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Abstract. Urbanization theorists see the process as a manifestation of three mutu-
ally impacting processes: migration, natural growth and reclassification, whose relative 
contribution to it varies depending on the environment. The present paper is devoted 
to the urbanization process in Bulgaria in the War and Interwar periods. In particular, 
we monitor the role that migration played in it as well as the contribution of small and 
big cities and the capital of Sofia. Even in our time, a small number of countries are col-
lecting statistics that are appropriate for a thorough measurement of urban phenomena. 
For this reason, our quantitative analysis is based on the data of urban population’s 
birthplace from the censuses carried out in Bulgaria in 1910, 1920, 1926 and 1934. It 
shows that in the studied period the ascending (albeit at a slow pace) urbanization pro-
cess in Bulgaria was due mainly to migration and in particular to internal migration, 
although it was undoubtedly closely related to the war- and post-wartime refugee wave 
and immigration, which strengthened the expansion of cities. 
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Urbanization is among the most important demographic phenomena of 
nowadays when half of the world’s population lives in cities (UN 2019, 1) and 
the rapidly growing (yet huge) urban agglomerations have already caused a 
number of negative phenomena - high levels of unemployment, infrastructure 
tensions and environmental degradation (Bilsborrow 2002). Studying the his-
torical development of urbanization is up to date, since it has projections on our 
present day because of the need to find successful mechanisms for overcoming 
its negative effects.

Urbanization theorists see it as one of the manifestations of migration to-
gether and in interaction with the natural population growth (that occurs as a 
result from birth rate exceeding the mortality) and the reclassification (the ad-
ministrative mechanism for giving urban status to former villages or surround-
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ing settlements), whose relative contribution to urbanization depends on the 
economic and social background (White (ed.) 2016, 474-475). To urbanization 
directly contributes internal migration from rural to urban areas, which causes 
decline of rural population and growth of urban one. Besides, there are cities 
attracting a significant number of international migrants, which also leads to 
an increase in the urban population. Except this urban transition is in relation 
to economic modernization, industrialization and changes in the demographic 
structure of population.

In the studied period Bulgaria experienced impetuous demographic 
growth in spite of the Balkan Wars and the First World War and human loss. It 
was due to the fact that the first demographic transition was characterized by its 
high birth rates (Gruev 2009, 369-370), to the post-war population compensa-
tion and (perhaps mainly) to the immense inflow of refugees and immigrants 
generated by the armed conflicts from the second decade of the 20th century, 
namely by the Balkan Wars and the First World War including the 1917 revolu-
tion and the Civil War in Russia, the Aster Revolution in Hungary, the Greek-
Turkish War of 1919-1922, and accompanying events (about 200,000 people 
up to the Mid-1920s - mainly of Bulgarian ethnic origin, but 20,000 Russians 
and 15,000 Armenians too). The country was rural - four fifths of its popula-
tion were peasants. The majority of landowners were small-sized. Bulgaria had 
agricultural-centered development strategy, which, however, did not exclude 
industrialization (Vachkov 2018, 11-17). The economic modernization happened 
within the sector of agriculture and live stockbreeding, where half of the GDP 
was formed. The country crossed the threshold of industrialization in the late 
1930s (Ivanov 2012, 105, 107). Between 1926 and 1934 there were 97 towns, most 
of which small, having population under 10,000 and of rural image (Table 1). 
The rapidest growth showed the capital Sofia. Other well-developing cities were 
Plodiv, Varna, Burgas, Ruse. The share of urban population grew up with 5.6% 
between 1910 and 1946. So, concerning the interrelated processes of urbaniza-
tion, industrialization and internal migration, there was some development, but 
it was rather slow and that is why seen by some researchers sooner as stagnation 
than as any kind of progress. Here we intend to reveal the urbanization process 

Table 1. Number of towns/cities in Bulgaria, according to their classification in 
the population censuses, 1910-1946

