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Abstract

The Bulgarian far-right Revival present themselves as “the only patriotic party” in Bulgaria.
However, a review of their public discourse uncovers a rather disturbing fabric of their
patriotism — a strange mix of anti-NATO rhetoric, unrefined populism, xenophobia, and
profanity. Their sudden electoral success raises many suspicions.
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From an underdog with merely 37,896 votes at the 2017 parliamentary election, Bulgaria’s Revival
party (Vazrazhdane) managed to gain 358,174 votes at the 2023 election and to secure itself 37
seats in the country’s 240-seat parliament. Its meteoritic rise is often used as an argument justifying
the shameful union between the reformists (PPDB) and the establishment (GERB; DPS) in
Bulgaria, which, in turn, resulted in the election of Nikolay Denkov’s government in 2023. The
marriage of convenience between PPDB, GERB, and DPS, which emerged in 2023, is presented
as a Euro-Atlantic micro alliance protecting Bulgaria from the malicious influence of Vladimir
Putin’s circles allegedly channelled by Revival — an account that feeds into the current dominant
geopolitical narrative.

Nevertheless, the theatrical smoke on Bulgaria’s political stage makes appearances deceptive. How
a party labels itself or how other parties label it may neither coincide with its core values, nor with
its opportunistic behaviour behind the scenes. Scratching beneath the surface of public discourse
reveals not only how the alleged Euro-Atlanticists defy Euro-Atlantic values in Bulgaria, but also
how the Revival party may be perceived as a project of the establishment designed to be used as a
scarecrow or a political partner of last resort depending on convenience. In other words, the rise
of Revival can be regarded as the sad byproduct of Bulgaria’s rule of law decay.

Dishonest Euro-Atlantic rebranding in the aftermath of the Magnitsky sanctions

Before explaining the role, which has been carved out for the Revival party in the political
landscape in more detail, it is worth shining a light on the parties that are most committed to falsely
portraying themselves as professing Euro-Atlantic values in Bulgaria. While there is little doubt
about the Euro-Atlantic affiliation of PPDB, those acquainted with Bulgarian politics are certainly
amused by the current tremendous efforts by GERB and DPS to rebrand their geopolitical
allegiance in the aftermath of the sanctions by the US Government under the Global Magnitsky
Act on high-level officials.
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In 2021, the US government sanctioned Delyan Peevski from DPS, who is regarded as a close ally
of Boyko Borissov, for ‘“corruption, including the misappropriation of state assets, the
expropriation of private assets for personal gain, [and] corruption related to government
contracts...”. In 2023, the US government went a step further by sanctioning Vladislav Goranov,
who had served as vice-minister of finance in Borissov’s first government and as minister of
finance in Borissov’s second and third government. OFAC’s press release states that Goranov
“used his position as Minister of Finance to facilitate bribery of Bulgarian officials”, leaving little
doubt regarding who these officials might be. These decisions by the US government against high-
level public figures in an EU member state evidence a powerful stance against the assaults on the
rule of law characterizing GERB’s governance with its behind-the-scenes partner DPS.

In this light, Borissov’s words that “Bulgaria’s Euro-Atlantic parties are stronger together”,
defending the current synergy between his party, PPDB, and DPS, surely sound ironic because
corruption is a serious threat to Euro-Atlantic values and to NATO. Furthermore, a brief overview
of the policies of Borissov’s three governments (2009-2013; 2014-2016; 2017-2021) reveals how
dedicated Borissov has been to pleasing Putin and serving his interests for more than a decade.
From benign, yet symbolic gifts, such as the famous puppy named Buffy which Borissov gave to
Putin, through the controversial Turkish Stream project, to allowing critical infrastructure of the
country’s national security, such as the largest telecom in Bulgaria, Vivacom, to pass into the hands
of Russia’s VTB Capital after a sham auction, Bulgaria under Borissov became one of Putin’s
strategic partners in the EU.

In turn, Peevski, who was elected as co-president of DPS this year, is also trying to wear a Euro-
Atlantic hat in public. Nevertheless, this can hardly make up for his alleged implication in grand
corruption, nor can it hide his own Russian affiliation dating back more than a decade ago. Even
in late 2023, after his Euro-Atlantic rebranding, investigative journalists alleged that companies
from Peevski’s circle were actively trading with Putin’s Russia.

In sum, Borissov’s sudden burning Euro-Atlanticism can be regarded as a preemptive move to
avert sanctions on him under the Global Magnitsky Act while Peevski’s rebranding is a desperate
attempt to get him out of the sanctions list — in both cases, the Euro-Atlantic facade is entirely self-
serving.

On the surface: Putin-infused populism meets profanity

Against the backdrop of non-Euro-Atlantic Euro-Atlanticists, one can better evaluate the degree
of Putinisation of the Revival party. On their website, Revival present themselves as “the only
patriotic party” in Bulgaria. However, a survey of their public discourse uncovers the rather
disturbing fabric of their patriotism — it is a strange concoction of anti-NATO rhetoric, unrefined
populism, xenophobia, and profanity.

To take a few examples, Revival believe that Bulgaria’s membership in NATO is a “threat to
Bulgaria’s national security”. In view of migrant policies, Revival’s leader Kostadin Kostadinov
has argued that “Europe’s criminal elite is settling in Bulgaria”. In 2018, he had referred to those
who protested against a Christmas tree donated to Bulgaria by Russia as “imbecile morons”. In
2023, he called the governing majority “Euro-Atlantic trash” and a “Euro-Atlantic criminal gang”.
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His fellow party members are as averse to gracious behaviour in parliament as him, seeking
provocation and media attention. Members of the Revival party have accused other
parliamentarians proposing the implementation of measures envisaged in the Istanbul Convention
of acting like “contemporary janissaries”, referring to the violent wing of the Ottoman army.
Members of the Revival party have also been implicated in physical altercations in parliament on
several occasions.

