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This article examines debates between Bulgaria, Greece and Yugoslavia concerning the post-
Second World War Balkan borders in preparation for the Paris Peace Conference of 1946. While
for most of the twentieth century Greece and Yugoslavia were close allies united in their position
against revisionist Bulgaria, after 1944 the communist affiliations of the new Bulgarian and
Yugoslav governments determined the rapprochement between the latter two states. As various
proposals for border revisions and the possibility of a Balkan Federation were discussed, the
Balkans became a prime battlefield in the emerging Cold War split between the Soviet Union,
Britain and the United States. By examining a period of extreme political fluidity between 1944
and 1947, this article explores how the legacy of long-standing national tensions combined with
the new political realities after the Second World War created the current borders of Bulgaria,
Greece and the (former Yugoslav) Republic of Macedonia.

The Second World War in the Balkans led to radical changes in the borders of
all states in the region. In April 1939 Italy occupied and annexed Albania.1 With
the war looming, Bulgarian revisionism steadily pushed the country to the side of
similarly revisionist Germany.2 The precarious Romanian position – between the
Soviet Union claiming Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina and Hungary claiming
Transylvania – also thrust the country towards the Axis. With German mediation,
in September 1940 Romania ceded to Bulgaria Southern Dobrudja.3 In the
meantime, following a failed Italian invasion of Greece, Greek troops entered southern
Albania (Northern Epirus for the Greeks) in December 1940, prompting a German
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intervention in the region. Bulgaria officially sided with the Axis on 1 March 1941,
allowing Germany to use its territory to invade Greece and Yugoslavia. Once the
German troops completed their operations Bulgarian authorities followed them into
northern Greece (Western Thrace and parts of Aegean Macedonia) and Yugoslav
(Vardar) Macedonia in April 1941. In the end, triple German, Italian and Bulgarian
occupation dismembered Greece while large parts of Yugoslavia were either occupied
or annexed by Germany, Italy, Hungary and Bulgaria; the puppet Independent State
of Croatia took over the rest of Yugoslavia.4

Given the scale of the wartime territorial changes, the issue of borders permeated
political debates concerning the post-war Balkans. Focusing on political exchanges
between 1944 and 1947, this article examines how Bulgaria, Greece and Yugoslavia
debated the question of borders in the last stages of the Second World War and
the early post-war years. The issue of how to delineate the ‘strategic frontiers’ of
the post-war Balkans was rooted in a complex pre-1939 history of territorial claims
and counterclaims in relation to borderland areas, including Macedonia, Thrace and
Epirus, among others.5 In many ways the negotiations at the Paris Peace Conference
of 1946 echoed territorial disputes previously debated in Paris in 1919–20, but
the emerging Cold War added new dimensions to the talks. Whereas Greece and
Yugoslavia had been close allies ever since they signed an alliance treaty in 1913,
following the Second World War, despite the common experience of Bulgarian
occupation, there was a sharp divergence in their political agendas. In the context
of the looming Cold War, ideological commitment undermined traditional alliances
and determined the rapprochement of Bulgaria and Yugoslavia at Greek expense.
After 1945 the territorial disputes among the Balkan states became connected to the
agendas of the Big Three (the Soviet Union, the United States and Great Britain)
and the imminent division of Europe into competing ideological blocs.

Based predominantly on Bulgarian archival records, supported by evidence from
Greek archives as well as published Yugoslav and other international sources, this
article details the interactions between Bulgarian, Greek and Yugoslav statesmen
during this time of extreme fluidity in the Balkans. The article reveals the complex

4 For Greece, see Mark Mazower, Inside Hitler’s Greece: The Experience of Occupation, 1941–1944 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); Christopher M. Woodhouse, The Struggle for Greece, 1941–1949
(Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2003); Violetta Hionidou, Famine and Death in Occupied Greece, 1941–1944 (New
York : Cambridge University Press, 2006) and Craig Stockings and Eleanor Hancock, Swastika over the
Acropolis: Re-interpreting the Nazi Invasion of Greece in World War II (Leiden, Brill, 2013). For Yugoslavia,
see Jozo Tomasevich, War and Revolution in Yugoslavia, 1941–1945: Occupation and Collaboration (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2001); Marko Attila Hoare, Genocide and Resistance in Hitler’s Bosnia: The
Partisans and the Chetniks, 1941–1943 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Stevan K. Pavlowitch,
Hitler’s New Disorder: The Second World War in Yugoslavia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008)
and Rory Yeomans, Visions of Annihilation: The Ustasha Regime and the Cultural Politics of Fascism,
1941–1945 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2013).

5 For a recent volume, see Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz, eds., Shatterzone of Empires: Coexistence and
Violence in the German, Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2013). For the link between territorial claims and political violence in the Balkans, see Mark
Biondich, The Balkans: Revolution, War, & Political Violence since 1878 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011).
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interplay between political and national factors in the resolution of the border disputes
in the region, a settlement that created the contemporary borders of Bulgaria, Greece
and the (former Yugoslav) Republic of Macedonia. There were multiple layers in the
articulation of the positions of each state. The new communist-affiliated politicians
in charge of Bulgaria promulgated commitment to a ‘New Bulgaria’ that rejected
interwar nationalism but also hoped for the acquisition of new lands. The British-
and US-supported leaders of Greece, a cobelligerent country, pointed to security
concerns and national rights, asking to be rewarded with new, advantageous frontiers.
Finally, the Partisan leadership of resurrected Yugoslavia claimed unique prerogatives
to reshape the borders and the mentalities of the ‘old Balkans’ by creating a Balkan
Federation. At the Paris Peace Conference of 1946 Greece employed the rhetoric
of historical rights to claim territories from Bulgaria (Thrace), Albania (Epirus) and
Italy (the Dodecanese Islands) but, being in a state of civil war, avoided debates over
democratic practices. By contrast, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia used the opportunity to
defend the political changes in their countries by emphasising their ‘people’s will’,
while promoting their territorial aspirations as the expression of international justice
and economic common sense.

While rooted in their Balkan context, these debates had larger implications
because they anticipated the nature of post-war political interactions in the European
continent. In the end, geopolitical considerations and agreements between the Big
Three connected to the looming Cold War determined the outcome of the border
controversies; by 1947, as Western powers prioritised the reconstruction of Europe,
Soviet efforts to shore up communist control in much of the Balkans paid dividends.
With hindsight, knowing the history of the Cold War makes these interactions
predictable, but the evidence presented here – which focuses on the extremely
volatile period between 1944 and 1947 – reveals many uncertainties in the immediate
post-war years. These dynamics shifted again in 1948, following the Yugoslav–Soviet
split and the Yugoslav expulsion from the Cominform. At that point the internal
Soviet bloc politics were transformed for the rest of the Cold War, yet the borders
negotiated in 1946 remained untouched.6

To illustrate the tremendous fluidity of the post-war situation in the Balkans, this
article integrates several scholarly debates on national and political developments in
Eastern Europe that are not always brought into conversation. Many historians have
been exploring the ‘impossible borders’ that emerged in Europe after the Great War –
from Germany’s problematic eastern border to the contested areas of Transylvania,
Istria and Alsace-Lorraine, to mention a few – which hindered the pacification of

6 The article deliberately concludes with the ratification of the Bulgarian peace treaty in 1947 because the
dynamics the Soviet–Yugoslav split of 1948 brought new dimensions to the issue of national sovereignty
and political independence that cannot be handled here. For more on the Soviet–Yugoslav split, see
the interpretations of Leonid Gibianskii, The Soviet-Yugoslav Conflict and the Soviet Bloc (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1996) and Mark Kramer, ‘Stalin, the Split with Yugoslavia, and Soviet East European
Efforts to Reassert Control, 1948–1953’, in Mark Kramer and Vít Smetana, eds., Imposing, Maintaining,
and Tearing Open the Iron Curtain: The Cold War and East-Central Europe, 1945–1989 (Lanham: Lexington
Books, 2014), 109–35.
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interwar Europe.7 In the Balkans a vast literature in English has tackled the importance
of Macedonia, but equally important for developments in the region were Thrace,
Epirus and Dobrudja.8 New research on the Eastern European experience of the
Second World War has demonstrated the crucial importance of territorial and national
considerations rather than ideological positions or racial priorities in the evolution of
the conflict in the area.9 Studies of other Eastern European ‘shatterzones’ – such as
Istria and the city of Trieste or Transylvania – show that the question of borderlands
remained an important debate throughout the 1940s.10 Given the enormous potential
of the national rhetoric to mobilise politically, it is no surprise that it reemerged with
such force after the war.

