There are significant differences in people’s satisfaction with the 
provisions of the welfare state comparing Eastern with Western European 
countries. Attitudes in Bulgaria towards the welfare state show lowest av-
erage satisfaction on items, on which respondents in Germany, as repre-
sentative in this case for the Western European countries, show the high-
est average level of satisfaction 4. The standard of living for pensioners 
receives an average satisfaction of 5.59 in Germany and of 1.53 in Bul-
garia. The lowest approval rating in Germany is expressed for the stan-
dard of living of the unemployed (3.71). Similar is the lowest satisfaction 

                                                        
4 See the contribution in: Shubert,Kl. (ed.) European Welfare Systems (in preparation) . 
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with the standard of living of unemployed in Bulgaria, however at a much 
lower average level of approval (1.33). The highest average satisfaction in 
Bulgaria is expressed towards the provision of affordable child care ser-
vices for working parents (4.15), followed by the provision of health care 
(3.62) and the opportunities for young people to find first full-time job 
(3.08) (Table 2). The perception of the functionality of welfare arrange-
ments by the Bulgarian society as a whole is rather low.  

Table 2. Attitudes towards the welfare state in Bulgaria  

 ValidNMissingMean Std.  
Deviation

Standard of living of pensioners 2188 42 1,53 1,601 
Standard of living of unemployed 2179 51 1,33 1,329 
Provision of affordable child care services for 
working parents 1895 335 4,15 2,287 

Opportunities for young people to find first 
full-time job 2086 144 3,08 2,177 

Provision of health care, how efficient 2149 81 3,62 2,318 
Source: ESS – IV wave, 2009 

To the above introduced explanations for the low satisfaction 
with the welfare provision in Bulgaria could be added the obstacle that 
the welfare measures are not well synchronized with the expectations of 
the middle class as the main tax payers. For proving this explanation we 
decided to analyze the correlation between the satisfaction and the mid-
dle class status defined on the income level. It was used the classifica-
tion of the poor, middle and rich, which has been already used in previ-
ous analysis on the middle class5. Insignificant is only the correlation 
between the mean satisfactions of the income groups on the provision of 
affordable child care. Best correlates mean satisfaction of income groups 
with the satisfaction of the opportunities for young people to find first 
job. In this case the measure of association is highest (0.204, Table 3). 
That means in this case could be observed grates differences between 
the poor, middle and rich people. Here the satisfaction of the poor is the 
lowest and increases from middle to the rich. This raises doubts that the 
policy measures are planned on the way that the people who receive 

                                                        
5 Burkhardt,Ch.,Grabka,M.,GrohßSamberg , O., Lott,I., Mau,St. 2013 
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support are exactly these with the lowest chances for finding first job. At 
the contrary it seems that individuals who already are well in economic 
terms receive in addition the state support. The same tendency – lowest 
mean satisfaction on the site of the poor and increasing from middle to 
the rich could be observed for the standard of living of unemployed and 
pensioners. The only case when the tendency is reversible – highest sat-
isfaction by the poor and lowering from middle to the rich could be seen 
in the provision of the health care. 

Table 3. Correlation of the mean satisfaction of the income groups with 
the provision of the welfare states 

 

D11|Standard 
of living of 
pensioners 

D12|Standard 
of living of 
unemployed

D13|Provision 
of affordable 
child care ser-
vices for work-

ing parents 

D14|Opportunities 
for young people 
to find first full-

time job 

D30|Provision 
of health care, 
how efficient * 

dohod.na 
(Binned) 

Poor 1.58 1.21 4,16 2.64 3.82 
Middle 1.63 1.37 4,11 3.14 3.54 
Rich 1.29 1.52 4,15 3.95 3.49 
Total 1.55 1.32 4,14 3.05 3.66 
Sig. 0.13 0.002 0.935 0.000 0.033 

Measure of 
Association 

Eta 
,070 ,085 ,009 ,204 ,062 

Source: ESS 2009, Calculations K.Haralampiev; N 1802.  
The upper line is set by 150 percent and the down line by 70 percent of the me-
dian of the incomes in the survey. The mean is estimated on 290Lv. on the 
bases of 1802 cases. To the poor count 35.7%, to the middle 32.9% and to 
the rich 12.2% of the respondents, who respond on the question for the in-
come. The monthly household income is divided on the number of the indi-
viduals living in the same household. 

 
The share of public funding in current healthcare spending in 

Bulgaria is very low 56.2 percent compared to more than 80 percent in 
the Netherlands, Denmark, the Czech Republic, Luxembourg and Swe-
den. Private expenditure on healthcare is mainly paid by middle class 
families. The major source of private funding are direct household pay-
ments, referred to as out-of-pocket expenditure. Their share of current 
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healthcare expenditure in Bulgaria is 42.6 percent, compared to a single-
digit share in France and the Netherlands (7.5 percent and 6.2 percent 
respectively)6.  

Expenditures on education from private sources in Bulgaria repre-
sent 0.64 in 2000 and decreased very slowly to 0.63 in 2010 7. Compared 
to 0.10 in Norway and 0.15 in Finland the private expenditures on educa-
tion in Bulgaria are very significant. They measure the contribution of the 
middle class families on the education of their children. From the ex-
communist countries the best ratio is shown by Romania 0.12 and Croatia 
0.26. All these – the high share of the private investments in education 
and the low satisfaction of the middle class with the health care contribute 
to the disappointment from the welfare state. To the disappointment of the 
middle class should be accounted its relative small size as the next nega-
tive characteristic during the period of the global crisis. 

How big is the middle class in Bulgaria? 

The size of the middle class for comparative analysis is measured 
by the income distribution in the entire society. In Bulgaria the middle 
income strata takes 48.6 percent 8. The most horizontal and flat society 
is the Norway with a middle class which represents 68.4 percent of the 
individuals with the required income (Burkhardt et.al. 2013:87). Bul-
garia is placed on the bottom of this comparison together with Latvia, 
Lithuania und Romania, which middle class is even smaller. However 
the post-communist countries do not represent one and the same case. In 
Slovakia the middle class is with 18 percent higher compared to Lithua-
nia. In the upper part of the scale of the European countries are placed 
Czech Republic, Slovenia, Hungary with a middle class size estimated 
on 64 percent and above. The second conclusion is also very logic one – 
when middle class is bigger than upper and lower classes are smaller. In 

                                                        
6 Source:Eurostat http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php 
7 Expenditures on educational institutions from private source comprises school 

fees; materials such as textbooks and teaching equipment; transport to school (if 
organised by the school); meals (if provided by the school); boarding fees; and 
expenditure by employers on initial vocational training. http://epp.eurostat.ec. 
europa.eu 

8 The upper line is set by 150 percent and the down line by 70 percent of the me-
dian of the incomes in the country. 
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Bulgaria the low income strata takes 28.8 percent and the upper income 
strata takes 22.6 percent. In Czech Republic the low strata is smaller 
(16.6 percent), and the upper strata is smaller too (13 percent). The con-
clusion is that Bulgarian middle class is smaller and weaker in an inter-
national comparison. In addition to the negative characteristics – of the 
comparatively smaller and disappointed middle class in Bulgaria, could 
be added two positive features - represented by the better chances for a 
first job for higher educated young people compared to lower educated 
individuals and the relative good advancement opportunities for women 
with higher education compared with men. 

Inequalities in the access of young people to first stable job 

Exactly the increase of the importance of education for the labour 
market position is one of the major changes after the start of the trans-
formation in 1989 showing the tendency to meritocracy and higher 
competiveness of the society.  

There are significant differences among young people leaving in 
different countries in the access to first stable job (Table 4). The share of 
the answers that the chances for first stable job are good in Bulgaria for 
young people with tertiary education, is 19,9 percent. Less than 6.8 per-
cent estimate chances as good for low educated young people. The gap 
between low educated and high educated young people is substantial. 
Similar is the situation in Hungary. Highest is in Poland the assessment 
that chances for young people with tertiary education are good among the 
transition post-communist countries. From the Western European coun-
tries under comparison the highest chance to find first stable job for young 
people with tertiary education is expected in Finland and Great Britain. 

Gender Segregation in Bulgaria 

Gender is a factor limiting vertical chances of well-educated indi-
viduals in all European countries. Vertical inequality is measured usu-
ally by the chances for the obtainment of a high paid job. Previous re-
search found out that the gender pay gap could be observed at each life 
stage – in the early, mid- and late careers in Bulgaria (Stoilova, Ganeva, 
Kotzeva 2012). The results show that gender inequality measured by in-
come  does  not  diminish  within the same educational and occupational  
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Table 4. Young people's chances of first full-time job entry by country 
and education (in %) 

Young people's chances 
of first full-time job entryCountry Education 
Bad Neither good, 

nor bad Good
Total

Bulgaria Lower secondary and less 87,0 6,2 6,8 100,0
 Upper secondary 76,2 10,8 13,0 100,0
 Tertiary 60,6 19,6 19,9 100,0
Germany Lower secondary and less 51,5 24,2 24,2 100,0
 Upper secondary 51,0 18,7 30,3 100,0
 Tertiary 41,9 18,4 39,7 100,0
Estonia Lower secondary and less 68,1 15,3 16,7 100,0
 Upper secondary 67,2 15,8 17,0 100,0
 Tertiary 54,3 21,2 24,5 100,0
Spain Lower secondary and less 71,6 14,9 13,5 100,0
 Upper secondary 75,3 12,9 11,8 100,0
 Tertiary 75,1 11,8 13,1 100,0
Finland Lower secondary and less 45,8 14,7 39,5 100,0
 Upper secondary 31,3 15,5 53,1 100,0
 Tertiary 24,7 13,5 61,8 100,0
Great Britain Lower secondary and less 58,8 23,5 17,6 100,0
 Upper secondary 51,5 19,3 29,2 100,0
 Tertiary 39,8 17,2 43,0 100,0
Hungary Lower secondary and less 81,0 9,0 10,0 100,0
 Upper secondary 80,0 9,5 10,5 100,0
 Tertiary 71,2 11,4 17,4 100,0
Poland Lower secondary and less 71,8 14,8 13,4 100,0
 Upper secondary 61,7 16,5 21,8 100,0
 Tertiary 55,2 12,2 32,5 100,0
Source: European Social Survey, wave 4, 2009; calculations by K. Hara-
lampiev and R. Stoilova. The Cramer’s coefficient is V 0.215 for young 
people with primary education, 0.238 for those with secondary education 
and 0.247 for young people with tertiary education. 
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levels, in the same economic sector (public or private), or in the phases 
of relative economic growth. Job characteristics are found to be key de-
terminants of the gender pay gap. It may be expected that men and 
women with lower education would be paid equally low. However the 
same research has shown that even when they occupy workplaces that 
require low or even no education at all, men receive higher pay than 
women with low or no education.  

The positive think is that Bulgaria is among the countries that do 
not show considerable changes in the value of the gender inequality in-
dex in the period of the crisis9. The gender gap index was 0.708 in 2008 
and 0.710 in 2013, the change of 0.3 is statistically insignificant. Most 
of the post-communist countries show higher gender pay gap and also 
very small change during the crisis – in Hungary in 2008 the index was 
0.687 and in 2013 - 0.674, Czech Republic the index was 0.677 for both 
years, Slovak Republic - 0.682 (2008) and 0.686 (2013), Poland - 0.695 
and 0.703, Romania - 0.676 and 0.691. Respectively the best results for 
the gender pay gap are reported for Sweden – 0.814 in 2008 and 0.813 
in 2013. There are existing barriers before meritocracy set by gender in 
Bulgaria. There is vertical inequality that prevents women to earn equal 
to men with the same education. However gender inequality index re-
mains smaller compared with many Western and Central European 
countries during the global financial crisis.  

Conclusion  

Young people with higher education meet in Bulgaria considera-
bly better chances for finding first job compared to young people with 
low education. But these chances of higher educated young people are 
often not that good as young people with higher education could find in 
Western Europe. That motivates a lot of them for the emigration and 
thus forces the brain drain of young and well educated people from the 
country. All this gives reason to focus on the well educated people, on 
the tax payers and the people with an independent economic position as 
representatives for the attitudes and satisfaction of the middle class. 
They could be expected to be more interested in the further development 
of the society towards achieving transparency, in an active civil society 

                                                        
9  World Economic Forum: “The Global Gender Gap Report - 2013”.  



CHAPTER TWO: Middle class in post-communist societies 

119 

control over the state, in the implementation of clear criteria for upward 
advancement stimulating the selection of best qualified individuals for 
the most important positions in society and in the organizations. 

The disappointed and weak middle class in Bulgaria seems to be 
a serious factor that contributes to the political instability preventing the 
country from a quick reveal after the global financial crisis. At the elec-
tions in 2013 the center-right party GERB won the majority of the votes, 
however not enough to establish a government. Significant parts of the 
population living in the big towns and with higher education remained 
not represented in the three parties Parliament. One year later, at the 
elections in 2014 the same party GERB gained again the majority of the 
votes, relying on the votes of the population in the towns and with 
higher education however this party couldn’t achieve a stable support. 
This time eight parties succeed in the elections. For GERB voted in 
2014 - 33% of the young people – 18-30 years old, the biggest propor-
tion of the urban population – 35% from the capital city, 37% from the 
big towns and 33% from small towns. In contrast, a smaller proportion - 
22% from the village population voted for GERB. For GERB voted 
34% from the people with higher education, for the second party, that of 
the Bulgarian socialist voted 15% from the people with higher education 
and for the third party DPS – 4% from the same category10. There is a 
clear tendency - the vote of the urban, young and high educated popula-
tion is not enough to ensure a stable government. 

The political instability following the global financial crisis proved 
the fact that where pockets of poverty exist, increases the risk for a not in-
formed voting on the site of low educated and poor people leaving in small 
settlements with restricted chances for jobs and prosperity, for good health 
services and education. In order to increase the political culture and the 
stability of the society the position of the well-educated strata should be 
more secure, and these strata should grow constantly both in cultural and in 
economic terms. Critical is the question: How? And the answers on which 
middle class people rely are – rule of law, shared values, and clear ad-
vancement mechanisms. The second part of the equitation between 
achievement and equity however requires bigger solidarity with the poorest 
individuals and families in the country as well as an active support to state 
                                                        
10 Data is taken from the Exit pool survey of Alpha Research Agency 

http://www.dnevnik.bg/izbori2014 
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measures for improving of their situation. 
Even people with higher education have a lot of fears for losing 

their jobs during the financial crisis when a lot of small owned shops and 
enterprises have been closed and the prospects for a stable job even with a 
higher education for the young and the oldest employees are far from se-
cure. There are several examples for the middle class people who are fac-
ing substantial risks – for losing job in the late career, for not meeting the 
requirements of the technological changes without chances for the obtain-
ment of the needed qualification and abilities, health problems and break 
down in whole industries like the construction sector and the failure of 
small, family enterprises. The Germany sociologist Steffen Mau (Mau 
2012) correctly underlines that it is time to overcome the old distinction be-
tween the market and the state. There is a need of the development of new 
strategies, which are directed to support individuals and families in the risk 
situations occurring in their life. There is no need to promise a false secu-
rity. The welfare state should however be prepared to support and to pre-
vent risks seen not only on the site of the poor and most vulnerable groups 
but also on the site of the middle class, which is also facing risks and inse-
curity. If this is the case, the middle class people could understand better 
and support more actively measures of the welfare state directed towards 
achieving a coherent and justice society. 

There is a need of a dynamic balance between measures directed to 
the middle class families and measures for support to the poorest social 
strata. Measures reducing the paid taxes, when the child benefits stop in 
Bulgaria after finishing secondary education, would be of importance for 
the middle class families. When children prolong their education at the uni-
versity level the reduction from the paid taxes by the parents will be an ad-
vantage for the middle class families. This would represent a measure, 
which stays in accordance with the tendency for a massovization of the third 
level of education. This measure has to go hand in hand with the require-
ment to the universities to account for the social dimension of the education. 
Universities have to provide local communities with different options for 
motivation, preparation and support of young individuals from the lower 
strata for a longer education including the university study. 

Michel Wievorka points out that the society itself has changed and 
the individualism typical for the people today does not automatically ex-
clude the possibility of their uniting around a cause. Individualism, how-
ever, requires making and motivating individual choice towards solidarity 
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action for the benefit of a common cause. Free choice is what makes indi-
viduals join or stop participating, and mobilizes people in various ways, 
including political, social, or cultural. That is why civil movements can 
rely on success only if they respect the freedom and choice of the indi-
viduals joining them, and value those individuals’ right of personal choice 
to commit, and strive to integrate individual commitment into the support 
for common causes and solidarity action (Wievorka 2013:134). The sup-
port for the poor strata, the measures for the integration of the vulnerable 
groups could be successful, if the individuals counting to the middle class 
are convinced that the investments are made on the effective way and 
achieve the promised goal of a coherent and justice society.  
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MIDDLE CLASS IN CONTEMPORARY 
RUSSIA 

Nataliya Е. Tikhonova 

Abstract: 
The article addresses composition and evolution of Russian middle class 

based on the materials of all-Russian researches carried out by Institute of So-
ciology RAS in 2003-2014. Social origins of middle class representatives, their 
sector of employment (state, privatized, private enterprises, etc.), specifics of 
their work positions are analyzed. It is also shown that the processes of collec-
tive consciousness formation of middle class are not finished yet and its norms 
and values systems are heterogeneous. 

Genesis of mass middle class as a special social subject is usually 
connected in literature to the general transition of society to late-industrial 
type. During this period, growth of production demands larger quantities 
of qualified employees and experts. Integration of production and uprise 
of joint-stock companies lead to growth in number of managers. Devel-
opment of education system and public health services leads to increase in 
numbers of doctors, teachers, etc. Middle class growth during this period 
is also ensured by social and economic policy carried out by the state. Pri-
orities of state policies move from struggle against poverty towards sup-
port of middle class. In many respects it is caused by pure pragmatic rea-
sons: middle class does not only provide economy with workers with 
high-quality human capital, but also by providing growing demand for 
goods and services stimulates general growth of economy, which, in turn, 
strengthens middle class positions in society. Successful industrial devel-
opment of such countries as Russia, China, India etc. actualizes problem-
atic of middle class for them as well. Middle class in the conditions of 
economic growth carries out a number of important social and economic 
functions in society (it plays a role of society "stabilizer", carrier of na-
tional culture, "supplier" of highly skilled labour, etc.).  

The key question for middle class analysis is the methodology of its 
definition. Because of the differences in defining middle class, estimations 
of middle class size in modern Russian society given by different research-
ers vary a lot. Based on analysis of foreign (Wright, 2000; Goldthorpe, 
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McKnight, 2002) and Russian (Avraamova, 2008; Belyaeva, 2007; Srednie 
klassy, 2003; Tikhonova, Mareeva, 2009) materials which are devoted to 
the role of middle class in class structures, and considering the research 
questions, the methodology of this social subject’s definition was elaborated 
based on the features of those structural positions that the representatives of 
middle class occupy in the society. Two base criteria were used: first is a 
character of socio-professional status which marks certain structural posi-
tions in the employment relationship; and second is the level of human capi-
tal (the level of education was used as its indicator).  

Usage of this particular criteria is considered to be sufficient for 
foreign research. However, two more criteria were introduced consider-
ing the Russian conditions: the level of welfare (not as level of income 
itself, but because middle class should be able to provide at least simple 
reproduction of itself as a class and its human capital); and indicator of 
self-identification which is used to sift out those outsiders that would 
certainly not comply with middle class based on peculiarity of attitudes 
and corresponding behaviour. 

Thus, the following criteria were used to separate the middle 
class: (1) non-manual labour; (2) specialized secondary education or 
higher; (3) indicators of average monthly income per person not lower 
than average figures for given types of settlement or the quantity of 
available durable goods not lower than median value for the population 
in general; (4) integral self-appraisal by the individual of his status in the 
society not lower than four points inclusive based on 10-points scale. 

Belonging to the middle class for the non-working population is 
based on three criteria given above (out of four), not considering profes-
sional status. Empirical tests showed that the representatives of non-
working population who were separated this way as belonging to the middle 
class, were connected to structural positions that characterize the middle 
class, i.e., occupied before, or would most likely occupy them in the future 
(retired people with higher education, students from educated families etc.).  

Applying these four criteria to the results of empirical research 
shows that in the year 2014 42% of the Russia’s population could be 
ranked as middle class. This share is rather high, but one should consider 
that the middle class is not homogenous in structure. It can be divided into 
steady core, which has strong indications peculiar to the middle class, and 
also periphery, where these indications become weaker. Two base charac-
teristics that reflect the specificity of the structural positions of middle 
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class were used to differentiate the middle class from the core and periph-
ery – the socio-professional status and the level of education. The manag-
ers with higher education, businessmen, and specialists with computer 
skills were ranked as the core of the middle class. The other representa-
tives that were ranked based on the four criteria of the middle class were 
included in neighbouring periphery with the core of the middle class, 
which together with the core itself formed the structure of the middle class 
in general. Those Russians who did not meet one of the criteria except so-
cial-professional status, i.e., those who did not correspond to either the 
educational level, or welfare, or self-identification criterion formed the 
distant periphery of the middle class (potential middle class, whose mem-
bers will be able to enter actual middle class under certain circumstances, 
such as improvements in their material standing). Those who cannot be 
considered the middle class by social-professional status, as well as those 
who have corresponding level of education and social-professional status 
were not evaluated considering both criteria of the level of welfare and 
self-identification formed the rest of population.  

The data shows that the volume of the middle class significantly 
increased during the period of economic growth preceding the crisis (see 
Fig. 1). However, the crisis of 2009 broke the positive growth tendency 
of the middle class. By the spring of 2009, the share of the middle class 
in the general population had decreased from one third to a quarter 
(26%) and the share of the middle class in the structure of the active ur-
ban population had decreased from over 40% to 30%. Nevertheless, the 
volume of the middle class increased again to over a third (36%) by the 
spring of 2010 and stabilized at 33% in 2011. In 2013-2014, it reached 
42% (but mostly by increase in neighbouring periphery). 

Such dynamics indicate that the process of Russian middle class 
formation still continues. Russian middle class is still heterogeneous in 
its structure. It has a core in which characteristic features are most 
prominent, and neighbouring periphery, which is also included in mid-
dle class, but in which these features gradually weaken. Another bound-
ary group is the distant periphery, representatives of which are not in-
cluded in middle class. Both peripheral groups of Russian middle class 
are disproportionably big and unstable; they are subject to strong influ-
ence of external conditions (so, during the periods of economic growth 
or recession size of these groups fluctuates greatly). It testifies that proc-
ess of middle class formation in Russian society currently continues. 
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Figure 1. Dynamics of different social groups share, 2003–2014, %1. 

The process of middle class formation in Russian society histori-
cally takes place considerably later than in the western countries. This 
process is influenced by structural changes in the economy and historical 
specifics of country’s development in the 20th century - in particular, half 
of modern Russian middle class representatives come from “small Rus-
sia” (cities and villages with population less than 100 thousand). Com-
pared to its periphery and other population groups, the core of the middle 
class has a higher volume of inhabitants of the regional capitals, as well as 
from Moscow and Saint Petersburg, which form 46% of the middle class 
core and 38% of its neighbouring periphery. The share of those who went 
through the initial socialization in villages is considerably lower in the 
middle class rather than in other classes of population (see Fig. 2). 

                                                        
1 Data from national surveys of Institute of Complex Sociological Researches and Insti-

tute of Sociology: “Middle class in Modern Russia” (March 2003, n = 2,106); “Poor 
people in modern Russia: Who are they? How do they live? What do they strive for?” 
(March of 2008, n = 1751); “Russian everyday life during the crisis: the view of soci-
ologists” (February of 2009, n = 1749); “Is Russian society ready for modernization?” 
(February–March 2010, n = 1734), “Poverty and Poor in Contemporary Russia” 
(April 2013, n = 1600)”,  (February–March 2010, n = 1734), “Middle Class in Con-
temporary Russia” (February 2014, n = 1900)”. Samples for all of these studies repre-
sented the country’s population by the region of living, and inside of each region - by 
the type of the settlement, gender, and age.  
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Figure 2. Answer to the question: “Where did you live when you entered 
school?” among representatives of different social groups, 2013, %. 

In general, those who went through socialization in a big city 
have a higher chance of entering the middle class. However, it is neces-
sary to point that even in the core of the middle class most of its repre-
sentatives come from the “small Russia”, which can affect the nature of 
the formation of the social subject, reflecting the peculiarity of mind and 
behaviour of its representatives.  

It is also necessary to consider the level of education of parents 
when talking about the conditions of socialization of representatives of 
the middle class. It appears that this fact is closely connected to belong-
ing to a particular social group (see Fig. 3). 

As analysis shows, the level of education of the parents of the 
middle class representatives appears to be considerably higher than 
other social groups, and the core of the middle class differs significantly 
on this parameter from the neighbouring periphery that belongs to the 
middle class as well. 

If we look at this picture from another perspective, it is necessary 
to point out that for Russians whose parents did not even have special-
ized secondary education, only 23% appeared in the middle class (and in 
72% of cases they were in the neighbouring periphery rather than the 
core of the middle class). Mainly such Russians appeared to be the part 
of the population that did not qualify for the middle class. 
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Figure 3. The level of parents’ education in different social groups, 
2014, %. 

Thus, the middle class is primarily being formed from the chil-
dren of families with high educational levels. However, considering the 
fact that the share of the hereditary urban population with both the par-
ents having higher education is only 28% even in the middle class core, 
it becomes obvious that currently there is a considerable inflow from the 
outside to the positions corresponding to the middle class, and it hap-
pens out of a process of intergeneration reproduction. Only small 
(though the most stable) part of the middle class consists of hereditary 
professionals or semi-professionals of the cities that are able to self-
reproduce. Therefore, specifics of middle class in Russia lie in smaller 
role of intergenerational reproduction in its formation.  

Other specifics of Russian middle class in comparison with mid-
dle classes of western countries include concentration of its representa-
tives primarily in state sector (see Fig. 4), rather low rents on their hu-
man capital, larger role of ascending social mobility.  
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Figure 4. Sector of employment where representatives of different 
groups earn their general income, 2014, % (for working population). 
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Half of the representatives of the middle class (56%) are employed 
by state enterprises, while over third work in the privatized or new private 
enterprises. The neighbouring and distant periphery appear to be rather 
similar by the distribution of its representatives by enterprise type, and it 
is possible to say that the difference between these groups are mainly 
connected not to this factor, but most likely with existing differences in 
the positions that they occupy in similar sectors of economy. Over 60% of 
the core of the middle class are state enterprise employees. Such specific-
ity of the Russian middle class obviously has influence over many fea-
tures of the mind and behaviour of its representatives, specifically their 
revenue and human capital, etc. This accounts for the important difference 
in structural positions for the middle class in Russia and the difference in 
the process of its development compared to the same process in the West. 
Besides the fact that the formation of the middle class in Russia began 
considerably later in time, the peculiarity of its structural positions is 
based on its concentration in the public sector of economy. As a result, 
while representatives of the Western middle class took part in market rela-
tionships offering human capital, the product that is in demand in the 
market, in Russian conditions the connection of the middle class and its 
assets with market mechanisms is not that definite, though it can be par-
tially realized through the mechanism of secondary employment. As can 
be seen from the data, it happens more often in the middle class than 
among the other population, 17% of its representatives combine working 
at different jobs, 31% practice working at two jobs or overtime work at 
the main job, the same figures for those who do not belong to the middle 
class are 10% and 25%, respectively.  

However, despite their localization in the state sector, exactly 
these positions are characterized by important specific characteristics 
that are traditionally connected to the middle class - power resource, 
work independence, career strategies (Gilbert, 2002; Wright, 2000; 
Goldthorpe, 1982). In particular, the specificity of the structural posi-
tions of the Russian middle class in the system of employment lie in 
higher level of power at the workplace (see Fig. 5). 

These differences are certainly connected with the different profes-
sional structures of the middle class and other groups of the population. 
But in general, the power resource in the middle class can be found con-
siderably more often than administrative / high level management posi-
tions, which provides evidence of middle class specifics in this respect. 
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Figure 5. Evaluation of the degree of influence on the decision-making 
process at work among respondents from different population groups, 

2014, % (for working population). 

Besides, specifics of middle class structural positions lies in the 
fact that its representatives has career growth opportunities – there are 
certain career trajectories that are not common for structural positions of 
other social groups (see Fig. 6) 
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Figure 6. Change of work and material status of Russians from different 
population groups during last 3 years, 2014, %  

(for working population). 

This confirms the conclusion about the specifics of middle class 
structural positions: exactly those positions are characterized by the 
power resources, higher work independence, career strategies, etc.  

At the same time, processes of collective consciousness forma-
tion of middle class are not finished yet and its norms and values sys-
tems are heterogeneous (see table 1). 
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Table 1. Consent with alternative values in different groups of society, 
2013, % 

Opinion 
Middle 

class 
core 

Neighbouring 
periphery 

Distant 
periphery

The other 
population

Equal income, status and 
conditions of living of any 
person is more important, 
than equal opportunities to 
reveal capabilities 

22 28 37 35 

Equal opportunities to reveal 
capabilities of each person 
are more important than 
equal income and conditions 
of living 

77 72 63 64 

It is better to live like others 
rather than stand out for the 
others 

31 37 47 55 

It is better to stand out 
among others and to be a 
bright personality rather than 
live like everyone else 

68 62 53 44 

It is important what eco-
nomic situation will be in the 
country as few things de-
pend on me 

36 38 52 48 

My wellbeing depends 
mostly on me 64 62 48 52 

Formation of political consciousness and behavior of Russian 
middle class as collective political actor is currently far behind forma-
tion of patterns and values specific to middle class in economic and so-
cial spheres. As a result, neither middle class as a whole, nor its core is 
capable to act as independent actor in political sphere yet. This is due to 
the specifics of its norms which are far from traditional western under-
standing of freedom and democracy (see table 2).  
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Table 2. The Middle Class Representatives Attitude to Different Aspects 
of Ideal Political System, 2014, %2 

Opinion Completely 
agree 

Completely 
disagree 

Every person must have a right to defend his opin-
ion even in the case the majority adhere to other 
opinion 

37 8 

The real democracy is impossible without politi-
cal opposition 47 8 

The task of opposition is not criticizing the gov-
ernment, but providing help in its work  43 8 

The picture of political thinking in the middle class is not definite, 
as we see. On the one hand, the majority of middle class representatives 
agree that each person must have the right to defend his opinion and con-
sider that the true democracy is impossible without political opposition. 
On the other hand, 43% of the middle class says that the task of opposi-
tion is not to criticize the government, but provide help in its work. Such 
an opinion is contrary to modern views on the structure of the democratic 
political system that is inherent in Western countries. This confirms the 
fact that it is not the time to speak about the forming of the political think-
ing of the Russian middle class that is inherent for the developed modern 
societies of the West. The middle class is neither in general, nor is its core 
is capable to play an independent role in the political sphere. 

Besides, Russian middle class is characterized by weakness of its 
collective bargaining position. As a result, middle class currently does 
not have a base for consolidation. When in need to protect their rights, 
representatives of middle class prefer to do so individually, without us-
ing any public and political institutes.  

