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Information about the candidate and the procedure 

Mr. Martin Chorbadzhiyski is a doctoral student at the Department of Modern and 

Contemporary History at the Faculty of History of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" in 

the doctoral program "Modern and Contemporary General History". His dissertation was 

developed under the scientific supervision of Prof. Dr. Simeon Evstatiev and Assoc. Prof. Dr. 

Gergana Aleksieva. Mr. Chorbadzhiyski has met the minimum national requirements for 

obtaining a doctoral degree and has presented scientific publications on the topic of the 

dissertation. 

As a member of the scientific jury, I received all the necessary documents related to the 

dissertation and the training of the doctoral student. I also received the abstract, which 

diligently presents the most important contributions of the scientific research. I declare that I 

have no common publications with the candidate, as well as other common forms of 

professional activity that would be a prerequisite for a conflict of interest. 

General impressions and evaluation of the dissertation work 

The text with which Mr. Martin Chorbadzhiyski applies for the acquisition of the 

educational and scientific degree "doctor" is 379 pages long, organized into an Introduction, 

three chapters , each divided semantically into paragraphs, a conclusion, a bibliography and 

supplemented with an appendix containing statistical tables. The introductory part makes the 

necessary terminological and methodological clarifications, precisely formulates the object and 



subject of the study, sets out the goal, sub-goals and tasks, outlines the chronological 

framework and research questions. The doctoral candidate successfully argues for the 

relevance of the issue, noting that the topic concerns a contemporary problem with a continuing 

impact on the security of Southern Europe and the continent as a whole. The methodological 

framework is convincingly constructed - the historical-descriptive method is combined with an 

interdisciplinary approach, including quantitative and qualitative methods, institutional and 

legal analysis, a comparative approach and the process tracking method ( process tracing ). The 

precise work with a rich and diverse source base, combining official documents, statistical data, 

interactive cartographic platforms and digital sources, makes an excellent impression, which 

corresponds to the nature of the study as belonging to the "history of the present". 

The first chapter (“The Syrian Civil War – Genesis, Escalation and the Beginning of 

Mass Migration”) traces the regional and political context of the conflict and is preceded by an 

introduction to the historical context of the Baathist regime from the establishment of the Baath 

Party to the succession of power by Bashar al-Assad, including the “Damascus Spring” and the 

subsequent repression. Section 1.1 analyzes the Arab Spring, tracing the genesis of the term 

itself with the important clarification that the concept appeared not in 2011 (as is usually 

assumed), but in diplomatic discourse since 2005. The analysis of the election results in the 

post-revolutionary countries is convincing, demonstrating the leading role of Islamist 

formations, with important consequences for understanding the subsequent dynamics in Syria. 

Section 1.2 (“The Syrian Civil War – Course and Development”) is the most 

voluminous part of the dissertation (56 pages), tracing the entire course of the conflict from 

2011 to 2019 through four chronological phases: the protest (March–November 2011), 

militarization (2012–2013), the rise and fall of the “Islamic State” (2014–2016), and de-

escalation (2017–2019). The innovative use of interactive mapping platforms, allowing for 

day-by-day tracking of the conflict, is impressive. The author skillfully combines the military-

strategic perspective with an analysis of the actions of numerous internal and external entities. 

Research integrity is visible in controversial issues – for example, in the case of amnesties for 

Islamists, the doctoral student honestly notes that “at the moment there are no documents that 

would prove an official intention or plan on the part of the regime.” At times, however, the 

excessive detail of military tracking can distract from the main focus – migration patterns. 

Section 1.3 analyzes the first wave of migration in Syria’s neighboring countries – 

Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Turkey – as a precursor to migration to Europe. The data presented 

are impressive: at least 341,206 deaths, 13.2 million forcibly migrated (almost 1/3 of the entire 



population). The precise work with UNHCR statistical data by months and years creates a solid 

empirical foundation. Of particular value is the analysis of return migration from Iraq and of 

Law No. 10 of 2018 on development zones, showing how domestic legislation is becoming a 

tool to hinder the return of refugees. 

Section 1.4 examines the situation of the Christian minority (5–10% of the population) 

during the war – a topic rarely analyzed in detail in the existing literature. The doctoral student 

skillfully combines legal analysis (constitutional texts), empirical data and first-person 

testimonies (refugees from Qusayr , Maaloul ). The ambiguous position of Christians is 

convincingly presented – neither categorically “for” nor “against” the regime, but primarily 

oriented towards their survival. The analysis of migration trends is also valuable – only 9% of 

Syrian migrants to Europe are Christians. 