Population 
Number of towns/cities

1910 1920 1926 1934 1946

Up to 10,000 people 42 53 53 48 43

Above 10,000 people 28 26 28 33 40

Above 20,000 people 8 9 12 12 17

Above 50,000 people 1 3 3 3 4

Above 100,000 people 1 1 1 1 2

Total 80 92 97 97 106
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in Bulgaria during the period preceding the accelerated industrialization in 
the light of Bulgarian census statistics. Having in mind a priori the dynamic 
demographic and in particular migration situation in Bulgaria our initial hy-
pothesis is that it can be considered as more than stagnant (though slowly devel-
oping) and that the contribution of migration (including the external one) to 
it was decisive. At that time the importance of internal and external migration 
in the numerical growth of urban population in Bulgaria increased, although 
the external migration flow was significantly smaller than the internal one and 
continued more intensively only until 1926 (Table 2). More than one third of 
in-migrants (totally 217,328 people for 1910, 354,187 people for 1926 - which 
many times exceeded the number of immigrants) and about half of immigrants 
(totally 59,706 people for 1910, 166,761 people for 1926 - whose relative share 
in towns/cities was larger than in the villages) were predominantly directed to 
the big towns and cities, i.e., with population surpassing 10,000 inhabitants: 
according to data for 1910, 89% (53,067 people) of the immigrants and 77% 
(167,437 people) of the in-migrants, for 1926 respectively 80% (129,214 people) 
and 77,5% (282,079 people). Up to 1926 the general trend was towards increase 
in the number of immigrants and in-migrants targeting the towns/cities. 

There has been no particular scientific interest in the development of ur-
banization in Bulgaria and its interaction with (internal and external) migra-
tion processes during the studied period - perhaps, because at this initial stage 
(which started with the founding of the Third Bulgarian State in 1878 and ended 
in the Late 1940s) the relative share of the urban population was growing slowly 
and the urban way of life was spreading slowly too (Mladenov, Dimitrov 2009, 
13; Minkov 1972, 85). Actually, the real, dynamic urbanization took place in the 
second half of the 20th century. It was accelerating under centrally planned 
economic development, as a result of which urban population grew sharply; at 
the end of the 1960s its relative share went beyond the fifty percent and popula-
tion increasingly concentrated in the administrative centres (Vasileva 1991, 94; 
Marcheva 2016, 396-397). 

Some researchers of urbanization processes in Bulgaria have claimed that 
after 1880 (up to 1934, for example) there was a “progressive urbanization 

Table 2. Migration growth of urban population in Bulgaria, 1901-1946 (‰)

Years
Urban population Rural population

Totev 1968 Stefanov et al. 1974 Stefanov et al. 1974

1901-1905 2.3

1906-1910 0.8

1911-1920 13.0

1921-1926 16.3

1927-1934 10.5 9.8 4.2

1935-1946 12.6 14.8 6.7

Source: Totev 1968, 26-32; Stefanov et al. 1974, 218.
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trend” and supported their theses with indicators such as the steadily increasing 
number and the growing relative share of urban population1 (Vasileva 1991, 110; 
Georgiev 1979, 24; Popov 1916, 13). Other authors have pointed out the migra-
tion growth (i.e., the difference between the in- and out-migrants, calculated 
on the basis of population censuses, which are yet its rather “rough” measure-
ments) as an indicator of urbanization processes in Bulgaria (Totev 1968, 26-32; 
Stefanov et al. 1974, 218). They have found out that migration growth is always 
in the benefit of towns and cities - it increases the urban population and reduces 
the rural one (Stefanov et al. 1974, 218); it rises when there are strong external 
migration flows - for Bulgaria the phenomenon was reflected by the 1905 cen-
sus, after the Ilinden-Preobrazhenie Uprising (1903), and then, in the first half 
of the 1920s. 

There have been researchers who believe that the urbanization process was 
“decreasing” in the Interwar period and explain this with the impact of ter-
ritorial changes resulting from the Balkan Wars and the First World War on 
the settlement system and the urban-rural population ratio (Vezenkov 1999). 
According to the Bucharest and Neuilly treaties 8 towns2 were separated from 
Bulgaria (from South Dobrudja and the Western Outskirts) and transferred to 
Romanian and Serbian territories, and another 173 were added to the country 
through the newly acquired lands. However, urbanization was declining, be-
cause among the latter mentioned ones, more in number were less economically 
developed towns, and their minority Turkish and Muslim population was prone 
to emigration (Danailov 1930, 164-168; Vezenkov 1999). 