But the mid-1940s were also the time of communist consolidation in Eastern
Europe, and while matters remained in flux until 1948, the immediate post-war years
demonstrate the ability of left-wing politicians to use the evolving situation to their
advantage.11 A large literature presents the dynamic interaction between international
and domestic factors that paved the road for the communist takeovers in 1948.12

7 For a sophisticated study of Germany’s ‘impossible border’, see Annemarie Sammartino, The Impossible
Border: Germany and the East, 1918–1922 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011). For Transylvania, see
Case, Between States. For Silesia, see James Bjork, Neither German nor Pole: Catholicism and National
Indifference in a Central European Borderland (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008). For
Istria, see Pamela Ballinger, History in Exile: Memory and Identity at the Borders of the Balkans (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2002) and Glenda Sluga, The Problem of Trieste and the Italo-Yugoslav Border:
Difference, Identity, and Sovereignty in Twentieth-Century Europe (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 2001).

8 For two recent works on Macedonia in English, see Keith Brown, Loyal Unto Death: Trust and Terror
in Revolutionary Macedonia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013) and Ipek Yosmaoglu, Blood
Ties: Religion, Violence, and the Politics of Nationhood in Ottoman Macedonia, 1878–1908 (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2014). The absence of Thrace from the English-language literature is striking. For one
exception, see Eyal Ginio, ‘Paving the Way for Ethnic Cleansing: Eastern Thrace during the Balkan
Wars (1912–1913) and Their Aftermath’, in Bartov and Weitz, Shatterzone of Empires, 283–98. For
Dobrudja, see Constantin Iordachi, Citizenship, Nation and State-Building: The Integration of Northern
Dobrogea into Romania, 1878–1913 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002).

9 This argument is most sharply defined in Case, Between States. For the importance of national issues
during the war, see also Chad Bryant, Prague in Black: Nazi Rule and Czech Nationalism (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2007).

10 For a recent volume that presents a variety of case studies of borderland disputes, including Eastern
Thrace and Macedonia, see Bartov and Weitz, Shatterzone of Empires. For a case study on the importance
of the border rhetoric for Trieste over the long run, see Sluga, The Problem of Trieste. For Transylvania,
see Stephen D. Kertesz, Between Russia and the West: Hungary and the Illusion of Peacemaking, 1945–
1947 (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984). Other recent studies include Alexander
V. Prusin, The Lands Between: Conflict in the East European Borderlands, 1870–1992 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010) and Marina Cattaruzza, Stefan Dyroff and Dieter Langewiesche, eds., Territorial
Revisionism and the Allies of Germany in the Second World War: Goals, Expectations, Practices (New York:
Berghahn Books, 2013).

11 Norman Naimark and Leonid Gibianskii, eds., The Establishment of Communist Regimes in Eastern
Europe, 1944–1949 (Boulder: Westview Press, 1997) and Vladimir Tismaneanu, ed., Stalinism Revisited:
The Establishment of Communist Regimes in East-Central Europe (Budapest: Central European University
Press, 2009).

12 For an excellent literature review, see Malgorzata Fidelis and Irina Gigova, ‘Communism and its
Legacy’, in Irina Livezeanu and Arpad von Klimo, eds., The Routledge History of East-Central Europe
(New York: Routledge, 2017), 365–414.
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Political and diplomatic historians have focused on the larger international framework
for the political developments in Eastern Europe after the war, with an emphasis on
the Soviet role for the establishment of communist regimes.13 A flourishing literature
by social and cultural historians has paid attention to the grassroots dynamics and
social preconditions for the communist takeovers, offering an important corrective
to an exclusive emphasis on the Red Army factor.14 Increasingly, historians have also
analysed the skilful ability of Eastern European communists to coopt the national(ist)
rhetoric and reinvent nationalism into ‘socialist patriotism’.15 Recent studies of the
use of nationalism by the Czechoslovak, Bulgarian and Hungarian Communist
Parties, for example, suggest the continued importance of national symbols and
arguments in the consolidation of the regimes.16

This article seeks to integrate debates on the post-war borders, the peace treaty
negotiations, and the clash of competing visions for Europe after the Second World
War to reconstruct the story of political consolidation in one important area of
Europe. While this synthesis is unable to engage the complex historiographical
issues in each country, it attempts to come closer to an integrated view of the

13 Selected works include Michael M. Boll, Cold War in the Balkans: American Foreign Policy and The
Emergence of Communist Bulgaria, 1943–1947 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984); Caroline
Kennedy-Pipe, Stalin’s Cold War: Soviet Strategies in Europe, 1943 to 1956 (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1995); Andre Gerolymatos, Red Acropolis, Black Terror: The Greek Civil War and the Origins of
Soviet-American Rivalry 1943–1949 (New York: Basic Books, 2004); Michael Dobbs, Six Months in 1945:
FDR, Stalin, Churchill, Truman, and the Birth of the Modern World (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012)
and Vesselin Dimitrov, Stalin’s Cold War: Soviet Foreign Policy, Democracy and Communism in Bulgaria,
1941–1948 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

14 Some studies include Padraic Kenney, Rebuilding Poland: Workers and Communists, 1945–1950 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1997); Melissa Bokovoy, Peasants and Communists: Politics and Ideology in
the Yugoslav Countryside, 1941–1953 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998); John Connelly,
Captive University: The Sovietization of East German, Czech and Polish Higher Education, 1945–1956
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Malgorzata Fidelis, Women, Communism,
and Industrialization in Postwar Poland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Gail Kligman
and Katherine Verdery, Peasants under Siege: The Collectivization of Romanian Agriculture, 1949–1962
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011) and Katherine Lebow, Unfinished Utopia: Nowa Huta,
Stalinism, and Polish Society, 1949–56 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013).

15 Historians of Czechoslovakia have shown how the government-in-exile used the national rhetoric
to enforce the expulsion of the Germans after 1944. See Bradley F. Abrams, The Struggle for the
Soul of the Nation: Czech Culture and the Rise of Communism (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004).
The reconstitution of Yugoslavia after the Second World War was also intimately connected to
national issues. See Ivo Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia: Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1984) and Aleksa Djilas, The Contested Country: Yugoslav Unity and Communist
Revolution, 1919–1953 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991). For the interrelationship
between communism and nationalism, see Walter A. Kemp, Nationalism and Communism in Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union: A Basic Contradiction (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999). See also Martin
Mevius, ed., ‘Special Issue “The Communist Quest for National Legitimacy in Europe, 1918–1989”’,
Nationalities Papers 37, 4 (July 2009) and, especially, Martin Mevius, ‘Reappraising Communism and
Nationalism’, Nationalities Papers 37, 4 (July 2009), 377–400.

16 Benjamin Frommer, National Cleansing: Retribution against Nazi Collaborators in Postwar Czechoslovakia
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Martin Mevius, Agents of Moscow: The Hungarian
Communist Party and the Origins of Socialist Patriotism, 1941–1953 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005) and
Yannis Sygkelos, Nationalism from the Left: The Bulgarian Communist Party during the Second World War
and the Early Post-War Years (Leiden: Brill, 2011).
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political debates permeating the post-1945 period.17 The article thus offers a new
interpretation of the post-war developments in the Balkans that incorporates the
perspectives of most of the major parties involved, rather than tell the story from one
national viewpoint.18 The ultimate goal is to present the ‘entangled histories’ of the
Balkan neighbours and their allies after the Second World War through the multiple
dimensions of the debates about national borders and political sovereignty.19

To present those interactions the article interweaves several complex narratives,
some of which are told for the first time in the English language. First, it explains the
conflict between Bulgaria and Greece over Western Thrace following the Bulgarian
occupation of the area in the Second World War and the post-war Greek demands for
a new frontier. Second, it analyses how Bulgaria and Yugoslavia reached a compromise
over the issue of Macedonia and began negotiations about a Balkan Federation. Third,
it charts the place of these territorial disputes in the main diplomatic conferences
convened by the Allies after the war. Next, it follows the debates about the Balkan
frontiers at the Paris Peace Conference in 1946 where Bulgaria, Greece and Yugoslavia
clashed. Finally, the article discusses the relationship between the peace treaty talks
and the process of communist consolidation in Bulgaria. By 1947, in the process of
debating the post-war Balkan borders, Bulgaria, Greece, Yugoslavia and the Big
Three had forged a new Cold War political status quo in the Balkans and, by
extension, in Europe. The debates among the three states had begun with the issue of
‘strategic frontiers’, but they evolved in the ‘strategic positioning’ of each country in
the Cold War.

