OPINION
By Prof. Iliyana Marcheva, Institute for Historical Studies — Bulgarian Academy of Sciences,

For the dissertation of Martin Georgiev Chorbadzhiyski for the award of the educational and
scientific degree "Doctor" in the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field
2.2. History and Archaeology — doctoral program: New and newest general (Modern History),
on the topic "The Syrian Civil War and Models of Migration in Southern Europe (2011-
2019)".

The topic of the Syrian Civil War, which brought the issue of refugee flows in Europe to the
forefront in the second decade of the 21st century, has not been the subject of a separate study
in Bulgarian historiography. Yet it is important for understanding contemporary processes in
the EU and in Bulgaria, and for a better grasp of pan-European history in the second decade
of the 21st century, with its impact on the economic, political, cultural, and ideological life of
the Old Continent. In this sense, the timely and complex topic of the dissertation is already a
success for the doctoral candidate and, of course, for his academic advisors, who are
established experts in the history of the Middle East and Europe in the 20th and 21st

centuries.

The topic allows Martin Chorbadzhiyski to reveal his research skills. These are evident in the
realization of the dissertation. It is 380 pages long and includes an introduction, three main
chapters, a conclusion, an appendix in the form of statistical tables, a list of abbreviations, and
a properly formatted source list in the form of a bibliography and a list of sources used. The
introduction meets the basic requirements for a dissertation: the topic and its chronological
scope are justified; the goals, objectives, and sub-objectives of the study are stated in
considerable detail; the source characteristics and research methods are described; the
academic fields to which the dissertation pertains are outlined; and the achievements in the
study of the topic in global historiography, political science, and social anthropology are
reviewed. The doctoral student’s effort to define the meaning of the key concepts he uses
makes a very good impression. This striving for precision in using primary and secondary
sources deserves special praise. Chorbadzhiyski honestly notes that his sources reflect the
Western, European perspective, and this is the lens through which the narrative of the

dissertation unfolds (p. 11). However, in my opinion, the explanations of the content of the



used concepts and terms should have been presented not at the end, but at the start of the
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introduction, especially for the concepts of “Southern Europe” and “migrant,” “migration” as
the illegal crossing of external borders, as well as “migration model.” This is because these
important clarifications better support the dissertation’s objectives, tasks, and approaches.
Despite the rationale for modeling migration to the European Union based on the example of
the two island countries—Malta and Cyprus—I am somewhat puzzled that they were
presented as case studies for continental Southern Europe (France, Italy, Spain), even if we
may accept that the exclusion of Greece, Turkey, and the Adriatic countries is justified by the
fact that they are more closely associated with the Western Balkan refugee routes. Besides,
the latter (except Greece, of course) do not belong to the EU, whose policies set the
framework for the national models of its Southern European members and beyond. The
exclusion of Portugal due to the weak impact of migration from the Syrian civil war is

acceptable, but this statement on p. 17 needs some evidence. I will also present my other

objections regarding the special attention given to the two islands in the dissertation.

I would also question the placement of the dissertation’s main contributions at the end of the
introduction, before the main body of the text, since the reader will not yet have had a chance

to identify them.

The text in each chapter is generally structured well, despite the many extra issues and at
times unnecessary details that accompany the main topic of each chapter. According to me,
though, the peculiar introduction after the preface, “Syria and the Ba’athist Regime until the
Start of the Civil War,” should be part of the first chapter, “The Syrian Civil War—Genesis,
Escalation, and the Start of Mass Migration.” I also think that the third chapter on the models
of Malta and Cyprus should be part of the second chapter. Conclusions drawn after each
chapter and the overall conclusion of the dissertation followed the logic of the exposition,

systematize it, and demonstrate the doctoral candidate’s ability to synthesize.

The dissertation reveals the doctoral candidate’s ambition to be as accurate as possible with
regard to both primary and secondary sources. At the same time, his delicate ability to
demonstrate criticality in analyzing information from primary sources is also noticeable.
Another virtue is the balanced tone, avoiding taking a position when presenting the processes.
Nevertheless, it would have been better if he had emphasized analysis more at the expense of

retelling.



The abstract is consistent with the content of the work. I find the cited contributions to be

valid and adequate.

Chapters One and Two are the main chapters and reveal the two central themes of the study—
migration resulting from the Syrian Civil War and the policies of the EU and its Southern
European member states for dealing with irregular migration and the influx of asylum-seeking
refugees. In these chapters, he demonstrates his ability to construct narratives, extract

information from sources, and summarizing.

Chapter Three is dedicated to the migration patterns of Malta and Cyprus during the Syrian
civil war, which aims to reveal that these countries from southern Europe do not show
passivity against the background of their larger neighbors (p. 256). For this purpose, the
migration policy and integration policy of the two island states are examined. But the main
emphasis in the entire dissertation is on overcoming illegal migration, and not so much on the
adaptation of migrants, i.e. those who have legally settled and/or have been granted asylum
(p. 17). The negative experiences in the integration policies of the two islands are largely due
to their historical experiences in relations with Muslims, as the doctoral student has rightly
noted. So, in my opinion, the 64 pages devoted to Malta and Cyprus could be incorporated

into the second chapter, of course with some abridgements.

The recommendations and critical remarks do not diminish my overall positive impression of
Martin Chorbadzhiyski's dissertation. It fully meets the criteria for the academic and scientific
degree of "Doctor of History" as set forth in the Higher Education Act and its implementing
regulations. The dissertation demonstrates the author’s ability to find and correctly use
sources suitable for scientific research, his knowledge of contemporary history of the Middle
East and the EU, and his skillful identification of the main aspects of the topic concerning the
connection between the Syrian Civil War and attempts to manage migration flows to Southern

Europe.

Therefore, I recommend that the distinguished Academic Jury award Martin Georgiev

Chorbadzhiski the academic degree of “Doctor of History.” I will vote in favor of this.
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