Filling in the Statistical Gap of the SEE Periphery: Estimates of Bulgarian GNP, 1899-1924

Martin Ivanov, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences

For more than six decades Bulgarian economic historians successfully ‘resist’ the Cliometrics’ temptations. Both the luck of scientific interests and of research capacities are to be blamed for that mirthless situation. Facing the crossroad where the qualitative ‘highway’ meets up with the quantitive ‘country-road’, one should admit, most of the scholars preferred taking the comfortable avenue. As a result of all that we are compelled to speak only intuitively about the Bulgarian (and the South-East European as well) past attaching mythical status to certain historic events and undervaluing others. What is the actual rate of growth of the Balkan periphery; is it lagging behind or caching up with the ‘industrial core’; how backward the agrarian societies from South East Europe (SEE) were and how did they endured external shocks like WW 1 and/or the Great Depression? These are questions that could be answered only in a quantitive way.

The occasional overseas interest towards the ‘powder-keg’s’ historical economic performance suffers the language limitations and the quality of statistical data. Some even speak of the ‘statistical iron curtain’ falling down from Vienna Eastwards. In their recent book Kevin O’Rourke and Jeffrey Williamson (2000) excludes the SEE periphery from their sample ‘simply because the historical data are inadequate for those regions’ (2000: 18).

The current research adopts a different approach. A detailed review of the available statistical information shows it is sufficient not only of guesstimates (Bairoch, 1976) but for proper National Income calculations. As far as the body of Bulgarian historic statistics is concerned, at least, one could hardly define it as ‘inadequate’ or ‘inferior’.

The method applied here is the one used in mid-1940s by the contemporary Bulgarian economist Asen Chakalov (1945) for calculating Bulgaria’s National Income (1924 – 1945). Despite the fact that it suffers certain methodological limitations it allows to construct an acceptably reliable GNP approximation with. It should be added that Chakalov’s National Income figures bear the seal of approval of Angus Maddison (1995, 2003) whose recent country-level estimates have become a ‘staple in international comparisons of income’ (Good-Ma, 1999; Hanson, 1998). Chakalov was used as the only source of Maddison’s Bulgarian estimates.

The current research focuses on five different years (1899, 1905, 1911, 1921 and 1924) back casting Chakalov’s GNP estimates quarter of a century backwards. The findings are consistent with prevailing pessimistic assessments (Gerschenkron, 1962; Lampe and Jackson, 1982; Lampe, 1986; Palairet, 1997, Good-Ma, 1999). The average growth rate between 1899 and 1924 was quite modest – 1 per cent and per capita growth was even negative (-0.28%). True, there were some periods with better performance (1899-1911) but they were far from enough to compensate the downturn caused by the military decade (lasting between 1912 to 1918 for Bulgaria) and the 3 consecutive lost wars (the First, the Second Balkan War and the WW 1)
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