The Greek-Bulgarian Confrontation

In the first half of the twentieth century Bulgaria and Greece each had territorial
claims over the contested areas of Macedonia and Thrace. After fighting against each
other in the Second Balkan War in 1913 and during the Great War between 1916 and
1918, disputes over minority issues in the interwar period became a major motivation
for the Bulgarian occupation of Western Thrace and parts of Aegean Macedonia

17 For a sophisticated discussion of historiographical debates in Bulgarian history, including the use of
‘fascism’ in the historiography on the Second World War, see Roumen Daskalov, Debating the Past:
Modern Bulgarian History. From Stambolov to Zhivkov (Budapest: Central European University Press,
2011).

18 For two Bulgarian studies of this period, see Iskra Baeva and Evgeniia Kalinova, Sledvoennoto desetiletie
na bâlgarskata vânshna politika (1944–1955) (Sofia: Polis, 2003) and Milcho Lalkov, Ot nadezhda kâm
razocharovanie: Ideiata za federatsia v Balkankiia iugoiztok, 1944–1948 (Sofia: Vek 22, 1993). For two
Greek works, see Iakovos Michailidis, Ta prosopa tou Ianou. Oi ellinogiougoslavikes scheseis tis paramones
tou ellinikou Emphiliou Polemou (1944–1946) (Athens: Pataki, 2004) and Iakovos Michailidis, Ta prosopa
tou Ianou. Oi ellinogiougoslavikes scheseis tin periodo tou ellinikou Emphiliou Polemou (1946–1949) (Athens:
Pataki, 2007). Due to linguistic limitations, this author has not followed closely the former Yugoslav
literature, but two English-language classics that also explore this period from Yugoslav perspective
are Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia and Djilas, The Contested Country.

19 I borrow this term from Roumen Daskalov and Tchavdar Marinov, Entangled Histories of the Balkans
(Leiden: Brill, 2013). Since 2013, there have been three more volumes with the same title, showcasing
transnational approaches to Balkan history.
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during the Second World War. National issues thus re-emerged as the priority in the
post-war encounter between the two states, complicated by the Soviet and British
determination to preserve their control over Bulgaria and Greece, respectively.20

September 1944 was a chaotic month for the Axis ally Bulgaria.21 Its ever-changing
governments first declared neutrality and demanded the evacuation of German troops,
then declared war on Germany and, finally, when the Soviet Union declared war on
Bulgaria, the country found itself at war with all belligerents for several hectic hours on
7 September. A major political change took effect in the country when Soviet troops
crossed the Danube on 8 September, and the following day the Fatherland Front,
which included the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP), formed a new government
headed by Kimon Georgiev.22 In early October Georgiev agreed that the most
pressing foreign policy question was the incorporation of (Greek) Western Thrace
following the wartime occupation of the area. Political change to the left did not
lead to the abandonment of the nationalist agenda that had thrust the country into
war on the side of the Nazis.23 The government briefly contemplated the possibility
of asking for the cession of Northern Dobrudja from Romania but decided that this
request would distract from Thrace. In respect to Macedonia, Georgiev believed that
an alliance between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia would resolve the question and ‘create
a federation of all Balkan peoples’.24 It was clear to the new leadership that Bulgaria
had to focus its diplomacy on its relations with Greece and its demands in Western
Thrace.

During the war, triple occupation (Germany, Italy and Bulgaria) dismembered
Greece. But British interest in the eastern Mediterranean guaranteed the decisive
Allied involvement in the region in the last stages of the war. In August 1944, with
the Allied pressure against Germany and Italy intensifying, the Greek government-in-
exile declared that after the war it would seek a new, ‘strategic frontier’ with Bulgaria
to secure a ‘strong and defensible’ border and prevent another Bulgarian ‘aggression’.
Greek leaders requested reparations for damages during the Bulgarian occupation,
punishment of officials implicated in crimes against Greece and Allied occupation of
Bulgaria to secure its compliance with the armistice.25

But the new left-leaning Bulgarian leaders were taking proactive measures to
change the reputation of their Axis-affiliated country. On 5 October Bulgaria signed
a military agreement with Tito’s Partisans in Yugoslavia, and Bulgarian troops joined
Marshall Tolbukhin’s Third Ukrainian Front fighting the Germans in Yugoslavia,

20 See the overview in Biondich, The Balkans; Lampe, Balkans into Southeastern Europe and Theodora
Dragostinova, Between Two Motherlands: Nationality and Emigration among the Greeks of Bulgaria, 1900–
1949 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011).

21 Miller, Bulgaria.
22 R. J. Crampton, Bulgaria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 279–81.
23 For the Fatherland Front’s use of the national language, see Sygkelos, Nationalism from the Left.
24 Bulgarian Communist Party Archives (hereafter TsPA), 1b, 7, a.e. 23. Kostov to Dimitrov, 8 Oct.

1944.
25 Central State Archives, Bulgaria (hereafter TsDA), 176k, 32, a.e. 295, 200. Foreign Press Review, 12

Sept. 1944; Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Bulgaria, Paris Peace Conference (hereafter
AMVnR, PMK), a.e.133, 24–32. Memo of Danov, 25.
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Hungary and Austria. The Fatherland Front government hoped that the participation
of 450,000 Bulgarian troops in the Allied campaigns would transform Bulgaria
into a cobelligerent country and guarantee a better position in the peace treaty
negotiations.

In the meantime the evacuation of Bulgarian troops from Greece was completed
by 11 October.26 When the armistice between Bulgaria and the Allies was signed
on 28 October, Greek Prime Minister Georgios Papandreou complained that no
Greek forces participated in the Allied Control Commission that implemented
the agreement.27 To Greek disappointment, instead of castigating Bulgaria for her
participation in the war on the side of the Axis, Article Two of the armistice
simply mandated the withdrawal of Bulgarian officials and colonists from Greece
and Yugoslavia and the annulment of legislative and administrative provisions in the
former occupied territories.28

To remind the Allies of Bulgaria’s Axis affiliation, Greek politicians began a well-
coordinated international campaign that built heavily on national(ist) rhetoric. In
February 1945 the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill paid a visit to Athens and
delivered a speech in front of 20,000 people, followed by the Greek regent Archbishop
Damaskinos whose oration led to exclamations from the crowd of ‘To Sofia! In
arms! Great Greece!’. When the regent visited Salonica later that month, his speech
stressed that Greece should be rewarded for its contribution to the Allied victory while
Bulgaria punished as an Axis ally; these words produced exclamations: ‘we want Greek
occupation of Bulgaria!’ and ‘We want borders beyond the Struma River!’. Over the
following months anti-Bulgarian rallies occurred in Athens, Salonica, Florina/Lerin
and Drama, requesting a new frontier to the Balkan Mountains and disseminating
maps that included in Greece large portions of the Bulgarian Black Sea coast.29 The
newly founded Committee of the Unredeemed Northern Greeks organised public
lectures, published articles in major newspapers and composed petitions explaining
the necessity of the border revision.30 Overseas organisations, such as the Greek
War Relief Association and the Justice for Greece Committee in the United States,
rallied support through the dissemination of posters and memoranda claiming: ‘no
Greek could be free . . . given the constant thread of invasion [from the north].’31

(See Figure 1.) As the war was drawing to a close nationalism remained an effective
mobilising tool.

26 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 30. Kostov to Dimitrov, 12 Oct. 1944.
27 AMVnR, PMK, a.e.133, 4-32. Memo of Danov, 29.
28 Agreement between the Governments of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the United States

of America and the United Kingdom, on the one hand, and the Government of Bulgaria, on the
other, Concerning an Armistice, 28 Oct. 1944, 2.

29 TsDA, 1, 1. a.e. 20, 191-196; and Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Greece (hereafter IAYE),
1945, 22.1 and 7, Bulgarian and Greek memoranda.

30 Epitropi Alutroton Voreiou Ellados, Oi geitones imon Voulgaroi (Thessaloniki, 1945) and Epitropi
Alutroton Voreiou Ellados, To paraponon tou ellinismou. Ekklisis pros tas akamidias, ta panepistimia kai ta
alla anotata epistimonika idrimata ton Inomenon Ethnon (Thessaloniki, 1946).

