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Dr. Milena Petkova is Senior Assistant Professor in History of the Bulgarian Lands, 15th – 17th c., at the department of History of Bulgaria, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” where her scientific training and teaching activities take place. In the announced competition for Associate Professor she presents two monographs and 9 different papers, published in domestic and foreign editions.  Adhering to the traditional rules I shall began my review with the monographs for they reveal at its best the qualities and imperfections of the scientific research of the candidate.  My impression is that they are printed at the same time obviously prepared for the announced competition.  

One of them is entitled “The Central Balkans and the Ottomans. Demographic Development and Agrarian Economy in Eastern Upper Thrace during the 16th Century” which I consider not precise. The content refers to the Thracian valley in which the kazas of Stara Zagora, Chirpan, Nova Zagora and Haskovo are situated being separate administrative units during the 16th century. Their territory is less than the one of the Balkan Peninsula and far from its central area. Dr. Petkova doesn’t mention that the initial frame of the monograph is her Ph D dissertation but five years ago I was one of the reviewers and I cannot miss that fact. I would not consider it iniquity for the acquired knowledge and skills during the doctoral training must be used both, personally and in public relations. Furthermore, sticking close to the original framework of the Ph D thesis Dr. Petkova includes new documents (published and unpublished sources), enriches the research topic, changes the research approach, adds few appendices and this all comes to affirm her theses. 

The Introduction sets the chronological and geographical framework of the research. The first one is fixed up to the 16th c. due to the sources under study and the geographical territory is defined based on the ottoman administrative system. Dr. M. Petkova correctly points out that researches on micro level are significant in Bulgarian pre-Renaissance historiography from few decades and she takes all the benefits from them.    This is quite evident from the 11 different types of ottoman tax registers. They are also the first proof of her professional qualification in history of the Bulgarian lands and the Balkans during 15th – 17th c. The documents under study reveal great opportunity in setting and interpreting wide-range scientific problems including economic, demographic, religious and ecological issues.  I would like to mention that in 1960 V. Mutafchieva published “The Agrarian Relations in the Ottoman Empire during 15th – 16th c.” based on a single register read by her. I remind this fact in order to stress upon the success of four generations Bulgarian ottoman researchers, but also to emphasize the accumulated experience of knowledge and skills that provide opportunities to modern professionals to “step into” more detailed analyses of the historical events and processes during the so called “Dark Ages”.  Dr.   M. Petkova’s linguistic knowledge is probably much more in-depth as other types of ottoman documents with more complex text were published in the monograph.  

The content of the book is divided into several parts: settlement network, ethno-religious structure and migrations, agrarian economy of the kaza of Stara Zagora.  The results of the observations and analysis made by Dr. M. Petkova show that during the first half of the 16th c. in the lowest and marshy areas (0 – 250 m altitude)  in the four kazas under study prevailed very small settlements (1 – 5 households). The registered taxpayers of these settlements are Muslims with different patterns of kinship (households of a father and his married/ unmarried sons or of brothers). The few Christian settlements are in the higher foothills with large number of registered households which makes possible to define them as stable agricultural villages that existed in the Bulgarian Medieval period. During the second half of the same century the data from the registrations show significant changes, and in some cases just the opposite.  The whole settlement network is stable with registered middle-sized Muslim villages (21 – 40 households). The analysis suggest that in the first part of her monograph Dr. Petkova manages to capture and observe the final phase of the long adaption process of Muslim nomadic groups from Anatolia in the four kazas under study.   She finds evidence of permanent agrarization of the majority of them.  There is also a significant increase in the number of Christian villages which were not included in the timar system (derbendci and waqf settlements). As a conclusion stated firmly by Dr. M. Petkova is that during the first half of the 16th c. in the course of the long-lasting adaptation process the Muslim colonizers do not change the specifics of the environment (marshy areas, high humidity and droughts). They “conquer” it from economic point of view through the local production experience, through which they increase the labor profitability of both – the nomadic and the ones in the process of sedentarization.  In the second half of the 16th c. they have already mastered economically the area with majority of sedentary peasants. The outlined different types of settlement network in the Eastern part of the Upper Thracian Plain mark the uneven and divergent movements/migrations of 7-8 generations of Muslim conquerors and colonizers.  It appears, that though they conquest the region in a rapid way, it takes long time and proofs to be hard to master the space. This conclusion refutes Ö. L. Barkan’s thesis on the “Turkmen who moved with ease of balls moving on a pool table to prepare the birth, the establishment and the expansion” of the ottoman state, and at the same time rejects Hr. Gandev’s thesis on the apocalyptic ruin and collapse of Bulgarian nation. 

