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Presentation of the PhD student and general characteristics of the PhD thesis

Rosalina Todorova begins doctoral studies at the Department of Sociology of the Faculty
of Philosophy of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” in March 2021 after completing a
bachelor’s degree in journalism (2015) and sociology (2017) at Sofia University “St. Kliment
Ohridski” and a master’s degree in sociology (2019) at the University of Cambridge.

She has participated as a researcher in projects related to the marginalization of various
social groups, migration, and the processes of radicalization and polarization in contemporary
societies.

Her PhD thesis “Land in the Context of Prioritization of Renewable Energy Sources:
Meanings, Boundaries and Actors (On the Example of an Energy Park in Two Bulgarian
Villages)” was discussed and approved for public defense at a meeting of the Department of
Sociology of the Faculty of Philosophy at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” on January
22, 2025. The dissertation consists of an introduction, three parts, a conclusion, a bibliography,
two appendices in a volume of 261 pages; there is full correspondence between the publications
and sources of information cited in the text and those reflected in the bibliography.

Two publications on the topic of the dissertation are presented in Bulgarian and English.
The academic reference omits a publication in English, accepted for publication in a special issue
of the journal Sociological Problems (2025). The reference to the minimum national



requirements shows that the work of the PhD candidate exceeds the values of the indicators set
by the legislator.

The dissertation presented by Rosalina Todorova is an exemplary sociological study in
which a complex issue (green transition policies and methods of their implementation) receives a
reasoned theoretical interpretation and solid empirical verification. On the example of a specific
social case — the tensions around an investment plan for the construction of a renewable energy
park on the land of two villages in the municipality of Haskovo — the PhD student captures and
analyzes the dynamic configuration of relations between actors, practices and stakes in relation
to the land as a focus of intertwining interests and as a field for resolving the contradictions that
have arisen. |1 would like to specifically note the fundamental epistemological merit of the
dissertation, from which all other achievements stem. The empirical access to the research
subject and its theoretical understanding represent a continuous process of mutual reflection,
design and correction, subordinate to the goal of the research “to discover and identify the
processes of resolving the contradiction and to take into account the ways in which the meanings
of the land and the relationships between the actors intertwine in them” (Dissertation, p. 7,
Abstract, p. 5). It is from this constant self-reflective movement between empiricism and theory
and vice versa:

a) crystallize the subject of research (“mechanisms for achieving social consensus in
resolving a contradiction and its establishment within social boundaries™, Dissertation, p.
10), and the object of research (“the symbolic and social boundaries around the land”,
which the PhD student seeks and finds “in the representations (narratives) and practices
of the social actors involved (local villagers, the municipality, the investor)”, Ibid.);

b) the empirical notion of “land as contradiction” is born (Dissertation, Chapter 1, Part 1),
to be conceptualized for the purposes of analysis as “a terrain for renegotiation and
suspension of social through symbolic boundaries” (Dissertation, Chapter 1, Part 2)
based on the paradigms of land as a carrier of cultural meanings, traditions and meanings,
on the theory of socio-economic systems, and on the various currents for studying
boundaries in the sociology of culture;

c) the actors of the contradiction are outlined — main (local residents of the villages, the
municipality and the investor) and peripheral (ecologists) (Dissertation, Chapter 1, part
3);



d) the sources of information and registration methods are being refined (in-depth, semi-
structured and go-along interviews with local villagers and municipal councilors and
archival documents) and the limits, gaps, and lost traces in the empirical material thus
collected are explained.

Rarely, not only in a dissertation, but also in research by established scientists, is there
such an organic connection between subject, theory, method, data, and analysis, which is built
throughout the entire course of the research, at every stage of its development. This allows an
unraveling of the subject through the field of possible knowledge constructed by the theoretical
framework, in which the methodology continuously clarifies “what and why is being
researched”, the collected empirical information is subjected to critical analysis, leading to
conceptual refinements (e.g. “social boundaries as mechanisms for producing ‘social rigidity’”,
Abstract, p. 43), and cognitive clarifications (the investor as a mediator as opposed to the initial
assumption of the municipality in the role of mediator). Thus, the complex and dynamic
constellation of relationships between social actors towards the land and its uses receives not just
one of the possible scientific readings, but an analytical interpretation that reveals the achieved
resolution of the contradiction between historical and current meanings, practices and stakes as

carrying potential tensions.

Scientific contribution of the PHD thesis

According to Rosalina Todorova, the contributions of the dissertation are of a scientific
and scientifically applied nature. They reflect the achieved research results and outline possible
perspectives for the scientific and social debate on land as a field of tension in the
implementation of green transition policies in Bulgaria.

The self-assessment of the contributions of the dissertation work is realistic.