31 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 224, 4. Justice for Greece Committee memo; and Justice for Greece Committee,
Greece and the Peace Conference (Washington, 1945).
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Figure 1. Map of Greece and her neighbors, marking the three areas of Greek territorial
claims in Northern Epirus (Albania), the Dodecanese Islands (Italy) and Thrace (along the
Bulgarian-Greek border). All three cases were argued based on historical rights and security
concerns.
Source: The Justice for Greece Committee, Justice for Greece (Washington, D.C.,
March 1946).
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Greek territorial demands vis-à-vis Bulgaria sought ‘the greatest possible strategic
security’ by incorporating all mountain heights in Greek territory.32 The current
border followed the natural watershed and could become the ‘basis of [Bulgarian]
aggression’.33 Greece insisted that Bulgaria had used the vulnerability of the border
to attack Greece thrice, in 1913, 1916 and 1941. The interwar use of historical
arguments thus re-emerged as the best strategy for advancing the interests of the
Greek nation. But Greek politicians also contested Bulgarian attempts to recast the
most recent military conflict, chastising the political change in Bulgaria following the
Fatherland Front’s accession to power as a ‘diversion’ from Bulgarian responsibility
for the war. By contrast, they continued to emphasise Bulgaria’s role as an Axis
ally.34 Greek propaganda also sought to undermine Bulgarian claims over Western
Thrace by pointing to the importance of the area for the overall geopolitical situation
in the eastern Mediterranean, a key British concern, and stressing the danger of a
Bulgarian outlet to the Aegean.35 Greek diplomats astutely took advantage of the
political divisions between the Big Three by playing off Western concerns about the
left-wing political changes in the Balkans.

The official position taken by Greece was in stark contrast to the opinion of the
Greek Communist Party, which considered the territorial demands as an attempt to
‘divert the people’s attention from urgent internal issues’. General Secretary Nikos
Zachariadis blamed the territorial claims on ‘Greek chauvinists and their imperialist
patron’ and, by contrast, proclaimed, ‘we do not want a fistful of foreign land, but
we will not surrender a fistful of ours either’.36 This difference of opinions is striking
on the eve of the Greek civil war.

In Bulgaria, the government of Georgiev countered Greek claims by using
economic arguments. Bulgarian Foreign Minister Petko Staı̆nov accused Greece
of wanting to annex the tobacco-rich Arda Valley; in his Marxist interpretation,
the newly proposed border was ‘not a strategic but a tobacco frontier’ that would
transform Bulgaria into a ‘beggar country’.37 From the Bulgarian perspective, the
Greek territorial demands possessed ‘more offensive than defensive’ objectives, aimed
at destabilising security in areas with ‘purely Bulgarian population’, and served ‘Greek
goals of further territorial expansion’ that would deliver ‘a fatal blow on Bulgarian
economy’.38 Based on economic considerations, the only fair border change involved
the cession of Western Thrace, a province of ‘vital necessity’ to Bulgaria that was
‘not essential’ to Greece, which would facilitate economic recovery in the entire
Balkans.39 (See Figure 2.) Bulgarian communists suggested that ‘only good relations

32 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 126. ‘The Greek-Bulgarian Frontier and the Hellenic Claims’.
33 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 136, 1-2. Foreign Press Review, 17 June 1946.
34 AMVnR, PMK, a.e.133, 24-32. Memo of Danov.
35 Gennadius Library, Athens, Greece, Philippos Dragoumis Archive, 75.1, 3 and 13. ‘The Northern

Boundary of Greece’. Ibid, 75.2, 19-39, other Greek memoranda.
36 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 337, 377, and 416. Telegrams between Kostov and Dimitrov, 18 June, 22 June, 24 July

1945; Ibid., a.e. 639. Rizostastis, 5 June 1945.
37 TsPA, 146b, 5, a.e. 533, 1-5. Press Conference of Staynov, 4 Oct. 1945.
38 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 133, 1-6. ‘The Greek Demands for Strategic Frontiers’.
39 TsPA, 147b, 2, a.e. 1051, 50-60. Draft of Bulgarian claims in Thrace.
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Figure 2. Map of the existing and planned railroad connections between Western Thrace and
Bulgaria, used to advance Bulgarian claims vis-à-vis the area, based on economic arguments
that emphasized that marginal economic significance of the region for Greece.
Source: AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 166, l. 25–37. Undated draft memorandum “The economic
necessities felt by Bulgaria with regard to her outlet on the Aegean,” written in preparation for
the Bulgarian participation at the Paris Peace Conference.
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and the free exchange and mutual exploitation of the natural resources of the two
countries’ would overcome the current border deficiencies.40

But Bulgarian politicians also hastened to emphasise that under new leadership
their country had taken decisive steps to abandon past political mistakes. According to
one Bulgarian representative, while ‘the ruling circles in the neighbouring kingdom
have remained committed to prewar ideas’ and ‘old platitudes of hatred and self-
destruction’, ‘New Bulgaria . . . aspires to live in complete and sincere cooperation
with its neighbours’.41 The Bulgarian head of parliament, Vasil Kolarov, similarly
maintained that ‘New Bulgaria found a common language with New Yugoslavia and
New Romania, and these three states solved or are on the way of solving peacefully
their disputes. . . . [New Bulgaria] is convinced that it will find a common language
with [the Greek people] notwithstanding the efforts of Greek reactionaries and
jingoists’.42 Instead of national arguments, Bulgarian leaders focused on economic
and political justifications to demonstrate that they had abandoned the nationalism
of old elites. With the political change in 1944, the national incorporation of Thrace
remained a firm commitment of the left-leaning government, but the BCP argued
this national goal in new political and economic terms.

The Yugoslav–Bulgarian Alliance

The controversies between Bulgaria and Greece were in sharp contrast to the
widely showcased ‘brotherhood, comradeship, and cooperation’ between Bulgaria
and Yugoslavia following the post-war success of the communists in both countries.
This difference is striking given the similar historical trajectory of the long-term
territorial disputes between the two states; Serbia had acquired significant parts of
Macedonia in 1913 and then again in 1919, and Bulgaria’s ‘return’ of Yugoslav (Vardar)
Macedonia was one of the main reasons for the country’s entry into the Second World
War.43 Yet, the new communist leaders of both countries radically changed the tone
of the debates.

In early October 1944 a Bulgarian delegation visiting Belgrade to discuss an
agreement for military alliance against Germany conveyed the desire of ‘the Bulgarian
people’ to correct the injustices that ‘fascist’ politicians had inflicted on Yugoslavia
during the war. The two parties agreed that all questions between the two countries
should be solved in the spirit of ‘friendly cooperation’ and ‘mutual interest’. To
confirm their departure from the policies of the past, Bulgarian leaders declared: ‘our
chief enemy is Great Bulgarian chauvinism [velikobâlgarski shovinisâm]’. As early as
December 1944 the two countries initiated discussions on a treaty for mutual help

40 TsPA,146b, 5, a.e. 1295, 1-8. Deliradev, ‘Concerning the Question of Changing the Bulgarian-Greek
State Border’.

41 TsPA,146b, 5, a.e. 1295, 1-8. Deliradev, ‘Concerning the Question of Changing the Bulgarian-Greek
State Border’. Ibid.

42 TsPA, 147b, 2, a.e. 1034, 27. Kolarov to New York Herald Tribune, 22 May 1946.
43 Biondich, The Balkans and Lampe, Balkans into Southeastern Europe.
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and cooperation, which proceeded in an ‘exceptionally favourable atmosphere’.44

Only a few months earlier Bulgaria still had occupation troops in (Yugoslav) Vardar
Macedonia. But while this restoration of mutual relations was framed in the rhetoric
of ‘people’s will’, it was clearly high-profile leaders in both countries, and their
communist affiliations, that determined the spectacular political change.