The second part of the monograph reveals the ethno-religious structure and migrations in the region under study and the information is presented for each kazas as follows: Stara Zagora, Haskovo, Nova Zagora and Chirpan. Dr. M. Petkova systemizes the data from the documents under study aiming to present the numbers at its maximum correctness. At the beginning of the century she determines absolute majority of registered Muslims in big cities like Stara Zagora. The percentage of new Muslims (sons of Abdullah) is relatively high but their number in the villages is much lower and in Chirpan and its area they are completely absent. 

Analyzing homonymy and toponymy examples from the tax registrations Dr. M. Petkova observes the presence of yörüks, müsellems, tatars and members of different heterodox orders among the population of the Muslim villages. There are many freed slaves and next generations of prisoners of war. In the second half of the century in the stable settlements with Christian population the significantly increased number of Christians is confirmed. In Stara Zagora is registered the mahalle of the Christians.  Although scarce, the registrations provide information on different crafts.  There are registered representatives of the orthodox Islam – hatib, imam muezzin in different settlements, mostly in the cities.  Along with them several dervish lodges are registered in some of the cities and in the villages. Looking for a similar situation in order to make a comparison Dr. M. Petkova takes for example the region of Dobrudzha, most probably due to the excellent publication and the authority of prof. Str. Dimitrov. In my opinion, the parallel with the nearby Shumen plateau and the South approaches of the Rhodopes is much more obvious. In Bulgarian historiography the role of state institutions and dervish orders in the conversion to Islam of some of the Bulgarians has been repeatedly emphasized. Their overall result is considered to be a significant demographic loss. Carefully collected and systemized data suggests a huge difference. In the course of time the orthodox conversion to Islam quickly led the heirs of the converted person to turkization. However, in the case of conversion to Islam as a result of the propaganda of heterodox orders/sects, an opportunity remained open to preserve the compromise between faith and tradition. During the rule of sultan Selim I at the beginning of the 16th c. in the Ottoman Empire began the great ideological duel between the Islamic heterodoxy and Islamic orthodoxy, in which the latter long seemed the winner. But the current state of the Muslim societies, as well as in our country, shows that the inertia and energy maintained by the heterodox Muslim orders for centuries determines its modern succession.   I kindly suggest this research issue to Dr. Petkova for it could be for her and her colleagues one of their future research interests. 

In the third part of the monograph Dr. M. Petkova focuses her research on the territory of the town of Stara Zagora and the territory of the kaza. Her purpose is to reveal how and to what extent the Muslim colonizers have seized the local space in agrarian terms, i.e. how and to what extent they have transformed from nomadic groups to sedentary peasants predominantly engaged in agriculture. She underlines that her observations are affected by the significant monograph by Assoc. Prof. St. Parveva “Land and people, 17th – first decades of 18th c….”. Following this research approach and based on the surpluses and deficits of grain production, she reveals that the taxpayers already have gained the status of reaya, i.e. peasants.  Dr. M. Petkova realizes the difficulties and pitfalls of such a research approach and explains in detail the limitations that arise and are related to the type of the sources under study. To overcome them the author examines a long list of different scientific topics and issues of the Ottoman economy: types of taxation, registration system, systems of units, financial inflation, etc.  In this part of the text the non-professional reader may get lost but I do find it logical. In the course of the text Dr. Petkova herself realizes the necessity of including “non-traditional” sources of information for the research purposes such as: results of archaeological excavation work and modern ethnographic research data, of local and family memories, folklore, etc. I would suggest to add the information from Turkish, Russian, Soviet and other ethnographic and ethnological publications. 

The text includes analyses revealing the grain production in the boundaries of 3 villages and of the city. Relative data showing the amount of the production of grains have been revealed by arithmetic processing: wheat and other grains (including rice), beans, orchards and vegetable gardens, mills. The overall result is unexpected. It turns out that in the second half of the 16th c. the number of the registered Muslim and Christian taxpayers increased but the amount of the agrarian production decreased.   The estimated surpluses during the first half of the century become deficits in the 1570s. Dr. M. Petkova suggests drought is a possible explanation for this. In my opinion, however, this decline is more likely due to the mass transformation and engagements of the new reaya with agriculture and arable land.  This is imposed on them by their status of users of çiftliks and was followed by an almost complete change of their personal and social existence. They are forced to change both – their production tools and some of their household belongings. This transformation could not be revealed without entering a new circle of research issues, but Dr. M. Petkova elegantly overlooks it due to limited precise livestock data for the region. In my opinion, future research that includes information from the Laws on the market tax (bac-i pazar), data from tereke defteri, sales and lawsuits in this and in neighboring sancaks would be useful for the analyses. These are taxes, fees and prices of draft animals (horses, oxen, cows, buffaloes) without the possession of which farming is impossible. 
 
The contribution to this part of the monograph should be noted the identification of about 120 villages in the kazas under study, included in Appendix № 5.  

