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REVIEW 

by Prof. Alexander Kostov, 

Institute of Balkan Studies with Center for Thracology - Bulgarian Academy of 

Sciences, 

on the dissertation by Martin Georgiev Chorbadzhiyski on the topic: 

The Syrian Civil War and Models of Migration in Southern Europe  

(2011 – 2019) ,  

submitted for defense for the award of the educational and scientific degree of 

“Doctor” in the Field of Higher Education 2. Humanities, in the professional field 2.2. 

History and Archaeology.  Supervisors: Prof. Dr. Simeon Evstatiev and 

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Gergana Alexieva 

 

 
 
In 2018, Martin Chorbadzhiyski earned a master’s degree in History—specializing in 

“Crises, Conflicts, and Diplomacy in World Politics, 16th–21st Centuries”—from 

Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski.” On February 1, 2022, he was admitted as a 

full-time doctoral student in the Department of Modern and Contemporary History at 

the Faculty of History.  

M. Chorbadzhiyski’s dissertation was reviewed and approved for public defense 

by the Department of Modern and Contemporary History at the Faculty of History of 

Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” at a meeting held on January 13, 2026.  

 The dissertation submitted for review consists of an introduction, an 

introductory text, three chapters, a conclusion, appendices, and a bibliography, with a 

total length of 380 pages.  

    There is no doubt that the chosen topic is suitable for a dissertation. Its significance 

and relevance are determined by the context of the civil war in Syria, with its domestic 

and international dimensions, and its impact on a regional and global scale, affecting 

the Old Continent as well, and in particular the EU member states. In this regard, one 

of its key aspects concerns the issues of migration and security. Despite the evident 

interest among researchers, the conflict in this Middle Eastern country remains 
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understudied, and it is precisely this that has led the author to focus on it, using two 

specific case studies: those of the Republic of Cyprus and Malta. Their geographical 

location, size, and the specific nature of their national policies within the EU make it 

possible to draw important and broader conclusions. Moreover, the situation in Syria 

has not yet “calmed down” sufficiently, and the other countries of the Middle East also 

harbor a dangerous potential for similar developments.  

Right at the beginning of the work, the author formulated his theses and 

hypotheses, clearly and logically presenting his main objective (“to examine the 

manner and extent to which the conflict in Syria influences migration flows and 

policies in Southern Europe during the specified period, and at the same time to 

identify the main factors determining the nature of migration”), as well as five “sub-

objectives that outline the course of the study,” supplemented by “research tasks that 

contribute to the achievement of the sub-objectives” and “research questions 

expressing key points that the dissertation seeks to clarify” 

This clear structuring and emphasis is undoubtedly necessary for the reader, but in my 

opinion, the author could formulate his arguments a little better by taking into account 

the need for a hierarchical structure, etc. In any case, this section demonstrates the 

author’s clear research perspective on the methodology of the study. 

 In my view, M. Chorbadzhiyski has logically and reasonably chosen the 

chronological framework of the study, beginning with the outbreak of the Syrian Civil 

War in 2011 and following the stages of its development, he “concludes” his work in 

2019, when a significant decline in migration to the EU and transformations in 

Southern Europe were observed, regardless of the existing differences within that 

region.  

At first glance, it is encouraging to note that the author has drawn upon a wide 

range of diverse sources, which facilitate his analysis and help compensate for the lack 

of data on certain topics. Among them are such authoritative sources as the official 

documents of international organizations such as the UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees and the International Organization for Migration, as well as those of 

European Union institutions and bodies—such as the European Border and Coast 

Guard Agency (FRONTEX) and others.  he doctoral candidate also demonstrates a 
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very good grasp of the existing literature on specific aspects of the topic. In addition to 

historiographical studies, works from other fields have been drawn upon, such as those 

devoted to migration. Here, however, I would like to recommend that he also “consult” 

the collective publication by the Institute of Balkan Studies with the Center for 

Thracology at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, edited by Al. Kostov, Ir. 

Ognianova, and B. Banchev:  The Refugee Crisis and the Balkans (2015–2016). 

Collective monograph, Paradigma, 2018. 

 The reviewed work is interdisciplinary in nature, as the author employs various 

approaches drawn from the social, legal, and political sciences, which not only 

complement historical methods but also enable a comprehensive analysis of such a 

(very) contemporary topic. Combining them is no easy task, but it is to the author’s 

credit that he has managed it very well.  

    The work is divided into three chapters, structured appropriately and logically based 

on a thematic-chronological approach. Before the first chapter, the author has included 

a brief introductory section that familiarizes the reader with Syria’s development prior 

to the outbreak of the war. I do not deny its inclusion or usefulness to the reader, but 

perhaps it would be better (in a revised edition) for this text to be included in a new 

introduction, and for the old one to be renamed the “preface.” This introduction 

includes the stated aim, sub-aims, and objectives, as well as the scope, subject matter, 

methodology, and chronological framework of the study. It is commendable that the 

author explains some of the key concepts used in the discussion of the dissertation’s 

topic. However, I do not believe that the main contributions he lists (pp. 20–21) belong 

in the introduction.  