Despite political will at the highest level, differences nevertheless emerged over
the newly proposed idea of a Balkan Federation.45 Josip Broz Tito, the Yugoslav
leader, wanted to create a federation between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia based on
the principles of ‘pan-Slavism’ and ‘proletarian internationalism’, hoping to resolve
the contentious issue of Macedonia while also boosting Yugoslav prestige. The two
countries were already discussing the issue in October 1944, but in January 1945, after
Georgi Dimitrov, the Bulgarian communist, wartime Comintern leader, and close
associate of Josef Stalin, consulted with ‘our big friend’ in Moscow, the Bulgarians
started expressing misgivings. Dimitrov was concerned that Yugoslavia was showing
‘tendencies of absorption’ because Tito wished to create a Yugoslav-centred Balkan
Federation with Bulgaria appended as a Yugoslav republic. Instead, Dimitrov, in
consultations with Stalin, envisioned ‘the possibility of a dual federalist state of
Yugoslavia and Bulgaria sharing equal rights’. Dimitrov thus proposed to Tito the
alternative of a ‘dual allied (federal) state on equal principles’. Stalin interpreted the
Balkan Federation as a development with ‘enormous consequences not only in the
Balkans but the entire Europe’, and the three communist leaders were trying to
convince Britain and the United States to support the idea.46 The Western powers,
however, opposed the proposal at the Yalta conference of February 1945. In March
Bulgarian and Yugoslav leaders abandoned the project of a federation until after a
peace treaty had been signed and focused on establishing a framework of mutual
relations instead.47

The proposed alliance with Bulgaria seemed to divide the leadings members of
the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY). In March 1945 Politburo members and
close wartime associated of Tito’s, Milovan Đilas and Edvard Kardelj, declared that
Yugoslavia was not interested in an alliance, while another key figure in post-war
Yugoslavia, Moša Pijade (who would become the Yugoslav delegate at the Paris Peace
Conference), considered a potential agreement as a strategy ‘to impress the masses’.
Even Tito declared that he was ‘somewhat pessimistic’ about the possibility for an
alliance and ‘bitter’ that he had not managed to offer to the Yugoslav people the
‘political asset’ of a federation.48 When in early April 1945 Tito visited Moscow to

44 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 24, 64, and 167. Kostov to Dimitrov, 8 Oct., 20 Oct. and 19 Dec. 1944.
45 The idea of a Balkan Federation was several precursors from the nineteenth century on, as outlined

in the classic interpretation of Leften Stavrianos, Balkan Federation: A History of the Movement toward
Balkan Unity in Modern Times (Hamden: Archon Books, 1964). For a recent analysis that places the
idea in a broader context, see Holly Case, ‘The Strange Politics of Federative Ideas in East-Central
Europe’, The Journal of Modern History, 85, 4 (2013), 833–66.

46 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 230. Dimitrov to Kostov, 13 and 17 Jan. 1945.
47 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 257. Dimitrov to Kostov, 20 Feb. 1945.
48 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 285. Kostov to Dimitrov, 24 Mar. 1945.
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meet with Stalin and also talked to Dimitrov, the Bulgarian and Yugoslav leaders
confirmed that they wanted to reach a political agreement. But Dimitrov was
becoming increasingly sceptical, remarking that the Bulgarian position had to be
‘extremely friendly but also firmly principled and wholly honourable’. Both Dimitrov
and Tito were proceeding carefully; for the time being the two leaders agreed on
the resumption of diplomatic relations between the two countries.49 Bulgarian and
Yugoslav communists cleverly appropriated the language of the nation and employed
the possibility of a federation to boost their legitimacy domestically and explore new
options for political cooperation internationally.50

Bulgarian relations with the People’s Republic of Macedonia (PRM) were
particularly strained. Since 1941 the Yugoslav Partisans had proposed the unification
of all parts of Macedonia in a socialist republic within the Yugoslav federation. When
the republic was established in late 1944 Yugoslav communists promoted the idea
that PRM would incorporate all ethnic Macedonians, including those in (Bulgarian)
Pirin Macedonia (The inclusion of Greek Macedonia was no longer feasible after
the Percentage Agreement in October 1944). In November 1944 Dimitrov informed
his Yugoslav comrades that in Blagoevgrad, the capital of Pirin Macedonia, the
local Communist Party organisation was designated as Macedonian, rather than
Bulgarian.51 As good communists, both Tito and Dimitrov opposed ‘Great Serbian
and Great Bulgarian chauvinistic moods’.

But tensions appeared between Macedonian and Bulgarian communists, showing
that political decisions at the highest level could not overcome national(ist) loyalties
cultivated locally for decades. The leaders of the Macedonian Communist Party
(MCP) wanted to see the immediate incorporation of Pirin Macedonia (Petrich
region) into the PRM. In contrast, Bulgaria recognised ‘the right of the Macedonian
people to unite in its own country’ but insisted that the Petrich region would remain
in Bulgaria until a Balkan Federation was finalised. Instead, Bulgaria promised to
publicise in Pirin Macedonia the objectives of the PRM, publish a Macedonian-
language newspaper, allow a Macedonian-language radio programme, encourage
Macedonian émigrés to return and provide financial help to the PRM.52 Despite
opposition from BCP leaders (particularly Traı̆cho Kostov), in July 1946, on the eve
of the peace treaty talks, Dimitrov, with Stalin’s endorsement, confirmed that Pirin

49 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 293 and 300. Dimitrov to Kostov, 9 and 16 Apr. 1945.
50 For the issue of Balkan Federation and the position of Bulgaria on it, see Georgi Daskalov, Bâlgaro-

iugoslavski politicheski otnoshtenia, 1944–1945 (Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo, 1989), 226–315 and
Lalkov, Ot nadezhda kâm razocharovanie. For the use of the national rhetoric in Bulgaria, see Sygkelos,
Nationalism from the Left, especially ch. 3. For an interpretation of the Balkan Federation from the
position of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, see Novica Veljanovski, Makedonia vo
jugoslovensko-bugarskite odnosi, 1944–1953 (Skopje: INI, 1998). For a brief overview in English, see
John Lampe, Yugoslavia as History: Twice There Was a Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), 226–49.

51 Crampton, Bulgaria, 320.
52 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 210. Report of Chanev, 1 Dec. 1944.
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Macedonia would become part of PRM once the Balkan Federation was created.53

This decision was never implemented and was decisively abandoned following the
Yugoslav–Soviet split of 1948, but it would cause many difficulties in the long-term
relations between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia during the rest of the Cold War and
beyond.54

Tensions over Macedonia notwithstanding, by summer 1945 Bulgaria and
Yugoslavia had agreed to start negotiations for the preliminary settlement of all
financial issues. The two countries had to show a ‘united position’ at a future
peace conference, which was ‘the first step toward . . . facilitating agreement
among all Balkan peoples’. In September 1945 the two countries agreed to conclude
a treaty of alliance, accompanied by trade and cultural conventions, to promote
political independence and economic development in the Balkans.55 In February
1946 Bulgaria and Yugoslavia officially declared the resolution of all outstanding
issues. What made reconciliation possible were, first, ‘the new political framework’
of their relations, and, second, ‘the strong brotherly relations resulting from the
mutual struggle . . . against Germany’.56 Communist visions helped overcome past
national(ist) misgivings, so Bulgarian and Yugoslav leaders proclaimed their ‘mutual
desire to eliminate everything that hinders a future rapprochement between New
Yugoslavia and New Bulgaria’.57 While the question of a Balkan Federation remained
to be discussed, the two countries had put past demands behind them, and by mid-
1945 their leaders agreed to forge a unified political agenda in anticipation of the
peace treaty negotiations.

Geopolitics

In addition to the national dimensions of the debates about Balkan borders,
the new post-war political situation in Europe after 1945 and the emerging
ideological divisions among the Big Three determined the evolution of Balkan
border controversies. The evidence presented here confirms that, over the course
of time, the Anglo-Americans gradually stopped pushing back against Soviet
demands in the area. Specifically, the need to finalise the peace treaties and
commence post-war reconstruction in Europe determined the compromises that
the United States and Britain were ready to make vis-à-vis Bulgaria under Soviet

53 Kostov was the General Secretary of BCP who would be subjected to a show trial and executed in
1949. See Crampton, Bulgaria, 321. Only after Yugoslavia was expelled from the Cominform in June
1948 did the BCP drop the issue of incorporating Pirin Macedonia in PRM.

54 For a brief yet insightful overview of the question, see Tchavdar Marinov, ‘Makedonskiiat vâpros
i komunisticheska Bâlgariia’, in Ivajlo Znepolski, Istoria na Narodna Republika Bâlgariia (Sofia: Siela,
2009), 481–92. For an interpretation that analyses these efforts as ‘national treachery’, see Veselin
Angelov, Hronika na edno natsionalno predatelstvo: Opitite za nasilstveno denatsionalizirane na Pirinska
Makedoniia, 1944-1949 (Sofia: Gergana, 2004).

55 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 452 and 483. Kostov to Dimitrov, 20 Aug. and 17 Sept. 1945; AMVnR, PMK, a.e.
277, 1-9. ‘The Yugoslav Perspective on Reparations’.

56 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 291, 1-7. Memo on Bulgarian-Yugoslav relations, 18 Feb. 1946.
57 TsPA, 1b, 8, a.e. 79, 1-12. Central Committee of BKP, 9 Feb. 1946.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777318000243 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777318000243


402 Contemporary European History

insistence.58 These debates thus had larger geopolitical implications linked to
international developments in early Cold War Europe.

