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O P I N I O N

of prof. Krasimira Mutafova, PhD  – member of the scientific jury (Order № RD-38-65 / 04.02.2021) in a competition for the academic position of “Associate Professor” in the professional field 2.2. History and Archeology (History of the Bulgarian Lands 15th – 17th c.), Announced in the State Newspaper, issue 105 of 11.12.2020 for the needs of the Faculty of History of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”
1. Data for the competition. The competition for the academic position of “associate professor” in a professional field 2.2. History and Archeology (History of the Bulgarian Lands 15th–17th cc.) was announced in accordance with the legal requirements (the Law on the Development of the Academic Composition in the Republic of Bulgaria) and the Regulations of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”. The documentation on the competition procedure that was provided to me shows that no omissions and violations were allowed. 
2. Details of the candidate. Assist. Prof. Milena Ivanova Petkova-Encheva, PhD is the only candidate in the competition announced by the Faculty of History of Sofia University. Milena Petkova graduated History at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” in 2001. The theme of her excellently defended thesis – “Ethno-Demographic, Social and Urban Structure of Stara Zagora in the 15th–17th”, suggests her future research interests and pursuits. In 2009 she defended her dissertation on the topic: “Demographic Development and Agrarian Economy in the Eastern Part of the Thracian Lowlands in the 16th c.”, after a regular doctorate in the Faculty of History at Sofia University. She works as a part-time assistant in the Faculty of History of Sofia University (2010, 2015) and as a chief expert in the State Agency “Archives” (2012–2015), until she starts working as an assistant in the Faculty of History at Sofia University in 2015 after winning a competition, where she is currently an Assistant Professor (2016) in the Department of “History of Bulgaria”. The good academic and professional training of PhD Milena Petkova is due to the specializations and language courses in Ottoman and modern Turkish, as well as her academic specializations in the Republic of Turkey.
3. Description of the academic work. At the current competition PhD Milena Petkova presents 2 monographs, one of which is her doctoral dissertation; 11 studies and articles (5 published in English and Turkish in prestigious publications abroad); 1 preface (co-authored); 1 published paper on the documentary funds for the First World War (published abroad). Some of the studies are published in Turkish and English (11 and 14) or are similar in content (10 and 13, in Bulgarian and English). In the list of the selected publications for this competition are not included the reviews and published translations from Ottoman language (included in the general list of publications), as well as her editorial work, including as a member of the editorial board of prestigious international publications.
In the selected studies presented for this competition, also including the monographs, are outlined several thematic fields generally within the scope of: socio-economic history, with an emphasis on agrarian economics and nomadism (1, 2, 3, 4, 10, 13); the specifics of the settlement network, the types of settlements and economic profile (11, 14); the demographic and ethno-demographic changes after the Ottoman conquest (1, 2, 3, 8), the pandemic phenomena (plague epidemic) and consequences (9); the urbanization and the changes in the urban space and culture (5, 6); the manifestations of continuity in the administration of the Bulgarian lands after the Ottoman conquest (3, 7). The boundary between thus identified thematic groups is conditional to some extent, as many of the publications concern multifaceted topics and problems.

The greater part of the studies of PhD M. Petkova I would put within the framework of the big topic “man – society – nature” (1,2,8), recently one of the current directions of research in the Bulgarian historical science (Tsv. Georgieva, E. Grozdanova, St. Parveva, etc.), although they have been a major one in the Western European historiography since the time of Fernand Brodel. Undoubtedly the reason, to a large extent, lies in the Ottoman register material suitable for this type of research and the possibilities for statistical processing of the diverse and compact information contained in it, which is also fundamental in M. Petkova’s publications. Not insignificant are the new documentary proceeds under the established contractual relations between the archives of Bulgaria and the Republic of Turkey in 1993, as well as the free access to work in the archives of the Republic of Turkey.

Within the field of this problem are the questions set in the dissertation (2) of M. Petkova and the related with it publications (which are not a subject to review here), which to a large extent appear to be a starting point also in the new directions of her creative pursuits. Part of these theses and conclusions she develops in a new thematic field in her latest monograph “Between Anatolia and Rumelia. The Yürüks and the Economic Zoning of Parts of the Central Balkans, the Middle of the 15th – the Middle of the 16th Century” (Sofia, 2021), which I will discuss in more detail, as far as it is possible within an opinion. 

Within the focus of the study (149 pages in total), based on different types of Ottoman sources (taputahrir defters, mühime defters, kanuns, narratives, etc.), are the yürüks and the economic zoning of parts of the Central Balkans. Within framework of the three chapters of the well-balanced in its structure presentation (entirely comparative), the stages of adaptation and settlement of the “new settlers”, as well as the processes of agrarian transformation of the imported models from Ottoman Anatolia to Rumelia are successively discussed. The choice of the regions selected for comparative analysis is convincingly well-grounded – Karaman vilâyet in Anatolia and the Eastern Upper Trace (not Dobrudja) in Rumelia (similar ecological environment, a high concentration of colonized Turkic population, mainly representatives of nomads – yürüks, uniform and appropriate for a comparative study sources, etc.). I would like to mention that in the justification of the clearly set chronological (mid-15th – mid-16th cc.) and terminological frameworks of the study, M. Petkova demonstrates excellent knowledge of the sources and historiographical theses, including also the so complex to be defined term/name yürük.