Since the development of urbanization in Bulgaria - more broadly speak-
ing from the viewpoint of the years of the Bulgarian censuses - between 1910 
and 1946 is poorly studied and at the same time this period (and especially 
its first half) was characterized by intensive refugee and immigrant inflows of 
Bulgarians, Russians and Armenians and emigration of the local Greeks and 
Turks (under the bilateral agreements with Greece and Turkey for population 
exchange), we have devoted our present study to the development of urbaniza-
tion process in Bulgaria emphasizing the role of migration in it. The object of 
the quantitative analysis, on the basis of which we have monitored the process 
of urbanization, is the data on the urban (and rural) population coming from 
the Bulgarian censuses carried out in 1910, 1920, 1926, 1934 and 1946. We have 
turned to this type of sources, because of the lack of other statistics for the stud-
ied period. Even in our time a small number of countries are collecting statis-
tics that are appropriate for a thorough measurement of urbanization. For this 

1 In 1880 urban population in the Bulgarian Pricipality constituted 16.7% of the total 
number of population of the newly created state; in 1920 - 19.9%, and in 1934 - 21.4%.  

2 From South Dobrudja - Silistra, Tutrakan, Dobrich, Balchik, Kavarna, and from the 
Western Outskirts - Bosilegrad, Strumitsa, Tsaribrod (Dimitrovgrad).

3 Ahtopol, Bansko, Gorna Dzhumaya (Blagoevgrad), Nevrokop (Gotse Delchev), Dyovlen 
(Devin), Daradere (Zlatograd), Ortakyoy (Ivaylovgrad), Koshukavak (Krumovgrad), Kardzhali, 
Malko Tarnovo, Melnik, Mastanli (Momchilgrad), Petrich, Razlog, Mustafa pasha (Svilen-
grad), Pashmakli (Smolyan) and Vasiliko (Tsarevo).   
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reason indirect methods have commonly been used to calculate the components 
of urbanization growth based on census data (UN 2001). Often such studies 
are based on birth place data of population by applying different research ap-
proaches.

Here, in our particular case, we have used the statistical data for the ur-
ban (and rural) population, recorded in a correlation with the birth place of the 
native-born population (for those born in a locality other than the one where 
counted, i.e., for the in-migrants), and of the foreign-born population (i.e., for 
the immigrants). Data for in-migrants provide information about origins as far 
as it concerns another district within a given county, another county or another 
locality in the country, while data for immigrants reflect origins by countries. 
This means that the statistical information “covers” the number of in-migrants at 
a given time point, not counting mortality, and refers only to the first generation 
of settlers (as opposed to the US censuses, for instance, which also collected in-
formation for subsequent generations of settlers). In the case of the foreign-born 
the statistical information did not reflect the usual at that time interim internal 
migration of refugees and immigrants most of which were very mobile between 
the time of their entering the country and their final resettlement there.

When trying to establish the contribution of internal migration to urbani-
zation, its most important direction to be studied is the migration from village 
to town/city. But from the point of view of the internal migrations and concern-
ing the de facto population, in principle the Bulgarian censuses of 1910, 1920 
and 1926 contain information on internal migration towards the towns/cities, 
without reference to its point of departure (either it was a village or another 
town/city). It means that this kind of databases include data on inter-town/city 
migrations too, in our specific case these were migrations from small to big 
urban centres which were not quantitatively such as to change the main trends. 
In the Bulgarian censuses there is evidence of the population movement from 
villages to towns/cities only in relation to the economically active population 
and not to the total de facto population. Just the 1934 census provides statisti-
cal information on migration in the direction of village-town/city. In the 1946 
census another methodology for its accumulation was applied, which is why it 
is practically incomparable with that of the previous censuses - at least regard-
ing the study of the directions of internal migration. So, we have tracked some 
of the processes for different subperiods (and not for the entire studied period) 
and this is because we do not have the relevant data.  