Chapter One provides an accurate account of the Syrian Civil War, including 

the causes of its outbreak, the onset and progression of hostilities, their impact on the 

civilian population, and the emergence of a large wave of forced migration out of the 

country. Special emphasis is placed on the specific situation of Syrian Christians, 

given the severe negative impact the conflict has had on their community, on the one 

hand, and the traditional Christian character of the Old Continent—and in particular 

the migrant-receiving countries of Southern Europe, such as the larger ones like Spain, 

France, and Italy, as well as Malta and the Republic of Cyprus, on the other.  
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A positive aspect of the work—and not only in the first chapter—is that M. 

Chorbadzhiski has presented the development of diplomatic, political, and economic 

relations between Syria and the EU, which, among other things, allows for a tracking 

of European migration policies. The process of limiting the ties between EU member 

states and the regime in Damascus is also presented, along with the measures taken, 

including the imposition of sanctions. The second chapter is devoted to migration 

patterns in Southern Europe as they relate to the topic under study. The main routes by 

which Syrians and other migrants reach the European continent are well presented, 

namely three: the Western Mediterranean Route, the Central Mediterranean Route 

(CMR), and the Eastern Mediterranean Route (EMR).  

The work also convincingly outlines the role of Syrians in the overall wave of 

migration to the continent during the period 2011–2019, as well as EU migration 

policies, in light of the security threats to member states. The results of the 

implementation of the migration management measures selected by the EU are also 

described, such as FRONTEX operations in the Mediterranean or the well-known 

agreement with Turkey of March 18, 2016. The author has successfully attempted to 

characterize “migration patterns” in Southern Europe and the changes in these patterns 

resulting from the war in Syria. The major countries of Southern Europe are used as 

examples—with detailed analyses of the cases of France, Spain, and Italy—against the 

backdrop of general regional trends and initiatives. An overview is also provided of 

the traditional characteristics of individual patterns in the Southern European region. 

The way in which countries adapt their policies and practices in response to increased 

pressure is also analyzed. 

The third chapter is devoted to two specific case studies - those of Malta and 

Cyprus - as examples of small Southern European countries with limited capacity. In 

this chapter, the author has had the opportunity to make a significant contribution by 

analyzing, in a comparative framework, their migration and integration policies during 

the Syrian conflict, which has allowed him to adequately present the extent of 

integration measures for regulating migration and to clearly trace the consequences of 

migration pressure. In doing so, a number of similarities and differences in the models 

of the two countries have also been identified. In support of his argument, the author 
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highlights the positive and negative consequences and outcomes of the integration 

measures implemented under the different conditions in these two small countries. His 

account in this regard is of interest to the reader. For example, he draws attention to 

the problems in education for the children of migrants and refugees in Malta and 

Cyprus, and the difficulties in finding jobs highlight some of the weaknesses in the 

implementation of policies in both countries. The author correctly confirms certain 

hypotheses regarding the dependence of Southern European countries’ responses on 

the degree of migratory pressure, the mobility of individual routes, geographical 

proximity to Syria, and the effect of policies at the national and supranational levels, as 

well as regarding the differences in the migration patterns of Malta and Cyprus.   

To substantiate his hypothesis regarding the differences in the patterns of the two 

countries studied - Malta and Cyprus - the author draws on a number of solid 

arguments, such as  incidents of violence against arriving migrants and asylum 

seekers, poor conditions in reception facilities, the implementation of specific 

restrictive policies—reflected in insufficiently effective integration measures—that 

demonstrate both countries’ desire to significantly reduce the pressure. He rightly 

points out that the actions of Malta and Cyprus are also influenced by the practice of 

the three larger Southern European countries of controlling or restricting movement 

into their territories, which leads to a partial redirection of the flow toward their 

smaller EU partners. 

The analysis presented in the three chapters also highlights a number of other 

strengths of this young researcher. As an example, I can point to the analysis of the 

legal framework governing refugee status in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, as 

well as the changes in their policies regarding the reception of refugees. The same can 

be said of the connection between events in the Middle East and other regions and the 

intensification or weakening of migratory pressure toward Europe (e.g., pp. 170, 177); 

In the conclusion, the author presents a summary of the results and conclusions 

from the analysis presented in the thesis, confirming the hypotheses set forth at the 

beginning, including those regarding the differences between the migration 

management models of Malta and Cyprus and those of the three major Mediterranean 

countries—Italy, Spain, and France. At the end of the dissertation, the author includes 
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a section with appendices containing tables of quantitative data and indicators used in 

the analysis of the individual sections. These undoubtedly aid in tracking the trends 

outlined in the text and contribute to the comprehensiveness of the study.  

The abstract reflects the main points of the reviewed dissertation. I also accept 

the “contributions of the dissertation” as stated by the author. The dissertation author’s 

publication record to date, consisting of seven articles in renowned scientific journals 

and collections, makes a very good impression.  

There are a few minor comments that could be made regarding the presented 

work. However, these points in no way detract from my overall positive assessment of 

the work presented. They could serve as a recommendation for the potential 

publication of this interesting and valuable study, which I recommend. 

In conclusion, I would like to clearly reaffirm that the reviewed work deserves a 

fully positive evaluation. That is why I will vote to award Martin Georgiev 

Chorbadzhiyski the academic and scientific degree of “Doctor” in Field of Higher 

Education 2. Humanities, in the professional area 2.2. History and Archaeology. I 

would like to urge my esteemed colleagues on the Academic Jury to do the same. 

 

Sofia, April 28, 2026            .............................................. ................. 

                                                / Prof. Al. Kostov, Ph.D. / 