At the same time, class identities are being formed in it quite ac-
tively, and it can accelerate its formation as a special actor of society’s 
life (see table 3). 

However, it is still early to talk about Russian middle class for-
mation as the special social subject as a finished process. However it is 
possible to state that structural positions corresponding to middle class 
in Russian society are already generated in mass scale, and they are 
                                                        
2 There was also answer “hard to say” that is not shown in the table. 
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characterized by the same qualitative features (autonomy of work, re-
sources of influence at workplace etc.) as structural positions of middle 
class in the developed countries. Moreover, people who occupy these 
positions show close resemblance to representatives of "classical" mid-
dle class by specifics of their position, consciousness and behaviour; at 
the same time, they qualitatively differ from representatives of other 
classes and groups in Russian society.  

Table 3. Identities of The Middle Class, 2014, %3 

Identities 
Middle 
class  
core 

Neighbouring 
periphery 

Distant  
periphery 

The other 
population 

Higher classes 1 1 0 0 
Upper middle class  16 8 1 1 
Middle class 65 58 32 25 
Lower middle class 16 25 38 27 
Working class 2 8 22 37 
Lower classes 0 0 7 10 
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EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENTS AND 
MIDDLE CLASS STATUS 

Valentina Milenkova 

Abstract: 
The basic issues of the present paper are: 1) Prosperity in society de-

pends on the increased share of the middle class in social context. 2) Education 
is a specific factor for the creation of the middle class.3) Education is a prereq-
uisite for individual and social mobility and well-being. The paper is primarily 
based on results obtained through the European Social Survey (ESS) under the 
2006 and 2009 waves. Findings of the present paper are that quality education 
is not only a function of effort, ambition and persistence, but also of parental 
involvement, culture capital and family background. Educational achievements 
are stimulus for middle class expansion because they present investment in so-
cial contacts and competition on labor market. 

The basic issues of present article are: 1) Prosperity of the society 
depends on the increased share of the middle class in social context. 2) 
Education is a specific factor for the creation of the middle class. 3) 
Education is a prerequisite for individual and social mobility and well-
being. Which are the factors often ascribed in modern usage to a "mid-
dle class"? The most often forwarded indicators of the middle class are: 

− Completion of tertiary education1 
− Holding professional qualifications  
− Wealth 
− Environment of upbringing 
− Social network, manners and values, etc.  

This means that people with middle class status are involved in 
various structures of society and they have reached prestigious positions 
respectively which in turn affect the extent of their inclusion in society. 
Thus education and especially higher education is significant prerequi-
site for the formation of a middle class. Middle class representatives ob-
tain complete and successful career realization, and they are signifi-

                                                        
1 Greatest attention to the significance of higher education for the formation of a 

middle class was paid in the article. 
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cantly more influential from a social point of view in comparison to 
other individuals which are less integrated and less successful following 
the public indicators of personal success: education, income, prestige 
and power. 

Education as a condition for middle class 

Education is a basic factor for middle class creation because it is 
connected: 

− With acquiring the “instrumental culture” (Bernstein) including 
instruction knowledge, skills and qualifications, so education is a 
prerequisite for higher professionalism and better role’ conduct-
ing. 

− With passing of “expressive culture“(Bernstein) including rules, 
norms, values, behavior models, being a condition for more strict 
following the social rules reflecting the fact that more educated 
people are more socialized (Inlkeles).  
Education is connected with the transmission of knowledge and 

norms constructing cultural basis of society. The connection between 
dominating values and their internalization by individuals are supported 
through education. Education introduces actors in a world of publicly 
spread meanings. Education corresponds to individuals' needs for 
knowledge about man, nature and society, shaping abilities for their ori-
entation in the world, for their comprehension of his/her own place 
within public structures, for their inclusion in social relations. 

At the European Social Survey (ESS - 2006, 2009, 2013) it is 
noteworthy that in each subsequent year decreased the part of the Bul-
garian respondents stated that people in this country has good opportu-
nities for obtaining education (Table 1, percent):  

Table 1. People has good opportunities for obtaining education 
 2013 2009 2006 
Fully agree 6.6 9.5 12.4 
Somewhat agree 26.1 275 26.1 
Neither agree, nor disagree 21.1 16.9 17.4 
Somewhat disagree 15.5 15.7 15.7 
Fully disagree 23.5 20.4 18.7 
Don't know 7.5 10.0 9.6 
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In 2013 growing percentage of people who do not have a clear 
position („Neither agree, nor disagree”) towards educational opportuni-
ties compared to 2009. The obtained results are indicative that respon-
dents manifested doubts in the national educational system. As a matter 
of fact in a normative perspective several political documents have been 
adopted concerning increasing educational opportunities for inclusion: 
National Programme for the development of school education and pre-
school training and upbringing (2006-2015); Joint Memorandum on So-
cial Inclusion. Bulgaria, 2005; Actualized Employment Strategy – 2008-
2015; Educational Integration of Ethnic Minorities Children and Stu-
dents Strategy (2005-2015); National Programme for a Fuller Coverage 
of Students of Obligatory School Age; National Lifelong Learning 
Strategy – 2008-2015; National Continuous Vocational Education Strat-
egy - 2005-2010. In reality however for а short a period (of several 
years) those policy documents did not affect the educational environ-
ment. 

Education is important in personal and social plan, because, peo-
ple with higher education are: 

1. More critical 
2. More open to changes 
3. More disposed to improvement 
4. Better professionals 
5. They have ambitious to enhance their qualification2 
6. They have more knowledge for the world and social situation 
7. They find jobs easier and their incomes are higher than those 

of the other. 
8. They have higher political involvement and responsibility. 
The attitude towards criticism and higher expectations among 

people of higher education (who are also representatives of the middle 
class) was demonstrated through the next question: “What is the situa-
tion in our educational system?” The estimation (ESS, 2006 and 2009) 
was made on a 10 grade scale from 00 - “very bad” to 10 - “very good”. 
(Table 2, percent): 

                                                        
2 LLL surveys were dedicated to the indicating the attitudes and real activities towards 

continuation of education and to the increasing of the qualification of higher educated 
people in the country – Boyadjieva, 2012. 
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Table 2. Situation in the educational system 
2009 

00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 don't know 
7.8 8.7 9.3 12.9 10.5 19.5 7.4 5.7 2.6 1.6 1.5 12.5 

12.6 10.0 9.2 11.5 9.3 13.4 6.5 5.9 9.1 1.2 1.4 15.9 
2006 

Education is evaluated: as process, attainments, institution, rules, 
and norms. One can note from the data that the largest accumulations 
are in the negative part of the scale and 75% of people giving negative 
estimation have higher education. That means that higher educated peo-
ple put forward higher criteria, greater expectations and demands, due to 
their higher educational and institutional experience, to their more em-
bracing view on things. Their criticism on the situation in education fol-
lows the lack of full vision on reforms in education, insufficient succes-
sion between different teams at the Ministry of Education, leading to 
randomness and to piece work. In that sense education faces a number 
of challenges: 

1. One of them is the low level of quality of education: signifi-
cant educational survey PISA (carried out in different countries) re-
vealed very low scores for Bulgarian students. Another source of infor-
mation were the external exams after – 4th, 7th, 12th grades and the low 
results shown by the students especially in some regions of North-
eastern and North-western Bulgaria. 

2. Another problem facing education is connected with the in-
creasing number of drop-outs at obligatory educational age (6 – 16 
years). In school year 2008-2009 15 500 children have dropped out and 
in the year 2009-2010 their number has increased to 19 600. Several 
surveys (Tilkidjiev, 2009; Nonchev, 2006; Milenkova, 2004) revealed 
the reasons for that situation. 

3. The increase of violence at schools is a serious challenge to 
education. According to Durkheim (Durkheim, 1956) education aims at 
instigating and developing of a certain number of physical, intellectual 
and moral situations of children, representing society in its entity, as 
well as the specific social environment. In Durkheim's understanding 
discipline has to be recognized as something good and necessary, and in 
a long term perspective it creates respect to justice, to impersonal law 
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with its objectivity and comprehensiveness. In that context, in view of 
the significance of discipline one has to interpret the results of the Euro-
pean Social Survey, 2009. The respondent estimate the statement 
“School has to teach children to order and discipline” and the evalua-
tions of that statement were as follows (Table 3; percent): 

Table 3. School has to teach children to order and discipline 

Fully agree Agree Neither agree 
nor disagree Disagree Fully agree Don't know

71.6 24.7 1.4 1.2 0.1 1.0 

The perception of school as a disciplining institution is an important 
and stable aspect of social environment, nowadays however that becomes 
very topical because in recent years school discipline turned into on of the 
serious deficiencies of Bulgarian education through the increased aggres-
sion at schools, violence, alcohol and drug abuse. In fact deviations cover a 
very wide range; they include different demonstrations of unacceptable and 
destructive acts concerning not only children themselves, but the whole 
school communities and organizational environment. Both parents and 
teachers, and the whole Bulgarian society share solidarity towards the ne-
cessity of stricter rules, establishing order and discipline.  

Emphasizing on discipline as a serious problem is also connected 
with dropping out of education (mentioned above), when the more in-
tensively an individual distances him/herself from school, the more 
he/she becomes isolated and thus educational exclusion becomes social 
as well, meaning non-admission of certain individuals, as bearers of so-
cial characteristic features to the environment, to culture, to contacts and 
to all connected to them implications for community, controlling defi-
nite resources and acquiring a prestige level, which are attractive and 
significant. The active participation of the larger part of the population 
in the general material culture, connected with the organization of pro-
duction conditions, based on the differentiation of labour and corre-
sponding markets is also significant. The lesser the possibilities of ac-
cess to material culture, the more societies lose their integrating power. 
Thus the precipice between gainers and losers becomes deeper. The dis-
balance between economic growth and just distribution of wealth gets 
bigger and the hope that an equality of chances could be attained be-
comes more uncertain. 
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In addition to that perspective social viability would depend on 
degrees of adoption and of inclination to participation in social proc-
esses through different types of activities: "viewing (listening to) politi-
cal television (radio) broadcasts", "reading of newspapers", participation 
in a political party association, trade union as a part of a creation and at-
tainment of a civil society. As a whole, Bulgarian respondents (ESS - 
2009) are moderately active: in a working day almost half of the sample 
(47.7%) are viewing news and television broadcasts on political and cur-
rent events "between half an hour and an hour and a half"; it is not so 
however with "newspaper reading" and "listening to radio", showing 
small accumulations (Table 4, percent). 

Table 4. Time for newspapers, radio and TV news (broadcasts)  
in a working day  

2009 Viewing TV  
political broadcasts 

Listening to radio 
political broadcasts

Newspapers 
reading 

No time at all 10.9 11.6 12.4 
Less than1/2 hour 25.5 16.1 28.8 
Between 1/2 and 1 hour 34.4 8.8 10.7 
More than 1 to 1.5 h. 12.7 3.7 2.2 
More than 1.5 to 2 h 6.6 1.8 0.7 
More than 2 to 2.5 h. 2.4 0.6 0.1 
2.5 to 3 hours 1.1 0.6 0.1 
More than 3 hours 2.2 1.5 0.1 
Don't know 4.3 55.4 45.0 

The registered civil and political activity of Bulgarians in 2006 
and 2009 (ESS) is also very low (Table 5 and 6, percent) 

Table 5 Trade union membership 
 2009 2006 
Yes, I am a member at present 4.9 5.2 
Yes, I have been in the past 38.8 45.6 
No 55.6 46.5 
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Table 6 Political party (association) membership  
 2009 2006 

Yes 5.8 6.1 
No 94.0 93.5 
Don't know 0.2 0.3 

Data quoted here demonstrate that modern Bulgarians - already 
tired of political events, of promises, are quite disappointed with unreal-
ized expectations of well-being, of justice and of improving of social 
life. Moreover, a vacuum from the clash of hopes (individual and social) 
and lack of actual practical changes has appeared. Political activity is 
dominated by middle class representatives, albeit weakly expressed 
(ESS 2009): 

• 63% of respondents included in political parties have higher 
education 

• 85% of persons involved in managerial bodies of political or-
ganizations are of higher education 

• 89% of people watching political TV broadcasts are of higher 
education 

• 68% of respondents reading newspapers are of higher education 
In contemporary societies social position has been described and 

perceived in terms of meritocracy as a function of personal talent and ef-
forts; and those who deserve to succeed - they reach it, while the others 
with lesser possibilities - they fail. And because mobility is a movement 
both "upwards" and "downwards" personal failures are a consequence of 
the competitive situation and the inability to prove oneself in society. 
Mobility has different dimensions, but "basic abilities necessary to a 
consolidation in a social plan include mastering of one basic knowledge 
and abilities of technological and social nature, which is the possibility 
for development and actions in a complex and highly technological en-
vironment, characterized mostly by the significance of information 
technologies" (Berghman, 1995).  

In the long run processes of social participation are dynamic and 
multidimensional by nature, they are connected with work and income 
levels, with degrees of education and abilities, with citizenship, with 
participation in local community. Because in order a community or so-
ciety to be successful, it is necessary their members to share different in-
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stitutions - school, health care, public transport. Those shared institu-
tions contribute to the feeling of solidarity in the population, which is 
why exclusion and inclusion can be considered in economic, political, 
social terms.” (Giddens, 2001: 323). 

In that context we can follow the role of education as a factor for 
mobility and prosperity, as a condition for advancement and stability, 
because in fact it is not by chance that exactly education and science are 
evaluated as "driving forces" of European society, called "knowledge 
society" and "whole life studying society".  

Education and the middle class expansion 

Education has a key role for increasing chances; it is a necessary 
and important condition for taking a professional position and middle 
class statutes, as education is a form of investment in better qualification 
and level of knowledge. The role of education as a mobility stimulus re-
veals itself most clearly when it is observed for a longer period of time on 
the basis of a cohort analysis, allowing for a following up of transitions in 
the framework of the cohort itself (inter-generation perspective) and in re-
lation to parents, i. e. in inter-generation section. The effect of educational 
expansion depends on the initial position and class affiliation of individu-
als, as well as on preferences and the level of "saturation" of the very edu-
cational institutes. In that sense one can state that the dimensions of indi-
vidual and social mobility are not identical. There are surveys (Shavit, 
1993), according to which the effect of the social origin is strong at the 
beginning of the educational career and then it decreases with later de-
grees of training; there are two possible explanations for the decreasing of 
the effects of the origin on successful transitions: 

− an explanation, depending on arguments following the differ-
ences in family life; here the effects decrease through transitions, 
but they remain constant within cohorts; 

− an explanation, connected with selection process; here social groups 
become more similar in relation to some variables - abilities, ambi-
tions, motives (Mare, 1981), leading to a stronger effect of the ob-
served socioeconomic factors (Shavit, 1993: 2-20). 
Taken in its entity though, the educational expansion process in 

all industrialized countries marks a decrease of inequalities in educa-
tional opportunities between socioeconomic strata. (Shavit, 1993: 15), in 
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spite of the existence of surveys showing that the inequality in educa-
tional educational opportunities is almost stable in time (Shavit, 1993: 
2). That is why it can be maintained that the role of education as a factor 
of class support is compatible with: the increased entering of children 
from the working class into higher educational levels and with ascend-
ing educational and class mobility. (Goldthorpe, 2007: 96). Education as 
a mobility factor in Bulgarian society was presented in other surveys 
(“Town and Village – 86”; Mihailov, 1988)3.  

The theoretical works are based on the optimistic view on the po-
tential role of education to improve life chances of individuals from dif-
ferent social strata. However the formulation of such conceptions cannot 
be separated from the dominating political ideas of the second half of 
the 20th century. In the most Western European societies beliefs in indi-
viduals' rights connected with the "new" place of man in social life are 
wide spread The ideas of freedom and rights unambiguously define the 
theses for equality in the access to goods, to educational achievements 
and to well being. In relation to education, concepts proclaiming it as a 
condition for the so-called "contest mobility" (Turner, 1971: 171-89), 
presuming to guarantee to individuals a possibility for a sufficiently long 
training which is not predetermined by social origin, and selection to be 
realized at a relatively later stage, are becoming popular. Education ob-
tains a predominant role for individual success and his/her social posi-
tion. Birth status ceases to be of leading importance in relation to the fu-
ture and is transformed in merit status, including education level as one 
of the important indicator (even the most important one).  

According to Bulgarian respondents (ESS - 2006) education is 
important for success in life nowadays in this country (Table 7, percent). 

Table 7. To what extent is the education important for success in life 
nowadays 
Exceptionally  

important 
Very  

important Important Not quite 
important

Absolutely not 
important 

Don't 
know

42.4 30.4 17.7 5.1 1.6 2.8 

                                                        
3 Data from the survey established that in comparison with 20 years earlier (1966) 

social groups went through dynamical increasing of their education and status 
(Tilkidjiev, 1988: 284-6). 
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It can be noted that 90.5% of the sample have pointed to educa-
tion as important condition ("exceptionally important", "very important" 
and "important") for prosperity. In addition the fact that education is 
evaluated as a significant existential circumstance shows up in the edu-
cational profile of respondents and their environment.(Table 8 percent): 

Table 8. Educational profile of respondents 
2009 respondent father mother 
Lower than elementary 2.4 6.2 8.2 
Elementary 5.1 12.3 13.7 
Basic 22.1 33.1 32.3 
Secondary 49.4 34.1 32.1 
College 4.6 1.9 3.8 
Higher 15.2 8.5 6.6 
Postgraduate qualification/ 
academic degree 1.1 0.1 0.2 

 

2006 respondent father mother 
Lower than elementary 2.4 7.6 9.8 
Elementary 6.4 13.1 15.0 
Basic 24.3 35.5 34.9 
Secondary 45.6 26.9 25.1 
College 6.1 2.0 4.4 
Higher 15.1 7.9 5.3 
Don't know 0.2 6.9 5.6 

Compared data about educational profile of respondents and their 
parents show a change in direction of increase of educational status in 
absolute expression, which is indicative for:  

1) presence of inter-generation mobility; 2) the circumstance that 
education is considered and estimated as an important factor for success 
and individual development; 3) that both secondary and higher education 
of respondents and their parents have grown up in 2009 compared to 
2006. All that comes to support the thesis that education is not only a 
value, it is actually mapped on educational strategies of Bulgarians (al-
though as a matter of fact educational aspirations and realized strategies of 
Bulgarians are marked with certain modesty, related to a European scale).  

At the same time education achievements are not only a function 
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of efforts and ambitions but also of family involvement which means 
that educational attainments and well-being are connected with family 
environment and its importance for individuals. That is so because high 
parental status creates conditions for children to attain also high educa-
tional achievements and positions. 

Educational achievements and family 

The role of family and the delivering of educational status of 
middle class parents to generations are expressed through the choice of a 
school by children. I would try to follow up the parents' educational 
status of students in several foreign languages high schools, supporting 
the thesis of cultural capital reproduction. (Bourdieu).  

Educational values, embodied into mechanisms of educational 
system urge parents and students to compete for places at high quality 
schools – they choose to take part in that competition and so they be-
come part of the reproduction of the dominant culture when they value 
one type of education and not another; when they tolerate particular 
skills and qualification, which actually are artefacts. Following of the 
dominant culture by families symbolizes gaining mobility resources 
through access to high status education. And so it turns out that school 
choice is one of the significant biographical acts, and, as Giddens stated, 
the choice connects “power” and “stratification” (Giddens, 1995). It is 
important to put an accent on diverse institutional nets in which children 
contact as well as on to the parents' effort to guide their children's suc-
cess in specific fields.  

Through the following analysis I am going to try and show how 
cultural capital inherited through family and incorporated into children 
is transferred to respective educational institutions, which tolerate a par-
ticular type of profiling and socialization, which ultimately leads to the 
reproduction of the capital. Important indicator for the definition of 
school prestige can be derived by the number of the candidates for this 
institution. In the last five years (2005-2010), 71 percent of the candi-
dates in the City of Sofia after the 7th grade have indicated among their 
first five preferences several foreign language schools – the German 
Language High School, the First English Language High School, the 
Spanish Language High School, the Second English Language High 
School, and the French Language High School. Subsequently, the en-



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

146 

trance grades for those schools were the highest – in that order4. Thus, 
selective process becomes possible and standing for meritocracy be-
comes a reality, just because of the great number of candidates and one 
can select the best among them, in that case, the individuals with the 
highest grades. 

High language schools show the following important features, 
which distinguish them substantially from the other secondary educa-
tional institutes: 

1. High degree of selectivity at the entrance in the choice of pu-
pils; 

2. Competitive spirit and great competitive power of graduates of 
foreign language schools in continuing their education at higher schools; 

3. A specific individual profile of teachers, combining high pro-
fessionalism with higher expectations and demands by their students. 

Empirical data 
As a result of a non-representative survey in 2005 of 360 students 

chosen randomly from German, English, Spanish and French language 
high schools in Sofia (90 persons from each school) it was established 
that for 61.1% persons (220), their parents were also graduates of a for-
eign language school5. In addition to those data I show some results 
from a survey (following “experimental design” schedule) and carried 
out in 1996 at three foreign language: English, French and German 
schools and at two comprehensive schools – No. 81 and No. 40 (com-
prising the control-group) in Sofia6. The subject of analysis was the sur-
roundings – family and school, as well as its features: education and 
                                                        
4 For that reason, in the following analysis under the notion of elite schools I shall 

be bearing in mind foreign language schools. 
5 Using as a main research technique a standardised interview with respondents, I 

shall focus on the education and profession of parents in more detail later on. 
6 Control-group was important for results. There were 100 students and 10 teachers 

from each school to be surveyed. The methodology included standardised inter-
view with teachers, group inquiry with students, information of the state of the 
school given by schoolmasters, expert opinions from experts from Regional In-
spectorate in Sofia on 10 school subjects. The survey “Socialisation at the elite 
foreign language schools was carried out by a team from the Institute of Sociol-
ogy: V. Milenkova, R. Stoilova, M. Molhov; consultant – P. Boyadjieva. The Na-
tional Scientific Research Fund at the Ministry of Education and Science fi-
nanced research work (Milenkova, Molhov, 2011). 
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profession of parents, specific characteristics of educational process and 
environment, teachers and children achievements. 

Education of respondents' parents 
− fathers: 91.8% from the English language school were with 

higher education, 96.6% from the German language school and 
91.2% from the French language school, while 45.7% from 
School No. 81 and 43.9% from school No. 40 were with higher 
education; 

− mothers: with higher education – 87.6% from the English lan-
guage school, 90.9% from the German language school, 90.2% 
from the French language school as opposed to 46% from School 
No. 81 and 41.7% from School No. 40. 

Profession 
Respondents from foreign language schools parents were mainly 

middle class statuses (over 85%) – doctors (25%), teachers (4%), engi-
neers (7%), diplomats (3%), lawyers (21%), economists (9%), scientists 
(5%), journalists (11%), 12% ran their own business; compared to less 
than 30% of the representatives of the middle class from the control-
group of schools No. 81 and 40 (Sofia). 

It is clear from those data that individuals coming from the middle 
class were not only eventual candidates, but also the most frequent users 
of foreign language training. And that is so, because middle class repre-
sentatives in any case guarantee a greater proximity to those linguistic and 
social practices supporting them, while generation traditions and life 
styles affordable to those families gave significant advantage to their rep-
resentatives. Foreign language secondary schools to a greater extent than 
general education schools are identified as places for confirming meritoc-
racy standards, supported by teachers' demands as well. Of course I can-
not idealize, but in general, on the background of the decreasing quality of 
education, and that was shared by all the Inspectorate experts, as well as 
by the interviewed teachers, foreign language schools were to a lesser ex-
tent influenced by devaluation of educational grades and marks.  

In the process of thoughts, I somehow get lost in what is prerequisite 
and what is a consequence, what is cause and what is the result, as able stu-
dents demand and suppose highly qualified teachers, and the latter stimulate 
the intellectual development of their disciples, their aspirations and ambi-
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tions. But that is only on the first glance because within the framework of an 
elite school predominant place and sensible role is given to selection, start-
ing at the “entrance”, passing through the training process and at the “exit”. 
Language schools can support a definite element of continuity between par-
ents and children, in this country, as well. I especially emphasized on the 
fact that 61% of students from the non-representative sample had parents 
graduated a foreign language school. That fact in itself is demonstrative of 
raising language school in rank as a recognized institutional mechanism of 
socialization being nearest to family expectations and aspirations. In that 
aspect, we have followed up cultural capital (Bourdieu 1989) including 
educational and professional profile of parents, cultural practices, and tastes, 
valid both for families and for children, as well. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the following basic issues, connected with the sig-

nificance of education to middle class can be brought out:  
− Key factor for the establishment of the middle class is education 

(higher education). Representatives of the middle class have bigger 
demands to active school involvement in pupils’ actions and life. 

− There are good conditions for education in the country although 
educational system is not highly valued by the people and they 
have critical point towards education and education process. 

− There is a real process of increasing of educational level (secon-
dary and higher education) in the country. That is an indicator of 
intergenerational mobility. 

− Education is an important factor for success in society: high so-
cial statuses and political culture of people confirm that.  

− Personal ambitious for education are important but necessary are 
also: investments, successful economy, employment market, sus-
tainable political system. 

− Family and its resources have relation to educational achieve-
ments of pupils. 

− Education is “important for the success in life today” under re-
spondents’ views. 

− Educational achievements are stimulus for middle class expan-
sion because they present investment in social contacts and com-
petition of labour market.  
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Along with all that was said, one has to underline the great sig-
nificance of the presence of individual educational aspirations, but an 
environment is also necessary, where those ambitions to be realized and 
which to support the realization of those intentions. This means that per-
sonal aspiration towards education is not a sufficient condition for indi-
vidual and social mobility. Because in order to create successful per-
sons, investments have to be put in education, it is necessary training 
conditions to be supplied by a successful economics, stable bank system, 
opened work places, sustainable political system, only then middle class 
statuses will be filled with personal satisfaction. Because education ac-
tion is complex, manifold and controversial; but it is connected with all 
the other social actions and institutions.  
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SUBJECTIVE MIDDLE CLASS 
IDENTIFICATION IN SOME POST-

COMMUNIST EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 
(1990-2009/10) 

Svetlana Stamenova 

Abstract: 
The article studies the changes in the subjective social class identification of 

the populations in Central and Eastern Europe from 1990 to 2009 and ascertains 
that there are invariants in development of the subjective social class structure in 
some countries as for example the Bulgarian case where the subjective social class 
structuring at the beginning of the systemic changes is almost the same as 20 years 
later. At the very start of the post-communist systemic transformation, the subjective 
middle class identification in most countries under examination is more numerous 
than the working and lower classes due to the legacies of socialism. The mid 90s 
were characterized by serious shrinking of the subjective middle class identification 
in all countries examined, while at the end of the first decade of the new century 
there is an expanding subjective identification with middle class as a result of the 
complete restructuring of the economic and political space and the admission to the 
European Union of the countries under examination. The study comes to conclusion 
that there is a lack of common pattern of the subjective social class structure among 
the post-communist European countries. Almost all countries examined in mid and 
end 90s passed through economic crisis, the transformation of property rules and 
the social structural changes that left their sign on the subjective social class per-
ception of the populace there. While the countries of Central Europe succeeded to 
overcome the trend of shrinking the subjective middle class identity at the expense of 
working and lower classes, Bulgaria and Romania show different trends. In Roma-
nia, the optimistic persistence of subjective middle class identification for over 80% 
of the population the at the very start of the systemic transformation, in 2005 was 
replaced by the dominance of subjective working and lower classes with substantial 
increase of lower class.  

The study starts with the assumption that there are a number of 
meanings of the concept of middle class. There is an economic meaning 
of the concept of middle class as a product of industrialization and a 
driving force for economic development (Adelman and Morris, 1967; 
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Landes, 1998). There is a political meaning where middle class is re-
garded as the social foundation of democracy and in this sense is mainly 
an ideological term (Glassman, 1997; Rueschemeyer, E. H. Stephens 
and J. D. Stephens, 1992). Also, some scholars define middle class on 
the base of consumption of its members classified on the ground of their 
standard of living and consumption patterns (Hout, 2007; Bourdieu, 
1979; Hodge and Treiman, 1968). Some scholars even doubt if the con-
cept is applicable at all for the post-communist countries especially at 
the beginning of the systemic transformation (Geciene, 2005; Rutland, 
1997). 

This study will define middle class as a statistical entity of sub-
jective social status of individuals occupying the central space in the 
stratified societies of post-communist countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe. By subjective class identities we mean the categories individu-
als choose when asked to place themselves into a social status classifica-
tion consisting of upper, upper middle, lower middle, working and lower 
classes. It is worth mentioning that by objective class position we mean 
a person’s social position as defined by his or her occupation, education 
and earnings (Evans and Kelley, 2004; Kelley and Evans, 1995; Evans, 
Kelley and Kolosi 1992).  

Survey data from 1990 to 2009/10 and 2011 will be used in order 
to answer the following questions:  

• What are the changes in the size of the subjective middle class 
identification of the respondents through the years of transformation ex-
amined - can we speak of growth of the middle class identification at the 
end of the transformation period or there is a constant process of its 
shrinking, and in which countries this reduction eventually occurs? 

• Studying the changes in the subjective social class identifica-
tion of the populations in Central and Eastern Europe, can we say that 
there are invariants in defining of the subjective social class structure in 
some post-communist countries under examination, or to put it differ-
ently, is there countries where the subjective social class structuring at 
the very start of the systemic changes is almost the same as 20 years 
later at the end of the transformation period examined here? 

• Is there a common pattern of development of the ratio be-
tween the middle class, on the one hand, and the working and lower 
class, on the other, in the post-communist countries, that is valid for all 
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countries examined, or there is a lack of such common pattern and each 
country develops its own mode of subjective social class structure? 

• If the very beginning of the post-communist transformation 
was characterized by the so called ‘honeymoon period’ of relationship 
between the reformist elite and the bulk of the population, the mid and 
end 90s were called ‘the left turn’ of the political and economic popular 
orientations (mostly in Central European former socialist countries) 
coupled with economic crisis caused by the restructuring of the econ-
omy according to new property rules. Can we expect then that the mid 
end 90s will be characterized by serious shrinking of the subjective 
middle class identification? Also, can we expect that at the end of the 
first decade of the new century there will be an expanding identification 
of subjective middle class as a result of the complete restructuring of the 
economic and political space and the admission to the European Union 
of the countries under examination? 

• We suppose that at the very start of the post-communist sys-
temic transformation, the subjective middle class identification will be 
much more numerous than the working and lower classes due to the 
legacies of socialism. Only relative deprivation of the populace could 
play counter to that hypothesis. 

Theoretical presuppositions 

The concept of radical social change is a common banner to cover 
the whole process of post-communist transformation. All former social-
ist countries of Central and Eastern Europe have passed through the sys-
temic change which included two relatively independent processes of 1/ 
demolition of the old political, social, and economic system of social-
ism, and 2/ building up of new socio-political and economic order. The 
important moment is that the link between the two stages is determined 
by concrete socio-cultural context.  