At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, Stalin, Churchill and the US
president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, agreed to ‘the earliest possible establishment
through free elections of governments responsive to the will of the people’ in
Eastern Europe, including Bulgaria. This stipulation was important to Britain and
the United States because in early 1945 the Bulgarian communists were starting
to tighten control over the country through their domination over the Fatherland
Front by purging rival political formations from it. The Yalta meeting also raised,
and agreed to settle in future discussions, the issues of Bulgarian reparations, its
territorial controversy with Greece and the possibility for a Yugoslav–Bulgarian
alliance; the Big Three declined to discuss the issue of a Balkan Federation. The
resolution of all these questions, however, was contingent upon the holding of free
elections.59

The Potsdam Conference from 17 July to 2 August 1945, while focused on
Germany and Poland, also saw a confrontation between the Big Three in regards
to Bulgaria. The British firmly opposed Bulgarian requests for a territorial outlet
to the Aegean, something that would have undermined British plans in the eastern
Mediterranean. All parties agreed that the Greek demands for expansion in Bulgaria
served as a tactical measure against Bulgarian aspirations in Thrace. In keeping
with the Yalta decisions, Churchill and the new US president Harry Truman
proposed free elections be held in Bulgaria, Romania and Greece under Allied
control. When Stalin insisted that Bulgaria was a democratic country fully compliant
with the Yalta accords, Truman produced a letter from the Bulgarian opposition
leader, Agrarian National Union chief Nikola Petkov, which ‘had a bomb-like
effect’ because it disputed this claim. As a compromise, the Big Three decided
to expedite the signing of a peace treaty with Bulgaria while continuing talks about
elections.60

The American and British insistence on free elections was the most important
stumbling block. After Potsdam Dimitrov worried that elections under Allied control
meant that ‘subversive agents’ supporting the opposition would circulate in the
country.61 The Soviet Foreign Minister Andrey Vyshinsky reassured him that, despite
British and American allegations of dictatorial tendencies within the entire region,

58 For sophisticated analyses of this process in Bulgaria, see Boll, Cold War in the Balkans and Dimitrov,
Stalin’s Cold War. For the similar logic of events in Hungary, see Peter Kenez, Hungary from the Nazis
to the Soviets: The Establishment of the Communist Regime in Hungary, 1944–1948 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2006).

59 Agreements reached at the Crimea Conference between President Roosevelt, Prime Minister
Churchill, and Generalissimo Stalin, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/yalta.asp (last visited 30 Oct.
2017).

60 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 422 and 464. Dimitrov to Kostov, 8 Aug., 24 Aug. 1945. The latter document stated:
‘in Potsdam, Truman had at his disposal two bombs, the atomic bomb and the Bulgarian opposition
letter’.

61 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 422. Letter of Dimitrov, 8 Aug. 1945.
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‘they understand that Eastern Europe is lost for their influence’.62 During the first
meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM), convened in London from
11 September to 2 October 1945 to prepare the framework of the peace treaty
negotiations, the Soviet delegation voiced its disappointment with the British and
US reluctance to recognise the Bulgarian government.63 In November 1945 elections
were held in Bulgaria; even though the opposition boycotted them, the Soviet Union
restored diplomatic relations with Bulgaria to show its satisfaction with developments
in the country.64

Despite evidence that the November elections were rigged, Britain and the
United States appeared willing to compromise. On 24 December 1945 the three
foreign ministers, James Byrnes, Ernest Bevin and Vyacheslav Molotov, met at an
interim meeting in Moscow and announced their agreement a special conference to
discuss the peace treaties with all former Axis allies, but included ‘friendly advice’ to
Bulgaria regarding the inclusion of two opposition members in the Fatherland Front
government.65 In early 1946 the Bulgarian government was yet to appoint opposition
leaders as under-secretaries in the Ministry of the Interior, as advised in Moscow. The
United States and Britain voiced concern over the situation in Bulgaria but proceeded
with the planning for the peace treaty conference.66 During the second meeting of
the CFM in Paris from 25 April to 16 May 1946, discussions regarding Bulgaria were
brief and focused on reparations.67 The two Western allies’s priority was to speed up
signing the peace treaties and to begin the reconstruction of Europe.68

The Paris Peace Conference

The Paris Peace Conference was held from 29 July to 15 October 1946 to finalise
the treaties with Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy and Finland.69 As agreed in
Moscow, the draft peace treaty with Bulgaria was drawn up by the Foreign Ministers

62 TsPA, 146b, 5, a.e. 467, 574 and 574. Bulgarian Mission in Moscow, 14 Aug., 29 Aug., and 4 Nov.
1945. American and British objections to the ‘totalitarian atmosphere’ surrounding the Bulgarian
elections scheduled for 26 August 1945 led to their postponement.

63 Report by Secretary Byrnes, 5 Oct. 1946 (sic), http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/decade18.asp
(last visited 26 Oct. 2017).

64 The elections resulted in eighty-six per cent vote for the Fatherland Front and the lack of opposition
in parliament. R.J. Crampton, Eastern Europe in the Twentieth Century – and After (London: Routledge,
1997), 226–7.

65 TsPA,146b, 5, a.e. 574, 55-57. Bulgarian Mission in Moscow, 7 Jan. 1946; MVnR, PMK, a.e.
16. Bulgarian Telegraph Agency, 27 Dec. 1945. Report by Secretary Byrnes, 30 Dec. 1945,
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/decade19.asp (last visited 26 Oct. 2017).

66 Crampton, Eastern Europe, 227.
67 Report by Secretary Byrnes, 20 May 1946, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/decade20.asp

(last visited 26 Oct. 2017).
68 TsPA, 147b, 2, a.e. 1044, 44-46. Kolarov to Byrnes, Bevin, and Molotov, 28 and 29 June 1946.
69 The lack of a comprehensive, multi-dimensional study of the Paris Peace Conference of 1946 represents

a major lacuna in the historiography. A short outline of the major issues, accompanied with selected
sources, is Stephen Kertesz, The Last European Peace Conference, Paris, 1946: Conflict of Values (Lanham:
University Press of America, 1985). For a good collection of documents related to the talks, see U.S.
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of the Soviet Union, the United States and Britain.70 In Paris, the Commission
on Procedure determined the process of debating the draft treaties for all five
states. Disputed provisions were presented for discussion to relevant commissions;
in addition to the Military and Economic Commissions, five Political-Territorial
Commissions handled the frontier disputes related to each state. The Political and
Territorial Commission for Bulgaria was charged with the territorial dispute between
Greece and Bulgaria. The Greek demands via-a-vis Albania were debated in the
Political and Territorial Commission for Italy.71

Throughout the conference, the newly emerged ideological and political
(dis)agreements among the Balkan countries informed the spirit of the discussions.
On the eve of the Paris Peace Conference, the Greek Prime Minister Konstantinos
Tsaldaris had declared: ‘we cannot talk about security if the [Bulgarian–Greek] border
remains the same’.72 In Paris, the Greek delegation insisted that, during its occupation
of Greece in 1941–4, Bulgaria had designed ‘a systematic plan for the wholesome
extermination of the Greek population . . . to denationalise those predominantly
Greek regions’. Greece maintained that ‘Bulgarian invasion would always be a
menace to Greece’ because ‘the Bulgarian people, owing to ingrained psychological
causes, are ever prone to aggression and violence’. During the discussions at the
Political and Territorial Commission for Bulgaria, the Greek representatives requested
‘rectification of the frontier’ in Bulgarian territory to bring to the country ‘a feeling
of security’. In the Greek opinion, this territorial change was urgent given discussions
between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia for a Balkan Federation.73 By contrast to such harsh
territorial claims vis-à-vis Bulgaria, urged by Britain and the United States, Greek
representatives scaled down their demands from Italy at the meetings of the Political
and Territorial Commission for Italy.74 With the looming Greek civil war in 1946,
ideological commitment coincided with national interest because the royalist Greek
government relied heavily on Western support to keep the communists in check.

The Bulgarian delegation at the Political and Territorial Commission for Bulgaria
countered the Greek demand for border revision by maintaining that the current
border, outlined in 1919 when Bulgaria was defeated, had ‘strategic advantages of
offensive character’ for Greece. Bulgaria castigated Greek nationalism and highlighted
the new political realities in the Balkans, explaining that ‘New Bulgaria and New

Department of State, Paris Peace Conference, 1946: Selected Documents (Washington: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1947).

70 TsPA,146b, 5, a.e. 574, 55-57. Bulgarian Mission in Moscow, 7 Jan. 1946; MVnR, PMK, a.e. 16.
Bulgarian Telegraph Agency, 27 Dec. 1945.