The close link between the environmental conditions and the migration is the framework of the problems discussed in chapter one. An important conclusion reached by M. Petkova is that the basis of the successful adaptation of the nomadic groups in the Eastern Upper Trace are their skills to assimilate wetlands and to inhabit vast areas above 1000 m above sea level. Other of her findings concern the Ottoman government’s inconsistent policy towards nomadic groups – problems that, in my opinion, should be separated into an independent part.

The analytic approach is leading in deriving the typology of the yürük settlements in the second chapter, based on the “careful reading” of the register data (“empty” villages (kariye), “without reaya”, pp. 76-77, etc.), entries of the type of “near”, “belonging to”, “together with the neighborhoods”, etc., rethinking of the terms (kariye, mezra’a, pastures/kışla, etc.). The comparative analysis imposes her conclusion for an introduced model of a settlement network in the Upper Thracian lowland (on the territory of the kazas Eskihisar Zagra and Filibe). The final result is a demographic development of the depopulated territories of the Balkans, in particular the Bulgarian lands, and with these observations M. Petkova expands the range of the studied processes in her dissertation (2, pp. 51–85) and in other of her publications.

Some of the problems discussed in chapter three concern the balance between mobile livestock and “ancillary” agriculture, indicative of the settlement processes and economic activity of some of the yürüks (p. 86). The outlined (in details) economic profile of the various yürük villages and cemaats in the studied regions is of a contributing nature, supplemented with the presented ethnographic data. The comparative analysis of the summarized register information, illustrated with appropriate pie charts (94–96), confirms an introduced model, decisive for the economic assimilation of the Eastern Upper Trace

4. Academic contributions. Before pointing out the main contributions in the publications submitted for the competition, some of which I have already noted, I would like to emphasize that they are largely due to the language training of PhD M. Petkova and her excellent bibliographic awareness. The good knowledge of the Ottoman language enables M. Petkova to use in the original ottoman source material in her publications, including the last published monograph, and to introduce into academic circulation unpublished or not well known and used Ottoman documents.

M. Petkova almost necessarily generates her own conclusions and opinions on debatable historiographical theses and hypotheses in her publications. A direct reflection of the excellent theoretical training is the in-depth analysis and interpretations of the researched sources, the convincing conclusions and the contributory nature of her academic publications.

In the reviewed monograph, as well as in her published dissertation, M. Petkova applies a rich research toolkit with the professional use of comparative techniques, analytical approach to different types of sources, statistical methods and applied suitable methodology for accurate information retrieval and interpretation. Her author’s style is characterized by a strong “taste” for the detail and her studies often are on the border between micro- and macro-history, the results of which she successfully multiplies in the general framework of her research work (10, 13). On the example of two transcripts of court records from the 16th century (given in full translation), directly related to the procedure for determining the boundaries of the rural land in Stara Zagora, for example, she raises thesis questions, repeatedly debated in the Bulgarian and also foreign historiography – about continuity in the practice followed by the Ottomans, for the “invisible” processes of adaptation of the “new inhabitants” to the local ecological environment, etc. A typical example is the hypothesis of the southern border of Shishman’s Bulgaria at the time of its conquest by the Ottomans, derived after a precise analysis of the register information from the 16th c. and taking into account the specifics of administration of the conquered regions.

PhD M. Petkova leads (4) and is a member of the team (5) of national and international research projects, actively participates in important academic forums in Bulgaria and abroad (12 for the period 2014 - 2019). The recognizability of her research is evidenced by the observed citations (2012 - 2020). She is an organizer and moderator of exhibitions, a member of the editorial boards of prestigious publications (Journal of Balkan and Black Sea, Studies, “Macedonian Archivist” magazine).

5. Teaching work. In addition to the obligatory course of lectures “History of the Bulgarian Lands 15th–17th cc.” and seminars to it (in various specialties), M. Petkova leads a course in Ottoman language and reads several specialized courses, incl. in master’s programs. Two of them – “Historical Demography” and “Bulgarians in the Imperial World-Economy” – are intended for the specialization “History of the Bulgarian Lands 15th–17th cc.”, and another one she reads in English to foreign students in the program “Erasmus”. Although in a highly summarized form, what has been said so far represents Assist. Prof. M. Petkova as an established specialist and erudite university lecturer. 

Comments and recommendations. Without going into details, I will note, however, that I have some remarks, some disagreements with certain statements (directly influenced by R. Lindner) and variants of interpretation of the terms used (kariye, nefs, etc.) in the reviewed academic production of Assist. Prof. M. Petkova, PhD, but I believe that their specification is rather a subject of academic debate. Regarding the hypothesis of the southern border of Shishman’s Bulgaria, in my opinion, Ottoman documents related to the scope of the Tarnovo diocese could be used, where the kaza Zagra-i atik usually appears in last place.

The publications selected for the competition, the submitted reference for participation in projects and academic forms cover the required indicators of scientific growth (included in the report for the implementation of the minimum national requirements under Art. 2b of the Law on the Development of the Academic Composition in the Republic of Bulgaria). All the above gives me grounds to strongly support with “YES” the candidacy of Assist. Prof. Milena Petkova-Encheva, PhD for the academic position of “Associate Professor” in the professional field 2.2. History and Archeology (History of the Bulgarian Lands 15th – 17th c.).

April  24, 2021                                               Prof. Krasimira Mutafova, PhD

City of Veliko Tarnovo                                