The fall of socialism in central and Eastern Europe has meant not 
only a transformation of these societies’ political and economic systems 
but also a transformation of the criteria of social stratification and 
probably a change in the relationship between the main components of 
objective social status – education, occupation and income as well as 
the relationship between the subjective and objective social statuses. 
There are two groups of approaches to the transformation of the  
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social structure in the former socialist countries. The first is on the side 
of convergence theories, that could be called ‘imperatives of liberalisa-
tion’ – socialism is believed to produce a common type of social stratifi-
cation in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, different form the 
Western ones (Haller, 1990). After the fall of communism the existing 
constrains on the social structure of socialism are expected to be re-
moved and a resemblance between the western and the east European 
social structure to appear (Tufis, 2010).  

By contrast, theories focusing on cultural and historic legacies of 
the past argue that there was no single simple model of socialism in 
Eastern Europe (Haller, 1990) and at the end of socialism each of the 
former communist countries had unique characteristics and started the 
transformation process with different resources (David Stark, 1996). 
According to these theories, societies of Central and Eastern Europe 
have experienced socialism differently and as a result their social struc-
tures markedly differ too. The transformation process thus is producing 
changes in the social structure that are already dissimilar. Since the tran-
sition itself has different features among the post-communist countries, 
the resulting pattern of social stratification in these countries will have 
unique characteristics for each of these societies (Tufis, 2010). 

One could acknowledge the fact that the group of former socialist 
countries from Central and Eastern Europe is a heterogeneous one, char-
acterized by different levels of industrialization and marketisation, and 
differences in the size of rural population and agricultural sector, as well 
as different system of property in agriculture. Even though political ide-
ologies and the economic systems during the socialism were based on 
similar principles in all these countries, each country experienced state 
socialism in a different way. Hungary and to a lesser extend Poland 
were characterized by relatively higher level of marketization in com-
parison to countries like Romania and Bulgaria. Czechoslovakia was 
known for its high degree of urbanization and industrialization, partly 
due to the legacies of the pre-socialist period. Romania and Poland pos-
sessed higher percentage of rural population working in agriculture, 
while Poland kept the smallholder property over the land in agriculture 
omitting the collectivization of land. 

Social structure of the former communist societies has dramatically 
changed in the course of the systemic transformation. Different group in-
terests arose as a result of the social transformation. The network of group 
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interests during the socialism was grounded on the existing network of 
economic institutions and especially socialist enterprises. Hence, the con-
figuration of interests at the initial stage of post-communist transformation 
was characterized by overspread domination of old socialist type interests, 
aimed at keeping the social statuses of huge amount of population defined 
in the terms of the old socialist economic structure of ownership relations. 
These old type interests were characterized mainly by their redistributive 
demands directed to the state and ruling governments.  

As a result of the systemic transformation, the treat to the old social 
statuses based on the socialist structures and correspondingly, on interests 
of huge parts of society created conditions for a reaction or even a mobili-
zation of these groups against the economic reform. On theoretical level, 
the mentioned real problem can be expressed as an existence of a contra-
diction between the new economic rules and the old social structure. On 
one hand, the social structure is more inflexible to the changes which take 
place in the sphere of economy and, on the other hand, the radical eco-
nomic changes are difficult to be implemented without corresponding 
changes in social structure. It turned out that there were not only political 
and economic obstacles to the transformation process but one of the main 
difficulties rested on the old type of social structure which had an impact 
on both economy and politics (see Mokrzycki, 1995). 

However, mass scale riots as a reaction to the implementation of 
the neo-liberal economic reforms as in the Latin America case did not 
happen in Eastern Europe (see Greskovits, 1998). The public protest was 
concentrated in the voting procedures against the reformist govern-
ments. The ‘honeymoon period’ which characterised the initial stage of 
post-communist transformation at the very beginning of 90s, was 
changed by ‘left turn’ of voting to former socialist parties, especially in 
the countries of Central Europe in the mid and end 90s. In the course of 
implementation of the economic reforms, the social structure of the for-
mer socialist countries substantially changed.  

According to E. Wnuk-Lipinski (1998), the following individual 
and group strategies became possible at the beginning of the transforma-
tion period: 1/ defence of group interests according to the logic of the old 
system; 2/ redefinition of group interests and formation of new interest 
groups that fit to the emerging new social order, and 3/ adaptable redefini-
tion of group interests in terms of current best available bet. These strate-
gies can be transmitted into the political sphere and can – through political 
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parties – shape the speed and priorities of transformation. The first cate-
gory is then natural social base for political forces striving for a kind of 
restoration of the old system. The second category supports the comple-
tion of the new political and economic changes whereas the third category 
is predominantly interested in the prolongation of the transitory period 
with its inconsistent rules and relatively weak law-enforcement of state 
agencies. This segment of the society can be called a ‘transitory class’. In 
some countries the transitory class is closely connected to and mingled 
with criminal underground (E. Wnuk-Lipinski, 1998: 7). 

Special conditions are needed in order for the old socialist type 
interests to be redefined into the new economic logic. Of course, the first 
is building of that new economic logic – this is the radical economic re-
form at the very beginning of post-communist transformation period. 
According to Wnuk-Lipinski, the postponing of the radical economic 
measures petrifies the first and the third interest groups – it petrifies the 
old types of interests and makes possible its articulation and representa-
tion into the political level. Additionally, the low level of law enforce-
ment and undefined rules of political and economic game create condi-
tions for petrifying and empowering the third category of “mafia” type 
interests that is nourished in an environment that lacks well defined 
rules of the game (Wnuk-Lipinski, 1998). The prolongation of the limi-
nality period makes possible political representation of the ‘mafia’ type 
interests through different political lobbies represented on the govern-
mental level. These lobbies could control to their benefit not only the 
economic processes in the country, but also could slow down the whole 
process of transformation, and could hamper the process of defining the 
rules of the political and economic game (see Wnuk-Lipinski, 1998). 

While the initial period of post-communist systemic change could 
be defined as a common point of departure of all former socialist coun-
tries of Eastern Europe, the point of arrival is different for each of them 
(Wnuk-Lipinski, 1998). As a symbolic point of arrival one can consider 
the EU membership of the countries under examination, at this point 
there is a new social structure established in the post-communist coun-
tries as a result of redefinition of the existing group interests. Some of 
the examined countries succeeded in consolidation of common rules of 
economic and political game while other countries mainly petrified the 
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so-called third segment of group interests - mafia type interests1. 
The study refers to the assumption that the results of the trans-

formation of the social structure during the transition period influenced 
in some way the subjective social statuses of the populace of the former 
socialist countries. One could suppose that this will be visible through 
the eventual change of the subjective social class identification of the 
people in the countries under examination thus changing the size of the 
middle class identification. It is hypothesized here that due to the de-
struction of old socialist type social statuses of the people at the initial 
phase of post-communist transformation, the size of the middle class (as 
given in the sum of the perception of the subjective social location of the 
people in the examined countries) in mid and end 90s will be signifi-
cantly reduced at the expense of increasing of the working and lower 
classes as compared to the beginning of the 90s. Also, we expect that at 
the end of the first decade of the 21 century (and the admission of the 
post-communist countries in the European Union), the size of the sub-
jectively defined middle class in these countries will expand due to the 
completed redefinition of old and formation of new group interests un-
der the new economic logic. Some deviations are possible as for exam-
ple the prolongation of transitory period with its contradictory rules and 
low law enforcement, which would lead to protracted existence of rela-
tively smaller size of middle class subjective identification as compared 
to the working and lower classes in some countries. 

This is the place to mention that the study relies on ‘materialist’ 
or ‘direct reflection’ argument (contrary to referent group argument), 
according to which objective circumstances are more or less directly or 
indirectly translated into subjective perceptions of one’s place in the so-
ciety (Evans and Kelley, 2004: 3). Also, relying on the research about 
the presence of an effect of nation’s wealth on citizens’ subjective self-
placement, (Evans and Kelley, 2004; Evans, Kelley and Kolosi 1992) 
the study supposes that the economic crisis caused by the restructuring 
of the former socialist economy will influence the subjective social 

                                                        
1 The danger of petrifying that configuration of interests where the first type of in-

terests (old socialist ones) and the third type (’illegal’ interests) dominates upon 
the second (redefined interests according to the new economic logic) is a charac-
teristic of, for example, the Bulgarian post-communist transformation where the 
liberal economic reforms were postponed for almost seven years. 
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status by shrinking of the subjective middle class identification in mid 
and end 90s in almost all countries under examination. 

As for the first decade of the new century, characterized by eco-
nomic recovery especially in Central Eastern Europe, the Durkheim as-
sertion in “Division of labor” should be taken into account that different 
objective conditions like urbanization and economic growth for exam-
ple, would expand the demand for skilled and educated workers thus ex-
panding the middle group of the social hierarchy (Durkheim, 1933; Ev-
ans and Kelley, 2004: 3-6). 

Finally, it is hypothesized here that “the legacies of the past” ap-
proach to the social structure of the former communist countries would 
better fit to the countries of Eastern Europe than “the imperatives of lib-
eralization” approach that is expected to be valid for Central European 
post-communist countries. Thus the difference would pass through the 
line between Central European countries and East European countries of 
the former socialist block. This means that the results of the political, 
economic and social transformation will differ for the countries of East-
ern Europe (Bulgaria and Romania and partially Ukraine2) compared to 
the former communist countries of Central Europe (Slovenia, Hungary, 
Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland) and these results will influence 
the size of the middle class there and the ratio between middle class, on 
the one hand, and working and lower class, on the other hand. 

Data analysis 

The data sources of our analysis consist of the cross-national repre-
sentative survey “Political culture, political and economic orientations in 
Central and Eastern Europe during the transition to democracy” with main 
coordinators Prof. Janos Simon and Prof. Laszlo Bruszt, conducted from 
November 1990 to June 1991. Also, the third and the fifth waves of the 
World Values Survey are used, as well as the International Social Survey 
Program, conducted in 2009 and 2010. The countries under examination are 
Bulgaria, Poland, Slovenia, Ukraine, Hungary and Czech Republic or 
Czechoslovakia in 1990, and Slovakia. Still there are some restrictions and 
differences between the countries for which you will be informed in the 

                                                        
2 The Ukrainian case differs because of the effect of close economic and resources-

based connections with Russia during the whole transformation period. 
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course of the data analysis. The studied periods of time are as follow: 
− the initial period of the systemic transformation 1991-1990 

(Bruszt and Simon survey) 
− the years of matured transformation - mid and end 90s (1995-

1998) –World Values Survey third wave; 
− the years of admission to the European Union of the countries of 

Central and Eastern Europe except Ukraine 2005-2007 (World 
Values Survey fifth wave) 

− also, I will try to make a comparison with 2009-2010 by data 
analysis of the International Social Survey Program, and with 
2011 for the Bulgarian case only using a representative national 
survey organized by Prof. V. Zlatanova, Institute for the Study of 
Societies and Knowledge at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 
The answers of the following question are analyzed: ‘To which 

social class would you say you belong?’- upper; upper middle; lower-
middle; working class and lower class’. The answers of this question 
have variations during the years. The working and lower classes are put 
together in one item in the survey of Bruszt and Simon from 1990-91. In 
1995-97 and 2005-07 World Value Surveys they are divided as two dif-
ferent items. Finally, in the International Social Survey Program in 
2009/2010, an additional item of middle class is added that is between 
the upper middle class and the lower middle class. One must keep in 
mind the fact that these differences influence in some way the respon-
dents’ vision of their subjective social class status. 

The Results 

1990-1991- Bruszt and Simon Survey (see Graphics 1) 
For the purposes of clarity of vision, the upper middle and lower 

middle class items have been united as ‘middle class’3. In the Simon and 
Bruszt survey of 1990-1991, the working and lower classes are united 
by the very researchers, organizing the survey. 

                                                        
3 The same was done to the working and lower class item when analyzing the 

World Values Survey and the survey of the International Social Survey Program. 
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Graphics 1 

It was hypothesized in the study that at the very beginning of the 
post-communist systemic transformation, the middle class would be much 
numerous than the working and lower classes due to the legacies of so-
cialism - lack of unemployment during socialism, extended social care to 
all segments of society and the existence of an omnipotent state which 
was the main distributor of goods and services and was constantly satisfy-
ing the redistributive claims of its citizens. This hypothesis is confirmed 
for the Polish, Slovenian, Romanian, and Ukrainian cases where the sub-
jective middle class consisted of around 80% of the population, while the 
working class was correspondingly around 20%. Our hypothesis is not 
confirmed for Bulgaria, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. In Bulgaria and 
Hungary, contrary to our hypothesis, the working and lower class con-
sisted of more than 60% and the middle class was below 40%. In Czecho-
slovakia, there was equilibrium between the working and the middle class. 
What could unite countries with so different initial systemic transforma-
tion as Bulgaria and Hungary? In Hungary, the reform of property rela-
tions has started before the dismantling of the socialism, and conse-
quently, the privatization process has started earlier than the Simon survey 
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was done4. In Bulgaria, what was going on at the end of 1990 was rather a 
symbolic struggle of the democratic opposition for popular introduction of 
new socio-political values. No ground for new interests’ formation existed 
at that time because of lack of economic reforms, unlike in Hungary and 
Poland, for example. It might be presumed that the very political mobili-
zation of a part of the Bulgarian population created an ideological and po-
litical threat to the so called communist ethos within the country, which, 
added to the severe economic crisis in the country under Lukanov gov-
ernment, endangered the social statuses of the bulk of the population and 
changed their perception of the subjective social class identification. 
However, due to the lack of data about the subjective social class identifi-
cation from the very socialist period, one cannot be sure that the registered 
in 1990 dominance of the subjective working and lower classes over the 
middle class there is not an invariant characteristic of the subjective social 
class perception among the Bulgarians and not caused by the early eco-
nomic and political transformation recession. 

1995-1997 – World Values Survey, third wave (see Graphics 2) 

 

Graphics 2 
                                                        
4 Few months after taking power in the spring of 1990, Hungarian government 

started privatization process by proposing a list of twenty enterprises to be sold in 
the first round of privatization. The main characteristic of this process was the 
major role of international investment and consulting firms in the Hungarian pri-
vatization. (Stark and Bruszt, 1998: 97) 
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The scale of the answers in the Third wave of World Values Sur-
vey slightly differ from the Bruszt and Simon survey – the working and 
the lower classes are divided in two items as possible answers to the 
question about subjective social class identity, while in the survey from 
1990 these two items are merged.  

In the Bulgarian case, the most significant change is on the site of 
the upper strata – there is an increasing of the upper and upper middle 
class. Self-identification with the lower middle class diminishes at the 
expense of increasing of the upper middle class from 2.1% to 11.5%. 
The amount of the working and lower classes counted together has not 
changed considerably – 61.1 in 1990 and 64.6 in 1997 (the merging of 
working and lower classes is done by us). 

In Poland, there was a massive collapse of the lower middle class 
(from 69% to 27.6%) and its redirection to working and lower classes, 
which have risen from 20% to 58.4% in total. From a country, in which 
most of the people define themselves in terms of middle class identity, 
in 1998 most of the Poles identify themselves as working and lower 
class. The systemic transformation of the end 90s in Poland has resulted 
in subjectively defined social class identification where the working and 
lower classes dominate the middle class like the subjective social struc-
ture of Bulgaria and Hungary at the very beginning of the systemic 
change. Similar development of reduction of the middle class at the ex-
pense of the working and lower classes has happened in Ukraine in 1996 
as compared with 1991 – middle class has shrunk from 79.2% in 1991 
to only 46.6% in 1996, and the working and lower classes rose from 
20% in 1991 to 53% in 1996. The working and lower classes in Ukraine 
in mid 90s outnumbered the middle classes as it has happened with the 
Polish case. 

Comparable trend is observed in Slovenia, where the subjective 
working and lower class identification has increased from 17.5% to 
47.1% in sum. As a whole, in 1995, the subjective middle class in Slo-
venia was seriously reduced, and the working class has increased, but 
still the middle class outnumbered the working and lower classes, unlike 
the Polish case. The same is true for Romania in 1998. There is a sig-
nificant downfall of the middle class in Romania at the end 90s (from 
83.2% in 1990 to 58.3% in 1998). The diminishing of the lower middle 
class is at the expense of the growth of the working and lower classes 
which have expanded from 13.6% in 1990 to 39.5% in total in 1998. 
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Still, there is a little prevalence of middle class over the working and 
lower classes in Romania at the end of 90s. 

Different trend is observed in Hungary – there is an increase of 
the subjective middle class identification with almost 20 % to 54% (due 
to the growth of lower middle class while the upper middle class is left 
unchanged) and 20% reduction of the working and lower classes to 
45.6% as compared with 1990. Thus in the end 90s, Hungary’s subjec-
tive middle class started to outnumber the working and lower classes in 
a salient difference with 1990. The equilibrium between the middle class 
and working and lower class in Czechoslovakia in 1990 is changed in 
1998 and the subjective identification with the middle class prevails 
over working and lower classes in both Czech Republic and Slovakia by 
nearly 20% to 59% in Czech Republic and 63.1% in Slovakia. 

It can be inferred that in mid and end 90s Bulgaria has continued 
the trend of the very beginning of the systemic transformation to have a 
subjective social structure in which the subjective working and lower 
class identity seriously outnumbers the middle class. Other countries ex-
amined like Poland, Slovenia and Romania have showed a tendency of 
reduction of the middle class at the expense of the working and lower 
classes which is in accordance with our hypothesis about the effects of 
recession of the early 90s in Central and Eastern Europe. The transitory 
economic decline was characterized by rapidly decreasing employment 
and decline in real wages (Svejnar, 2001: 22). In Poland and Ukraine, 
the sum of subjective working and lower classes identity was more nu-
merous than the subjective middle class identification. Slovenia and 
Romania also joined the trend of contraction of the middle class identity 
but still the subjective middle class self-identification outnumbered the 
working and lower class there, probably due to slower privatization 
processes in these two countries.  

The countries in which there was a lack of dominance of the so-
cialist middle class subjective identification in 1990, like Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia, the end 90s were already characterized by increasing 
subjective middle class identity at the expense of working and lower 
classes. The economic recession of the mature transformation of 90s did 
not restrain these countries from growing of their middle class self-
identification. It can be presumed that the reason for the significant ex-
panding of the size of the subjective middle class there depends not so 
much on economic transformational recession as to the initial lower lev-
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els of middle class self-identification at the very start of the systemic 
change. A marked exception is the Bulgarian case where the subjective 
social class identification at the end 90s is almost unchanged as com-
pared with 1990. 

2005-07 years - Fifth wave of the World Values Survey (see 
Graphics 3) 

 

Graphics 3 

In Bulgaria, the upper middle class in 2007 is almost unchanged 
(10.7%) while the lower middle class is slightly reduced with 3 % to 
20.7% at the expense of the rising working class which has grown with 
more than 5% to 56%. There is a small reduction of the lower class from 
14% in 1997 to 12.3% in 2007 (going to the working class) which is not 
much for 10 years ‘post-communist development’. As a whole, one can 
say that there are no substantial changes in the subjective social class 
identification of the Bulgarians for ten years time period. During the 
whole process of post-communist transformation since 1990, the subjec-
tive social structure in Bulgaria continued to be of a pyramid type with 
wide bottom of working and lower classes and undersized middle class 
in comparison to the other post-communist countries examined. 

The subjective social class identification of Poland has not 
changed significantly too for the past 8 years from 1997 to 2005. Upper 
and lower middle class has increased with around a percentage each, the 
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working class identification is the same, and lower class identity has de-
creased with a percentage too. Therefore, the subjective social classes in 
Poland continues to be dominated by working and lower classes in 2005, 
but the difference between the working and lower classes and the middle 
class is not that big as in Bulgaria, for example. 

The changes in Slovenia for the 10 years period of 1995 to 2005 
are also not that dramatic – the upper middle class has increased with 
less than a percentage, the lower class is left unchanged. Development is 
observed on the side of lower middle class, which has increased with 6 
% at the expense of the working class which has been reduced by almost 
7% from 43.2% to 35.5%. 

More significant negative tendencies for the past 7 years from 
1998 to 2005 can be found in Romania. There is some decrease of the 
subjective upper middle class identification with around a percentage, 
but the decrease of the lower middle class is significant for 7 years pe-
riod – from 40.5% in 1998 to 27.6%. The reduction of the subjective 
lower middle class is not at the expense of rising working class – the 
amount of working class measured by subjective social class identifica-
tion, has increase with 4% only. The most striking tendency is the in-
crease of the lower class which rose from 9% in 1998 to 22% in 2005. If 
we sum up the lower and upper middle class on the one hand, and the 
working and lower classes, on the other hand, then we can say that in 
2005 the subjective social structure of the Romanian society is domi-
nated by the working and lower classes identification. We do not have 
data for Hungary, Czech Republic, and Slovakia in the fifth wave of the 
World Values Survey and cannot check out if the trend of end 90s of in-
creasing of the subjective middle class and decreasing of the working 
and lower classes is kept valid for the first decade of 21 the new century.  

The most positive changes have occurred in Ukraine for 10 years 
time period. The upper middle class has increased with almost 15% 
from 2.8% in 1996 to 17.6 in 2006, and the upper class has increased 
too. The increase is at the expense of the lower middle class which has 
been shrunk with 7% from 43.8 in 1996 to 36.7 in 2005. While the 
amount of the working class has been left unchanged, there is a reduc-
tion of those who feel themselves as belonging to lower class – they de-
creased by almost 8 % from 17.3% in 1996 to 9.4% at the end of 2006. 
For this 10 years period, the social structure of Ukraine, based on the 
subjective social class identification, has transformed from one in which 
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the working and lower classes dominate in quantity the middle class, in 
a society where the middle class outnumbers all others, although it is far 
from the values of the subjective middle class identification in 1990. It 
is worth mentioning that while in 90s the Ukraine’s economy contracted 
annually between 9.7 and 22.7 percentage, it has partially recovered and 
picked up between 2001 and 2008.  

2009-2010 – International Social Survey Program  
(see Graphics 4) 

 

Graphics 4 

The item classification of the question about the subjective social 
classes identity is slightly different in the International Social Survey 
Program as compared to the World Values survey – it consists not only 
of upper and lower middle class, but a middle class itself is added for 
the survey of 2009. This difference biased the answers of the respon-
dents in 2009 compared to the previous years. We suppose that this type 
of item classification predisposes the respondents to concentrate their 
answers in the area of middle class. Nevertheless, the changed item clas-
sification does not produce substantially different results for Bulgaria, 
for example - the Bulgarian respondents continue to concentrate their 
subjective social class identification in the working and lower classes – 
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54.9%. Yet, the working class indeed is reduced at the expense of mid-
dle classes by more than 13% due to the bias of item classification, we 
assume. The three items instead of two of the middle class belonging, 
get higher the amount of the subjective middle class in the Bulgarian 
case – from 31.4% in 2007, in 2009 it is already 45% in total. At the 
same time, the amount of the lower class also increases by nearly two 
percentages for two years – from 12.3 to 13.8% in 2009. The upper mid-
dle class shrank from 11% to 3.1% at the expense of the newly added 
item of ‘middle class’ in between upper and lower middle class. The 
working and the lower classes taken in total, continue to outnumber the 
sum of middle class self-identification. Bulgaria is the only country 
among the post-communist countries under examination, which kept 
dominance of the subjective working and lower class identification over 
the subjective middle class identity of the population from the very start 
of the systemic transformation. The data from the end of 2011 confirm 
ones again this result – the subjective working class consists of nearly 
67% almost like in 2007 results (68.3%). 

Being a member of the European Union for five years from 2005 to 
2010, Poland succeeded to change the perception of its populace about 
their subjective social class belonging. In 2010 the subjective middle class 
identity outnumbered the working and lower class identification by 20%. 
The growth of the middle class is around 14%, probably partially due to 
the bias of the change of item classification. The size of the working and 
lower classes shrank by 17% and the subjective social class identity of the 
country is already dominated by the middle class. However, we cannot be 
sure what part of these results is due to the bias of the classification. Un-
fortunately, we do not have data for Romania in this survey. 

The subjective social class identification in Slovenia is develop-
ing in the same direction of growing of the middle class identity and di-
minishing of the working and lower classes in which the middle class 
identification significantly outnumbers the amount it has at the very start 
of the post-communist transformation in 1991 there. 

The same is true for Hungary – while the start of the systemic 
transformation there was characterized by considerable working and 
lower class which outnumbered the middle class identity almost two 
times, in 2009 the subjective middle class identification of the Hungari-
ans dominates over the working and lower classes identity. The same is 
valid for the Czech Republic where the subjective middle class identifi-
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cation rose from 49.9% in 1990 to 72.4% in 2009.  
Only in Ukraine there is a decline of the size of middle class self-

identification in 2009 comparing to 2006 of about 2.6% and respectively 
growth of the working and lower classes by less than 4% independently 
of the bias of changed item classification of middle class that facilitates 
self-identification with this group. 

Conclusion 

It can be concluded that there are different patterns of develop-
ment of subjective social class identities in the post-communist coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe. During the 90s, all countries exam-
ined passed through economic crisis, the transformation of property 
rules and the social structural changes left their sign on the subjective 
social class perception of the populace. While the countries of Central 
Europe succeeded to overcome the trend of diminishing the subjective 
middle class identity at the expense of working and lower classes, Bul-
garia and Romania show a different tendency. In Romania, the optimis-
tic persistence of subjective middle class identification for over 80% of 
the population the at the very start of the systemic transformation was 
replaced by the dominance of working and lower classes self-
identification with substantial increase of the lower class.  

The only invariant of the subjective social class identification is 
the Bulgarian case where 20 years after the start of the systemic change 
the country is dominated by a pyramid type of social structure as built 
by the simple collection of the subjective social class identification of 
the respondents. It is necessary to try to look for the explanations of this 
rigidity of the perception of the subjective social status of the people 
there through the years. It is worth mentioning that there is a strong rela-
tionship between the dynamics of social stratification and the degree of 
industrialization of the countries and the regions. During the transforma-
tion period, Bulgaria for example had experienced enormous deindustri-
alization. Division of labor has been seriously diminished; consequently, 
many professions and professional knowledge and qualities were lost. 
Due to these facts, the development of the new middle class in a quan-
tity dominating the working and lower social groups, has become a dif-
ficult task, not to say impossible. The occupational structure of the 
country more than 20 years after the start of the systemic transformation 
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directly depends of the division of labor in a de-industrialized economic 
system. The results of the deindustrialization could be traced in two 
processes - the migration of the educated youth abroad and the tiny 
amount of the new middle class – mainly individuals working in the of-
fices of big international companies. It is doubtful to assume some so-
phisticated professional qualifications of the people working there and 
often called ‘office plankton’. The business requiring highly qualified 
professionals like for example IT business, cannot create demand on 
sufficient amount of qualified and well paid occupational positions. Ad-
ditionally, the prolongation of the transitory period with low law en-
forcement and the petrifying of the ‘mafia’-type of interests on govern-
mental level has become a characteristic of the Bulgarian systemic 
change and did not add to the creation of new middle class there.  

Unlike Bulgaria and Romania, the post-communist countries of 
Central Europe (Slovenia, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Po-
land) succeeded to overcome the initial transformational recession and the 
danger of de-industrialization of their economies. They join more or less 
successfully the world division of labor which in turn influences the sub-
jective social class identity of their populace where the subjective middle 
class is quite more numerous than the working and lower classes. The hy-
pothesis proposed about diminishing the size of the subjective middle 
class identity during the mature years of post-communist transition in the 
end 90s, turned out to be wrong about Hungary, Czech Republic, and Slo-
vakia. The years after the admission to EU certainly brought expanding of 
the subjective middle class in almost all post-communist countries of Cen-
tral Europe but not the East European Bulgaria and Romania. Ukraine is a 
marked exception of East European trend due to purely specific reasons 
like exploitation of the cheap Russian gas and other natural resources till 
almost the end of the first decade of 21 century. The soft budget con-
strains also significantly added to the welfare of the Ukrainian populace 
up to the world economic crisis of 2008.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 
DIFFERENT MIDDLE CLASS GROUPS, 

THEIR IMAGE AND CIVIC... ACTIVENESS 
IN PRESENT-DAY BULGARIAN SOCIETY 
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RUSSIAN IMMIGRANTS IN BULGARIA 
AS A MIDDLE CLASS (AFTER THE 1990S) 

Sergey Rozhkov, Tanya Nedelcheva, Dimitrina Popilieva 

Abstract: 
The article discusses a particular problem related to the possible degree 

of integration of Russian immigrants, specifically those who have moved to Bul-
garia after the 1990s. The authors have analyzed the data from a nation-wide 
representative survey on “The Integration of the Russian Immigrant Community 
into Bulgarian Society. By their social status Russian immigrants belong to the 
middle class, as is clearly evident from several characteristics. The integration 
of the new Russian immigrants is achieved relatively easily due to the well-
intentioned attitude of Bulgarians towards the Russian linguistic community 
and the positive image of Russians present in the everyday consciousness of the 
locals. The study has shown that the economic crisis and the general individu-
alization of social life have also not influenced the attitudes of Bulgarians to-
wards the Russians who came after the 1990s. 

Methodological notes 

From a sociological perspective, Russian immigrants in Bulgaria may 
be defined as members of the middle class. This is true for all waves of im-
migration, starting from the settling of Cossacks here in the early 19th century 
and down to the Russian citizens who came after the 1990s.  

The immigrants who came after the 1990s may certainly be de-
fined as middle class in view of their responses to several questions. The 
distribution by professional categories is the following:  

Employees in the state sector: 14,62. Employees in the private 
sector: 29,33. Private businesspersons – owners: 2,44. Retired: 42,75. 
Persons occupied only in housework in the family: 8,56. Other: 2,4  

• The majority of Russian immigrants have higher education – 
70,4%, and the rest have incomplete higher – 16,0%, or secondary – 
13,6%. Another important characteristic of the middle class is that such 
people are homeowners. In this respect, the figures for the Russian im-
migrants are as follows. To the question, “Do you own the dwelling in 
which you live?”, respondents answered:  
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•  Yes - 75,62 %; No - 23,2 %. 
• In fact, two thirds of the Russians living in our country are the 

owners of a home.  
We may outline the theoretical definition of the middle class as 

follows:  
“The middle class... is a macrosocial group consisting of those 

social strata... which, due to their specific general social position, and 
especially on the basis of their particular acquired social-economic 
status, rely ... on their own resource, qualities, capital – especially ac-
quired knowledge and qualification, organizational skills, property; they 
rely on their own labour, on their relatively greater autonomy and per-
sonal freedom in their direct work activity carried out within a respec-
tive legal framework... In a more concrete aspect, this refers to three ba-
sic middle strata: 

The stratum of private entrepreneurs in small and medium busi-
ness... the stratum of administrative employees ... the stratum of the in-
telligentsia...“ (Tilkidjiev, 2002: 186). 

It follows that the Russian immigration after the 1990s entirely 
belongs to the middle class in view of its personal characteristics, its 
spheres of activity, its income, etc. Its social features are naturally de-
fined in accordance with the specific environment in which it enters and 
the rates of its real residence in Bulgaria.  