71 The Bulgarian–Yugoslav and Bulgarian–Romanian frontiers remained at their 1941 extent, as agreed
by the three countries, so they were not discussed in Paris. Other territorial questions debated included
Yugoslav demands vis-à-vis Italy in Istria and the confrontation between Romania and Hungary over
Transylvania. For the difficult position of Hungary, which failed to preserve its wartime territorial
gains in Transylvania, but also had to enact a population exchange with Czechoslovakia, see Kertesz,
Between Russia and the West. For the Italian-Yugoslav border, see Sluga, The Problem of Trieste.

72 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 137. Messages d’Athenes, 19 Mar. 1946.
73 IAYE, 1946, 43, 1. Greek memo draft.
74 Lalkov, ‘Edin diplomaticheski spor’, Minalo, 3–4 (1997), 62.
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Yugoslavia have freed themselves from the national policy of extreme jingoism . . .
[but] this is not the case on the other side of the Rhodope Mountains’. The reduction
of the Bulgarian armed forces, the lack of Greek population in the requested areas and
the economic value of the region only betrayed Greek intension to ‘stifle Bulgaria
economically’. Bulgaria accepted responsibility for its role in the war and called the
occupation of Greece and Yugoslavia ‘criminal lunacy . . . tantamount to stabbing
a kindred people in the back’ but denied accusations of crimes against the Greek
population. Instead, the Bulgarian delegation presented its case for Western Thrace
claiming that the Aegean Sea constituted ‘an integral part of [Bulgaria’s] geographical
and economic zone’ whereas it had always been peripheral to Greece. In an attempt
to publicise the new, communist inspired interpretation of the Second World War, the
Bulgarian representatives reminded the delegates of ‘the vast resistance movement’
against Germany and repeated that no Bulgarian troops had ever fought against
the Allies. Most importantly, ‘for Bulgaria, what might be called the real war . . .
began in . . . 1944’.75 For that reason the Bulgarian delegates at the Political and
Territorial Commission vehemently insisted that their country should not be treated
as Romania, Hungary, Finland or Italy, but, having suffered 32,000 military casualties
after 1944, it should be recognised as a cobelligerent state.76 This view of the Second
World War would remain the basis of official Bulgarian interpretations of the conflict
throughout the communist period.77

Newly reconstituted Yugoslavia demanded Istria and coastal Slovenia from Italy
and Austria but had no claims on Bulgaria or Albania.78 Prior to the Paris talks
Bulgaria and Yugoslavia had agreed to conduct preliminary consultations between
the two delegations concerning all mutual questions.79 Yet, tensions emerged over the
newly forged Bulgarian interpretation of the Second World War, after the Bulgarian
Foreign Minister Georgi Kulishev declared in Paris that Bulgaria had not waged a
war against Yugoslavia or Greece between 1941 and 1944 but only against Germany
after 1944.80 Still, Yugoslavia unambiguously supported Bulgaria at the meetings
of the Political and Territorial Commission for Bulgaria; the head of the Yugoslav
delegation, Moša Pijade, corroborated the Bulgarian view that during the war its
‘fascist authorities’ were unable to secure compliance with Nazi military plans while
the Bulgarian people heroically fought together with their Yugoslav comrades to
defeat the Germans after 1944. By contrast, Pijade characterised the Greek demands
from Bulgaria as ‘unclear, strategically unfounded, and ultimately imperialistic’.81

For Yugoslavia, the causes of pan-Slavism and proletarian internationalism – together
with the possibility of a Balkan Federation – redefined the scope of its national
interests in the Balkans.

75 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 350, 40-52. Bulgaria at the Political and Territorial Commission, 2 Sept. 1946.
76 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 402, 3-4. Bulgarian delegation on the draft treaty, 25 Aug. 1946.
77 See Daskalov, Debating the Past.
78 Lalkov, ‘Edin diplomaticheski spor’, 61.
79 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 783, 1. Chervenkov to CPY, 30 Aug. 1946.
80 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 738. Kostov to Tito, 19 Aug. 1946.
81 Lalkov, ‘Edin diplomaticheski spor’, 65.
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The disagreement between Yugoslavia and Greece developed into a full-blown
confrontation over Albania. As a part of its visions for a new northern frontier,
in Paris Greece also demanded the incorporation of southern Albania (Northern
Epirus) on the grounds of Albanian collaboration with Italy. Yet, during the initial
discussions in the Commission on Procedure, Yugoslavia proposed that Albania
be invited to participate at the Paris talks. Next, the Yugoslav delegate Pijade
presented the undocumented assertion that the Greek Prime Minister Tsaldaris
had approached him with a proposal to split up Albania between Greece and
Yugoslavia. In response, Tsaldaris accused the Yugoslav delegate of deception and
called his claims ‘phantasmagorical’. But thanks to the Yugoslav intervention, Albania
was invited to present its case in the Political and Territorial Commission for
Italy.82 On 31 August, during dicusssions in that commission, Pijade declared
that his country would defend Albania should any other state impinge upon
its territorial integrity. The British representative tried to defend the Greek
position, but the Greek delegate left the session to protest the insinuation that
his country had unjust territorial claims on Albania. Ultimately, the Political and
Territorial Commission for Italy rejected Greek demands for the incorporation
of Northern Epirus.83 For Yugoslavia, its diplomatic intervention on behalf of
Albania was a step toward securing Albanian participation in the eventual Balkan
Federation.

As far as the Bulgarian–Greek frontier was concerned, the final debates in the
Political and Territorial Commission for Bulgaria reflected the newly emerged
political divisions in the Balkans. Greece proposed a change in the Greek–Bulgarian
frontier that would follow the line of the Pirin and Rhodope Mountains and assign
the Arda Valley to Greece.84 Yugoslavia countered that the current Bulgarian–Greek
frontier, first outlined in 1913, was ‘completely just’.85 The Soviet Union defended
Bulgaria as a ‘democratic country’ that had rejected the crimes of pre-war ‘fascist’
cliques and contributed to the German defeat.86 The United States, while ‘not
impressed with Bulgarian arguments of commitment to democratic government’
and considering Greece a ‘valiant ally’, nevertheless remained ‘unconvinced that
a change in the Greek–Bulgarian frontier would contribute to the general cause
of peace and understanding in Southeast Europe’. Britain went along with the
preservation of existing frontiers, even though it insisted that Greece was ‘fully
justified in claiming full guarantees for strategic security of her frontiers’.87 On
3 October 1946 the Greek proposal for a new ‘strategic frontier’ was rejected by
eight votes (Australia, Belarus, Czechoslovakia, France, the Soviet Union, Ukraine,
the United States and Yugoslavia) to two (Greece and South Africa) with three

82 Ibid., 63–4.
83 Ibid., 65–6.
84 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 402, 65. Amendment proposed by Greece, 7 Sept. 1946.
85 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 74. Declaration of the Yugoslav delegation, 1 Oct. 1946.
86 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 510, 24-31.
87 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 351, 88-92.
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abstentions (Britain, New Zealand and India).88 Prime Minister Tsaldaris bitterly
concluded that, while Axis ally Bulgaria had emerged from the war retaining
Southern Dobrudja, Allied Greece had been denied the opportunity to ‘regain
security and peace behind the shelter of a defensible frontier’.89 In the end,
unlike the Paris Peace settlement of 1919–20 that punished all Central Power
allies, considerations related to the reconstruction of Europe and the emerging
Cold War determined the relatively mild attitude vis-à-vis some Axis allies, such
as Bulgaria.