Critical notes, questions, recommendations

Emphasizing again the research depth and reflexivity with which all theses in the
dissertation have been developed and proven, I would like to draw attention to several points that
were hinted at but not argumentatively developed.

First of all, with intellectual probity, Rosalina Todorova describes the process of

constructing the conceptual framework, in which the guiding principle is the maximum



correlation between empirical reality and cognitive tools for its encompassing, describing and
analyzing, and as a result, what the doctoral student calls “conceptual grounding” and
“methodological grounding” is achieved (Dissertation, pp. 67-68). Precisely because the
remaining theoretical systems turn out to be “‘irrelevant’ to at least one type of the practices and
actions of the actors, derived empirically” (Ibid., p. 68), they are not present in the conceptual
model. Could a theory beyond the concepts used in the dissertation for the analytical definition
of land still show another valence, another dimension, another content of the actions and
relationships of social actors, regardless of its incompatibility with some of them? | would give
an example of the sociology of critical society developed by Luc Boltanski and Laurent
Thévenot, which places emphasis on the processes of dynamic construction of interactions with
others and the world, where both individual and collective notions of fair and unfair, permissible
and impermissible, right and wrong, as well as the resources (knowledge and competencies) for
formulating and defending causes are put to the test. The conclusions about access to land as
transforming into “a question of civil rights for direct participation in formal political processes”
and about the limited possibilities of various social actors “to set formal social boundaries”
(Abstract, p. 44) would have a stronger applied charge if they were viewed through the prism of
forming individual and collective resources for action.

Secondly, to the extent that the subject of the dissertation is located in the Bulgarian post-
socialist society, examined in its historicity and current dynamics, and the contributions are
understood in the perspective of future developments on the topic, the cognitive results would
have greater analytical density if they entered into a dialogue with already conducted research on
the development of the Renewable Energy Sector (RES) in Bulgaria. Here 1 would like to
mention Martin Y. Ivanov’s dissertation “Development of “green” energy in Bulgaria.
Innovations, technologies and socio-economic dependencies”, defended in 2013, and his article
“Governed by tensions: The introduction of renewable energies and their integration in the
Bulgarian energy system (2006-2016)”, published in 2019 in the journal Environmental
Innovation and Societal Transitions. The conceptual originality of Rosalina Todorova’s
dissertation would stand out when put into dialogue with research on similar issues carried out
with other analytical approaches.

Third, although the conclusion about the resolution of the contradiction carries the subtle

distinctions and nuanced hypothetical interpretations characteristic of the entire dissertation, isn’t



the end of the contradiction due to the real physical/material division of the “land of
contradiction” into two — for the RES park and for the activities related to “rural life”? Precisely
as such, this division holds both the old and new meanings and practices of the actors involved
and stabilizes the “borders” because these meanings and uses do not intersect, they do not have a
“common socialized ground” of their interaction. In addition to the scenarios under the two
hypotheses of existence “with each other” and “side by side”, what would happen if there was
existence “without each other” in the newly drawn social border (incidentally, a reality that
lasted for several decades in the relations between local residents in the villages and the
municipality), whose potential to erode the social fabric is perhaps the slowest developing, but

socially the most dangerous?

Overall assessment of the PhD thesis, the attached publications and the personal
contribution of the doctoral student

The analytical work in the dissertation is carried out on a rich empirical basis. The tools
used for collecting, processing and analyzing empirical data are relevant to the research goals
and objectives. The theoretical framework and methodological tools are tailored to the specifics
of the research object and the changing research situation and are distinguished by the author’s
original style. The constant self-reflection on limitations, unrealized opportunities, or impossible-
to-achieve tasks, characteristic of the dissertation, reveals its author as a well-rounded researcher
with a sense of terrain and detail when describing contexts, with a skill for subtle analysis of
paradoxes, and an ability to pose new research questions.

The Abstract adequately reflects the content of the dissertation.

All the publications presented by the PhD student are related to the dissertation, address
issues developed in the dissertation, and carry the author’s thinking and research style. Both the

publications and the dissertation are the personal work of the doctoral candidate.

Conclusion

The dissertation “Land in the Context of Prioritization of Renewable Energy Sources:
Meanings, Boundaries and Actors (On the Example of an Energy Park in Two Bulgarian

Villages)” shows that the doctoral student has formed a high analytical and research culture.



Considering the full compliance of the dissertation and the accompanying documents
with the regulatory requirements of the legislator and the primary scientific unit, the mentioned
achievements and scientific contributions of the dissertation, | give my convinced positive
evaluation and recommend the esteemed members of the Scientific Jury to vote unanimously for
the awarding to Rosalina Yankova Todorova of the educational and scientific degree “Doctor” in

the professional field 3.1. Sociology, Anthropology and Cultural Sciences.

May 12, 2025 Svetla Koleva, Professor, DSc