The first Russian emigration came to Bulgaria in the beginning of 
the 19th century, when Old Ritualist Cossacks settled here; their descen-
dants now live in two compact settlements near Varna and Silistra. After 
the Russian-Turkish War, only about 1000 of them remained in Bul-
garia. Later, after World War I, immigrants of the so-called “revolution-
ary” period (1878-1917) came to the country. After the 1920s part of the 
White Emigration settled in Bulgaria. Around the mid 1920s, approxi-
mately 4 200 Russians lived in Varna, 3 900 in Sofia, 1 340 in Plovdiv, 
1 080 in Pernik, and the rest were spread across the whole territory of 
the country. In the period 1944-1950, Bulgarian political emigrants in 
the Soviet Union came back to their land of origin together with their 
“Russian” families; so did those White Guard members who were de-
ported from Yugoslavia in 1949 due to the hostile relations between Sta-
lin and Tito (Rozhkov, 2007). After that was the immigration of the So-
cialist period (1950s-1990s), which came as a result of the intense eco-
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nomic, cultural, scientific, educational and other connections between 
the Soviet Union and Bulgaria.  

In 1990, about 36 000 Soviet citizens lived in Bulgaria, mostly 
women. In the same period, there was family migration, mostly moti-
vated by economic interest in connection with the social-economic 
changes taking place in Russia and Bulgaria. Though the economic ties 
between the two countries were strongly reduced, there were continuing 
partnership relations between them, close interests and cultural ties, 
which is why many Russians continued to live in Bulgaria (Rozhkov, 
2009: 13). After the year 2000, family migration continued: at that stage 
it primarily involved the purchase of real estate property in Bulgaria.  

In 2011, the citizens of the former Soviet Union living in our 
country were: Moldovans (893 persons), Georgians (131), Belarusians 
(336), Kazaks (248), Turkmens (89), Uzbeks (64), Azerbaijani (34), 
Kirgiz (30), Tajiks (14); with respect to their mother tongue, they were: 
Armenians – about 5 600 persons, Tatars – about 1 370 (see NSI 2011); 
about 15 800 persons indicated Russian as their maternal language, and 
about 1 755, Ukrainian. According to statistical data, in 2011, there were 
residing 11 991 persons with Russian citizenship and 9 978 persons who 
identified themselves as belonging to the Russian ethnic community. At 
the latest population census, out of the 9 868 Russian speaking residents 
in Bulgaria, 182 indicated Bulgarian as their language. 

Attitudes of the Bulgarian population towards the Russian 
diaspora  

The data given below are taken from the nation-wide social sur-
vey “Integration of the Russian Immigrant Community into Bulgarian 
Society”, conducted by a research team from the Institute for the Study 
of Societies and Knowledge, BAS, the members of which are the au-
thors of this article.  

By ethnicity, the survey respondents may be classified as Bul-
garians - 85,7%, Turks – 8,6%, Roma – 5,7%. Of the respondents, 
44,5% were men and 55,5%, women. 25% were residents of villages; 
16%, of Sofia; 39%, of district central cities; 20%, of other cities in Bul-
garia. 23,6% had higher and college education; 28,7%, secondary voca-
tional; 23,2%, secondary; 20%, basic; 4,5%, primary or no education. 
By age groups, they were: up to the age of 29, 15,7%; from 30 to 59, 
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48,2%; over 60, 36,1%.  
The opinion of a large part of the interviewed people was very 

definite: in answer to the question “What is your opinion of the Russian 
speaking community in Bulgaria?”, 42,7% of the respondents said their 
opinion was positive; and only 2,8%, that it was negative. The opinions 
on the following questions, related to the role of Russian emigrants in 
the economy, made more concrete this attitude towards the community. 
These aspects are important, because, with respect to the national econ-
omy and culture, the respondents were asked to identify the share of the 
nation’s own achievements and the part of foreign influence in general. 
40,4% of Bulgarian citizens defined Russian influence as “rather posi-
tive” and only 3,9% as “rather negative”. In other words, this influence 
(regardless of the problems connected with Belene, Burgas-
Alexandroupoulos, the price of fuel, etc.) was defined as positive both in 
the economic and cultural aspect. Of course, one should not underesti-
mate the relatively large shares of respondents (27,8%), who believe 
there is no such influence, or those who did not answer the question 
(27,9%), since these shares express the opinion of more than half of 
Bulgarian citizens. In this context, it may be said that there is a continu-
ing balance between positive and negative attitudes towards Russians, 
and respectively, towards Russia.  

Looking into the details of the attitude towards Russians, we see 
some nuances. The preferred employer is a Bulgarian citizen (31,1%), 
and the one not preferred by is а Russian (3,2%). Of course, it may be 
said this is the attitude towards any foreigner, inasmuch as there is no 
significant difference between the attitude towards a Russian and any 
other foreigner (9,0%) – they are similarly not liked. Having in mind the 
present-day generally negative attitude of Bulgarians towards employers 
as a whole, a possible explanation is that it is important for respondents 
to have a job working for someone, regardless of that person’s ethnic, 
national, religious or other characteristics (56,7%). In other words, at a 
personal level, respondents may try to have preferences, but these be-
come “negligible” from the viewpoint of economic rationality. The rea-
son for this is the unfavorable economic condition of the country and, 
respectively, the high unemployment rate. In such a situation, to refuse a 
job on the basis of abstract attitudes to the employer is not reasonable. In 
this sense, Russians are not set apart from the other employers, and there 
is no specifically different attitude towards them.  
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Overall, the image of Russians in the minds of Bulgarians is posi-
tive: good-natured, well-intentioned – 21,2%; honest, people of princi-
ples – 13,3%; cordial – 12,1%; intelligent, educated – 11,5%; people 
close to us, with a fraternal attitude – 11%; industrious – 10,6%; 
friendly, sociable – 10,4%; merry, life-loving – 8,2%; but there are 
negative assessments as well: alcoholics, they are bad when drunk – 
3,9%; impolite, cheeky – 2,8%; grandeur mania – 2,8%; arrogant – 
1,9%; calculating, greedy – 1,8%; mafia, hired killers – 1,7%; lazy – 
0,9%; loose morals, immoral – 0,7%; imperialists – 0,4%. 

Interestingly, the stated opinions are not based on personal ex-
perience of contacts, for only 21% have had direct relations with Rus-
sians. This indicates a certain distance between Bulgarians and the Rus-
sians who live in this country, and the fact that there is a stable wide-
spread attitude that may be defined as positive and non-aggressive. The 
Russians who have immigrated to Bulgaria after 2000 display a particu-
larity. An opinion given in the interview with O. Z. - “Fewer arrive now, 
and those who arrive are financially secure people, the circumstances 
are very different now, not like 20 years ago. I learned by chance about 
an acquaintance of mine, that she is here – she had not looked for me at 
all – simply because she doesn’t need me, she’s wealthy enough to man-
age on her own. The newly arriving ones are mostly people who buy 
property – why should they need to integrate?!” 

We may often encounter some display of Russophobia, but re-
gardless of this, the overall attitude of Bulgarians towards Russian citi-
zens is positive. Undoubtedly, there are different degrees and nuances in 
this positive attitude. On one hand, Bulgarians’ image of Russians from 
the time of Bulgarian Revival, as present in Vazov’s Under the Yoke, is 
reproduced by Bulgarians (Russians as liberators, strong, saviours, kind, 
generous, brothers, etc.), on the other hand – Russians are seen as well-
intentioned people, with whom it is easy to get along, who are like us 
(they are not arrogant), willing to help, and in a third aspect – they are 
seen as representatives of a powerful state that has expansionist inter-
ests. To be precise, we should admit that most of these arguments are 
valid. It must be pointed out that at different stages of the development 
of the Bulgarian national state, different factors were decisive: the crea-
tion of the Bulgarian national state was accomplished with the active 
(leading) participation of Russia, the development of Bulgaria until 1944 
was accomplished with the evident or less evident participation of Rus-



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

180 

sia in various spheres, and until 1989, with the evident and strong pres-
ence and influence of Russia in all spheres of public and everyday life. 
After 1989, there was first a period of cooler relations and then of in-
creasing Russian presence in the energy industry, the economy, etc. 

In this sense, the place of Russian citizens in Bulgaria is impor-
tant and relevant as regards the development of the new modernity 
(Beck, 2001). This means that new relationships are now being built 
with Russia, based on traditions shaped over decades. The salient fea-
tures of adaptation can be concretized for the basic forms of social life: 
finances, everyday lifestyle, culture, etc. They set the main points in the 
life of part of the residents of Bulgaria and largely define the character-
istic aspects of the national state. 

Salient aspects of immigrant life  

Problems of adaptation 
Out of the surveyed Russian immigrants, 40% have not had seri-

ous problems in Bulgaria. This indicates they have adapted successfully 
at all levels – official and unofficial – in this country. Both the state and 
the local population accept Russian citizens in the formal and informal 
spheres. With reference to the Bogardus scale of attitudes to the others, 
the Bulgarian attitude indicates that Russians are accepted as partners in 
marriage, as friends, colleagues, fellow residents in the city or village. 
There are few citizens of a foreign country are so well-accepted by the 
local population as are the Russians. 

At the level of everyday life, we can observe the degree of tolerance, 
understanding and acceptance of the other, of the ability of the two coun-
tries to be modern and to share everyday life with people different from 
themselves. One of the concrete expressions of this dimension is contained 
in the answers to the question, “What are the problems that arise after im-
migration to Bulgaria?” Significantly, there is a high share (52,4%) of peo-
ple for whom no problems related to “financial-economic reasons” arise. 
These reasons are important for 20,8% of respondents. In view of the fact 
that these respondents are foreign immigrants, the share seems compara-
tively small. It indicates that the Russian immigrants coming to Bulgaria 
have competitive capacity and they succeed in finding work. 

Nor do they have social-psychological difficulties – only 13,4% 
of them feel that living in Bulgaria causes significant discomfort for 
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them. For 68,3% this is not the case, and for 18,4% life here creates 
some discomfort but not to a significant degree. It may be asserted that 
Russian immigrants here have no difficulties and that Bulgarians accept 
them at all levels of social life, not only in the official sphere; there are 
no great social distances in everyday life. Regardless of the changed po-
litical conditions, the ordinary relations between Bulgarians and Rus-
sians continue to be close and spontaneous. 

With regard to the importance of practical problems related to living 
conditions, the relative shares of answers are likewise small in most answer 
options: “To a very small degree” is the answer of 9,8%, “To a small de-
gree” – of 9,8%, and “To a medium degree” – of 8,5%. If we add the share 
of people who answered “Not relevant”, we find that 85,4% of the inter-
viewed respondents had no practical problems related to living conditions. 
Only 14,6% stated that such problems in their life in Bulgaria were impor-
tant and were seriously influencing their living conditions.  

The answers to the question “To what extent did administrative-
legal problems arise after immigration to Bulgaria?” are certainly impor-
tant. 73,2% of the respondents had no such problems, i.e., a large share 
of immigrants are secure in their status. Only 3,7% had serious adminis-
trative-legal problems. These data lead to the conclusion that the Rus-
sian citizens coming to Bulgaria have settled their legal status here. 
Thus, they create no problems for the state, and it is evident they have 
come to Bulgaria with clear intentions. To a great degree, this proves 
they have serious plans for the future in this country, clear and calcu-
lated perspectives, and knowledge of the conditions, opportunities, and 
niches that exist here.  

Russian immigrants in Bulgaria are not confronted with particu-
larly great communication or language problems. It may be presumed 
the main reason for this is the similarity between the two languages and 
the ease with which Bulgarians and Russians can understand one an-
other. Of course, an important fact, which should be stressed, is that be-
tween 1944 and 1989, Russian language was an obligatory subject in 
Bulgarian schools starting from the fifth grade. Many generations of 
Bulgarians learned to understand and speak the language comparatively 
well. Moreover, a student’s study of the language and culture in the 
course of 7-8 years in adolescent age was important for the formation of 
basic attitudes regarding the value of things Russian and the assessment 
of the “other”, that which is different from the Russian (especially in the 
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ideological aspect). In this context, it may be said that the “weight” of 
this and many other factors (not only in the field of education and cul-
ture) is present even now in the attitude towards Russia, regardless of 
the concrete generation of Bulgarians that carry this influence. We have 
considerable reasons to believe that extremely negative attitudes towards 
things Russian have been outlived, so it may be said that contacts be-
tween Bulgarians and Russians are established regardless of the lan-
guage barrier that exists to some point. Such statements are justified in 
view of the data: for 63,4% of respondents there is no such problem, for 
7,3% there is “to a very small degree”, 7,3% – “to a small degree”, and 
for 13,4% – “to a medium degree”. This problem is very important for 
8,6% of Russian immigrants; this is not without significance but it is 
surmountable and not decisive.  

The indicated data justify the assertion that Russian immigrants 
are not isolated from the surrounding society and that communication 
with Bulgarian citizens and institutions can be maintained. In other 
words, the relations between the local population and the immigrants 
cannot be defined as relations between strangers; distances are not great, 
the image of the other is not overshadowed by history in a way that 
might lead to rejection or exclusion. This creates in the immigrants a 
sense of closeness to the surrounding society. 

Particularly important are the answers to the question “Do cul-
tural-ethnic problems arise after immigration to Bulgaria?” There are no 
cultural, and even less nationality-related, problems between the Bulgar-
ian population and the Russian immigrants. This is asserted by 72% of 
immigrants. If we add to this share the views of those who state there 
are such problems “to a very small degree – 3,7%, “to a small degree” – 
15,9%, and “to a medium degree” – 6,1%, there remain only the posi-
tions „to a great degree” – 1,2% and “to a very great degree” – 1,2%, 
i.e., 2,4% of the surveyed respondents define cultural and national dif-
ferences as important. What is specially notable is the high share (72%) 
of those who find that their moving to Bulgaria creates no cultural or na-
tionality problem for them. In other words, living in Bulgaria, they will 
preserve their own national specificity but will also accept the new cul-
tural national values and strategies of the surrounding society in order to 
fit successfully within their new social world. This means they will 
“study” the new national environment, they will “take note” of the dif-
ferences, they will accept the newly built national norms of formal and 
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informal life. They will raise their children to be modern citizens who 
have accepted the national characteristics, who have chosen new na-
tional standards and have subordinated these to a postmodern identity 
that combines national and supra-national values.  

A negligibly small share of immigrants has religious problems 
(14,6), so this group cannot create any tensions at all. Considering that 
Bulgaria is a multi-religious country, the small share of those who are of 
a religious confession other than Eastern Orthodox will be able to fit 
into one of the existing religious communities or at least will be able to 
practice their respective religious activities. 

It may be supposed that immigrants have to devote much of their 
efforts to arranging and providing for their living conditions. Political 
activities are not important in their daily life – politics may be relevant 
for them only if it concerns their immediate lifeworld. 

We must not overlook the fact that both in Russia and in Bul-
garia, politics is an activity for professionals, so it is of minimal impor-
tance for immigrants outside this professional category. This is true both 
for the people who came after 1989 and for those who came in the pe-
riod 1944 – 1989, inasmuch as most of them did not come for political 
reasons but mostly for reasons connected with marriage, work, etc. 

A growing number of immigrants depend to some degree on edu-
cation in Bulgaria (at least up to secondary school level), since the num-
ber of children among immigrants is growing with the arrival of whole 
families after 1990. Although the share of children who study in Bulgar-
ian schools is still small (less than 10%), it should be taken into consid-
eration, inasmuch as Bulgaria is becoming a host country in a growing 
number of circumstances.  

The low share of immigrants who study in Bulgarian schools has 
an explanation. A large part of these young people go to study in other 
countries on account of the current situation: the prestigious centres for 
obtaining an education that might ensure a good career are the US, UK, 
Germany, France, Japan and several other countries. Of course, an im-
portant question is whether the graduates will return to Bulgaria or go 
elsewhere. Even without special empirical proof, it may be assumed that 
the former choice is not the likely one they will make, at least because in 
this country good professional realization and adequate pay are not 
guaranteed. Such is likewise the usual choice of Bulgarians who have 
completed their higher education abroad. 
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Some children of Russian emigrants (especially those living in 
Sofia) have the educational particularity that they study in Russian 
schools in Bulgaria. This partially excludes them from the circle of Bul-
garians of their age and creates an identity difference from the local ado-
lescents. Nevertheless, in the spectrum of their identifications, the two 
most salient ones are certainly their relation to Russia and to Bulgaria. 
The correlation between the two is different in each concrete immigrant, 
but both elements will certainly influence their lives in the future. 

Also important as regards the education of Russian children and 
youths are Russian organizations in Bulgaria, some of which have educa-
tional sections. According to a study conducted by the Russian Academic 
Union, by 2009 there were about 70 Russian organizations in Bulgaria. This 
number includes non-registered institutions in the large cities and associa-
tions in the smaller cities, the activity of which is not well-known to the large 
Russian community. Overall, the Russian organizations exist as national cul-
tural institutions guided by the desire to consolidate the world of the Rus-
sians, to give assistance to socially weak members, and to preserve the Rus-
sian language and traditions (Rozhkov, 2009: 207).  

Of immigrants in Bulgaria, 74,4% have had no difficulties in the 
professional aspect. This means they have successfully entered the Bul-
garian economic environment. At the same time, 25,6% of respondents 
have had problems to various extents. This fact entails risks for such 
people, for it might create conditions in which they will be inclined to 
engage in various forms of unlawful activities. Of course, people with 
problems may rely on Russian national solidarity, i.e., on traditional mu-
tual aid in this community. Still, the professional difficulties of one 
fourth of immigrants make the community as a whole vulnerable. More-
over, their problem becomes a problem for the host country.  

In conclusion, it may be said that Russian immigrants generally 
have the same problems as the local population.  

Language 
One of the strongest proofs of the degree of integration into the 

“other” society (the Bulgarian one) is the language immigrants commu-
nicate in, especially in the family. This choice of life strategy is deter-
mined by many factors: the perspective for the young generation, faster 
adaptation to the “new” society and the opportunities it provides, prag-
matic considerations, one’s understanding of patriotism, conservatism, 
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etc. (Nedelcheva, 2004) Under the present social conditions, these fac-
tors are minimized to a considerable degree, and only the ones related to 
“convenience” remain influential: language facilitating everyday life 
(when communicating with administrative authorities and in everyday 
contacts) and educational and professional activity. This explains the 
rather large shares (47,6% and 9,8%) of respondents who said they 
speak Bulgarian “to a very great degree” and “to a great degree”. 
Though at first glance these may seem not to be the strongest reasons, 
they are of decisive importance. Perhaps it would be most correct to as-
sume as true the statement of one interviewee that, “... both languages 
are spoken in the family...” 

There is a greater complexity as regards the cases when Russian 
is indicated as the basic language spoken in the family. We may only 
guess what part of the Russian immigration these people are. They cer-
tainly belong to those who have arrived in the last 23 years, who work 
predominantly in Russian or family institutions with a large Russian 
share of participation, and who are mostly connected with other Rus-
sians in their personal life. If they are to be identified on the “modern vs. 
traditional” scale, they are to a considerable degree traditionalists. Also, 
they consider the family environment as mostly something, intimate, 
“private”, inviolable; in it, they want to preserve their native ways, 
specificity, what makes them different.  

The answers to the question “Do you communicate with your 
children in Bulgarian?” give some idea as to the choice of language in 
the family environment. It may be said that about 54,8% of respondents 
speak Bulgarian, i.e., the shares of spouses who speak to each other in 
Bulgarian and of parents who speak with their children in Bulgarian are 
equal, which is something understandable. This does not mean the chil-
dren have no knowledge of Russian. It only indicates a broader view on 
the world, and respectively, that the perspectives of the children are lar-
ger, and perhaps more modern. No one is enclosed in narrow national 
frames anymore, now that people live in a continuously globalizing 
world and knowledge of a foreign language is not a betrayal of one’s na-
tive land but represents an enhancement of the possibilities for commu-
nication between the two cultures. 

We may immediately assert that a smaller share of Russian im-
migrants communicate with their children in Russian – 35,4%. An addi-
tional 11% communicate in Russian “to a great degree”. The use of Bul-
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garian in the family environment is an important feature. True, we can-
not compare how this percentage has changed over different historical 
periods, but nevertheless, we can say that adopting Bulgarian as a more 
practical choice for everyday communication is important in that it sug-
gests the expanded linguistic liberty of the new generations and their 
taking into account the growing space of communication that opens new 
cultural horizons. This answer is also given to some extent by those 
29,2% of Russian immigrants who communicate in Russian with their 
children “to a very small degree”, “to a small degree”, and “to a medium 
degree”, which indicates that for this share of the community, the use of 
Russian is receding before Bulgarian. 

Satisfaction 

Judging by the relative share of those who are “satisfied with the 
possibilities for work in Bulgaria” (“to a very great degree” – 26,8% and 
“to some great degree” – 9,8%), it may be said that a considerable num-
ber of Russian citizens find Bulgaria an attractive place for professional 
realization. There might be many reasons for this. The most important 
ones are related to Bulgaria’s membership in the EU and the prospects 
that this membership opens, the traditional economic ties between the 
two countries (independently of the political relations), the emotional 
connection (real or imagined) between many Bulgarian and Russian 
citizens (which creates psychological comfort and eliminates tension at 
the workplace for both communities), etc.  

Apart from the statement of 36,6% of respondents that they are 
“satisfied to a great extent” with the possibilities for work in Bulgaria, 
only 9,6% consider their income to be normal. It may be assumed that 
for 56,1% the income level is a problem. Dissatisfaction with their in-
come makes their life in Bulgaria insecure and perhaps temporary – be-
cause of the income problem, Bulgaria will perhaps be a transit zone for 
them. The attractiveness of the country consists only in EU membership 
and the possibility this creates to settle in some other member state of 
the EU. It is a fact that Bulgaria is the poorest country in the Union, so 
dissatisfaction with income levels is not something surprising. 

Added to dissatisfaction with income is dissatisfaction with the 
possibility for obtaining or improving ones educational degree in Bul-
garia. Only 15,9% believe their education is sufficiently high to ensure 
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success in their professional realization and a decent income. It is inter-
esting to consider the share of people who have indicated the answer 
“Not applicable”. These are probably people with a high education level 
(obtained not only in Bulgaria) and who are thinking of going on to 
schools outside of Bulgaria. It should also be noted that a large percent-
age of Russians in Bulgaria are elderly people, a characteristic that im-
plies a decreased share of those for whom education is an issue. 

It must be said that ideological assessments of Russian citizens 
concerning Bulgaria are relatively few. In whatever way we assess the 
answers to these questions, it is hard to make any vivid interpretation 
relevant to politics. Assuming that there probably are such opinions, 
they are not predominant. This gives us reason to assert that the image 
of Bulgaria in the Russian comments is a correct one. There is no pa-
tronizing attitude here, of the kind that might be entertained by the for-
mer “bigger brother”; theirs is an adequate attitude toward the country in 
which they are living and which provides some advantages (not least, 
that it is a member of the European Union). 

There is a low degree of satisfaction among Russian citizens as 
regards “the possibility to improve ones professional qualification in 
Bulgaria” – satisfied “to a great degree” and “to a very great degree” are 
only one fifth (12,2%) of the respondents, while 35,5% are satisfied “to 
a small degree” and “very small degree”; 52,4%, have “no opinion” on 
this issue – this group includes people who have already achieved pro-
fessional realization, or are acquiring an education outside Bulgaria, etc. 
These data characterize not the Russian immigrants themselves but the 
state of education in Bulgaria. In the 23 years of democratic govern-
ment, the quality of education has sunk for all education degrees – pri-
mary, secondary, tertiary. The real picture may be described in a few 
words: “In secondary school, a high percentage of poorly literate or illit-
erate people enter and leave.” This trend began before 1989 but grew to 
terrible proportions in the time of the democratic transition. There are 
many causes of this, but here is not the place to analyse them. Not only 
Russian immigrants but Bulgarian children as well are seeking educa-
tion outside of Bulgaria in order to obtain a level of knowledge and 
skills that will ensure their professional success as specialists. 

As concerns assessment of healthcare services, an impressively 
large number of respondents find greater security in the “medical ser-
vices in Bulgaria”; this is somewhat in contradiction with the previous 
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assessment, concerning education in general. This might be due to the 
fact that physicians in Bulgaria have mostly received their training in the 
earlier period, or that many of the people working in healthcare have 
specialized outside Bulgaria, or maybe because technological develop-
ments require constant improvement of professional skills; or else that 
many small medical centres are being shut down and those that remain 
are the more modern ones in big cities, with highly specialized staff. 

The answers to the question, “To what extent are you satisfied as 
concerns the criminogenic situation in Bulgaria?” largely reveal the 
level of tolerance of immigrants. If we formulate the stance that crimi-
nogenic levels are high, then the level of tolerance indicated by the re-
spondents is comparatively low. 42,7% of Russian immigrants do not 
feel the level of crime in Bulgaria is tolerable. Only 18,3% assess it as 
“high” or “very high.” 

Of course, the data just mentioned can be interpreted in many 
ways; there is one rather sad interpretation: the respondents are indiffer-
ent to the future of the country and have no special attitude regarding its 
potential for development. Bulgaria is only a temporary stop for them.  

The next questions indicate the standards of spending leisure time: 
“To what degree are you satisfied with the possibility of recreation in 
Bulgaria?”, “To what degree are you satisfied with the possibility to travel 
abroad?”, and “To what degree are you satisfied with the place at which 
you live?” The standard of spending one’s leisure indicates many ele-
ments of the quality of life. In their answers, Russian immigrants assess as 
rather good the possibility of recreation in Bulgaria (50%), the possibility 
of traveling abroad (34,2%), and the place where they live (62,2%).  

Most generally, it may be said that a large part of the immigrants 
are not distanced from the country in which they live, do not have a 
negative attitude to it, and are attached to it in a considerable degree. 
Particularly indicative in this respect is the share of those satisfied by the 
place where they live: these are people who feel comfortable in Bul-
garia, who feel they are well accepted by the local population and in turn 
have a positive attitude to the local people.  

In formulating the attitude of immigrants towards Bulgaria, we 
may say that the Russian community for the main part assesses Bulgaria 
as a comfortable and attractive place for living, vacationing, and estab-
lishing convenient and frequent contacts with other countries. 
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* * * 

Overall, the conclusion may be drawn that the Russian immi-
grants who came after the 1990s belong to the middle class. They are a 
relatively closed community which successfully integrates itself into the 
Bulgarian social, economic and cultural environment. The basic reasons 
for this are the traditionally good attitude of Bulgarians towards Rus-
sians and, also, the qualities of Russian immigrants, who are highly edu-
cated, have a stable income and good professional qualities. It may even 
be presumed that a considerable part of them might eventually become 
part of the higher strata of the social hierarchy.  
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CULTURAL IDENTITY OF 
ENTREPRENEURS 

Karamfil Manolov 

Abstract: 
The article analyses Bulgarian entrepreneurs, a group that, during the 

years of transition, has become a significant social category, which exercises 
substantial influence on the economy of our country. Here they are viewed as a 
social group that is part of the middle class of Bulgaria. The author analyses 
the social-demographic characteristics and social origin of entrepreneurs. The 
article presents empirical data from three social surveys of entrepreneurship in 
Bulgaria, conducted after 1990. Most generally, the new Bulgarian entrepre-
neurs are people of mature age; in the state sector they are relatively older, and 
in the private, younger. For the main part they have tertiary education; the ma-
jority of them are males; they are also mostly married. As for their motivation 
to work as entrepreneurs, the leading motive is their desire for economic inde-
pendence, which is a precondition for their undertaking entrepreneurial activ-
ity. As for achieving effectiveness in this activity, a favourable factor for this is 
a strong motivation to achieve power. 

Entrepreneurs are a basic stratum of the Bulgarian middle class, and 
they are expected to contribute to the economic advancement of the country. 

The start of the revival of entrepreneurship in our country was set 
by Decree №56, adopted by the leadership of the former Bulgarian 
Communist Party late in 1988 and in effect as of 01.01.1989. This de-
cree permitted the emergence of private property in the economy in the 
time of Communism. Thus began the transformation of state enterprises 
into private companies even before 10.11.1989, the date of the historical 
turnabout in modern Bulgarian history. By the end of 1989 the total 
number of private firms in our country reached the number 24 537. 
From the start of 1990 their number began to grow exponentially and by 
March 1993 reached 353 449 (Yozoldiash, 1993: 5); in June 1997 it was 
455 000 (Statistical Handbook, 1998). In proportion to the total number 
of employed people in the year 1993, entrepreneurs and self-employed 
represented 9,8%; in 1994 they were 8,6%; in 1995, 10,4% (Hristoskov 
et al., 1996), while in 2011 they were 11,2% according to NSI. These 
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data show the numerical growth of private entrepreneurs in our country 
over the years. Together with the managers of state enterprises, they be-
came an imposing social group having a real influence on economic life 
in our country. Here I will try to describe them briefly as a social group 
that has become part of the middle class in Bulgaria. Their social-
demographic characteristics and social origin are of interest to special-
ists and to the broad public alike. 

1. A Social Portrait of the New Bulgarian Entrepreneurs 

We have empirical data on the social characteristics of the new 
Bulgarian entrepreneurs drawn from three sample-based social surveys 
(SS) conducted after 1990: SS Revival of Entrepreneurship (1992), SS 
Entrepreneurship in Bulgarian Book Publishing (1994) and SS Entre-
preneurship: Social Attitudes, Values and Behaviour Patterns (con-
ducted in the food production industrial branch in 1995). 

We shall begin with the age structure of the new Bulgarian en-
trepreneurs. 

Table 1. Age structure of entrepreneurs (in %) 
Age SS 1992 SS 1994 SS 1995 

18 – 22 years of age - - - 
23 – 27 years 3,5 1,1 2,9 
28 – 32 years 3,5 11,2 2,9 
33 – 37 years 19,3 9,0 8,8 
38 – 42 years 19,3 23,6 18,4 
43 – 47 years 19,3 21,3 23,5 
48 – 52 years 10,5 15,8 21,3 
53 – 57 years 17,5 9,0 16,2 
58 – 62 years 7,0 2,2 3,7 
Over 63 years - 1,1 2,2 
Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 

The bottom age of entrepreneurs is 23: none of the social surveys 
registered entrepreneurs under that age. 

The data presented in the table lead to the general conclusion that 
entrepreneurs are mostly people in active age between 33 and 57. All 
age groups in this range have relative shares that exceed the stochastic 
error in the conducted surveys; hence, these are typified age groups. The 
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average age of entrepreneurs, according to the survey data, was the fol-
lowing: 44 years (1992), 45 (1994) and 46 (1995). In the young age 
category (up to 32) and the retirement age category (over 63) entrepre-
neurs were present only in the private sector.  

It should be noted that the average age of private entrepreneurs was 
lower than that of managers of state enterprises. For instance, SS 1992 
showed that private entrepreneurs were at an average age of 41, while state 
entrepreneurs were at 47. This correlation was confirmed by the other two 
surveys: 45 as against 48 (SS 1994) and 46 as against 47 (SS 1995).  