Peace Treaties and Free Elections

The developments in Paris had important consequences for the domestic situation in
Bulgaria. As the international community finalised the peace treaties, the Bulgarian
communists continued to consolidate their power at home. During the Paris talks, on
30 August 1946 US Secretary of State Byrnes warned the Bulgarian Foreign Minister
Kulishev that, given the political persecutions in the country, he could not sign the
peace treaty or ask the US Senate to ratify it because ‘Bulgaria [wa]s in a state of
full communization’. Byrnes then renewed proposals that opposition leaders – the
Agrarian Nikola Petkov, the Social Democrat Kosta Lulchev as well as Regent Ganev
– be invited for consultations in Paris. That same day, a visibly concerned Kulishev
talked to Molotov, who reassured him that ‘of course you should decide your internal
affairs as a sovereign state’. The Soviet foreign minister expressed confidence that the
United States would sign the treaty because it wanted to ‘resolve the issue quickly’
rather than delay peace with Italy. Following these consultations, Kulishev, Kolarov
and Dimitrov decided that to satisfy the United States they should secure opposition
participation in the upcoming referendum and election.90

On 8 September 1946 Bulgarians voted in a referendum which sought to abolish
the monarchy and declare a republic. The vote was deliberately timed to coincide
with the Paris talks to show the Bulgarian people’s desire to distance itself from the
old ‘fascist’ circles that had discredited Bulgaria in the war. Next, the country held
elections for a constituent assembly to draft a new constitution on 27 October, after
the peace treaties had been agreed upon in Paris. The Fatherland Front secured 78
per cent of the vote in the elections and 364 seats in parliament (the opposition
had 101), while Dimitrov came back from Moscow and became prime minister.
In early 1947 the opposition leader Petkov, encouraged by American and British
diplomats, intensified his attacks against the communist dominated Fatherland Front.
In the meantime, the Paris Peace Treaties were signed in February 1947, and the
United States ratified the Bulgarian treaty on 4 June 1947. Petkov was arrested the

88 IAYE, 1946, 43, 4. Proceedings of the 15th Meeting of the Political and Territorial Commission, 3
Oct. 1946.

89 IAYE, 1946, 43, 6. Speech of Tsaldaris, 11 Oct. 1946.
90 TsPA, 1b, 7, a.e. 778 and 740. Kulishev to Dimitrov, 30 and 31 Aug. 1946.
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following day, on 5 June, and subjected to a show trial in August.91 By that point the
disagreement between the Big Three at Paris served well BCP attempts to solidify its
rule domestically. Bulgaria expressed disappointment at the US and British refusal to
recognise the country as cobelligerent and emphasised ‘the sincere gratitude of the
Bulgarian people to the Soviet delegation’ during the negotiations in Paris.92 On 20
September 1947 the Bulgarian Peace Treaty came into effect. Three day later, on 23
September, Petkov was executed.93 Much to the satisfaction of Bulgarian communist
leaders and their Soviet supporters, the discussion of peace treaties and free elections
ended with Western acceptance of their political control in Bulgaria and the Cold
War division of the Balkans.

From the Balkans to East vs. West

At the Paris Peace Conference Bulgaria had the status of an Axis satellite while
Yugoslavia and Greece were recognised as cobelligerent Allied countries. It would
have been logical to expect that Greece and Yugoslavia would seek partnership as
countries with similar experiences and common demands from the defeated countries
that had occupied their territories. In July 1945 Prime Minister Dimitrios Voulgaris
stated that ‘the Greek people have always felt strong bonds of unalienable friendship
with the Yugoslav people’, but the two countries failed to synchronise their interests
in Paris.94 The new communist leadership of Yugoslavia acted as a guardian of the
pro-Soviet ‘people’s republics’ emerging in Romania, Bulgaria and Albania against
pro-Western ‘democratic’ Greece under British military control. The emerging Cold
War split undermined the importance of traditional alliances and determined the
confrontation between the two cobelligerents in Paris.

More than just the signing of peace treaties, the solving of territorial disputes
and the acceptance of the political status quo in the Balkans occurred between 1944
and 1947. In those three momentous years a mental shift transformed much of the
Balkans, already marginalised in the mind of the European powers, into ‘Eastern
Europe’, a place Western governments would assign to oblivion during the Cold
War.95 In the Iron Curtain speech from 5 March 1946 the now former British Prime
Minister Churchill had already indicated a distinction between Eastern Europe and
Greece; he had warned of the ‘increasing measure of control from Moscow’ in the
Eastern European states, while pointing out that, ‘Athens alone – Greece with its

91 Crampton, Eastern Europe, 227–8 and Boll, Cold War in the Balkans, 177–92.
92 TsPA,1b, 7, a.e. 904. Dimitrov to Kostov, 22 Aug. 1947.
93 Crampton, Eastern Europe, 227–8 and Boll, Cold War in the Balkans, 177–92.
94 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 226,1-2. Foreign Press Review, 22 July 1945.
95 See Andrew Hammond, ed., The Balkans and the West: Constructing the European Other, 1945–2003

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2004). Two classics on Western views of Eastern Europe are Larry Wolff,
Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1994) and Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997).
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immortal glories – is free to decide its future’.96 If the histories of Bulgaria, Yugoslavia
and Greece had been inextricably linked from the Ottoman to the independence
periods, in 1944 their historical destinies departed. With the announcement of the
Truman Doctrine on 12 March 1947 the Western belief crystallised that ‘assistance
is imperative if Greece is to survive as a free nation’, in contrast to ‘a number of
countries of the world [that] have recently had totalitarian regimes forced upon them
against their will’ (Poland, Romania and Bulgaria used as examples). The Truman
administration spoke of two ‘alternative ways of life’, one involving ‘free institutions,
representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom
of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression’, the other serving as
an example for ‘terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections,
and the suppression of personal freedoms’.97 According to this straightforward Cold
War political thinking, Greece had become firmly aligned with the ‘free’ West while
Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Romania and Albania were assigned to the ‘totalitarian’ East.98

As local dynamics confirm, shortly after the Paris negotiations closed the Cold War
engulfed the Balkans. If the initial debates among Bulgaria, Greece and Yugoslavia
were about ‘strategic frontiers’, by 1947 the three countries were in a situation of active
‘strategic positioning’ between ‘alternative ways of life’. In early 1947 Greece officially
accused Bulgaria, Albania and Yugoslavia of instigating civil war and supporting
the communist insurgency in her northern areas.99 Bulgaria called the allegations
‘false and unrestrained Greek provocation’ and ‘contrived chauvinist propaganda’ of
‘reactionary’ politicians who sought distraction from the ‘cruel internal civil war . . .
in which thousands of truly heroic, patriotic and democratic sons of our neighbour
perish’.100 Bulgaria and Greece did not resume diplomatic relations until 1964.101

Similarly, soon after the Paris talks Greece and Yugoslavia exchanged a number of
harshly worded declarations related to border incidents, spies, refugees and abducted
children, which brought the two to a situation of ‘undeclared war’. Only after 1949,
following the Yugoslav–Soviet split of 1948 and the end of the Greek civil war, did the
two countries start normalising relations.102 But in 1947, months after the peace treaty
negotiations in Paris, the relations between the three countries had escalated into a
full-blown political showdown over the legitimacy of the political transformations in
the area. Delineating the new frontiers was only the first step in declaring political
orientation between ‘East’ and ‘West’ in the Balkans. (See Figure 3.)

96 Winston Churchill, Iron Curtain Speech, 5 Mar. 1946, http://www.historyguide.org/europe/
churchill.html (last visited 13 Jan. 2015).

97 President Harry Truman’s address before a joint session of Congress, 12 Mar. 1947, http://avalon.law.
yale.edu/20th_century/trudoc.asp (last visited 13 Jan. 2015).

98 For a work conceptualising Greece as ‘Balkan’, see Vangelis Calotychos, The Balkan Prospect: Identity,
Culture, and Politics in Greece after 1989 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

99 Lalkov, ‘Edin diplomaticheski spor’, 62.
100 AMVnR, PMK, a.e. 104, 2-6. Political Directorate, 15 Jan. 1947.
101 Georgi Daskalov, Bâlgariia i Gârtsia. Ot razriv kâm pomirenie, 1944–1964 (Sofia: Universitetsko

izdatelstvo, 2004) and Evanthis Hatzivassiliou, ‘Negotiating with the Enemy: The Normalisation
of Greek–Bulgarian Relations,’ Journal of Southeast European & Black Sea Studies 4, 1 (2004), 140–61.

102 See the aforementioned woks by Michailidis, Ta prosopa tou Ianou.
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Figure 3. ‘The Threefold Importance of Greece in the Clash Between East and West’, New
York Times, 1 Sept. 1946.
Source: The Justice for Greece Committee, The Fact About Greece (Buffalo, N.Y., 1946).
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The concept of ‘strategic frontiers’, originally advanced by Greece, had more
than one meaning in the contentious debates about the future of the Balkans after
the Second World War. At a very basic level, the conversations engaged contested
territorial claims and issues of border security, demonstrating that anxieties about
the nation dominated the immediate post-war period. The matter of borders,
however, also influenced economic debates on reparations, economic reconstruction
and control over outlets to the Aegean and Adriatic. Finally, the talks also became
an arena for exchanging competing visions on ‘democracy’ and ‘free elections’ (in
the Western concept) versus ‘people’s republics’ and ‘popular will’ (in the Soviet
concept). While starting from the issue of ‘borders’, Bulgaria, Greece, Yugoslavia and
their supporters in the Big Three engaged in a complex balancing act of forging the
peace, through painful compromise over national issues and determining the political
makeup of the new governments in charge of the post-war Balkan states. By 1947
each Balkan state had also ‘strategically positioned’ itself in the Cold War divide of
Europe.
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