In the quantitative analysis our supporting points have been some of the 
more important theoretical stands in today’s understanding of urbanization 
which is to explain why we have used specific indicators. Nowadays demogra-
phers define urbanization as a growing proportion of the population living in 
urban areas (Poston, Bouvier 2010, 307-311). Yet, it needs to be clarified that 
urbanization differs from the growth of the urban population in general, al-
though the two concepts are often mixed, which causes considerable confusion. 
Since urbanization is defined as a growing urban share, it means that if urban 
and rural populations grow at the same pace, there is no urbanization. Ur-
ban population growth is considered to be entirely the result of urbanization 
if the total population does not change but the relative share of urban popula-
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tion is increasing; then the degree of urbanization (the degree of population 
growth in urban areas) is equal to the growth rate of the urban population 
(Tacoli, McGranahan, Satterthwaite 2014). Though, in most urbanizing coun-
tries, including Bulgaria, during the period under review, the total population 
was growing too and it is possible to distinguish the share of urban population 
growth resulting from urbanization from the share resulting from the overall 
growth of population (the latter is roughly equal to the degree of urbanization, 
plus the rate of total population growth). 

Based on these views, in measuring processes and phenomena, we have 
started from the position that urbanization is present when urban population 
growth rate exceeds rural population growth rate and we have used this indica-
tor as the main one - measured in percentage for the total urban (resp. rural) 
population, for the population of the small and big towns/cities, for the capital. 
For greater certainty in identifying trends we have also monitored other indi-
cators such as, for example, the volume of migration and its intensity (i.e., the 
number of migrants per 1000 locals). Of course, we are aware of the general 
nature of quantitative parameters and the presence of certain micro- and back-
ground processes that cannot be numerically identified, because urbanization 
is indeed primarily a result of migration and it is reasonable to treat it as such. 
However, it is not just a consequence of the village-town/city migration, espe-
cially if this migration is perceived in its meaning as a long-term resettlement 
for permanent living. Firstly, urbanization is the net result of complex migra-
tory movements between rural and urban areas, including circular migration 
back and forth. Actually, net migration from village to town/city may be a result 
of people delaying their return or not returning to rural areas as they decide to 
move to the city. Secondly, urbanization involves both the net movement of peo-
ple to and within urban areas, and the progressive expansion of urban bounda-
ries and the creation of new urban centres. As we have already mentioned, in 
principle it can furthermore originate either from higher natural population 
growth in urban areas or from particularly high еmigration from rural areas, 
although none of them is considered to be very substantial.

Before undertaking the quantitative analysis, we will mention as well that 
during the studied period there were no legislative restrictions on population 
crowding in the cities.

* * *
We start examining the growth of Bulgaria’s urban population in percent-

age compared to the growth of the rural population, which are influenced by 
the migration processes, the mechanical growth and the birth rate, the natural 
growth and perhaps the reclassification. In the period from 1910 to 1946 the 
whole population of the country increased from 4 million in 1910 to 7 million 
in 1946; the absolute number of urban and rural populations - separately - also 
grew; the relative share of the urban population increased too (from 19.1% in 
1910 to 24.7% in 1946) which was due to both natural growth and mechanical 
movement. The change in the ratio between urban and rural populations was 
not sharp (as in the second half of the 20th century), but smooth. For 36 years 
the urban population almost doubled (+111.4%) compared to the growth of the 
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rural one (+58.6%), so although the latter prevailed, its relative share declined 
from 80.9% in 1910 to 75.3% in 1946 (Totev 1968, 17-19; Tzekov 2011, 78) (and 
this growth was much greater than that in the years preceding the wars4 (see 
Georgiev 1979, 23). The greatest increase in urban population was in 1910-1926 
(+36%), then in 1926-1934 it was +15% and in 1934-1946 - +33%.

For the period between 1910 and 1926 statistics provide an opportunity to 
distinguish population growth in small and big towns/cities, i.e., in the towns/
cities with population up to and over 10,000 inhabitants, as grouped in the cen-
suses until 1926. Table 3 shows that population growth in the big towns/cities 
outstripped growth in the small ones but the determining factor in this process 
was the enormous growth of the capital city; if it is excluded, it becomes clear 
that population growth in small towns surpassed (albeit with little) those of the 
big ones and that by 1926 the reporting of the quantitative growth of the urban 
population in Bulgaria had been mainly due to the over 100% increase in the 
population of the capital.