As a general conclusion regarding the age structure of Bulgarian 
entrepreneurs, it may be said that the predominant share of them is of 
mature age, and in the state sector older-aged people are prevalent, 
while younger people are the majority in the private sector. This situa-
tion is due to the fact that in the state sector there had been a long stand-
ing administrative rule regarding the age of people in leadership posi-
tions (only people who had reached the age of 35 were appointed man-
agers), while in the private sector there have never been such regula-
tions. Among private entrepreneurs, what is decisive is the desire and 
possibility to establish a company that will be headed by the owner. 

The educational stratification of new Bulgarian entrepreneurs 
demonstrates that the major part of these people have a higher educa-
tion. According to the SS 1992, entrepreneurs with higher education 
amounted to 80,7% of all entrepreneurs; according to the SS 1994 data, 
they were 96,6%; and in SS 1995, they were 78,7% (Table 2). All other 
educational levels were much less represented among entrepreneurs. For 
instance, entrepreneurs with secondary education amounted to 14,0% in 
SS 1992; 1,1% in SS 1994, and 16,9% in SS 1995. Basic and college 
education were represented in even lesser percentages. None of the sur-
veys registered entrepreneurs with primary education. 

Table 2. Educational Stratification of Bulgarian entrepreneurs (in %) 
Education SS 1992 SS 1994 SS 1995 

Primary - - - 
Basic 1,7 1,1 1,5 
Secondary 14,0 1,1 16,9 
College 3,5 1,1 2,9 
Higher 80,7 96,6 78,7 
Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 
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As a rule, the new Bulgarian entrepreneurs have a higher educa-
tion. The data show that they are well-educated and intelligent people, 
which, in Bourdieu’s terminology, certainly represents a cultural capital 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1993).  

The distribution of new Bulgarian entrepreneurs by gender show a 
majority of men. According to the survey data, the percentage of men was 
78,9% (SS 1992); 71,8% (SS 1994); and 85,3% (SS 1995) - Table 3. 

Table 3. Distribution of entrepreneurs by gender (in %) 
Gender SS 1992 SS 1994 SS 1995 

Male 78,9 71,8 85,3 
Female 21,1 28,2 14,7 
Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 

The distribution of entrepreneurs by gender depends on the 
branch in question. Female entrepreneurs, for instance, are more widely 
present in book publishing. According to the data of SS 1994, women 
publishers amounted to 28,2%. Women are less present in the food pro-
duction industry: they were 14,7% according to the data of SS 1995. The 
generally predominant percentage of male entrepreneurs does not sig-
nify that entrepreneurship is a male profession solely. But it is true that 
the surveys conducted specially on women occupied in entrepreneurship 
have shown interesting regularities that present a rather contradictory 
picture of women entrepreneurs:  

“Women entrepreneurs are faced with specific restrictions stem-
ming from the stage of the life cycle, marital status and the number of 
children. According to a social survey of women conducted by the Insti-
tute for Demography, the tie between family and business activity is 
problematic for 80,0% of women. They believe that activities in the two 
spheres are hard to combine, can be combined only partially or are en-
tirely incompatible” (Dimitrov, 1994: 49). 

The predominant part of Bulgarian entrepreneurs are married – 
Table 4. Other kinds of marital status are also present among entrepre-
neurs, but they are not generally typical for them. 
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Table 4. Marital Status of Bulgarian entrepreneurs (in %) 
Marital status SS 1992 SS 1994 SS 1995 

Married 89,5 78,7 88,2 
Single 3,5 10,1 6,6 

Divorced 5,3 11,2 1,5 
Widowed 1,7 - 3,7 

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 

In conclusion, it may be said that the general social portrait of the 
typical new Bulgarian entrepreneur presents this category of people as 
being of mature age, with a higher education, male, and married. 

2. Social and Professional Origin of new Bulgarian 
entrepreneurs  

What was the social group origin of new Bulgarian entrepreneurs 
who started business after 1989?  

In the time of “real socialism”, for nearly half a century, entre-
preneurship and entrepreneurs were declared by the ideological propa-
ganda of the ruling Communist Party to be a “bourgeois anachronism”. 
Such activity was not only prohibited by law, but the very word was 
proscribed from the spoken language. As I pointed out in the beginning, 
it was during the time of the Communist regime, in the year 1989, that 
Decree № 56 came into force, lifting the prohibition on entrepreneurial 
activity and setting a start to the revival of Bulgarian entrepreneurship. 

A study on the social and professional background of the new 
Bulgarian entrepreneurs outlines several basic groups by origin. 

“The first group includes workers, administrative and engineer-
ing-technical staff, who were oriented to entrepreneurial activity in the 
sphere in which they work” (Hristoskov et al., 1996: 38). 

For these people the prevalent motivation is economic independ-
ence. SS 1992 ascertained that the economic independence motive was 
true for 85,2% of the surveyed private entrepreneurs as regards their 
choice of occupation. These people quit their jobs in the state enterprises 
in order to undertake private business. However, it is not quite precise to 
say they oriented themselves to “the sphere in which they work”. Ac-
cording to data from SS 1994, it is true that 28,6% of the surveyed book 
publishers had always worked in book publishing – they had worked in 
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state publishing houses and then established their own private publish-
ing firms. But another 67,1% of private book publishers came from 
other intellectual professions: translator - 7,1%; journalist - 18,6%; 
teacher - 8,6%; engineer - 8,5%; university teacher - 4,2%; research 
worker - 5,4%; jurist - 4,3%; and physician, designer, musician, movie 
critic, writer, screen writer, movie director, - 1,4% each. In all, 14 pro-
fessions of intellectual labour had contributed publishers in the private 
sector. The variety is no less in other branches. In general, any profes-
sion can be a source of entrepreneurs because the entrepreneur’s profes-
sion is, above all, aimed at making profit, and is not tied to the specifics 
of the concrete kind of work. This is all the truer as the choice of an en-
trepreneurial profession depends only on the person’s free choice.  

“A second group of entrepreneurs appeared as a result of property 
restitution laws adopted by parliament after 1990” (Hristoskov et al., 
1996: 39).  

The restitution laws restored ownership of private property to the 
heirs of previous capitalist entrepreneurs whose property had been na-
tionalized in 1947 on the basis of a political decision of the Communist 
authorities. This restituted private property (parts of enterprises, land, 
buildings, etc.) had more than one heir in most cases. Since the different 
heirs had diverging interests, it was only rarely that private enterprises 
were organized on this basis. 

In this connection, it is important to consider the family tradition 
in entrepreneurship. The SS 1994 data showed that a total of 12,4% of 
the surveyed book publishers confirmed that their relatives (father, 
grandfather, or other) had worked in book publishing in the past. Almost 
the same figure was obtained in SS 1995 - 14,7% of the surveyed indus-
trialists also declared that their relatives in the past had been occupied 
with entrepreneurship in this sphere of industry: here the private indus-
trial entrepreneurs who were continuing a family tradition were 21,5%, 
while in the public sector only 8,4% of the managers of state enterprises 
were descendants of entrepreneurs. The same survey showed that there 
is a significant correlation between starting private entrepreneurship and 
continuing a family tradition: А=+0,180 (the Chuprov coefficient was 
used, see Tsyba, 1981: 193).  

There is no doubt that the restitution law helped restore inherited 
private property, but the major contributing factor of revival of Bulgar-
ian entrepreneurship proved to be a person’s desire to continue a family 
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tradition. 
“The third group of entrepreneurs was generated foremost in the 

former Party, government, and economic nomenclature, and from the 
secret service organs” (Hristoskov et al., 1996: 40). 

What is common to this group of private entrepreneurs is that in 
their previous work they had also occupied positions of leadership. SS 
1995 registered that 75,7% of the surveyed industrialists had been in lead-
ership positions - in the public sector this category amounted to 86,8%, 
and in the private, to 68,0%. It is also interesting that these figures prove 
the existence of a statistically significant correlation between previous 
work in leadership positions in the public sector and the occupation of 
leadership position in the private sector at the time of the survey 
А=+0,167. The existence of such a correlation indicates that the surveyed 
entrepreneurs from the food production industry had accumulated consid-
erable experience and practice in management of state enterprises, which 
helped them in their work as leaders in the private sector. More con-
cretely, the accumulated managerial experience provided a system of 
business contacts (with clients, suppliers, creditors, state institutions), 
which represented a potential capital that was ready to be put to use. In 
other words, these private entrepreneurs were not obliged to begin from 
scratch building an “infrastructure” of business contacts – they had it al-
ready as an inheritance from their work as managers in the public sector. 

This fact explains the significant difference between private and 
state entrepreneurship – the type of predominant motivation is different 
in the two cases. The 1992 SS found that for 85,2% of private entrepre-
neurs the major motivation was economic independence. The same sur-
vey registered that for 70,1% of managers of public enterprises the chief 
motivation was to achieve a career in management. This justifies the ob-
servation that there is a conflict of motivations here stemming from the 
need to choose between working for oneself (in private entrepreneur-
ship) or for the patron state (in state entrepreneurship). Empirical analy-
sis shows there is a statistically significant, but negative, correlation be-
tween the two kinds of motivation: А= - 0,342. 

“The fourth group of entrepreneurs is formed by citizens who 
have made the choice of undertaking small-scale business due to being 
unemployed or out of desire for economic independence” (Hristoskov et 
al., 1996: 40).  

I pointed out the significance of the economic independence mo-



CHAPTER THREE: Different middle class groups, their image and civic... 

197 

tive. The assertion that unemployment is a factor for the emergence of 
private enterprise is rather problematic. According to the available empiri-
cal data, only 4,3% of the private book publishers were unemployed be-
fore undertaking book publishing, and a similar percentage - 3,1% - of the 
surveyed private food industry entrepreneurs were in that kind of difficult 
situation. Unemployment is not an incentive for undertaking private en-
trepreneurship, or more precisely, its influence is quite limited. In this 
connection, it is stated in the Sector Programme for the Development of 
Labour Resources for the Period 2000-2006 of the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Care, published in 1998, that 58,4% of the unemployed have low 
education levels (Sector Programme... 1998: 4), and the document also 
points out the alarmingly low rates of undergone training in independent 
economic activity under contract: only 1,2% of the trainees undertook 
such activity after the end of the course (Sector Programme… 1998: 11). 
Evidently, not every person is made to be an entrepreneur. 

 In order for a training programme in entrepreneurship to be suc-
cessful, a very careful selection of candidates must be made. 

What criteria should be taken into consideration? 
As I pointed out, the social portrait of the new Bulgarian entre-

preneurs generally comprises people in mature age (in their 40s or 
thereabout) and with higher education. As for their motivation, the im-
portant factor is desire for economic independence, which influences the 
decision to start entrepreneurial activity. In order to achieve efficient en-
trepreneurship, a favourable factor is a distinct motivation to attain 
power. The 1992 SS found that this motivation applies equally to entre-
preneurs from the private and from the public sector: 25,9% of entrepre-
neurs in each of the two sectors pointed out such a motive. Power moti-
vation is very important for achieving effectiveness in the organization 
of labour in the company. It is a typical element of the leadership posi-
tion of the company manager, because it guides his work as manager. 
One of the basic tasks of the manager is to create an effective labour or-
ganization of work in the company; this leads to satisfaction with the 
manager’s work on the part of the owner. In these cases, the power mo-
tive is quite evident in the manager’s work. In other words, a person 
who does not feel he/she has capabilities to make decisions and influ-
ence other people must think twice before undertaking entrepreneurship. 
The 1995 SS registered that 68,0% of the private entrepreneurs had pre-
viously been in managerial positions in the public sector; they evidently 



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

198 

had a clearly felt power motivation, combined with past managerial ex-
perience. Among the unemployed such a motivation or experience is 
lacking. Hence, in order to increase the effect of their training in entre-
preneurship, it is necessary to make a selection based on the qualities 
they display. The criteria should be: mature age, higher education, eco-
nomic and power motivation.  

In conclusion, the social and professional origin of the new Bul-
garian entrepreneurs is related to several basic sources: 

• First. Workers and specialists undertake private entrepreneurship 
when they are under risk of becoming unemployed and when they are 
guided by the motivation for economic independence in their past sphere 
of activity or in a similar sphere. They are generally good professionals 
and are thoroughly familiar with their work. 

• Second. The restitution of former capitalist property really cre-
ated conditions for the emergence of private entrepreneurs, but a more 
important factor has been continuing the family tradition in entrepre-
neurship. Despite the great efforts made by the Communist regime to 
destroy this tradition, it remains, after all, deeply encoded and still alive 
in our culture. 

• Third. The former leadership from the time of “real Socialism” be-
came an incubator of private entrepreneurs. This category of people went 
into private business with an advance capital that included their inherited in-
frastructure of business contacts and their managerial experience, accumu-
lated thanks to their previous work in leadership positions. Public opinion 
pours upon such people a series of pejorative qualifications: “credit million-
aires”, “mafia”, “enforcement structures”, “thugs”. It is true that there are 
some outright criminals among them; many were pointed out by name in 
the list of credit millionaires, which included 3205 names (the list was pub-
licized under the law for credit millionaires, passed by the parliament). But 
what has the justice system done so far? No one, or hardly anyone, has been 
sentenced yet. However, there are about half a million private entrepreneurs 
in our country, and the very large part of them are honest and decent citi-
zens, not like the people on the list.  

• And fourth. The most problematic source of private entrepreneurs 
proved to by unemployment. Past experience has shown that very few of 
the unemployed begin entrepreneurship, despite the efforts of the state 
to train them for this. The causes, as we saw, are serious and should be 
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minimized if progress is to be attained in this respect. 
The new Bulgarian entrepreneurs are a basic stratum of the Bul-

garian middle class today, a stratum which is expected to contribute to 
the economic progress of our country.  
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STRATIFICATION CHARACTERISTICS OF 
ROMA PEOPLE IN BUSINESS 

Kamelia Petkova 

Abstract: 
The article is an analytical interpretation of the results of a qualitative re-

search - depth interviews with Roma businessmen, who survive and successfully real-
ize their business initiatives despite the challenges they face as a result of the eco-
nomic crisis. Research interest aimed to study this particular category does not end in 
itself. It was prompted by the fact that Roma businessmen are more initiative, prone 
to take risks and have the potential to "pull" the community forward in comparison 
with other representatives of the Roma ethnic group. Their specific social back-
ground is mostly due to the acquired socio-economic status. Their recognition 
throughout the unequal competitive environment stems from their character, ac-
quired knowledge, qualification and organizational skills. In the case of significant 
stratification is what mostly makes them members of a common social layer similarity 
in socio-professional status. The purpose of this report is to present some stratifica-
tion characteristics, but also some important features due to which Roma in business 
individualize and manage to survive among other economic agents. 

The present report is an analytical interpretation of results from 
quality survey with Roma businessmen who, despite of the challenges 
they are facing in the present economic crisis, survive and even develop 
successfully their business. The deep interviews conducted with the 
twelve persons of Roma ethnos, developing private activities give us an 
opportunity to get a notion about some of their important stratifica-
tion characteristic features, due to which they are individualized and 
can survive among the other economic agents. It should be taken into 
consideration though that the present notes, conclusions and deductions 
refer only to the researched aggregate without any intentions to general-
ize, which would have been groundless having in mind the small num-
ber of interviewed persons.  

*** 
The interviewed Roma, developing their own business reflect dif-

ferent social categories. Everyone is a unique point of intersection of 
several lines of social inequality (Tilkidjiev, 1998). They are business-
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men developing private activities and at the same time they are repre-
sentatives of ethnic minority. In this case of stratification significance is 
what mostly makes them representatives of a common social stratum: 
the similarity in their social and professional status. As representatives 
of richer and advanced social strata in the Roma community they can be 
classified as people with relatively high position, compared with the 
others form the ethnos, people who possess fortune (incomes and prop-
erty), relatively high education level, high social prestige, ambition for 
individual development and entrepreneurship. They are unexplored in 
the specialized literature until now mainly due to the fact that it is diffi-
cult to detect them and their number is rather rare in the Roma commu-
nity.  

In terms of their demographic status the majority of the re-
searched people (11 in number) are middle-aged (between 40 and 45 
years of age). There is one case of a person in maturity (over the age of 
50). In terms of gender there is significant numerical superiority of men 
(10 cases) compared to women (2 in number). Most of them live in 
households of five and six members. Depending on the number of 
children in the household the prevailing cases are those with two chil-
dren. There are two cases registered where the number of children is 
more – in the given case three. According to the stated family status, 
high share of married persons can be outlined. The traditional form of 
marriage is dominating. Out of 12 interviewed in total, 10 persons have 
formal marriage and just 2 persons prefer the new form of cohabitation 
without marriage.  

Considering the stratification characteristics of the researched 
people, we should note that nevertheless their subject and field of activ-
ity is rather different, all of them have lots of common, uniting fea-
tures. All the twelve people have one and the same education level 
completed – higher education. Good education is value and priority for 
them and for their families.  

In generational aspect all the researched people have higher 
educational status compared to their parents. Most of them have grown 
up in families whose members have low level or no education at all. The 
reasons for this are different – poverty, unemployment, school with-
drawal. Despite of the low level of education, Roma people in business 
emphasize that their parents are born intelligent and possess progressive 
thinking.  
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The majority of Roma businessmen (10 cases) have ordinary so-
cial background. Their parents are ordinary people of labour who have 
had low qualified jobs taking into account the low level of education 
they have. In this case background does not give any initial starting im-
petus for professional career or for developing any private activity, ex-
cept for the understanding that success could be achieved through per-
sistence and diligence.  

There are series of common features also in terms of the ini-
tial “start” of their activity. In most of the cases poverty, indigence as 
well as the relatively big number of family members has provoked the 
majority of respondents (10 persons) to one or another direction. That is 
to say, the decision to start a private activity is assumed more as a way 
to survive in a difficult situation. Willing to contribute to the family 
budget and to be independent in their decisions and responsibilities, 
some of them start their work career which subsequently turns into their 
constant activity. There are few cases where it is a result of a con-
sciously taken risk, pursuing professional career and development.  

Another moment is the choice of a business profile. How do 
they choose what kind of business to develop? The researched Roma 
businessmen deal with various business activities, mainly in the service 
sector: international and internal transport, construction, hydraulic engi-
neering, commerce, hairdressing, brokering, etc. For most of them the 
connection with previous activities is natural. For example, the busi-
nessman who leads a big construction company has attained before high 
qualification in the field of construction. The merchant has practiced 
analogical activity, but in state company, etc. The socio-economic situa-
tion, especially in the end of socialism (year 1989), additionally moti-
vates and urges part of them to take the initiative to start their own busi-
ness.  

The next important is that all researched people have got avail-
able independent comprehensive strategy and work programme. All 
of them have a vision about the activity they are developing and a realis-
tic notion of how their business will be developed in the future. The 
analysis of the conducted deep interviews shows that Roma business-
men have a sensible view on the economy situation and on the fields of 
activity they work in. When asked: “What are your expectations for de-
velopment of your business during the next three years?”, most of them 
express optimism and believe that, despite of the crisis they will manage 
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to stay on the market. No one of them wishes to change his/her main oc-
cupation. A big part of the interviewed people has made a successful ca-
reer, depending mainly on the knowledge, skills and the additional 
qualification they have:  

• “You see, being successful in a given activity means above all to 
have persistency and knowledge. If you start jumping from one tree to 
another, without knowing the inside of what you are doing, it is no 
good” (У.У. – Roma businessman).  

Maintaining on „the crest of the wave” inevitably requires efforts 
and certain capabilities, as the price for each person is different – from 
continuous struggle to prove that you can cope with hindrances and dif-
ficulties to the small satisfaction from what you have achieved. There is 
something else, however, very important, which shouldn’t be missed – 
this is the personal satisfaction from the achieved. When asked: “Which 
is more important: whether a person defines himself as “successful” or 
whether the others consider him as “successful”? all the interviewed 
Roma businessmen shared it is important that a person defines himself 
as such, to feel that he is useful for himself and for his family. The sat-
isfaction from the personal status means the researched people feel 
contented and happy about their lives as a whole, about what they do, 
about their achievements so far, about their close surrounding and the 
perspectives they see for themselves in the near future. There are series 
of sociological interpretations in the literature about what is the meaning 
of happiness for a person (Tilkidjiev & Dimovа, 2010, Fotev, 2009). 

Based on them, happiness is described as satisfaction from the 
taken course of life and from the opportunities for achieving the per-
sonal goals in life. In order to be empirically verified this statement, in 
the deep interview questionnaire was included the question: “Generally 
asked, to what extent you feel happy”, with self-assessment scale from 1 
(I am not happy at all) to 10 (I am very happy). The data show that as a 
whole the Roma businessmen feel happy about their achievements in 
life. The answers are moved to and piled up in one end of the scale, 
where people define themselves as contented of their course of life. 
Among the significant factors which influence respondents’ satisfaction 
from their life as a whole, these are the material status and the work they 
are doing. The data show enough. The majority of piled up answers are 
mainly in the positive scope of the scale. Another factor, which has an 
influence on the overall satisfaction and has an important significance 
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for the better professional realization of the interviewed persons, this is 
the satisfaction from their own education. A big part of them feel con-
tented of the education they acquired and consider that it is of great im-
portance for achieving better results at work. In most cases the Roma 
businessmen are contented of the professional development of their 
children. Similar results are reported also for their partner in the family, 
whom they entirely rely on.  

All the interviewed people consider themselves successful in the 
activity they accomplish professionally. They openly state that the nega-
tive, underestimating and sometimes plainly discriminative attitude to-
wards Roma people is a hindrance they have to overcome in their work 
career. They oppose against the stereotypes and prejudices of the rest 
members of the society with their own ambition to prove that they have 
the necessary experience and potential for the accomplishment of a 
given activity.  

Another common feature that can be seen among them is de-
votion and full dedication to the private business and the activity 
they are doing. The main personal quality that each one of them pos-
sesses is adaptability. Between innovation and tradition, the respon-
dents prefer the creative and risky action. In the conversations with 
them, their readiness to undertake actions compared to certainty, waiting 
and being passive, makes impression. The existence of their whole fam-
ily most often depends on their success. Thus from individually taken, 
the risk turns into collective.  

The information which the interviewed people give about their 
property and financial status, support their belonging to the average 
strata. All of them live in very good housing and living conditions. They 
live in houses which have modern utilities like PVC or aluminum 
woodwork, laminated parquet, modern kitchen equipment, contempo-
rary technique like computer, DVD technique, laptop, tablet, etc. All of 
them have several modern cars, which are at service of all the family 
members - sons, daughters, wife and etc. The majority of them also have 
several apartments – besides the main one where they live in, they do 
not forget to assure an independent home for their children as well.  

Most of the Roma people developing private activity consider 
themselves successful. While conducting the deep interviews we came 
across a case where the person, despite of the fact that he has a family 
company and more than 120 employees, shared that he doesn’t feel 
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“successful” on the background of everything that happens around him:  
• “Generally people in Bulgaria live badly. I have an enormous 

house furnished with everything necessary. I have a luxury car. This is 
good. But sometimes I feel ashamed when people look at me, driving my 
jeep for example. Because they don’t have, they can’t even think about 
such thing. Can you be contented if you make a house in the desert 
and there is no one around you? You cannot be contented. So, I cannot 
consider myself a successful man until this society becomes success-
ful, because I don’t mean anything to myself alone. I cannot live alone. 
If you are not well, if she is not well, what a success I am! That means, 
society should succeed, our society should be materially well and then I 
will be well too, of course. But at this stage I do not consider myself a 
successful man.” (D.I. - Roma businessman).  

These people see their projection in the societal scale of ine-
quality by material well-being around the possible “average”. Hav-
ing in mind their current property and financial status, the interviewed 
people were asked to assess their position in the given vertical scale 
“rich-poor”, consisting of 10 grades (drawn on a questionnaire of the 
European Social Survey ESS). The choice of the most of them is rea-
sonable – 9 cases which assess themselves in fifth and 3 cases in sixth 
position on this scale. That is to say their subjective assessment for be-
longing to the average strata is explicit enough.  

In political aspect part of the businessmen have also participated 
in the political life on local level but afterwards have given it up. As a 
whole they do not want to deal with politics but would support political 
activity that can be of use to the people from the community. Here is 
one particular opinion: “The one who deals a lot with politics generally 
doesn’t end well” (Z.Z. – Roma businesswoman).  

In terms of cultural status the data from the conducted deep in-
terviews show that the Roma businessmen we researched are studious 
and inquisitive persons. Each of them can recommend at least one book 
that has helped him/her to develop. Most of them are interested in vari-
ous types of literature, mainly fiction. As concrete books they point out: 
“The Quiet Don” by Mihail Sholohov, „Uncle Ganjo” by Aleko Kon-
stantinov, „The Antimovski Inn” by Jordan Jovkov, “Under the Yoke” 
by Ivan Vazov, “Smoked Pictures” by Menhert Lakatosh, „The 
Valchanov Bridge” by Panayot Madjarov, the Bible, etc.  

All the interviewed businessmen, despite of the fact they don’t 
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have enough spare time, continue to make additional efforts for improv-
ing their professional knowledge and skills through participation in dif-
ferent courses and specializations. The thematic fields which they 
mainly invest in are language courses, business courses, trainings for 
managers and public-political involvement. Almost every evening they 
watch television (not only sports but also commentary, publicistic, 
documentary and popular science films). There makes an impression the 
type of music they prefer and consider as favourite and relaxing. The 
majority of them like to listen to classical music mainly. Among their 
favourite performers they mention Vivaldi, Straus and Beethoven. Of 
course, they also prefer their folklore – classical Roma songs.  

The way the businessmen organize their leisure time is also of 
interest. As people who are subjected to everyday stress and due to the 
many engagements connected with the company management, a big part 
of them share that they don’t have much time for entertainment. Most of 
them relax from the intense daily round, indulging mainly in personal 
activities like reading books, painting, watching television, engaging in 
sports and hunting. The common about them is that they haven’t gone 
on holidays with their own families and for all of them the pursuit of de-
votion to the work career is dominating. Here is how one of the inter-
viewed persons defines his business:  

• ‘Business is not a profession, but a prison! You work 12 hours at 
one and the same place without going out, this is terrible. But everyone 
is responsible for themselves – if one doesn’t want to stay hungry, one 
must work. If one wants to stay hungry - one shouldn’t work” (Р.Р. - 
Roma businessman).  

When asked: “Do you often succeed in balancing devotion be-
tween work and family?”, all respondents are explicit that the one of-
ten suffers in return for the other because business requires sacrifices 
and unfortunately one of the sacrifices is lack of time for the family. All 
Roma businessmen we interviewed are fully aspired to hand down their 
business to their children. The involvement of two or more generations 
in the activity of the company in the frame of one and the same period 
of time is widely practiced. Most of them realize the necessity to have 
succession so that next generations can succeed to their activity, by in-
volving at an earlier stage the family members (sons, daughters, grand-
children, etc.) in their business. According to them it is of great impor-
tance to put their children to a trade so that they can learn all the “de-
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tails” of the business. Here is what a Roma businessman shares in his in-
terview:  

• “I have a thought, I don’t know if I have heard it but I think it is 
mine: if you give money to a child, sooner or later he/she will spend 
them, but if you leave to him/her a trade he/she will never be hungry 
”.(Е. P.- Roma businessman).  

And what do these yet recognized businessmen appreciate? 
To a big extent this became obvious from the text above but here I will 
add some more outlines to their overall social portrait, referring to their 
answers. Among the most important moments in their life the respon-
dents point out family affairs (marriage and birth of their children) as 
well as devotion to the work they are doing. All of them think that what 
have helped them most in life until the moment are the hard work and 
the pursuit of proving and realization.  

Roma businessmen are respected and esteemed by the rest 
community representatives. They are often searched as people who can 
give advice, opinion or recommendation. In most cases their authority is 
built not only on the basis of the personal qualities they possess but also 
as a token of the help they render to the others. This help, besides 
aiming to resolve different problems of everyday life, in some cases is 
rendered outside the community and is connected with the services de-
livered by public institutions. A concrete example in this respect is a 
famous Roma businessman from a big district town who supported fi-
nancially 120 Roma people from the community, becoming their guar-
antee to financial institutions in opening a credit.  

The working and living environment of the Roma businessman 
inevitably requires that he should possess authority not only among the 
community but also among the rest in the business. They definitely 
have communication skills both on informal and formal level. They ex-
plicitly put stress on the meaning of communication with other eco-
nomic actors for the development of their business:  

• “Yes, tacitly we know each other on towns, on centres, we know 
who is doing what and thus we reciprocally complement one another in 
our relations. Sometimes we have helped one another with information, 
with money.”(У.У. – Roma businessman).  

On the questions about what they intend to do, what is their 
view towards the future the Roma businessmen do not outline big 
plans but everyone pursuits his own goals, interests and ambitions. If for 
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one a goal in the near future is to assure a ‘good” life and financial pro-
vision for his family “the little shop provides for about 3 families” (Р.Р. 
- Roma businessman), the goals of the other are targeted towards broad-
ening the activity of the company, proving to the other members of soci-
ety that he has as much potential as the others from the other ethnos. So, 
if we have to summarize the multi-coloured palette of answers about 
how they see their future, we’d better quote the statement of one Roma 
businessman who was interviewed:  

• “I just took them down with what I have achieved, with what I 
have done, so that we can hear: Roma, Roma, but a big thing” (У.У. - 
Roma businessman).  

There are successful Roma businessmen and they prove that the 
misery in which the rest of the community lives is also a question of 
choice. A choice: to live a miserable life in poverty or to assure good 
living for yourself and for your family members, a choice: to be unem-
ployed or to work hard, a choice: to leave your child illiterate or to send 
it to study and to be successful in life.  
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TRANSITION FROM EDUCATION 
TO WORK: CAREER TRAJECTORIES OF 

YOUNG PEOPLE WITH HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

Katerina Boneva 

Abstract:  
Object of analysis are interviews with young people, including entrepre-

neurs, managers, but also self-employed taxi drivers with higher education. The 
aim is to characterize the identities inherent in each of the three groups (entre-
preneurs, managers and self-employed), based on the way of finding a job and 
their day-to-day work activities. Whether and to what extent does higher educa-
tion help young people in Sofia establish a career? 

Social Context 

Study of the Bulgarian Industrial Association, made in September 
2013, shows that there is an increasing number of young unemployed peo-
ple with secondary and higher education. Data show that only 24% of 
graduates take up positions requiring higher education immediately after 
graduating, 19% of the jobs are taken by people with less than the required 
qualification, and half of graduates who find a job take up positions requir-
ing secondary education. (Bulgarian Industrial Association, 2013: 24) 

An example of successful start-up and business development of 
young Bulgarian entrepreneurs under 30 years old is the case with the 
establishment of the software company Telerik. In 2002 three young 
men who knew each other from university, together with a fourth one, 
created an IT company. Five years after its establishment, the company 
had over 120 employees, and in 2007 it won the award for the Best Em-
ployer in the category "Small and Medium-sized Companies". In 2014 
the Bulgarian software company managed to attract as a buyer of its 
business a foreign investor, who paid 263 million dollars for it. But do 
all graduates from Bulgarian universities have such achievements, or is 
Telerik just indicative of good prospects only for the graduates from the 
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American University in Blagoevgrad? 
This article seeks answers to the following questions: Whether and 

to what extent does higher education help young people establish a career 
in the field of their speciality? What influence does the type of education 
– social, humanitarian or technical, have on job opportunities after gradua-
tion? Interviews were made with young people with secondary and higher 
education who are self-employed or entrepreneurs at managerial positions. 
They can be considered “middle class”. The aim is to analyse how and to 
what extent their education has helped them find proper jobs. Another im-
portant issue for this article refers to the reasons that make possible the 
situation of young people with university education taking up positions 
they are overqualified for. The main assumptions are that they start a job 
which is below their qualifications because of economic necessity, but 
also because of the lack of correspondence between their education, and 
the knowledge and skills, demanded by the market. 