My general conclusion is that the monograph “The Central Balkans and the Ottomans…”  contains significant contributions to both – economic and demographic history of the Bulgarian people during the 16th c. I remind on the cases of compensation through the settlement of captives and slaves in a number of Bulgarian regions, evident in the research by Dr. M. Petkova and other young colleagues. 

Dr. M. Petkova presents her second monograph “Between Anatolia and Rumeli. The Yörüks and the Regional Economic Development in Parts of the Central Balkans, mid15th – mid16th c.” as habilitation thesis. It offers a hypothesis on the rhythms, phases and the process and in general the process of “ottomanization” of Bulgarian space and the “agrarization” of the ottoman conquerors.   
In many aspects the exposition repeats that of the first monograph, but it is more accurate and better argued. Dr. M. Petkova is well argued even in her statements on the environmental similarities of the territory of Karaman and Eastern Upper Thracian plain. The chronological framework of the research is changed, based on a registration unknown to me of the Anatolian beylik. The central object of the study are the yörüks and the nomadic groups are examined separated from the Anatolian farmers.  When formulating the goals and in the analysis (more-precisely in its tools) the emphasis is on its chaotic rhythm, the slowly forming phases and marks of its final result. They are revealed through several well-known terms of the ottoman registration system: kariye, mazra’a, mahalle. Dr. M. Petkova systemized them carefully and traces in detail the ways in which they are registered as parts of the settlement network. The result is outlining several aspects in the information regarding emerging and establishing relations between the yörüks and the space they are conquering and gradually mastering from agrarian point of view. The hypothesis suggested by Dr. M. Petkova might seem extravagant, but it is largely accepted. It is a logical idea that through the fixed variety of changes the imperial officers and the clerks at the Imperial Cadastral Office (Defterhane-i hakani) are stimulated in the search of finding exact markers of the practical diversity. These “temporary”, “temporarily permanent”, “permanently temporary”, “stable” and “permanent” types of settlements are also logically explained by the domestic usage of summer and winter pastures. It facilitates their remodeling and predetermines their transformation into “permanent” settlements. The “border zone” outlined by Dr. M. Petkova between sedentary, in the process of sedentarization and nomadic groups, and Bulgarian or Anatolian peasants is logical. The text provides enough evidence of the imperial interference in the “agrarization” of the yörüks, but could provide more information on their contact with Christian or Muslim sedentary peasants. Such information could be found in Bulgarian and in Turkish folklore.  

I avoid specific details in order to comply with the review size requirements. For the same reasons I will not make comments on the other 9 publications. Eight of them turned out to be part of the reviewed works and one is co-authored, which is not distinguished.  Despite my emphatically positive assessment of the scientific production by Dr. M. Petkova, I must emphasize a very significant shortcoming in the presented monographs. The first of them is extremely hasty, with text recurrences, differently formatted apparatus for each part, vague phrases and terminological errors. The second monograph “Between Anatolia and Rumeli…” is much better book but its exposition is concentrated mainly on the territory of Anatolia (i.e. Karaman). Each part traces in concise but consistent text the author’s observations of the situation in the Anatolian terrain which end with one or two short paragraphs about the Balkans (kaza Stara Zagora). The announced parallel “Anatolia – Rumeli” disappears and with it the tasks of the monograph disappear too. With this imbalance both, the goals and the positives of the research disappear.  In fact, the specific information about Rumelia is set out in the monograph “The Central Balkans…”, but is not even outlined.  The neglect is striking and most probably result of the use of “computer’s advantages”. The curious reader is forced to read two books at the same time. The solution of this “anti-book anomaly” is editing and combining the two books into one.  This is my main recommendation to Dr. M. Petkova which I would “transform” as a must from scientific point of view, especially if the author decides to publish in foreign languages (English or Turkish). 

There are several issues in the scientific publications by Dr. Petkova that can be the subject of both – personal conversations and scientific discussions. One of them has last for decades and refers to the number and the structure of the yörük ocaks.  A second “eternal” discussion is on the type of a Turkic family defined by many as monogamous. There are both exaggerated and unproven statements in the texts. But the summary review of the scientific production by Dr. M. Petkova allows me to confirm with no doubt that she has the training, knowledge and skills of a mature researcher. The reviewed publications testify to a good degree of proficiency in Ottoman Turkish. She knows and uses the achievements and deficiencies of the modern Ottoman, Balkan and Bulgarian historiography. She has the abilities to perform a research, define and analyze her research goals.  To all this I should add her firm assertion of her own or well-acknowledged researchers’ views with positive attitude without imposing her personal prejudices. Everything said so far gives me a reason to

VOTE POSITIVELY AND SUGGEST TO BE AWARDED THE ACADEMIC POSITION OF ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR TO DR. MILENA PETKOVA AND RECOMMEND THE COLLEAGUES OF THE SCIENTIFIC JURY TO VOTE POSITIVELY AS WELL.

.

    23rd April, 2021                                                       Prof. DSc Tsvetana Georgieva
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