To answer the question whether at all and if so, to what extent urbanization 
was due to migration in general and separately to internal and external migra-
tion, we have established the relative share of the increase in the number of 
in-migrants and immigrants in the towns/cities in relation to the increase in the 
number of urban population (for the territory of the country in the respective 
census year) based on the abovementioned birth place data. Here, in the context 
of what has already been said about the specifics of this kind of statistical infor-
mation on the migration to the towns/cities, we especially would like to point 
out again that it includes not only the in-migrants coming from the villages 
but also those coming from other towns/cities. Inter-town/city migration, and 
in particular that of small to big towns/cities, was not so large and did not af-
fect major trends. In 1911-1926 it was 81%, and in 1927-1934 - 61% or, generally 
speaking, during the studied period, urbanization in Bulgaria was mainly due 

Table 3. Growth of the de facto population in small and big towns/cities, capital 
Sofia and villages, 1910-1926

Population
Year Growth

1910 1926 number percentage

Small towns 251,849 321,239 +69,390 +27.5

Big towns/cities, including Sofia 577,678 808,892 +231,214 +40.0

Big towns/cities without Sofia 474,866 595,890 +121,024 +25.5

Sofia 102,812 213,002 +110,190 +107.0

Villages 3,507,991 4,348,610 +840,619 +24.0

Sources: Obshti rezultati 1910, 14-17; Obshti rezultati 1920, 16-23; Obshti rezultati 1926, 16-23.

4 In 1880-1900 for instance (i.e., for a period of 20 years) the urban population in Bul-
garia increased with +36.6% and the rural one - with +31.6%.
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to migration. And in this very case - to internal migration, representing in 1911-
1926 56% of the total migration growth - despite the intense refugee inflows of 
Bulgarians, Russians and Armenians as a consequence of the wars, and almost 
entirely to the internal migration in 1927-1934, when external migration was 
declining (Table 2).

The 1934 census data, which took into account the village-town/city direc-
tion, confirm this conclusion. We have analysed a variation of data for in-mi-
grants in the direction of village - town/city and for immigrants in the direction 
of foreign country to town/city, because the external migrants’ mobility within 
Bulgaria is not quantitatively known: in-migrants in the village-town/city di-
rection were almost twice as much as the immigrants, and their relative share 
within the variation is 64% (Table 4).

The dynamics of in-migrants’ number as well as the dynamics of the refu-
gees and immigrants’ number per 1000 local people5 among the urban pop-
ulation corresponds to the above-mentioned trends: in 1911-1934 the number 
of internal settlements was steadily growing, increasing more than twice and 
reaching almost half a million; their number per 1000 locals was gradually in-
creasing too - in the first half of the 1920s much more significantly (reaching 
402 in-migrants per 1000 locals in 1934).6 The number of external settlements 
was twice to three times smaller than that of the internal ones, growing to the 
mid-1920s as a result of refugee flows and, after their cessation, in 1934 marked 
a small decline; and their intensity was lower (233 foreign-born per 1000 locals) 
(Table 5). 

Table 4. Number of in-migrants and immigrants/refugees among urban and 
rural de facto population, 1910-1934

Year

In-migrants
among

Immigrants/
refugees among Local population* Total population of 

Bulgaria

urban 
popu-
lation

rural
popu-
lation

urban 
popu-
lation

rural 
popu-
lation

urban rural urban rural

1910 217,328 468,763 59,706 59,965 551,916 2,977,966 828,950 3,505,794

1920 271,358 489,945 118,185 104,393 576,422 3,284,497 965,965 3,878,835

1926 354,187 635,717 166,761 137,735 609,156 3,575,131 1,130,104 4,348,583

1934 459,296 743,280 159,391 127,186 683,770 3,904,863 1,302,457 4,775,329

Excluding the “unshown”.

* Population born in the locality where counted.

Sources: Obshti rezultati 1910, 14–17; Obshti rezultati 1920, 16–23; Obshti rezultati 1926, 16–23; 
Prebroyavane 1934, 3.