Basic concepts 

Through employment young people certainly do not seek to ac-
quire only means for physical survival. The type of employment deter-
mines the place of the young person in the social structure. In other 
words, the type of employment is important for understanding the social 
process of taking respective hierarchical positions in the social structure 
of the respective society. Through employment positions young people 
acquire certain prestige or the opposite - occupy lower positions in the 
social hierarchy and this leads to their frustration. The point here is to 
emphasize that behind the practical evidence of labor activities lies so-
cial positioning (Baudrillard, 2006). Work activities are not only a ful-
fillment of certain employment obligations, for which the individual re-
ceives remuneration, but a constant effort to demonstrate social value. 
Labor practices refer to certain socially significant goals and to the so-
cial logic; they mainly show a social claim and classification. Through 
them any group or individual seeks to fit into a certain social order. 
Work activities determine the individual’s place. (Veblen, 2008: 12) 

According to Baudrillard, this over-determination of work is al-
ways relative and should be measured for a particular group. Employ-
ment has a clear psychological function (it ensures the worker) and a so-
ciological one - to relate a single individual with the whole class of indi-
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viduals who act and do like him. Thus, work activities are signs of social 
belonging. Labor practices attest to a certain position achieved. What a 
person does in their work is an overall picture of a social destiny, a 
completed process of realization, not an ongoing self-improvement. 
(Baudrillard, 2006: 42)  

So any work is both an economic and a trans economic act of 
producing a differential value and of signs of social belonging, accord-
ing to Baudrillard. In this sense we can say that through labor action a 
social hierarchy is created - each is classified in a group depending on 
what they perform in their work. That is to say, there are categories of 
work activities which have a prestigious matter, those which have less 
prestigious matter and those which are not prestigious at all. Work ac-
tivities mark the being and social rank of the one who executes them. 
Behind work activities social obligation can also be seen, a constant di-
mension of social hierarchy can be perceived – work activities deter-
mine the status that the individual has in society.  

Through actions executed in the work, one reveals their aspirations 
and social ambitions. Some activities constitute actual status, while others 
- some desired level. Work activities constitute a code which individuals 
use in their own way. Through these activities the individual is a "mem-
ber" of a particular social group or seeks to become a member of it.  

The idea of perfection of performing work activities is a sign of 
strict need of display (Veblen, 2008: 15). This display is directed to the 
group which is significant to the individual and to which he/ she belongs 
or wants to belong.  

Apart from acquiring prestige and resources for independent liv-
ing, reaching the first permanent job for young people is important for 
achieving security on which the opportunities to create stable partner-
ships and to create own family depend to a large extent.  

Entrepreneurship is defined rather "as occupation" (Chavdarova, 
2014: 61) and entrepreneurial activities - as "a function of making deci-
sions for the coordination and management of resources" (Chavdarova, 
2014: 48). Entrepreneurship is not limited to the establishment of a 
business or organization, but is something permanent, which is imple-
mented and develops over time. 

"In the case of small business, entrepreneurship, capital and 
managerial function are inextricably linked and are usually combined in 
one person who can be called a "businessman“ (Chavdarova, 2014: 62). 



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

212 

Profit is not a means of getting rich, but is thought of as something that 
will "be reinvested for growth and new profit" (Chavdarova, 2014: 62). 

"Gender, age and ethnicity contribute the most to the chance for 
self-employment", including entrepreneurship (Stoilova, 2012: 166). 
Younger people are less often independent on the labor market perhaps 
because they lack available capital, and relations with clients established 
in previous positions as employees in a company. 

But independent position on the labor market is attractive and 
possible for young people with higher education, so special attention is 
paid to it in the interviews - in the two different, from social structural 
point of view, cases of self-employed taxi drivers and entrepreneurs, 
working in their own company. 

Analysis of the interviews 

The analysis used qualitative data from an empirical research, 
conducted between 13 February and 5 May 2013 on the territory of 
Sofia by Noema agency for social research, and commissioned by Sofia 
Municipality. It consists of 20 in-depth interviews – 6 with entrepre-
neurs, 6 with managers and 8 with taxi drivers. 

In the interviews young people were asked about the way they 
started a job, the role of their families, their everyday life and the pres-
tige of the position they take up. 

The aim of the interviews is to characterize the identities inherent 
in each of the three groups (entrepreneurs, managers and self-
employed), as well as the statuses gained through everyday work.  

We will outline the similarities and differences between these 
three categories of young people and their main characteristics as a part 
of the middle class. 

Entrepreneurs 

Regarding the question "how to become an entrepreneur?" - it is 
important to distinguish between two types of entrepreneurs - those who 
inherit and develop within a family business and those who "become" 
entrepreneurs by relying on their education, knowledge and entrepreneu-
rial mindset to start their own business. I have analyzed a total of 6 in-
terviews with young entrepreneurs (three conditionally named "become 
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entrepreneurs" and three "entrepreneurs within a family tradition or 
business"). 

The image of the entrepreneur is very dynamic. Such is the nature 
of their work that the interviewees do not remain at the same place for a 
long time. Time is valued, so their daily routine follows a pre-set pro-
gram, but since they are their own "bosses", this program is often being 
revised, following the requirements of altering circumstances, depend-
ing on the projects they work on. As a whole, they reflect according to 
the opposition "me – the others" and have a self-concept, based on 
uniqueness and individuality, inspired by the new market niche they 
have discovered. 

I am the first in Sofia to mix stone, granite and sand. Nobody did 
this. I heard about this combination when I was in Russia attending a 
seminar on innovations in the construction business.  

(male, 32, higher education) 

They consider themselves people conducting their professional 
duties in different than "the others" way. They avoid the common pat-
terns of behaviour at work, don't have standard working hours, avoid be-
ing like "the others", emphasize on their uniqueness. They find the rea-
sons for the success of their business in their education, innovation, in-
genuity and the disclosure of a market niche. They value the constant 
development of their skills; the necessity to always keep up with the 
trends and needs of the market is implacable. 

The construction business is something that develops very 
quickly. People will always build. They have built and they will always 
build. In order to be successful, you must be flexible and to keep up with 
the times; to know what is next, to predict what will come and to be first. 
This way you will keep and develop your business.  

(male, 32, higher education) 

My expectations were that the creation, development and opera-
tion of companies for entrepreneurs was a previously planned process, 
that in the beginning there was a clear idea and a corresponding strategy 
for the establishment and development of the company, that the neces-
sary resources for this (money, education, experience and knowledge, 
social capital) were available, and then, by working systematically and 
consistently in this direction, the entrepreneur gained ground. This as-
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sumption was partially proven right in the situation of establishment and 
development of a new business - education is important, but cash re-
sources are not always present. But belief in their own abilities and will-
ingness to risk motivate getting loans. 

I am an architect by education ... (...), while I was studying, I was 
a designer. And I continued designing for a while. This went on for sev-
eral years. I had many ideas, I had some capital, I got a loan and I took 
a risk. It worked. I created a design company.  

 (male, 32, higher education) 

When we were students we created a company. There was a pro-
gram that gave 20 000 to start and develop their own business. We were 
very good friends and we thought – “Let's become partners” ... We had 
a plan, we had ideas and projects. This turned out to be a good idea. 
With persistence and perseverance, everything works out.” 

(male, 29, higher education) 

Establishing a construction company is a "natural" process, the 
result of a strategy that has its own logic, sequence and plan – architect 
education, experience in a large design company and the idea of starting 
a business with the same profile. It follows the experience of the ac-
quired knowledge and skills. There is a clear plan and pattern in the 
process of founding a company in the early stage of someone's career. 

Young people who continue an existing family business are usu-
ally involved in it before completing their education. 

"I was working in my mother's company even while I was still 
completing my bachelor's degree. Thus, theory and practice came hand 
in hand. Few people have this opportunity. But I had to think about the 
business. It was impossible not to work while studying. I knew that one 
day I would manage the business.... Of course, it is easier when there is 
an existing business, than it is for other entrepreneurs who start from 
zero, but it is definitely not easy. Managing a company and responsibil-
ity are never an easy task." 

(male, 27, higher education) 

“I must continue what has already been built, I must develop the 
company with new clients, new services…” 

(male, 25, higher education) 
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Here there is also a clear plan, strategy and consistency. But 
among young people with a family business higher security is observed 
- they continue already initiated and developed activities. Their aim is to 
preserve the existing market positions and create new ones. 

"Being different" is valued and it is what entrepreneurs from both 
groups seek as a condition for the success of their business. "Different" 
or unique is a strong identification marker for distinguishing them from 
"other" companies. "Me" and "the others" is the main opposition they 
reflect according to. The Self is the one that is different, unique, and 
"The Others" are all others who are not like me. This is where the strong 
sense of individuality comes from. This "difference" is usually associ-
ated with the discovery and development of new market niche. 

... In order to have a successful business, you must find such a 
niche that has not been developed so far; is not enough, however, to de-
velop it, you must be the best on the market and to maintain this level ... 

(male, 25, higher education) 

Each new day for the entrepreneur is different from the previous 
one. Because the work is dynamic, the schedule for the day is usually 
made in the morning - at the beginning of the working day, or late in the 
evening of the previous day. 

In the morning I organize myself, I set a plan for the day.  
 (male, 25, higher education) 

Most of the workday of the entrepreneurs usually goes in meet-
ings with potential and existing clients or in arrangements of such. 

In the first part of the day I'm out of the office for meetings and 
such, and around 2 o’clock at noon I come to the office.  

(male, 27, higher education) 

I most often go to meetings with clients, which were planned from 
the previous day. These are meetings with future clients, we negotiate, 
generally in very large part of the time I'm on the move. 

 (male, 27, higher education) 

Well, my cousin and I run errands. We arrange materials from 
suppliers, we bargain about the price, we meet with clients. 

 (male, 25, higher education) 
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The second half of the day of the entrepreneur passes in control 
of company employees and discussions about the work on the current 
projects. 

The accountant and I check what needs to be done... Then I pay a 
quick visit to the departments to see what exactly people are doing. And 
then, there is a meeting again, in the late afternoon. 

 (male, 25, higher education) 

The support of parents and the continuation of the family busi-
ness is an opportunity to start a business for young people with secon-
dary education, too. 

My mother made me a manager. I do not have higher education. I 
will apply, I guess, in the future, but anyway practice and my mom are 
the best teachers, better than any university. This is something you 
learn. 

 (female, 32, secondary education) 

The conclusion based on the interviews is that it is a good way 
for young people with higher education to practice their profession by 
starting their own business. The entrepreneurs who start their businesses 
as a result of acquiring higher education, also rely on their parents – 
mostly for financial support. On the other hand, those who participate in 
their family's business, also receive the "craft" – knowledge and skills, 
as well as the financial support. For small companies the role and sup-
port of the family is very important. 

The role of higher education is important when starting a busi-
ness. Only in already established family businesses, the knowledge and 
skills are considered preeminent, not the higher education. The diploma 
is of minor importance, and can be acquired subsequently. 

For the entrepreneurs, prestige is measured by the clients they 
have. The clients are "prestigious" and "non-prestigious". "Prestigious" 
are clients from large multinational companies and working with them is 
an achievement, providing prestige, competitiveness and market posi-
tion. 

Huge part of the projects my company is working on are from in-
ternational companies such as Coca-Cola, Postbank, Nestle .... It is 
prestigious, having worked for them and with them for me is an honour. 
Thanks to the work on these projects my company has developed a lot, I 
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learned many valuable skills and the portfolio of my company improved. 
 (female, 32, secondary education) 

Social positioning is created thanks to the clients entrepreneurs 
work with and to the job itself. Prestige for entrepreneurs is measured by 
the consumption of certain goods and services, as well as by visiting 
certain places. 

There is a restaurant near the National Palace of Culture, called 
The Two Lions, it is where politicians and businessmen usually go. We 
meet there for lunch… 

(male, 25 secondary education) 

Places to visit are thought of by entrepreneurs as places where 
“people like me” or people who are “close to me” go. Usually their cir-
cle is "closed" and they do not accept people who are different from 
them in terms of occupation and social status. 

Young managers 

The interviews reveal two types of managers - those who were 
hired because they were recommended by relatives or acquaintances, 
and those who achieved promotion within the organization. 6 interviews 
were made – with three people from each group. To what extent are the 
different ways to become a manager – being hired as a manager or being 
promoted to it, associated with different labour practices and attitudes 
towards work? The management status involves complex functions in 
the organization of management, organizing and coordinating the work 
of other team members, control of resources and expenditure of the 
company, taking responsibility for the management of the organization 
or of a specific project. 

In business structures, managers are ranked into two levels – 
middle-level managers and senior managers. (Slavova, 2010) According 
to the job description in the directory of the professions, the manager 
must direct the activities of others in the organization, and maintain the 
connections and relationships with customers and partners of the firm. 
As a requirement for the position is stated that the manager must know 
regulations in the field of trade, services and manufacture of products of 
the company, must be able to work with computer systems for reporting 
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orders and be familiar with the modalities of work with end customers. 
The conditions for becoming a manager are: a bachelor's or master's de-
gree, at least 3 years experience in the specialty and fluency in English. 

The interviews reveal that being a manager is not a strong indica-
tor for identification. Unlike the image of the entrepreneur, which is 
characterized by dynamics, the image of the manager is to a large extent 
more static. The daily activities are planned and there are certain actions 
that have to be performed and repeated every day. The manager's daily 
life is routine. Similar to the entrepreneurs, managers think according to 
the opposition "me – the others", but unlike them, they have no self-
concept of being unique. The young managers describe their lifestyle 
similar to that of "the others". Unlike the entrepreneurs, managers are 
guided by a generally valid model of behaviour. 

My expectation before starting the field research was that becom-
ing a manager was a planned process, that the person occupying this po-
sition had a previously clear vision and strategy to become a manager 
and had worked systematically and consistently in this direction; and 
that they had the necessary resources for this (relevant education and 
work experience needed to acquire the position). This assumption did 
not find confirmation in any of the cases. 

I never wanted to become a manager of "Human Resources". I even 
don’t have the education for it – I am a political scientist. I was still study-
ing when I got the job. I just needed a job. I needed the money – I had to 
survive, financially. I saw the ad - I applied and they hired me.  

(female, 23, higher education) 

I became a manager by chance. It was not my goal, I never imag-
ined that I would do that. I wanted to become a journalist. But things 
happened this way. I started the job as a temporary solution, at least I 
thought so. The situation then was like that - I had to work. I got used to 
it and I stayed. 

 (female, 26, higher education) 

The interviewed young people have become managers not as the 
result of a plan, but by showing personal and professional qualities. 
These examples do not exclude, however, the situation where a young 
man works hard in order to achieve higher position in the company's hi-
erarchy. 
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Social contacts play a role in finding a first job. 
I had a friend who worked in the company. She recommended me 

and she helped me. I was unemployed for a year. I was desperate. I 
wanted to start something. I did not have experience as well. I had just 
gradudated from university. 

 (female, 25, higher education) 

Social image and prestige have a key role in finding a first job. 
It is something big to have “manager” written on your business 

card. I studied for four years in university because of that, too... I can 
not work as a salesman or waiter – I would feel in conflict with myself ... 

(female, 23, higher education) 

Work activities indicate affiliation to a particular group, they give 
status and as such can be divided into "prestigious" and "less prestig-
ious". Higher education is considered a condition which provides a pres-
tigious and well-paid job. 

For the group of managers social affiliation is measured also by 
the consumption of certain foods and by visiting certain places. 

My circle of friends is brought to my colleagues from work. We 
adore going to "Besso" after work to drink chardonnay and eat vegetar-
ian tuna salad... 

(female, 25, higher education) 

For the group of managers the places they visit are those that give 
status and show affiliation to a particular social group. 

Status incompatibility 

The main reasons for young people to accept jobs with lower educa-
tion requirements than the degree level they have acquired are mostly of 
economic origin. Therefore, the assumption is that young people from the 
middle class are more rarely exposed to that type of economic coercion and 
forced to accept jobs with lower education requirements than the lower 
status groups. From the in-depth interviews, it became clear that the young 
university graduates working as taxi drivers are forced to provide the main 
income in their households. Interviews were conducted with 8 taxi drivers – 
all from Sofia and all university graduates. 
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"... I had to get some job - I have a wife and a child, they rely on 
me ... I had no choice ..." 

(male, 26, Sofia, graduated Philosophy) 

"... I just needed money. My father died, my mother had retired – 
I had to find a job quickly, or we would starve ... I have friends, they 
gave me recommendation and it happened quickly ... they helped me ..." 

(male, 24 years old, Sofia) 

The taxi drivers who were interviewed are experiencing profes-
sional dissatisfaction. They have an understanding that the knowledge 
and skills they possess are above their everyday activities, hence the 
feeling of dissatisfaction. 

"I don't like what I do, I was one of the best performers in my 
class and now I'm a taxi driver..." 

(male, 21, Sofia, graduated Pedagogy) 

"I am forced to work that - I have a wife and a child - they rely on 
me ... I do not feel good about what I do..." 

(male, 27, Sofia, graduated Ethnology) 

According to the interviewed taxi drivers, higher education is not 
important for finding better job and gaining higher social status. From 
the point of view of their own experience, they consider acquiring 
higher education a waste of time and resources. 

"There was no sense in studying. Here is what I have achieved. 
You have to know people in order to achieve anything in Bulgaria. I 
wasted my time. We live in Bulgaria. Education doesn't matter here." 

(male, 24, Sofia, graduated Philosophy) 

"Simply, higher education is not a factor in Bulgaria. I have a di-
ploma - so what. It's not working for me. " 

 (male, 27, Sofia, graduated Ethnology) 

Although being overqualified for their jobs, some of the inter-
viewed young people are satisfied with their occupation, because they 
consider it profitable. 

"I make more money than those people doing jobs that require 
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more qualification. I have earned 200 leva for a day, and some work for 
half a month for that kind of money. I earn it in hours..." 

(male, 25, Sofia, graduated Bulgarian Philology) 

It is noteworthy that young people who work as taxi drivers, have 
studied humanitarian sciences. Their main motive not to practice their 
profession is the higher income they have as taxi drivers. For them, their 
job is a means of physical survival, not providing social status. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I will give the answer to the following question: 
Does higher education help graduates find their first permanent job more 
quickly? In conclusion to the analyzed interviews, the answer is positive 
regarding the groups of the entrepreneurs an managers and negative for 
that of the taxi drivers, for whom I characterized the phenomenon status 
incompatibility. The entrepreneurs who did not inherit a family busi-
ness, higher education – in particular the theoretical and practical skills 
it offered them, as well as their entrepreneurial mindset and the funds 
they could depend on, is what made their business possible. To the en-
trepreneurs who have inherited their business from their family, educa-
tion is important, but comes second – after studying the "craft". 

Education for the managers, regardless of how they began, is very 
important condition for their job application. For most of them, what is 
important is the diploma as such, not the specialty or profile of their 
education. In these cases, there is no connection between the managers' 
specialty and occupation. 

According to the taxi drivers, higher education does not necessar-
ily lead to finding better paid jobs and gaining a higher social status. In 
view of their individual perspectives, they consider higher education a 
waste of time and resources. It has to be noted that all of them have 
studied humanitarian sciences, in particular - Pedagogy, Philosophy, 
Ethnology and Bulgarian Philology in Sofia University.  

According to the young managers and entrepreneurs, work is not 
seen only as means of physical survival and of becoming independent 
from their parents, but also provides social status, inclusion and prestige. 
Through their work, they gain social position and affiliation to higher 
levels of the social structure.  
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In all the interviews "the others" are pointed out as “foreign” – 
those who are not like me, which in turn is a prerequisite for the forma-
tion and consolidation of a group of managers and that of entrepreneurs. 
This is evident, especially regarding their consumption habits and the 
places the young people from both groups – either managers or entre-
preneurs – visit. 

This analysis may provoke discussion on the relationship between 
education and business, and bringing them together, as well as the de-
velopment of policies and internships that would make the transition be-
tween receiving education and starting a first job smoother. Similar in-
terviews will be conducted in the future with young people with higher 
education of Turkish and Roma ethnicity, in order to find out whether 
there is a difference between the trajectories of their transition from 
education to first permanent job, and of gaining status in the social 
structure of society. 
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THE PROTESTS AND THE IMAGE 
OF THE MIDDLE CLASS IN THE MEDIA 

Antoaneta Getova and Yulian Borisov 

Abstract:  
The paper is an analysis of the media image of the middle class, which 

image has been constructed in the context of the civil protests in Bulgaria, in the 
summer of 2013. Through content analysis of different sources (news, reports, 
analyses, expert opinion), which actively reported on the protests, the basic 
characteristics related to the notion of “middle class” in those media were drawn. 
We also examined how much those characteristics correspond to the scientific 
concepts of “middle class”, particularly when defining the middle class in 
Bulgaria. Various news sources, in which different attitudes to the protests were 
regarded, were chosen for the juxtaposition of different points of view. 

In the analysis we considered how the notion of “middle class” and its 
characteristics gain popularity in the media, especially during the initial wave 
of the protests; and also why and how the protests were positioned actually as 
“the protest of the middle class”. 

On 14 June 2013 a series of civil protests took place in Bulgaria. 
They attracted the media attention not only because of their mass scale. 
This phenomenon was classified in multiple publications as ‘protests of 
the middle class’ and the events in Bulgaria were compared to similar 
protest movements in other countries. Thanks to the frequency of the 
publications which regarded the middle class and the protests, it was 
possible to track what was labeled middle class and at what level it cor-
responded to the scientific concepts of such a social group. 

The aim of the current analysis is to show how the media com-
prehend the middle class and to what degree this notion corresponds to 
the scientific definitions.  

A brief theoretical review of the term ‘middle class’ 

In the beginning of the current analysis a brief theoretical review 
of the term ‘middle class’ will be made. There are plenty of studies and 
approaches to defining the notion of middle class. The term itself was 
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developed and brought into use by Marx, who defined classes through 
the extent to which different social groups had access to the means of 
production. In this sense, the middle class lies between the capitalists 
(who possess the means of production) and the proletariat. The neo-
Marxist approach changes and further develops this concept of the mid-
dle class, so that the main conceptualization of the classes comes 
through the terms ‘ownership’ and ‘exploitation’. In the neo-Marxist 
theory the two ends of the scale are as follows: at one end, the owners 
and the managers, who have access to property, so they can respectively 
be defined as ‘the exploiting class’; and, at the other end, the so-called 
labour or ‘exploited class’. In this sense, the middle class is defined as 
standing between those two – the class having access to means of pro-
duction, and the labour class. In contrast, and two centuries later, Eric 
Olin Wright suggests that the notion of class should be defined more 
comprehensively for which he proposes a schema consisting of 12 class 
positions, thus allowing for a clearer distinction between the social 
groups which have different access to the means of production and suf-
fer different levels of exploitation. 

The main problem in defining classes by the Weberian approach 
is not the economic basis a specific class has; it lies in determining the 
social relations an individual has, which would place him in one class or 
another, and thus determining his life chances. This means that in this 
case class definition is related to several criteria – access to ownership, 
access to power and social prestige, by which multiple social groups 
are formed. Namely this is the class schema developed by Goldthorpe, 
which is discussed below. 

It should be noted, however, that the neo-Weberian approaches 
look at classes rather in the sense of strata or social layers. The distinc-
tion between the two notions is outside the scope of the current analysis, 
since it is the term ‘middle class’ that gained popularity, even though its 
meaning could be considered similar to that of the concept of social 
layer, and not restricted to the narrow Marxist sense of the ‘class’. This 
is why in the present analysis as well the term ‘middle class’ will be 
employed. 

The two aforementioned basic concepts of the middle class do not 
exhaust all possibilities for defining the term; they simply represent dif-
ferent perspectives to look at it. Furthermore, they serve as a prerequi-
site for the implementation of certain indicators of the middle class and, 
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respectively, the individuals related to it. By examining these indicators 
we can compare them to the ones used by the media to represent the 
middle class. 

Indicators for measuring the middle class 
There are many studies related to measuring the middle class, 

utilizing various concepts of the term middle class. The last such study 
in Bulgaria was conducted by the Institute for market economy (IME) in 
2013. There the middle class was defined by the term ‘median income’. 
IME actually uses one of the two basic approaches for defining the mid-
dle class, the income approach – a method, developed by Birdsall, Gra-
ham and Petinatto, which defines the middle class only through the me-
dian household income. There are other approaches, but the common 
thing between them is that the middle class is defined through the notion 
of income, i.e. entirely in economic terms, which reduces the signifi-
cance of the following components of the social status: education, pro-
fessional realization, and prestige. However, in this case many problems 
may arise when trying to define the middle class in societies in which 
there is high risk of poverty. For example, according to the latest data 
from the National Statistical Institute (NSI) in Bulgaria, in 2011, 49.3% 
of the population lived at risk of poverty or social exclusion, which 
means that those people could hardly be a part of the middle class, re-
gardless of their income. Some economic approaches put absolute 
thresholds to the income level when defining the middle class, even 
when studying societies at high risk of poverty (Economic Mobility and 
the Rise of Latin America Middle Class, World Bank, p.33). In those 
studies the status markers are also ignored, which brings forth the prob-
lem of status inconsistence, or, in other words, it poses the question, ‘to 
what degree can people with relatively high income and non-prestigious 
occupation become part of the middle class?’. 

The second approach includes more complex criteria for defining 
the middle class, such as status. We may consider it sociological, as far 
as the middle class is defined by several indicators, among which the 
basic one is the profession exercised by the person, because it corre-
sponds to the multi-measure criterion in stratification. In this train of 
thought, the following example can be given: being a specialist or expert 
(e.g. lawyer or physician) presupposes a certain academic degree, cer-
tain income and some level of social prestige (relatively high) related to 



MIDDLE CLASS AS A PRECONDITION OF A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: FIFTEEN YEARS LATER 
 

226 

the respective profession. So, it becomes clear that having an adequate 
classification of jobs and professions could help identify the social 
groups which form the middle class. A reflection of this approach can be 
found in the European socio-economic classification, which is based on 
the previously mentioned Goldthorpe’s class schema, mentioned above, 
which is based precisely on those labour relationships of the individual 
(hired or hiring, doing manual labour or not, etc.) We should note that 
the European socio-economic classification serves also as a basis for the 
Bulgarian national classification of professions. For that reason, it can 
also be used as an adequate tool for identifying the groups which are 
considered a part of the middle class. 

Tilkidjiev defines three types of such basic groups: (private) en-
trepreneurs in the small and middle enterprise sector, the public admini-
stration employees and the ‘intelligentsia’ – professionals and experts. 

Therefore, the analysis will further have the purpose to show to 
what degree these approaches (economic and sociological) and the con-
cepts they suggest for defining the middle class (respectively, via in-
come or socio-economic status) find reflection in the publications in the 
media, related to this term. 

Methodology for defining the media image of the middle 
class 

In order to be able to comprehend the essence of the categories 
through which the middle class is defined in the public sphere, content 
analysis will be used for studying a variety of publications in several 
Bulgarian media channels. The main criterion for publications selection 
will be their connection to the protests and respectively when ‘middle 
class’ is mentioned (see below). 

It must be acknowledged that the study is representative neither 
for the entire public sphere, nor for all the news sites; it rather aims to 
explain the fundamentals, upon which the image of the middle class in 
the public sphere is built. That will give us the means for conducting a 
study on a larger scale in the future. We should also note that all the 
conclusions and additional deductions are valid only for the publications 
in the sample. 

Several information channels, which are distributed both online 
and on paper, were chosen for the analysis. Visual content was not ana-
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lyzed. To be able to represent the multitude of attitudes, we picked 
sources which have shown different opinions about the protests. We 
validated this by sentiment analysis. Having the context of variety in 
the media channels, we cannot skip the attitudes toward the middle class 
– directly or mediated, it is attested in different forms of expression, 
which relate directly to the forming of the concept of the middle class in 
the public sphere. 

Regarding the textual analysis, the approach is qualitative – de-
scriptive and interpretative – so that we can cover the abundance of 
meanings of the terms, used in the context of the middle class and the 
protests in Bulgaria from the summer of 2013. Sentiment analysis is 
used as a secondary method, to help us outline the emotional framework 
that regards the middle class in the texts. The overall analysis does not 
regard the characteristics of the primary sources of information and their 
position (e.g. article authors, interviewees, cited sources and so on). The 
focus is rather on the media which published these articles, as each me-
dia has more or less its own editing policy and its own audience, and 
thus it is an autonomous information channel.  

In this analysis, there is no pre-defined concept of the middle 
class and its media representation respectively. We aim to draw the con-
cept of the middle class in a manner used in the publications themselves, 
which will be compared to the scientific concepts described in the first 
part. In this regard, ‘middle class’ will be used only as a working term 
conceptualized by the various connotations present in the media publica-
tions and targeted at shaping the image of such social group in the me-
dia, which is the main object of this analysis. 

As we mentioned before, the basic hypothesis on which the 
analysis is built, is that the widespread notion of middle class does not 
match the scientific one. 

In this research the following criteria for selecting the media pub-
lications for analysis were used. The publications should: 

• be present in the archive of the media channel 
• have been published between 14 May–2 August 2013 
• contain these keywords and logic: “(the) middle * class” + 

“protests” + in Bulgaria. The purpose of this limitation is to narrow the 
results down to content which is only relevant to the media representa-
tion of the middle class, and which is related to these protests. 
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Publications from the following sources were included: 
• ‘24 chasa’ (www.24chasa.bg) – 9 publications 
• ‘Dnevnik’ (www.dnevnik.bg) – 30 publications 
• ‘Monitor’ (www.monitor.bg) – 6 publications 
• ‘Sega’ (www.segabg.com) – 12 publications 
These numbers represent the quantity of publications which ap-

peared as a result of the search, conducted in accordance with the crite-
ria, listed above. To construct a holistic notion of the middle class and 
since the number of publications from each media is different, it would 
be irrelevant to use only quantitative content analysis. For that reason, 
the methods used for the analysis are as mentioned above: 

• Qualitative content analysis 
• Sentiment analysis 
The results of implementing both analytical approaches for each 

media channel are presented below. 

Results from the analysis 

24 chasa 
In the articles in ‘24 chasa’ the notion of and the attitude towards 

the middle class are constructed mostly upon the notion of people living 
in the city and being financially secure, so they can protect the values of 
democracy – education, honesty, equality; this notion is also used as a 
tool for social division, namely because these people are in the city and 
stand out of the poverty, the ignorance and the indifference in the coun-
try. There are both a positive attitude towards these pro-West people, 
and a negative one towards the use of the term (middle class). The latter 
is due to the perception that one small group stands out from the rest of 
the society. 