All this extravaganza is garnished with deliberately sought opportunities to pay homage to Putin.
In February this year, members of the Revival party attended an event against “neocolonialism”
hosted by Putin’s United Russia party. Kostadinov did not miss the chance to make an
inappropriate joke following the death of Alexei Navalny, either. The party seems to maintain
cordial ties with Russia’s embassy to Bulgaria, too, even after the onset of the war in Ukraine.

A scarecrow or a partner depending on necessity

On the surface, the Revival party indeed looks like a pro-Putin monster flavoured for the local
taste. The main logic underpinning Revival’s bluntness in public seems to be the quest to appeal
to far-right voters who are angry and disillusioned with the socio-economic reality in the country,
which has to be conveniently blamed on an outside enemy. It also helps that many Bulgarians are
Russophiles because of the historic relations between Bulgaria and Russia — amidst disillusioned
Russophile circles, it is even easier to vilify the designated enemy if they have expressed criticism
of Russia. Parties like Revival offer easy solutions too — patriotism and standing up for oneself in
the face of the same enemy.

An in-depth look at the party’s practices, however, may reveal a different picture — could this
machist patriotism in public be an act maintained to attract far-right votes only to betray them
behind the scenes to suit the needs of the establishment?

Revival was indeed used as a scarecrow justifying the coalition between the establishment and the
reformists — after all, two controversial politicians, such as Borissov and Peevski, look better to a
critical public when compared to those overtly endorsing far-right rhetoric and Putinism. Yet, one
cannot help but notice the synergy between Revival and the establishment when needed on critical
occasions. In the summer of 2022, Revival joined forces with GERB, DPS, and ITN to overthrow
Kiril Petkov’s government, thus sabotaging anti-corruption reforms and paving the way for GERB
and DPS to become part of the executive again. In the current parliament, Revival seems happy to
lend votes to DPS and GERB to help them impose controversial officers in public regulators.
GERB and DPS also saved parliamentarians from Revival from disciplinary actions following
their attendance of the event hosted by Putin’s party in Moscow this February.

The recent testimonies of members of Revival who left the party following disagreements with its
leadership add even more nuances. Elena Guncheva, one of the most popular former faces of the
party, who admits to being a passionate Russophile, as well as other former party members have
accused Kostadinov of mismanagement of the party’s finances, including using party funding for
personal needs, and authoritarian intra-party practices. Guncheva also contended that Kostadinov
had told her that he benefitted from the umbrella of former General Prosecutor Ivan Geshev — the
same controversial magistrate was promoted by the Borissov-Peevski circle. She has also alleged
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that Kostadinov’s rhetoric is entirely self-serving and unrelated to Russophilia — anyone criticising
him can be accused of being a “fascist”.

How did “Revival” become so popular?

Revival’s sudden electoral success raises further suspicions. In my article titled “Bulgaria’s
election spiral: the anatomy of disappointment” discussing the parliamentary election of 2023, |
argued that Revival “may simply be a controlled experiment by Bulgaria’s status quo designed to
help Borissov”. The most obvious sign was the surprisingly positive coverage they received in
pro-Borissov media.

Yet, there were other red flags, too. It seems that Revival magically inherited the votes from
Borissov’s far-right coalition partners in his third government — VMRO, Ataka, and NFSB. The
latter have vanished from Bulgaria’s political stage equally magically. While they gained 318,513
votes at the 2017 parliamentary election, they subsequently lost most of their support and stopped
participating at elections at all. To this end, it is interesting that Revival’s leader Kostadinov was
part of VMRO in the period 1997-2013. In other words, the umbilical cord tying Revival to VMRO
is quite discernable.

To this end, election results in the past decade imply that approximately 10 per cent of citizens
who traditionally vote in Bulgaria support far-right parties. However, even those voters are not
impressed by dishonesty. The scandals surrounding Borissov’s third government, including its far-
right partners, must have created the necessity for a clean slate — a far-right partner who is less
tarnished and who can lure these far-right votes. Also, historically, far-right parties in Bulgaria
have served as power brokers in parliament providing support for the establishment covertly or
overtly depending on necessity. Revival’s meteoritic rise, coupled with its favours to the corrupt
status quo, only prove that little has changed apart from the brand.

The byproducts of rule of law decay

Overall, if PPDB have been used as a fig leaf for GERB’s and DPS’s corruption, Revival are its
walking stick when the road gets muddy at home. From a macro perspective, this far-right party is
the byproduct of the rule of law decay in Bulgaria. It is designed to take advantage of the votes of
the angry and marginalized from the system and to benefit the establishment which is responsible
for conditioning the grim socio-economic reality in Bulgaria which is the source of their rage to
begin with. It is the ultimate illustration of the extent to which the establishment does not want to
let go of power because, alternatively, its prominent faces will have to face consequences in law
for their corruption and other alleged crimes.

Revival’s rhetoric may be disturbing, but there is something much more sinister in the picture of
Bulgaria’s political landscape that emerges — the ability of the establishment to reinvent itself and
to trick voters into its next socio-political experiment. Thirty-five years after the fall of
communism, the same chicanery continues to bear fruit.
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