5 Population born in the locality where it was counted.
6 In the same time the intensity of in-migrants among rural population remained un-

changeable until 1920 and only afterwards increased.
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Before proceeding to study the tribute of the small and big towns/cities to 
urbanization we will try to explain the obvious at first glance changes in the 
database of the native-born population. They are important because of their 
influence on the formation of the indicator of migrants’ number per 1000 lo-
cal people we are considering here, and since the analysis of the origin of these 
changes is a sign of whether it is a source of out-migration or emigration, and 
because of the dynamics of the urbanization itself. In the period from 1910 to 
1926 native-born population in Bulgaria decreased sharply in both, small and 
big towns/cities (excluding Sofia) - in small ones almost twice as much as in big 
ones (doubled only in Sofia). It is interesting to see how much this phenomenon 
was due to migrations. We have tracked it at a village level and we have found 
out that in 1926 in 18 of the 26 big towns and cities the native-born population 
grew - in rare cases too many (as in Burgas - doubled and in Plovdiv - by one 
third). In the remaining eight big towns7 it decreased from several hundred 
to not more than one thousand and five hundred. In the case of big towns/
cities three-quarters of the reduction was a result of the secession of the three 
major towns in Southern Dobrudja after the Balkan Wars - Silistra, Tutrakan 
and Dobrich. The remaining loss was mainly due to the displacement of the 
Greeks from Burgas, Varna, Plovdiv and Stanimaka and to a very small extent  
to mortality and other displacements. In addition, there was no native-born 
population replenishment through big towns/cities joined as there were no such 
ones. In the case of small towns, the decline of the native-born population by 
half was due to the secession of the five cities with the Treaty of Neuilly - Bal-
chik, Kavarna, Bosilegrad, Tsaribrod and Strumitsa. It also partly diminished 
because of the Greeks’ expulsion. This loss was not compensated by the 17 towns 

Table 5. Intensity of in-migrants and immigrants/refugees to the locals* among 
urban and rural de facto population, 1910-1934 (‰)

Year

In-migrants
among

Immigrants/refugees
among

urban 
population

rural
population

urban
population

rural
population

1910 393.8 157.4 108.2 20.1

1920 470.8 129.8 205.0 31.8

1926 581.4 149.2 273.8 38.5

1934 671.7 190.3 233.1 32.6

* Population born in the locality where counted.

Sources: Obshti rezultati 1910, 14-17; Obshti rezultati 1920, 16-23; Obshti rezultati 1926, 16-23; 
Prebroyavane 1934, 3.

7 Vratsa, Stanimaka (Asenovgrad), Samokov, Kazanlak, Chirpan, Svishtov, Shumen and 
Turnovo.
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in the newly acquired territories and the reclassification (i.e., new settlements 
announced for towns), probably owing to the in- and out-migration from the 
small to big towns/cities.

The loss of local urban population as a result of the secession of cities (both 
small and large) in consequence of the territorial losses from the wars was not only 
simply compensated in the period between 1926 and 1934 by increasing birth rates 
due to intense external and internal settlements (the latter significantly larger), 
but as early as 1934 the pre-war number of native-born population had been ex-
ceeded. That is why we can conclude that the secession of the towns/cities as a result 
of the wars lost by Bulgaria really had negative impact on the urbanization of the 
country, and if that had not happened, the urbanization process would have been 
much stronger. However, it can not be denied that it was intense and intensifying 
and quantitatively managed to overcome the loss of native-born urban population 
in less than ten years. In this sense we can not speak about its stagnation or lagging 
behind - it simply evolved in the context of changed territorial conditions.