The following quote is quite significant for the definition of and 
the attitude towards the middle class, and also refers to the speculative 
uses of the term: 

‘When I say ‘middle class’, I do not put a property divider on the 
Bulgarians, because it would be improper, but I do divide by attitude 
toward democracy, market economy, education. Many people will 
emerge from this environment, who will personally go into politics.’ 

In the articles in ‘24 chasa’ the link between the middle class and 
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the protests is made through the type of social positioning of a group of 
people, who, similarly to the ‘bourgeois’ centuries ago, rely on a certain 
level of independence – firstly, financial – which gives them the free-
dom to express their own view without the necessity of being harmo-
nized with their employer or landlord. Emancipation and opportunity for 
forming their own position make this social layer ‘capable’ and actively 
participating in the public life. At least this is the common trend in the 
observed publications. 

The middle class is not only emancipated, proactive, settled in the 
city, and free to express itself, but it is also one more thing. It is what 
marks the urban people and what leaves non-urban people isolated. It is 
the line between democratic urban people and, respectively, the un-
democratic non-urban people. The latter are undemocratic probably be-
cause due to other than personal moral choice, but rather because of the 
difficult access to various goods. Furthermore, the division of social 
functions is significantly greater in the city.  

This assumption is just one of the several logical approaches, 
which can defend the division between the protesting social class and, 
correspondingly, the non-protesting others. 

‘The way out of this crisis [i.e. the protests] is the pro-West 
people – the urban middle class – to find their own representatives in 
the government’. 

The main sentiment seems to be a weak hope, an expectation 
from the middle class to respond to the attributes it has been given and 
spread its virtues over the entire state. The key characteristics of the 
middle class are: 

• Urban 
• Independent 
• Capable 
• Protesting 

Dnevnik 
After the publications selection it appeared that this site accounts 

for a half of all relevant articles used in this analysis. Among the articles 
in ‘Dnevnik’, a significant amount of positions of experts and opinion 
makers take part. 

‘They are well educated and connected via the [new] 
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technologies. In the developing world there is a new middle class, which 
does not measure success by simply surviving. It is a matter of quality of 
life, of future opportunities and freedom of expressing what you think.’ 

This quote, despite being recited from another source, probably 
describes in the best and broadest way the attitude of this medial channel 
towards the middle class. This class is new – perhaps because it does 
know its way around the new technologies and the new and modern life 
in general – life of instant communication and endless information. 
Quality of life and freedom of expression are not only main characteris-
tics of this new middle class, but they are also basic values of democ-
racy. Protecting them is more urgent than satisfying the basic daily 
needs.  

‘One of the light-motives of the series of protests, following the 
slogan #ДАНСWithMe, is the separation of the “young, intelligent, 
spiritual” protesting representatives of the middle class, who fight for 
civil rights, [and] against the low-educated, shabby, work-worn people 
from the February protests, who complained about their high electricity 
bills’. 

Furthermore, there is another reference to the term ‘bourgeoisie’, 
but this time backed by an outdated connotation – the negative use of 
‘capitalist’ and ‘bourgeois’ during the socialist regime. 

‘Besides, I do not have any intention of getting ashamed for being 
middle class, just like those same people wanted my family to be ashamed 
for 45 years, because it was “upper bourgeoisie and capitalists”. Since 
1997 it has cost me a lot of time, effort, labour, learning and working at 
multiple places simultaneously, also during the weekends, so that I could 
reach this far. I am not ashamed, but the contrary, I am proud with the 
path I’ve walked and I would hardly retreat.’ 

Although the author is resentful of the class division, their attitude 
to the middle class is compared to the attitude to success. And despite eve-
ryone in the family being ‘capitalists’, education and work are inevitable 
on the path to success. This begs the question, ‘is the middle class an 
achievement and is it an individual one?’ If we follow another concept in 
the publications, people recognized as belonging to the middle class, are 
even called to be the social elite. Hence, here comes another question, 
‘why is it called middle then?’ In an article it was mentioned that ‘the core 
of the protesters is the intelligentsia, not the middle class’. 

In this train of thought, we may conclude that the middle class is 
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legitimized as if being a self-sustainable value, and even being formed 
by such – civil rights, freedom of expression. It is the new ‘bright fu-
ture’, bringer of true democracy (in the sense of its values). But it is far 
from being entirely good. Just like in ‘24 chasa’, the middle class is used 
in the public discourse as a tool for social divide, too. In ‘Dnevnik’, the 
perception of social encapsulation and self-isolation of the protesters 
from the rest of the society is regarded as well. 

‘Secondly, in the Facebook age the urban middle class risks 
getting politically isolated and incapable of connecting to other social 
groups’. 

We may say that in ‘Dnevnik’ there is a variety of perceptions of 
the middle class. However, being positioned as something positive and 
as a social virtue prevails. The key characteristics of the middle class get 
into the following categories: 

• Lifestyle (urban, educated, socially active) 
• Emphasis on the use of modern technologies 
• Young and smiling 
Noticeable is that there are not any clearly defined economic in-

dicators (most of them stop at indirect definitions such as ‘capable of 
paying their bills’, ‘employers’, etc.) in the articles. 

Monitor 
In this channel the relevant publications are the fewest in number 

and this inevitably limits our analysis of the attitude towards the term 
‘middle class’. The overall sentiment is rather negative. ‘Monitor’ seems 
to be comfortable with the positive characteristics of the middle class, but 
does not agree with the protesters representing it, or defining themselves 
as the ‘intelligent’ and ‘beautiful’ representatives of the middle class. 

‘If the self-determined as “cool”, “beautiful” and “middle class” 
do not communicate in any way with those, who they do not see as 
getting into the categories above, their most probable future is of elite 
parties such as DSB, with their 3% electoral influence, or this of the 
Green, for whom only a thin layer of urban youngsters vote.’ 

Again, when defining themselves as ‘middle class’ the protesters 
are exposed to the risk of self-isolation. Another resemblance with the 
other channels is the perception of the elite, of the superiority of the ur-
ban over non-urban people. And this is a problem, because if the middle 
class represents the elite, which by definition means ‘chosen’, and also 
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‘powerful’ (politically), thus it appears, that the chosen and the powerful 
ones protest against other chosen. 

‘The development of a powerful middle class as a result of the 
Bulgarian transition toward liberal democracy and free market was at 
some point a collective dream, and now it is used to divide the country.’ 

Not only isolated, the protesting representatives of the middle are 
also a potential tool for dividing the entire country. This is supported by 
the fact, that the middle class is seen as a small, ‘elite’ stratum (not so 
much in terms of economic status, but rather in terms of political orien-
tation and culture perspective as a whole).  

‘This self-determined “cultural and professional elite” presents 
itself as “European”, “non-violent”, “capable of paying bills” in 
contrast to the “uncivilized” Bulgarians, who protested back in 
February.’ 

The overall attitude towards the middle class in this media chan-
nel is negative: it is perceived as an elite isolated group, which does not 
represent the interests of the larger part of the society, but rather on the 
contrary, it serves as an instrument for social division and even for con-
flicts within the group. (This also means that the group is far from 
homogeneous, which is often skipped when it comes to commenting the 
protests) 

The categories through which the middle class is determined are: 
• Lifestyle (urban culture) 
• Elitism 
• Young, beautiful 
Like in the other channels so far, clear indicators for defining the 

middle class are missing in this media channel, too. 

Sega 
In the publications in ‘Sega’ the attitude towards the middle class 

is clear and significantly more positive, than in the other media. The 
number of relevant articles is not that big, but in contrast to the other 
channels, here may be observed vehement protection of the middle class 
in response to the numerous attempts of throwing mud at the protesters 
in the public sphere. This class is oppressed and needs to rise again with 
full power, so it may bring along the bright future of the country. It is an 
avant-garde, elite, which revolts against the so-called ‘political chalga’. 
And it has decent income. In ‘Sega’ for the first time there is a clear rec-
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ognition of the economic measure as an indicator for the already formed 
middle class – ‘When GNI per capita exceeds 10 000 dollars, this 
usually indicates that a middle class has formed in this country.’ 

Besides, there are other distinct qualities of the middle class ‘rep-
resentatives’ in the protests. Education and the use of new technologies 
are the main characteristics in the expression of the notion of the pro-
testers (i.e. the representatives of the middle class). Information and 
knowledge are the keys to recognizing these people as new, urban, ca-
pable and intelligent. 

‘This is a real rebellion of the middle class, of people with 
professions and relatively decent income, who hold their own future, but 
they want to live in morally and aesthetically acceptable environment, 
such as the elites of the so-called transition do not offer.’ 

‘There is always an avant-garde ahead of [every] change – in 
Bulgaria this is the new urban middle class, which has formed in this 
battle. It is about the better educated, about those, who generate the 
goods and cultural values of the nation. There are many young people 
among them, who may definitely be considered the future elite of the 
nation – an elite, which Bulgaria can be proud of.’ 

These two quotes illustrate the discrepancy between the 
supplying environment and the ever demanding middle class which 
actually is defined by this discrepancy. So the middle class is a rela-
tively homogeneous group of people with the following characteristics – 
they have decent income, they are educated and they use the new meth-
ods of communication, they ‘create the cultural values of the nation’ – 
and becomes visible in the protest against the present political elite. A 
battle of the elites becomes imminent, but these elites are different in na-
ture. One of them is the ruling elite – carrying the sense of political 
power, and the other can be described as non-political or civil elite – its 
advantages are the relatively high income, the access to up-to-date in-
formation and the capacity for abstract thinking. 

‘Sega’ contributes to the positive perception of the middle class. 
The main accent in the publications is the dichotomy – urban/political 
elite; presence/absence of the middle class; generation of/fight for val-
ues. Key characteristics of the middle class are: 

• Exceptionally informed 
• Urban 
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• Educated 
• Elite 

Summary of the results for the four media channels 

The impression left after reading the publications plays a major 
role in determining the mood or the emotion in the articles. In their pur-
suit of encouraging, directing or simply evaluating the protests, the au-
thors have inevitably used writing methods which allow us to draw the 
following conclusions. 

 

Figure 1 

As a result of the sentiment analysis we may say that the pre-
dominant sentiment in the relevant publications is negative (figure 1). 
This can be explained by the presence of comments, assessments and 
even recommendations regarding the protests. The negative sentiment is 
directed towards the Bulgarian politicians, the last 25 years, or the per-
ception of crisis and helplessness. 

The neutral sentiment shows rather analytical, than assessing, ap-
proach to the situation and the comments are given mostly by authors 
who are non-associates to the media. 

The positive sentiment can be observed in individual cases. It is 
due to the protests-encouraging tone and excludes the negative reasons 
for their emergence. 
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Figure 2 

Despite the mood throughout all the publications, the sentiment 
towards the middle class is rather positive (figure 2). Even the attempts 
at publicly discrediting the middle class are, in fact, attempts at discred-
iting the protesters, and the middle class keeps being a general construc-
tive and useful factor for democracy. The use of the middle class as a 
social divider between the civil elite and ‘the populace’ (i.e. the common 
people) in these channels can be recognized, but it cannot turn around 
the general tone of approval. 

The positive sentiment is evoked mostly by emotional character-
istics, but there are also arguments in support of the position of the pro-
testing middle class. The consent to the usefulness of its demands is al-
most inarguable. The faith in the future, in the young generation and in 
the abilities of the protesters influences the formation of the notion of 
the middle class, which is a factor for the development and an indicator 
for the presence and the status of the modern civil society of the West-
ern type. (It is necessary to mark this, having in mind the cultural diver-
sity around the world and the different interpretation and application of 
the principles building the foundations of the Western democracy.) 

Neutrality in the publications is observed mainly when the term 
‘middle class’ is used without additional attributes, i.e. the term is used 
without questioning. There is no problem with its social belonging, 
while it is used as an indicator for the state of society. 

The negative attitude toward the middle class comes mostly from 
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the protesters being identified with it – be it by themselves or by the 
others. The biggest share on the graph (figure 2) addresses exactly the 
self-identification of the protesters and the use of the middle class as so-
cial divider (however, we should also keep in mind that the relative 
scale of this share is due to the small number of total relevant articles). 

On the following graph (figure 3) is shown a map of the senti-
ment towards the middle class amongst the sentiment through all the 
publications. The media are positioned visually by these criteria:  

• X – total sentiment 
• Y – sentiment toward the middle class 
• Circle size – number of relevant articles for the studied period 

of time. 
When interpreting the results, several thing must be kept in mind 

– the period of the study; the number of media channels in the sample 
and, hence, the amount of publications; the social, political and eco-
nomic background of the information and the topic of the study. 

 

Figure 3 

‘Dnevnik’ is positioned as the biggest supporter of the middle 
class, followed by ‘Sega’. ‘Monitor’ is the most skeptical channel both 
towards the middle class, and towards the main article themes. ‘24 
chasa’, in these terms, is the most balanced channel. 
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Quantity matters, but more important is the impression the arti-
cles leave on the readers. Through repetition of the same characteristics 
and republishing articles and interviews between each other, the media 
envelop readers with the same information. And the more a source is re-
published, the less opportunity to see different positions on a topic the 
audience has. 

In this analysis we brought out several categories upon which the 
discourse of the middle class is built. The economic characteristics of 
the middle class are likely put aside in the analyzed publications. There 
is only one article, in which a concrete financial threshold was given, 
indicating an already formed middle class. In the rest of the publica-
tions, the communication is about income and financial opportunities, 
but not about specific scale of this income. It is more about the sense of 
financial consistency, than it is about the measure. Thus, the more im-
portant thing is not how much, but how the resources are used. After 
they are once present, of course. 

The demographic characteristics are dominating in the identifi-
cation of the middle class in the beginning of the protests. Obviously 
imported from external sources, the idea of identifying the protesters in 
general as people belonging to the middle class, mainly because of their 
age and education, is criticized in all four media channels. In few cases 
these characteristics are shown as priorities or simply as properties. 

Idealization of the middle class is the main tool for shaping the 
concept of the middle class in the media. Through the values established 
in the Western world (Western Europe and Northern America), the idea 
of people who are qualitatively different from the masses in Bulgaria, is 
put forward and established. The protesting representatives of the mid-
dle class have: education (relatively high, perhaps tertiary), their own 
position, sense of rights and freedom of expression, critical thinking. 
They are capable (i.e. having capacity, potential) and active (dynamic, 
pro-active) citizens who care about the arguments and the actions of the 
politicians more than about their charisma. 

As we mentioned above, the middle class is not a majority. The 
economic, demographic and moral advantages of this social layer, com-
pared to the others, give also the reasons for discrimination from it and 
using it as a divider. Furthermore, the middle class is often regarded as 
elite, although it is not made of chosen people, but rather the group de-
termined to be middle class is formed on its own. With this status of 
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predominance, the middle class gains negative sentiment from various 
sources – external ones willing to delegitimize it, and also internal ones – 
part of the protesters, who do not want to be discriminated or simply 
want to resist the attacks, because they fight for the common good. 

Conclusion 

From the analysis so far we will conclude that the image of the 
middle class in the media during the peak of the protests is constructed 
through several groups of categories: 

• Quality characteristics (beautiful, smiled, spirited) 
• Cultural characteristics (urban, politically active, using social 

media) 
• Demographic characteristics (young, educated) 
• Status characteristics, which are limited to the prestige of this 

status (good education, opportunities for better living and more chances 
for success, elite) 

The economic characteristics including the socio-economic ones 
are rarely used to describe the middle class, although they are the basis 
of most of the scientific theories on the middle class. In these publica-
tions the middle class is positioned as a specific cultural community, 
sharing values and forms of social expression, rather than as a socio-
economic group. This image is further enriched by presenting the mid-
dle class as a minority, a restricted community, even as an elite, which 
does not emphasize its multitude, but does emphasize values and culture 
of the middle class, which are not shared by the rest of the society. This 
contradicts with the idea of the ‘middle’ of this group, which actually 
plays an important role in the scientific conceptualization of the term. 
Undoubtedly, the ideas and the morality of the protests themselves in-
fluence such an interesting conceptualization of the middle class, but the 
common patterns along the four media channels give us the premises to 
conclude that in these publications the public image of the middle class 
in Bulgaria differs significantly from the ones in the scientific concepts. 

The image of the middle class in the media is not an image of a 
social layer which is formed around people with similar economic 
status. It is an image of a restricted cultural group of people with com-
mon ideas and shared values. At this point, we cannot state that such an 
image can be replicated in real life (i.e. outside the public sphere) based 
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just on the data presented in this study. To be able to do so, we will need 
also to explore to what extent the notion of the people (i.e. media con-
sumers) fits this image. And the analysis of these three perspectives is 
important to fully comprehend the correspondence between science, 
people and the media, as the latter is capable of playing a significant role 
in forming the social perceptions and attitudes.  
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THEATRE AUDIENCE AND MIDDLE 
CLASS 

Romeo Popiliev 

Abstract: 
The article discusses the correlation between theatre audience and the 

middle class. Whatever the particular designations of the middle class in 
different periods of history, through the ages the theatre has primarily been the 
product of that class; it has also been addressed to it – as well as to the social 
elite of course. The theatre audience can be divided into two groups, which we 
will call viewers from the connoisseur minority and common sense viewers; the 
latter can be found above all among the more educated part of the middle class. 
The viewers from the connoisseur minority, whatever their various esthetical 
predilections, are those who are knowledgeable about the modern theatrical 
trends, while the viewer who looks for the common sense meaning of the 
theatrical performance is esthetically unstable and unsure, but also 
spontaneous and intuitive: the latter features can be said to represent a creative 
factor. In general, the modern theatre’s tendency to privilege form over 
meaning is something that fills the common sense viewer with vague anxieties 
and uneasiness, which represents a continuation within the theatre hall of the 
uneasiness such a viewer experiences in daily life. The article examines the 
development of the Bulgarian theatre in the last twenty years and the challenges 
that the recent theatre reform brings to the theatre and its audience.  

I have not conducted a social survey on how the theatre audience 
as a whole is correlated to the middle class component within it. The last 
integral studies on the theatre audience in Bulgaria date from the 1980s; 
after that, only some partial researches have been done. Still, as an ob-
server of theatre trends in this country for about 40 years, I have reason 
to presume that the part of the population attending theatrical perform-
ances belongs primarily to the middle class. This is true not only for the 
present day and not only for this country. In general, the theatre is an ur-
ban offspring. By whatever name the middle class may have been desig-
nated over the centuries – burghers, third estate, etc., - the theatre was 
primarily the creation of that class and primarily addressed to that class, 
as well as, of course, to the social elite. A different question is whether 
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people in our country are happy with the idea of being placed in some 
class – but naturally, science should not be interested in such sentiments. 
Being one of the discontented nations, we will invariably be unsatisfied 
no matter how we are classified. While the lower class may rely on 
some small social welfare benefits and hypocritical signs of compassion, 
one’s being positioned in the upper class definitely gives rise to certain 
fears and risks, because it is defined as the class of banditry. Finally, one 
would be even less glad to be classified as middle class and therefore 
taken for average.  

In fact, people of the middle class and of the bourgeois elite be-
came the main dramatic (theatrical) heroes approximately starting from 
the age of the Enlightenment (if we do not count the medieval farces and 
certain Renaissance comedies); their fate in theatrical plays is usually 
unenviable, and their fundamental values have constantly been subjected 
to reevaluation and derision in Romantic, Modernist and Avant-garde 
theatre, and even in contemporary drama. Thus, the middle class repre-
sentatives in the audience usually attend theatrical performances at 
which they witness the resounding collapse of their own world. 

At first glance, the theatre hall is a place where the social stratifi-
cation among the people gathered there should be plainly visible. But 
this is not the case here. Some outward signs, such as how the audience 
is dressed, seem to be relatively unimportant in this respect. Moreover, 
an intermission is usually lacking – whereas this break has an important 
socializing function provided by the buffet (in the Bulgarian case, the 
buffet offers only pretzels and non-alcoholic beverages) – and the smok-
ers are forced to go out into the street. Ultimately, it is not possible to 
establish a visible separation of audience into groups. All this indicates 
that the theatre hall is no longer the social venue for the middle class and 
the elite that it once was. It seems to generally average out the people 
who attend performances there, it levels them, melts them into one, turns 
them into a mass. Within this mass, the elite of theatrical connoisseurs 
somehow stands out, but they belong for the major part to the lower 
middle class: before or after the performance, or during the intermission, 
if there is one at all, they walk about in scruffy casual wear and with a 
sort of malice in their smiles, standing out among the general mass, 
which, for its part, has endeavoured in its own ways to present an ele-
gant appearance. Just as the actors on stage find themselves in different 
roles each time, thus likewise the theatre viewers find themselves each 
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time in different theatre situations; in some of these they feel comfort-
able, but in others they are uncertain of themselves, and in still others 
they simply want to flee. Since it confuses and mixes up the people in 
the audience (sometimes switching their places), the theatre creates a 
single, yet many-faced, confused society. And this represents a kind of 
carnivalizing effect. 

In any case, the theatre could not exist without spectators, no 
more than it could without actors. According to (Kennedy, 2003: 240-
241), the theatre viewer is not a free person: entering the theatre, he/she 
must sacrifice part of his action options. His/her gestures of approval or 
disapproval are also limited to applause, laughter, or, in the extreme 
case, leaving the performance. This limitation on their freedom was 
generally set with the growingly predominant role of the stage director, 
starting from the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, when 
clamorous, loud-voiced or spontaneous reactions on the part of the audi-
ence were gradually reduced. Later, this relative passivity of the viewers 
was furiously challenged by the theatrical avant-garde of the 20th cen-
tury and by various forms of alternative theatre, yet it remained pre-
dominant. For instance, Grotowski replaced the term viewer with the 
term witness; it is assumed that the latter is somewhat more active than 
the former in following events on stage. (In previous epochs – the Mid-
dle Ages, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and even during the 
bourgeois 19th century – the viewer definitely had the possibility to ex-
ercise greater freedom of behaviour, and his/her passivity was not con-
sidered a positive thing.) The relationship between audience and stage 
remains particularly conservative today in the state-subsidized theatres; 
alternative theatres are making attempts to put greater freedom in those 
relations. Still, it may be assumed that the moment the viewers consent 
to enter the theatre, they agree to be guided by the scenic action and 
their cultural experience is what allows them to understand the action 
and to inscribe themselves in that action. To try to decipher something 
means to inscribe oneself within it. The question remains whether most 
viewers would really prefer to co-participate more actively in the on-
stage action – as in the case of happenings and performances – instead 
of playing the passive role of the traditional spectator. I believe the latter 
preference is definitely predominant. The passive spectator is a con-
formist spectator, who goes to the theatre to watch and hear, and does 
not want to take part in revolutionizing the situation or contributing to it 
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in any way. But one of the indisputably positive changes achieved in the 
1990s with respect to the theatrical spectator’s freedom was the option 
viewers now had to see different theatrical forms and theatrical chal-
lenges, and also to chose the object of their theatrical interest. Free 
choice replaced the organized attendance typical before the 1990s. 

Of course, it would be more correct to refer to audiences rather 
than an audience; at performances of whatever kind, there are usually 
different audiences attending. Most generally, two groups are plain to 
see. There is a small but constant audience of more experienced specta-
tors, and another, large, changing, and often randomly attending, group 
of theatregoers. The former represents a minority audience of people 
who are relatively familiar with the modern theatrical trends, no matter 
how their personal esthetical preferences might differ. I will differentiate 
the theatre audience into these two large groups: the spectator belonging 
to the knowledgeable minority and the spectator characterized by com-
mon sense. Of course, we could hardly draw a clear dividing line be-
tween the two categories, and there is probably a middle group of spec-
tators who intuitively try to adapt to the knowledgeable minority. Gen-
erally speaking, the Knowledgeable viewers have the predominating 
anxiety and expectation that nothing can surprise them, though they do 
not exclude such a possibility entirely. Or more precisely, they expect 
that the surprise (if such there be) will result not from some completely 
new tendency in drama but rather from the specific interpretation of the 
text, from the visualization, from the image. As for the Common Sense 
spectators, they are worried that they are once again in store for too 
many and too great surprises, which will once again confuse them. Usu-
ally this category of viewer consists of the productive part of the middle 
class of society. After a stressful day at the office or the enterprise, 
where he/she has been overwhelmed by more than enough surprises or 
has been constantly alert to avoid them, in the theatre hall he/she may 
often find himself/herself faced with something far more inexplicable to 
his/her practical cast of mind than what even everyday life can offer. 

 The Common Sense spectator is to be found primarily in the 
middle class: these are physicians, jurists, clerks, technocrats, small and 
middle businesspersons, etc.; not least, these are generally the better-
educated people. Their humanitarian interests and informedness, though 
at times quite broad, are disconnected and superficial, while their frame 
of mind is definitely pragmatic and down to earth. Moreover, these peo-
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ple have increasingly less spare time in which to familiarize themselves 
with the classics that serve as the textual inventive basis upon which a 
great part of modern theatre builds – classics that this kind of audience 
was at least comparatively familiar with before the changes in the 1990s, 
due to the greater leisure time it had in those years, the more limited 
market for books and cultural products then, and the more modest pres-
ence of the mass media and electronic communications. Such a viewer is 
more or less suspicious of creative experiments, especially if they cast 
doubt on his/her values. It is impossible to explain to such a usually 
well-educated person that a work of art has many significations but not a 
meaning; that it consists of a constant movement between different but 
inconclusive significations. The Common Sense spectators simply insist 
on being provided with a meaning. Of course, they are aware that what 
theatre presents them with is fiction, but still, they insist that illusion be 
maintained; they insist on a kind of theatre that takes place now, not 
theatre that is epicized and de-dramatized through various forms and de-
vices. This is what we may call an illusive viewer, as opposed to the 
non-illusive viewer among the minority theatregoers. 

On the other hand, let us consider what modern theatre is like at 
present (setting aside the traditional, ordinary versions). In modern thea-
tre, vision prevails over words; form over meaning; it is marked by eas-
ily swallowed and consumed images, by outward novelty and the transi-
tory. But all this matches the middle class’s uneasy position in life. The-
atrical esthetics are of a hybrid kind: themes, techniques and means are 
given in bulk. This kind of theatre is also known as postdramatic, a des-
ignation given by H. T. Lehmann (2006). Here the character is merely a 
voice, the conflict is dispersed, the plot is hard to retell, and dialogue 
represents a chorus of voices or an amassment of viewpoints, of worried 
or traumatic states. It is a theatre subject to what we may call the 
corporeal dramatic – not only in the bodily sense but also as regards in-
tellectual expression and teleology. The greater interest this interest 
manifests in the corporeal and in the physics of things can be explained 
not only by the rejection of metaphysics in modern theatre. An added 
explanation may be sought in the attitude of care for the body, of focus 
on health, by which we pay deference to the employer as well. More 
dispersed significations and less meaning: this might seem like a cure 
for the contemporary ailing healthy person. This kind of theatricality on 
one hand tranquilizes the Common Sense kind of spectator but on the 
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other hand fills him/her with vague anxieties and worries and repeats the 
characteristics that mark his/her daily existence outside the theatre in the 
theatre hall as well. The spectator’s inherent, or acquired, common sense 
seeks for an orderly and consistent narrative, and when he/she fails to 
find one, he/she remains alarmed by the images attacking his/her senses. 
While the minority of so-called Knowledgeable spectators manages, af-
ter all, to piece together some kind of world out of the images and words 
proliferating on stage, for the Common Sense spectator this is largely 
impossible. 

In general, the last twenty years of Bulgarian theatre can be di-
vided into two approximately equal parts. In the 1990s there was an in-
tense flourishing of new searches, new forms and kinds of theatre; then, 
since the beginning of this century, the situation, for good or for bad, has 
calmed down, creative energy is not so intense, the stage director’s in-
novativeness seems to be waning – and this seems to correspond to the 
more settled social and political situation (not counting, of course, 
events in the last twelve months, about which we cannot be sure whether 
they have in any way influenced the theatre and its audiences – most 
likely, they have not).  

While in the first years after the Change there was an observable 
crisis of attendance of theatres (a crisis that had in fact begun earlier, in 
the early and mid 1980s), after that there began a slow but certain return 
of audiences back to theatres, at least in Sofia and some of the larger cit-
ies. The attempt at theatre reform in the last few years, involving state 
subsidy covering part of the real price of the theatre ticket, has entailed 
the need for theatre directors to fill the theatre halls as fast as they can in 
order to increase their revenue, quite often at the cost of esthetical com-
promise. This reform does not take into account the quality of theatrical 
performances, even though this quality can be measured – for instance 
by considering the serious reviews in specialized media and in broad-
casts of opinions by expert critics, not by random journalists (insofar as 
such broadcasts exist at all), as well as by participation of plays in pres-
tigious national and international festivals, tours, etc. The kind of quan-
tity-based evaluation being made under the present system is very dam-
aging to theatres outside the capital city, where, unlike in Sofia, there is 
a great shortage of so-called Knowledgeable spectators. In general, out 
of 1 million viewers registered in subsidized theatres in recent years, 
half (500 000) are viewers in Sofia – a formidable share. (It may be 
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pointed out that the share of the so-called Knowledgeable spectator is 
also large in the capital.) The other half million are divided into audi-
ences in the other 35 district cities and other cities. There are approxi-
mately 17 000 theatregoers per city, and in 11 of the cities the numbers 
cover both dramatic and puppet theatres (Filipova, 2012: 2012).(Of 
course, the directors of theatres have various techniques for inflating the 
statistics regarding theatregoers.) 

Though the theatre is not a typical market participant, it was in 
fact brought out on the market, with all the primarily negative conse-
quences this entails. But there is something positive here too, which 
must not be denied: after all, theatres have been thereby made to work, 
while before, it was at times more profitable for them to have as few 
performances as possible. 

But what damage is this reform – oriented only to quantity – 
causing to the theatregoers? (Here we do not take into account the 
Knowledgeable viewers – though they too suffer from this situation, 
they can at least imagine they see some solution to it.) The Common 
Sense viewer, the “average spectator”, who is in fact the backbone of 
theatre, is characterized by esthetical instability, and though this can be 
assessed as representing a creative factor in terms of the spontaneity and 
intuitiveness it involves, it makes him/her vulnerable to constant on-
slaughts of bad taste and vulgar commercialism, of badly crafted per-
formances and theatrical “chalga” in the most generally accepted mean-
ing of the word. 
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THE DISTRIBUTION OF POWER AND 
CAPITAL IN A SMALL BULGARIAN TOWN 

WITH ETHNICALLY DIVERSE 
POPULATION 

Albena Nakova 

Abstract: 
The article discusses problems related to how the economic positions 

and political power acquired by an ethnic group in a small Bulgarian town with 
ethnically diverse population can lead to smoldering tension between ethnic 
communities that have coexisted in mutual tolerance for centuries. The article 
presents the results of a sociological survey conducted in Vetovo, a small town 
with a population comprising several ethnic communities - mainly Bulgarians, 
Turks, and Roma. The findings indicate that in recent years the Turkish ethnic 
group has concentrated economic power in its hands and also holds the entire 
political power in the town; this has caused divisions and opposition between 
ethnic groups, although interethnic social communication is generally 
characterized by tolerance. 

The problem to be discussed in the present article is how the dis-
tribution of power and capital in a small Bulgarian town of mixed-ethnic 
population becomes a distinguishing trait and a cause of smoldering ten-
sion between ethnic groups that have coexisted tolerantly for centuries. 
The small town in question is Vetovo, the administrative center of the 
municipality Vetovo, Ruse district, where several ethnic communities 
reside - mainly Bulgarians, Turks and Roma. The article presents the re-
sults of a representative social survey conducted in Vetovo in 2008, one 
of the aims of which was to ascertain how true is the opinion of some 
people in Vetovo that the Turks in the town have in recent years concen-
trated economic and political power in their hands. This opinion, shared 
by part of the population, especially by representatives of the other two 
ethnic communities, has led to distinctions and opposition between eth-
nic groups, even though relations between them have generally been 
marked by a high degree of tolerance and interethnic social contact. We 
should add that the mayor of Vetovo at the time of the survey was of 
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Tartar origin; at the elections he had been supported by the Turks, and in 
the view of local people, this fact additionally enhanced the political 
power of the Turkish ethnic group. 

I will first quote some statements by survey respondents, which give 
a general picture of the economic and political situation in the town and 
show the opinions of Vetovo residents regarding the distribution of political 
and economic power in the city. I should note that the survey in Vetovo was 
conducted in two stages, each of which information was gathered by spe-
cific means. In the first stage, qualitative methods were used for gathering 
information: in-depth interviews with representatives of local government in 
the town, specialists in the municipal administration, people working in the 
field of ethnic interrelations, social workers, officials from the Employment 
Office and town residents – in all, 30 people were interviewed. Given below 
are some of the opinions they expressed.  

We will begin with what Bulgarians think: 
“The Turks in Vetovo have a lot of money and hold all the central 

places in the city, the whole town centre is full of Turkish shops 
(woman, aged 66, secondary education, retired). 

“They send them money from Turkey and they buy fields, land, 
buildings, territories, they buy up everything” (woman, aged 73, higher 
education, retired).  

“They’ve taken over the transportation in town, the forests, they 
are even buying property on the Black Sea coast” (man, aged 43, secon-
dary education, works in the state sector). 

“They are taking over all the sectors of the economy, buying up 
property, fields, land, stores. In the town hall most jobs are occupied by 
Turks now” (woman, aged 37, secondary education, works in the state 
sector). 

The opinion of the Roma is no different: 
 “The Turks have money – they went to Turkey, they came back 

with money and now they are buying. They are buying buildings, they 
bought up everything in the centre of town. Not a single Bulgarian 
bought anything. It all belongs to the Turks. Apart from that, I have 
nothing against them having and living together with them, but there 
should be something left for us too” (man, aged 37, basic education, 
works in the private sector). 

 “If a Turk and a Gypsy are both waiting to see the mayor, the 
Turk will be go in first. Even some Bulgarians are now going over to the 
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MRF, “Kiryak-Stefcho traitors”. Everything here belongs to the Turks – 
the restaurants, the bus lines, the whole transportation system” (man, 
aged 42, secondary education, works in the state sector). 

 The Roma have a particularly strong feeling their possibility to 
find jobs is limited: 

“Our mayor is a Turk and he only employs Turks and Tartars. 
Among us there are also some people with secondary education, but he 
doesn’t give them a job” (man, aged 19, basic education, unemployed). 

“In the municipality almost all the people are Turks and some are 
Bulgarians. Sometimes people say the Roma are uneducated, but there 
are certain jobs that don’t require education – for instance cleaners in the 
municipality. We wanted at least one of the drivers in the municipality 
to be a Roma, but no. Me, when I started work in the municipality, at 
first people thought, “This Gypsy will hardly cope with the job”. They 
gave me the most difficult tasks. I coped with everything. Then they 
changed their attitude towards me. There is no direct discrimination, but 
when it comes to administrative relations, there is a different attitude to 
the different ethnicities” (man, aged 53, secondary education, works in 
the municipality). 

“We are third-rate people. First come the Bulgarians, the leading 
nationality, in second place are the Turks, and we are only in third posi-
tion. When you go to look for a job, they are the first to be hired, and we 
come in after them, if there are any jobs left” (man, aged 28, basic edu-
cation, unemployed). 

 Here is how one Roma man, who works in the municipal ad-
ministration, explained his concern that the Turks were occupying the 
central places in local government and acquiring political power: 

“The children of Bulgarians are leaving for Europe. Soon there 
will only be Turks and Roma left here. But the Roma are uneducated, 
while the Turks receive money and support from Turkey, they send their 
children to school, they become educated and occupy all the key posi-
tions in the state. Bulgaria will be theirs... Turkey sends in a lot of 
money into Bulgaria in order to finance their own people and educate 
them. The Turkish youths study a lot. They even go to France, they 
study in the Sorbonne. And our children don’t go to school. We have no 
model to follow. The Roma have still not understood the importance of 
education” (man, aged 57, secondary education, works in the municipal 
administration). 
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 The comments of the Turks on this issue is laconic:  
“People don’t stay apart from one another. Our fathers and grand-

fathers worked together with the Bulgarians in the fields and now we 
work together again” (man, aged 60, secondary education, runs a busi-
ness of his own). 

 “We are all people in this state, regardless of whether we are 
Bulgarians or Turks, and we must live together. We have been living in 
this state all our lives and we live together with the Bulgarians” (man, 
aged 67, secondary education, retired). 

 The results of the quantitative survey conducted in the town in-
dicate the actual distribution of resources among representatives of the 
three ethnic groups. The survey took a random sample of 1258 persons 
from the three ethnic communities in town – Bulgarians, Turks and 
Roma, who amount to a total of 5885 persons. The structure of the sam-
ple corresponds to the official statistical data regarding the composition 
of the town by ethnicity: the surveyed respondents included 576 Bul-
garians, 298 Turks and 384 Roma. 

Here is what the data indicate regarding the distribution of in-
come among the Bulgarian ethnic group: 

Table 1. Distribution of income per household member among 
the Bulgarian ethnic group 

Income per household member % of the people 
up to 100 BGN 38,8 
from 101 to 200 BGN 41,7 
from 201 to 300 BGN 13,9 
over 300 BGN 5,6 

The data show that the greatest share of people has income up to 
200 BGN per household member. Here we should specify that in 2008, 
the year the survey was conducted, the minimum monthly wage in the 
country was 220 BGN and the average was 474 BGN. 

Of the people with lowest income levels, up to 100 BGN per 
household member: 

• 57,1% were pensioners; the rest were employed full-time in the 
state sector.  

• 50% of them had basic education; 28,6% had secondary general 
and secondary vocational education; and 21,4% had higher education.  
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• All persons with secondary and higher education were em-
ployed, and on a full-time basis in the state sector. However their house-
holds were large (5, 6, 7 or 8 members, including children under 18 
years of age), which makes the average income per household member 
low.  

• Overall, one third of households with income up to 100 BGN 
per household member consisted of more than 5 persons. 

As the income per household member increases, the share of pen-
sioners decreases and the share of people employed full-time increases. 

Among Bulgarians, the people with incomes from 101 to 200 
BGN per household member were:  

• 46,7% pensioners; 53,3% employed full-time.  
• All of the employed were employed in the state sector. 
• Of the employed, 46,7% had college or higher education; 40% 

had secondary general or vocational education, and only 13,3% had ba-
sic education. 

Of Bulgarians with income between 201 and 300 BGN per 
household member: 

• Only 20% were pensioners; 80% were employed full-time. 
• Of the employed, 75% were employed in the state sector; 15% 

in the private sector. 
• Of the people in this income range, 60% had higher education; 

20% had secondary general or secondary vocational education; and 20% 
had basic education. 

Among Bulgarians with income above 300 BGN per 
household member:  

• All were employed full-time in the state sector. 
• All had secondary general or secondary vocational education.  
Overall, 27,8% of Bulgarians had basic education; 36,1% had 

secondary general or secondary vocational education; and likewise 
36,1% had college or higher education. 

With regard to employment: 47,2% of Bulgarians were pension-
ers; 52,8% worked full-time, of whom 94,7% were employed in the state 
sector, and only 5,3% in the private sector. 

In the Turkish ethnic group, the picture is quite different as re-
gards the nature of employment and the income levels: 
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Table 2. Distribution of income per household member among the Turk-
ish ethnic group 

Income per household member % of the people 
up to 100 BGN 53,8 
from 101 to 200 BGN 34,6 
from 201 to 300 BGN 11,5 

Here the largest share is that of persons in the lowest income 
group – up to 100 BGN per household member. There were no house-
holds with income higher than 300 BGN per household member.  

It is notable, however, that among the Turkish ethnic group there 
were no households with one member or two members. 

• 11,5% of households had 7 members in the household; 
• 3,8% had 6; 
• 19,2% had 5; 
• 38,5% had 4; 
• 26,9% had 3. 
In this case as well, the greater number of household members is 

a precondition for lower average income per household member.  
The level of education of the Turkish ethnic group is lower than 

that of the Bulgarians: 
• 50% of people with Turkish ethnic origin had basic education; 
• 46,2% had secondary general or secondary vocational education; 
• Only 3,8% had higher education; 
With regard to employment: 
• 42,3% were employed; 
• 30,8% were pensioners; 
• 19,2% were unemployed; 
• 7,7% were studying. 
Of the employed: 
• 18,2% worked in the state sector; 
• 36,4% worked in the private sector; 
• 36,4% were self-employed; 
• 9,1% worked in the public sector (local NGOs and local struc-

tures of MRF). 
This was the situation in the Roma ethnic group:  
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Table 3. Distribution of income per household member among the Roma 
ethnic group 

Income per household member % of the people 
up to 100 BGN 71,1 
from 101 to 200 BGN 18,4 
from 201 to 300 BGN 10,5 

In this case as well, the largest share was of people in the lowest in-
come group – up to 100 BGN per household member. But this share is con-
siderably larger than the corresponding share of people with lowest income 
in the Turkish ethnic group and nearly twice bigger than the corresponding 
share of Bulgarians in the lowest income group. Once again, there were no 
households with income above 300 BGN per household member. 

Among the Roma and Turkish respondents alike, there were no 
one-member or two-member households. 

• 2,6% of the Roma lived in 10-member households; 
• 2,6% had 8 members in the household; 
• 7,9% had 7 members; 
• 21,1% had 6 members; 
• 26,3% had 5 members; 
• 26,3% had 4 members; 
• 13,2% had 3 members.  
The educational level of the Roma was lowest of all the sur-

veyed groups. 
• Without education were 2,6% of the Roma; 
• With primary education were 21,2%; 
• With basic education were 55,3%; 
• With secondary general or secondary vocational education 

were 21,1%; 
• With higher education – none. 
Employment rate among the Roma was lowest of all groups. 
• 50% of the Roma were unemployed; 
• 2,6% were pensioners; 
• 10,5% were temporarily employed under temporary employ-

ment programmes; 
• 7,9% worked full-time in the state sector; 
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• 18,4% worked full-time in the private sector; 
• 2,6% worked part-time in the private sector; 
• 7,9% were studying. 
At first glance, the data presented above seem to indicate that 

public opinion tends to exaggerate, and that the claims are not confirmed 
that the people from the Turkish ethnic group have taken over all sectors 
of the economy in the town and have occupied all the jobs in the state 
and municipal administration. We see that the levels of income are not 
such as to suggest all sectors of the economy have been taken over. 
Also, among the Turks there is a considerable percentage of unem-
ployed (approximately one fifth), which also fails to confirm the asser-
tion that they have occupied all the working places in the state and mu-
nicipal administration. In fact, the highest percentage of employed in the 
state sector are of Bulgarian ethnic origin. Actually nearly all the em-
ployed Bulgarians work in the state sector. It seems that assertions are 
justified that the Turks are the ones who run private business enterprises 
in Vetovo, since only among them does the category of self-employed 
appear. Moreover, comparisons with the other two ethnic groups show 
that they have the largest share of people working in the private sector, 
which probably signifies that they work in private firms belonging to 
other people of Turkish ethnic origin (most often, family businesses), 
inasmuch as there are no self-employed among the Bulgarians or Roma.  

But this is only at first glance. If we try to look beyond the data, a 
very different picture is revealed. 

If we compare the household incomes of the different ethnic 
groups, disregarding the number of family members, we find the Turk-
ish households really do have some of the highest income levels in town 
– 27% of all Turkish households indicated household incomes of 1000 
BGN or more. The lower average income per household is due to the 
fact that these are large families, in which one employed person must 
support a household with many children and in some cases with elderly 
parents. It is indicative that 71,4% of the surveyed Turkish respondents 
who declared household incomes above 1000 BGN were self-employed. 
Another 28,6% were students aged 18, for whom the employment of the 
head of the family is not known. Not to be disregarded is the fact that 
40% of those who defined themselves as unemployed Turks were 
women between the age of 30 and 40 with children under 18 in the 
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household, which most probably means that they are not really unem-
ployed but are following certain ethnic-cultural traditions and behaviour 
models according to which the woman stays at home and look after the 
family and children. 

At the same time, among Bulgarians, who generally indicated the 
highest average incomes per household member of all ethnic groups, 
only 5,6% indicated total household incomes in the highest levels - 1000 
BGN or more. The higher income per household member in this ethnic 
group is due to the fact that the households in question consisted of two 
members. Moreover, these were people working full-time in the state 
sector, and not engaged in private business.  

Interestingly, there were households with total incomes of 1000 
BGN or more among the Roma as well, although they generally indicated 
the lowest levels of income per household member. Households with in-
come of 1000 BGN or more than 1000 BGN amounted to 13,2% among the 
Roma (considerably more than such households among Bulgarians). The 
lower average income per household member here, as in the case of the 
Turks, was due to the fact that these were large households. But an indica-
tive fact is that the households with income of 1000 BGN or more were 
those of Muslim Roma, or “Turkish Gypsies”, as they define themselves. 
Another telling fact is that 80% of the cases of Roma households with in-
comes of 1000 BGN or more were such as obtained their income from work 
in the private sector. And since, as I pointed out, only members of the Turk-
ish ethnic group are occupied in private business in Vetovo, these Roma 
evidently work in firms belonging to members of the Turkish ethnic group. 
This points to an ongoing trend in the Roma community in Vetovo: the 
Roma Muslims tend to adopt a “Turkish” identity, not taking the ethnic ori-
gin as a differentiating factor but striving to base their identity on language, 
religion and the cultural-religious traditions they practice. More importantly 
in this case, when a group ascribes some identity to itself, it is also impor-
tant whether the other group to whose identity it aspires is willing to admit 
it. In the case of Vetovo, the Turks are willing to accept the Roma Muslims; 
they call them “our Gypsies” and definitely distinguish them from the 
Christian Roma, towards whom they have a strongly negative attitude.  

“Our Gypsies, the Turkish Gypsies, are much better than Gypsies 
from other parts of Bulgaria. The ones here work. Their houses are fine, 
and the furnishing is very good... They got some education recently and 
ever since they started going to work abroad, they have become better 
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than us. As for the Bulgarian Gypsies, what can I say – they eat, they 
drink, they live in a grand style, at the expense of others. They have con-
tributed nothing to the city, but only use all the benefits. They use the 
benefits and contribute nothing themselves” (man, aged 60, Turkish eth-
nic origin, secondary education, self-employed).  

The hiring of Muslim Roma in firms belonging to Turks is one 
way in which this acceptance is expressed. 

In conclusion, it may be said that the results of the survey indi-
cate that the Turkish households do indeed get some of the highest in-
comes in the town: nearly one third of the representatives of the Turkish 
ethnic group declared some of the highest household income levels in 
the town. It is also true that only representatives of the Turkish ethnic 
group are occupied in private business in Vetovo. All these facts could 
be said to signify the Turkish ethnic group has a more advantaged eco-
nomic position compared with the other ethnic communities in the town, 
which explains some negative attitudes of those other two ethnic groups 
towards the Turks; still, considering the size of the declared income, it 
could hardly be sais the Turks have concentrated capitals and economic 
power. The same is true as regards political power: it is a fact that only 
among the members of the Turkish ethnic group are there people work-
ing for the local structures of their political party; but at the same time 
only 7,7% of the members of the Turkish ethnic group work in the state 
sector, which could hardly be said to indicate they are taking over all the 
positions in the state administration, or are concentrating political 
power. More likely, Turks have more advantageous economic positions 
in Vetovo because they are occupied in private business, which is a con-
dition for higher income among the Turks and some of the Roma Mus-
lims who demonstrate closeness to the Turks. These economic positions 
and income are not on a scale that justifies the view that there is an ac-
cumulation and distribution of capital, or that a middle class is starting 
to form in Vetovo. Conditions for such a class are missing in the town, 
in terms of income, in terms of educational and professional level, and 
in terms of status and positions in the professional hierarchy. 
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THE CHANGE 
OF THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION: 

THE RESPONSIBILITY TO 
THE MIDDLE CLASS  

Lyubimka Andreeva  

Abstract:  
The public administration is an instrument of modern societies, which is 

used to guarantee the fundamental rights of citizens, whether they are 
implemented, and ultimately to facilitate the provision of basic services to the 
society. Therefore putting the topic of increasing responsibility of the public 
administration in the delivery of public services to citizens appears in to the 
center of contemporary political debate. From this perspective, the objective of 
this report is to presents challenges to the public administration, which arise as 
a result of the profound changes that occur in societies since the end of last 
century, and which ultimately assigned a new role of administrations in respect 
of society satisfaction.  

Introduction 

Advanced societies are characterized by the fact that they are sub-
ject of continuous and rapid change. The explanation for this continuous 
process of transformation that is taking place in advanced societies, is 
found in their openness and their economic and industrial power, as well 
as the impact that scientific and technological advances and the proc-
esses of innovation and development in industry and culture have on 
these societies. This social and economic dynamics which gives rise to 
new situations, new demands and new needs to the society, has an im-
pact on the public administration and requires it to adapt continuously to 
this evolving environment (Ministry of Public Administration, 2000: 
10). In this context the legitimacy of the contemporary public admini-
stration depends, to a large extent, on its ability to adapt itself in the ap-
propriate manner. 

The processes of administrative reform or, the process of con-
tinuous improvement in the administration, are nothing more than 
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mechanisms for the active adaptation of the administration’s structures 
and modi operandi, or ways of functioning, to the changing economic 
and social reality. The new role of the administration requires proactive 
rather than reactive action and such proactive action should entail the 
framing of an accurate vision of the broad trends in the changing social 
and economic reality, as well as the clarification of the rules of the 
game, in order to establish a modern administration (Ministry of Public 
Administration, 2000: 10). This new role can be explained with the 
processes by the end of the last century, when the government of the top 
in the hierarchy of power and political control became one of the many 
political partners, the place and role of which depends solely owned by 
power resource. Itself political power of vertical relationship becomes 
horizontal depending where political partners are bound based on inter-
ests, values or knowledge in the political community, create political so-
lutions (Braikova, 2003: 6). This means that in the contemporary cir-
cumstances the goal is to create a modern and accountable administra-
tion, taking into account the interests of all stakeholders, especially civil 
interests, a distinctive feature in the process of making and implement-
ing the policies of the new century. Moreover, citizens’ perceptions are 
important because the provision of fundamental services is at stake and 
because they constitute them necessary for social and economic devel-
opment (Clifton & Diaz-Fuentes, 2010: 281) All the countries that form 
part of our economic and social environment are involved, to a greater 
or lesser extent, in the process of modernizing their respective public 
administrations, while carrying out successive activities that are based 
on a sub-system which requires optimal productivity and the provision 
of an improved service to a society that has ever-changing issues and 
needs (Ministry of Public Administration, 2000: 10).  

The new needs that arise as a result of changes in the economic and 
political spheres - more dynamism and competitiveness, require the im-
plementation of comprehensive policies that take account both - the scope 
of a single administration, on the one hand and the public and private life 
in general, from the other. The purpose of these policies is to help im-
prove the economic and political systems by solving specific problems, 
and ultimately their role is to maximize the benefits of the positive contri-
bution and minimize the negative impact of these changes. From this 
point of view nowadays public administration started to play not only sig-
nificant but also revitalizing role, since it is expected adequacy to the new 
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economic and political circumstances. Moreover, in the last twenty years 
of the last century, citizens' demands are growing to the point that the pub-
lic administration on par with the private sector. But the aim of admini-
stration is not only to satisfy the interests of individual citizens. The ad-
ministration is facing the challenge to move towards more effective and 
more efficient way of action to meet both personal and collective interests. 
All this is happening at a time in history when liberalization, globaliza-
tion, the proliferation of networks of organizations and the formation of 
the middle class puts increasing responsibility for the administration espe-
cially in the field of civic interests. 

The public administration and the middle class – change 
and challenges to the contemporary public administration 

When it comes to the role of the administration in the satisfaction 
of citizens' interests in the supply of public services (the core business of 
the administration) should ensue from at least two perspectives. First, 
the public administration of each country should be considered as a sub-
system of the society. This means that changes in civil society enor-
mously lead to such changes to the administrations. Second, the activi-
ties of public administration should produce an improvement in the so-
cial and economic life of the society. This means that the administration 
should work to the benefit of citizens and society in general, two key 
elements that ultimately making the administration of each country le-
gitimate. As a result of this understanding, we are witnessing a new 
concept that goes far beyond traditional concepts of public administra-
tion, focusing on the relationships that exist between the state and so-
ciety through the mediation of public administration. In this new or-
der, citizens acquire a greater capacity for action, on the one hand, but 
also bring more requirements to the administration in terms of quality 
standards, on the other. In the literature on public governance this new 
model is associated with the creation of “additional public value”. This 
view is opposed to the singularity typical of most business models, and 
focuses on the management of processes involving multiple stakeholders 
and potentially conflicting values occurring in the political (dominated 
by public interest) context. The main contribution of this model is the 
charge that it brings to the adequacy against a wide range of contempo-
rary changes in thinking and practice (Marinov, 2010: 79). 



CHAPTER THREE: Different middle class groups, their image and civic... 

261 

The theory of public governance (public value added) has a sig-
nificant impact in the overall theory of the role of public administration 
in modern societies. The reasons of this are at least two. First the State 
of the top in the pyramidal hierarchy is replaced by the principles of 
networks. Second, since the mid-70s of the last century the countries 
move to a new post-regulatory phase of operation and development, 
which means withdrawing from direct provision of services and manda-
tory policy instruments are beginning to rely on voluntary instruments, 
encourages self-regulation and began to rely on partnerships with rele-
vant stakeholders. So, the theory of public government goes far beyond 
the reforms in the management and provision of services. It draws atten-
tion to the new relationships between state and society and to the new, 
multi-layered and decentralized forms of governance (incl. in-
supranational institutions such as the European Union) (Marinov, 2010: 
81). The perspective of incorporating civic ideas directly in the process 
of policy development and delivery of public services appears. 

This new concept requires the view of the diversity of public ac-
countability. This is a mix of complex forms of accountability ... where the 
administration is associated with multiple stakeholders both within the sys-
tem of government and in society (Marinov, 2010: 81). It is more account-
able to citizens as embodied in the segregation of the middle class, formed 
as a result of such social stability, which ensures the welfare state after the 
Second World War until the 80-ies of the last century and that became a 
powerful factor in the process of setting the political agenda and to other 
stakeholders. For this reason the main characteristics of the emerging 
nowadays concept of public administration are transparency and 
accountability. In short transparency in the administration process is asso-
ciated with decision-making by public institutions, mainly the possibility of 
a fundamentally new level of decision making based on network principle i. 
e. inclusion of the middle class in the overall process of policy. 
Accountability reflects to the modern attitude of bureaucracy to citizen satis-
faction, increase awareness and transparency of the activities of the institu-
tions. Both, however, directly addressed the question of satisfaction civic in-
terest in making and implementing policy. 

From a broader perspective, “The White Paper of European Un-
ion” on the governance displayed a few basic principles, which have a 
significant impact on understanding the changing role of public admini-
stration in the process of delivery of public services to citizens. These 
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principles are: transparency, participation, accountability, effectiveness 
and coherence and are been analyzed in detail by T. Tanev in his article 
“Good governance Inherited concept”. For this reason, this text will only 
outline the main characteristics of the principals to show their impor-
tance on understanding the changing role of public administration and 
the challenges facing it. 

 In general transparency (openness) is the principle that institu-
tions should implement decisions in a transparent environment, which 
should increase the confidence of citizens in their activities. As regards 
participation, it should be seen in the primacy of incumbents after 80s 
networks policies that require the involvement of many stakeholders - 
citizens, NGOs and others. What should be noted is that the inclusion of 
the perspective of citizens in the whole policy cycle - from the political 
agenda to achieve the desired result, leads to greater public confi-
dence, both in terms of the institutions of state power, and for the final 
result of the implementation of policies. Accountability appears as an 
element of good governance of European documents, initially focus on 
the distinction of the functions of individual institutions, drawing atten-
tion to the responsibility of each one of them. In terms of the changing 
role of public administration should, however, emphasize that account-
ability is associated more with the employees in the administration, 
which according to the change in the paradigm of public management in 
the 80's and the imposition of a model known in the literature as “added 
public value” proved to be reporting on its activities to many stake-
holders, especially the citizens, the main users of public services. As re-
gards the other two principles - efficiency and coherence, they are gen-
erally associated with the adequacy of the actions should be consistent 
with policy and achieve the desired result. Efficiency- policies must be 
effective and timely, to achieve what was necessary on the basis of clear 
objectives, accurate assessment of the future impact and, where neces-
sary, of past experience. The effectiveness also depends and proportion-
ate application of EU policies and decision-making at appropriate level. 
Coherence - actions must be consistent with policies. They must are re-
spectively understandable (Tanev, 2011: 92).  

So, in a liberalized market on the one hand and the emergence of 
the middle class as a participant in the process of policies, on the other, 
the role of the administration is to ensure that the services are now 
available to the public, in a good quality and good price. This is 
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achieved through the regulatory role of the state on one hand, but also 
through dialogue with citizens on the other, which is the - greatest chal-
lenge facing modern public administration.  

The creation of the Welfare State1 in the West after World War II 
has left a clear impact on the role and scope of public administrations in 
the process of administration of public services and the satisfaction of 
civic interest. The gradual expansion of the network of direct provision 
of social benefits and services in this period is generally guided by a 
policy based on patronage. This means that the public authorities deter-
mine the range of services, the manner of their delivery, guided only by 
hierarchical subordination without considering the views of different 
stakeholders, still less of individual civil groups. So, that is politics of 
patronage, which is creating a relationship of unequal partnership. The 
idea that such a form of social protection comes free, by direct public of-
fering creates in a sense image of “charity” administration, which gen-
erously offers services to the society. Furthermore, the increase in diver-
sity of provision of public services to the population appears and the risk 
of aggravated, bureaucratic public administration.  

Changes in the environment since the end of the century, however, 
requires responsiveness on the part of national administrations and the 
private sector, which should react with a combination of actions to im-
plement the strategies and mechanisms for the purposes of adapting to the 
changed environment and increased civil requirements. As a result, they 
(the administrations and private sector) begin to take into account the new 
role of the individual in a liberalized market and higher requirements in 
the relationship between citizens and providers of goods and services. Or-
ganization of various forms of cooperation and dialogue between citizens 
and administrations is one of the challenges faced by developed societies 
in this historic moment of the end of the century. This means that is born a 
new commitment to quality and delivery of public services. 

The approach taken in relation to the establishment of dialogue in 
the context of the activities carried out by the administration should be 
based on political, administrative and legislative initiatives, which allow 
for the institutionalization of the various forms of communication between 
                                                        
1  For more details see M. Mayo and J. Anastacio, 1999. “Welfare Models and Ap-

proaches to Empowerment: Competing Perspectives from Area Regeneration 
Programmes”. Policy Studies, Vol= 20, pp. 1-17 
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the administration and citizens, while providing a boost the favorable ef-
fects of it. However, the aim is not only to improve the information and 
communication systems, but also to improve the feedback systems that 
provide information to administrations on the priorities of citizens, includ-
ing their expectations, preferences and satisfaction. The assumption is that 
services are delivered to the individual citizen should be provide to the 
citizens as a collective subject (the whole society). This is the responsibil-
ity of the modern public administration, seen as an instrument for the im-
plementation of public policies. Moreover, the society finances the activi-
ties of the public administration, through the taxes that you pay. From this 
perspective, the nature of the relationship between citizens and public ad-
ministration requires effective use of public resources and the provision of 
services of the highest quality and lowest price.  

In the literature and practice of the 21st century is considered that 
such a model of functioning and development of public administrations 
offers the possibility to overcome the deficits characteristic of the admini-
strations of welfare states, producing more satisfaction in social relations. 
Such an understanding of modern public administration creates the meta-
phor of the citizen-customer. This new type of modern administrations re-
flecting both: the needs of citizens, on the one hand and the needs of the 
political leadership, from the other. As a result, we are witnessing a new 
form of accountability - once to the political leadership, and once to the 
citizens - customers, which gives rise to complex forms of relationships. 
In this respect accountability in terms of the new model of public govern-
ance requires new skills by administrative elites, combining efforts to 
achieve both political satisfaction and a civil one, which is huge challenge 
of the contemporary public administration. In this context, it is extremely 
important to emphasize that, unlike traditional public administration the 
modern approach to administration is based on the balance between the 
various stakeholders. Therefore, the modern conception of the role of 
public administration in the process of offering public services to citizens 
is important in terms of the changes that occur in the role of national au-
thorities of direct service to mid - 70s of last century now become the 
regulators of the process of public offering of services arising from the in-
creasing role of the modern middle class, requiring more accountability 
and responsibility in the process of policy-making. 
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Conclusion  

Development of modern societies are characterized by a high de-
gree of dynamism, determined mainly by the revival of neo-liberal ideas 
of the last century and the attendant processes of globalization, techno-
logical progress and innovation. All these processes have a significant in-
fluence on the change in the face of contemporary public administration, 
which role from an accountant to the political leadership is now called 
upon to meet the needs of the many stakeholders and in particular the 
middle class that became the engine of the modern approach to making 
and implementation policies. As a result, we are witnessing a new model 
of functioning and development, in which the old idea of a hierarchical 
bureaucracy gave way to new forms of interaction in which the emphasis 
is on meeting the needs of society. The reason for this is that the public 
the most prominent user of public services acquires a greater capacity for 
action on the one hand, but also bring more requirements in terms of qual-
ity standards, on the other. A thesis for greater responsibility and account-
ability to civil interest appears the model of “responsive public govern-
ance”. However, this change is not accidental. The reason for this is that 
the functioning of such a model offers the opportunity to overcome defi-
cits characteristic of the administrations of welfare states, producing more 
satisfaction in social relations. From this viewpoint the study of the mid-
dle class and its role in the process of development of social and economic 
relations is essential for understanding the future development of societies 
and the model of functioning of modern public administration. 
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