The census statistics make it possible to identify the urbanization centres in 
Bulgaria, which coincide with the destination points of migration flows. Towns/
cities differ in their socio-economic characteristics, so they have different at-
tractive opportunities. In order to estimate them, we consider the cities in two 
groups according to the number of their inhabitants - small and big. We have 
separated the capital of Sofia, which was (and still is) the administrative and cul-
tural centre of the country, from the group of other towns/cities, as its growth 
was unprecedented and incomparable with the other cities. The data on settle-
ments by groups of towns/cities show that small towns had a much larger influx 
of migrants than the big ones, but they were far behind in terms of migratory 
flows to the capital (Таble 6). The latter surpassed the influx to both small and 
big towns/cities not only in their absolute numbers but in their intensity as well: 
in 1910 in the big towns/cities (except Sofia) the total number of migrants and 
(in-migrants and immigrants) per 1000 locals was twice as high. Sofia marked 
the greatest growth - there the number of migrants was almost twice as much 
as that of the locals. In 1926 the local population declined in both small and 
big towns on the account of a sharp rise in the number of migrants (almost 
six times within the external ones and one-and-a-half times wthin the inter-
nal ones) (Таble 7). Small towns strengthened their position of attractiveness, 
caught up with their lagging behind and there the intensity of migrants almost 
reached the level of big towns although the volume of migration to them was 
smaller. The capital was once again remarkable in scale from the other major 
cities - migrants in the direction to Sofia were twice as much as local residents. 
This is understandable considering that the capital best suited to the standard of 
living in Bulgaria at that time. Sofia was the most developed city in Bulgaria, it 
was electrified, supplied with water - in the 1920s the Rila water main was built, 
the building of sewerage was started, after the wars the capital turned from a 
predominantly consumer centre and a city of clerks and officers into a com-
mercial and industrial centre with a large working class. The lack of settlements 
with truly urban appearance, with a high standard of living, including not only 
better incomes but likewise living facilities, contributed to Sofia’s becoming the 
most dynamically developing city in Bulgaria.
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To quantify the role of immigration and in-migration in the urbanization 
of small and big towns/cities and the capital, we use an indicator that expresses 
the relative share of the increase in the number of immigrants and in-migrants 
in small and big towns/cities and Sofia compared to population growth in them. 
For the small towns +44.5% belong to immigrants and +32% to in-migrants; 
for the big towns/cities respectively +33% and +50% and for Sofia +21% and 
+51%. Or, in general, until 1926 Sofia and the big towns were growing predomi-
nantly by in-migrants, while small towns were rising from immigrants (Table 3).

* * *
In conclusion we can summarize the results of the quantitative analysis of 

the birth place of Bulgaria’s population concerning the urbanization process as 
follows:

Urbanization in Bulgaria in the studied period was mainly due to migra-
tion and in particular to in-migration, although it was undoubtedly closely re-
lated to the refugee wave and immigration in the War and in the Interwar pe-
riod, which strengthened the expansion of the towns and cities. The drying-up 
of the refugee inflow did not lead to a decline in the urbanization process, but 
on the contrary - there was an intensified internal migration towards the towns 
and cities and specifically in the direction from village to town/city. This was a 
characteristic phenomenon for other countries as well - such observation was 
described in the United States in the first decades of the 20th century, but in 
relation to the strengthening of restrictions on immigration. 

There was a relationship between emigration, on the one hand, and inter-
nal migration and immigration, on the other hand, which is well illustrated by 
the replacement of the displaced Greek population with Bulgarian refugees and 
in-migrants.

The decisive role of internal migration in the urbanization process in Bul-
garia was determined by the in-migration to the big towns and cities (including 
Sofia). This was because the urbanization of big towns/cities (understood as ur-

Table 7. Total number of in-migrants and immigrants in the small and big 
towns/cities, and in Sofia, de facto population, 1910-1926

Year

Immigrants In-migrants

towns 
with up 

to 10,000 
inhabitants

towns/cities 
with and 

above 10,000 
inhabitants 

(without Sofia)

Sofia
towns with 

up to 10,000 
inhabitants

towns/cities 
with and 

above 10,000 
inhabitants 

(without Sofia)

Sofia

1910 6,639 34,608 18,459 49,891 120,903 46,534

1926 37,547 87,357 41,857 72,108 179,671 102,408

+ / - +30,908 +52,749 +23,398 +22,217 +58,768 +55,874

Source: Obshti rezultati 1910, 14-17; Obshti rezultati 1920, 16-23; Obshti rezultati 1926, 16-23.
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ban population growth at all) quantitatively exceeded that of small ones and it 
was largely determined by inter-urban migration from small to big towns. 

At the same time, the urbanization of small Bulgarian towns was primarily 
driven by external migration.

Immigrants’ main receiver - with values clearly distinguishable from those 
of other towns/cities - was the capital Sofia. It attracted an increasing percent-
age of the in-migrant flow towards the towns and of the whole in-migrant flow. 

The urbanization of the capital Sofia, which was growing to the size of a su-
per city (certainly with regard to the living and working conditions in Bulgaria), 
stood out with its scale even against the background of the so-called big towns 
and cities.
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