Section 1.5 (“Relations between Syria and the EU”) is one of the strong points of the 

first chapter. The doctoral student demonstrates the ability to work with a variety of primary 

sources – from EU Council decisions to leaked documents from WikiLeaks. The observation 

of the contradiction between sanctions policy and humanitarian aid (16.9 billion euros) is 

particularly valuable, with sanctions partially neutralizing the effect of humanitarian support. 

The marginalization of the EU from the Astana peace process and the divisions within the 

Union between supporters of a harder line and those in favor of normalization with Assad are 

well traced. 

The conclusion to the first chapter summarizes the established trends and shows how 

the inability of the peace process to definitively end the war preserves the migration potential. 

The second chapter (“The impact of the war in Syria on migration patterns in Southern 

Europe”) focuses on the three main dimensions of the problem in turn. Section 2.1 outlines the 

migration geography of Southern Europe – the three Mediterranean routes (Western, Central, 

Eastern), the role of Turkey, the Sahel route. It convincingly explains why France does not 

count arrivals by sea (distance, the Mistral wind, FRONTEX zones). It is crucial to establish 

that residence permits outnumber illegal arrivals – an indication of the sustained element of 

legal migration existing in parallel with the fight against illegal migration. 

Section 2.2 demonstrates a thorough understanding of the EU institutional and legal 

framework – from the Schengen Agreement and the Dublin Convention to the EU-Turkey 

Agreement (2016) and the new FRONTEX Regulation (2019). The main deficiency of the 

system – the disproportionate burden on frontline countries in the absence of effective 



solidarity – is convincingly demonstrated. Malta is the only country to have fulfilled its 

commitment under the relocation scheme. Of particular value is the observation of the non-

activation of the Temporary Protection Directive during the 2015 crisis, in contrast to its rapid 

activation for Ukrainian refugees (2022). 

Section 2.3 is one of the strongest in the thesis. The comparative approach reveals 

interdependencies between national models – how the closure of Italian ports increases 

pressure on Malta, while the restriction of the IMS redirects flows to Cyprus. The hypothesis 

of the “dual approach” of Spain – compliance with international law while taking measures to 

limit the number of arrivals – is convincing. The observation of the combination of restrictive 

policies on illegal migration with a sustained increase in legal migration is key, showing that 

the actions of states are more closely related to security risks than to the threat of demographic 

pressure. 

The third chapter (“Migration patterns of Malta and Cyprus during the Syrian Civil 

War”) is dedicated to the two specific cases ( case studies ), chosen for their particular nature 

as small island states with limited resources. The selection is well-reasoned and represents one 

of the strengths of the study. 

In the case of Malta (sections 3.1 and 3.2), it is convincingly shown how the historical 

memory of the struggle between Christianity and Islam since the time of the Hospitallers 

influences contemporary migration attitudes. The analysis of the reform of the detention system 

(2015) is precise, combining international legal standards and ECHR decisions. The finding of 

the legal arrival of 251 Syrian citizens in 2014 and the absence of Malta from the Global 

Coalition against the “Islamic State” is interesting. The issue of the only mosque and the 

resistance to the construction of a second one is very well developed as a symbol of broader 

cultural and identity tensions. The observation that integration policies de facto serve as a 

“continuation of restrictive migration actions” is admirable. 

In the case of Cyprus (sections 3.3 and 3.4), it is well shown how the division of the 

island, the Green Line and the non-recognition of the Republic of Cyprus by Turkey create 

unique challenges that do not exist in other southern European countries. The contrast with 

Malta is effectively used – if there are no mosques in Malta, in Cyprus they are a historical 

heritage (101), but the problem shifts from infrastructure to public attitudes. It is interesting to 

observe that the Orthodox Church does not support the call of the Minister of the Interior 



Hasikos to attract Christian migrants, but remains open to all. It is established that race and 

religion, not nationality, are the main distinguishing factors. 

The conclusion offers a summary of the findings, structured in four interconnected 

levels of analysis. The assessment of the impact of the Syrian Civil War as profound and 

sustained over time reflects the author's balanced approach. The bibliography is impressive in 

scope and variety, and the statistical tables in the appendix complement the argumentation. The 

presented abstract reflects the main points of the dissertation work. 

Evaluation of contributing moments 

Certainly, one of the main contributions of the dissertation is the realization of a 

comprehensive and in-depth historical study of the relationship between the Syrian Civil War 

and migration patterns in Southern Europe – a topic that has not been studied academically and 

fully from the perspective of contemporary general history. An additional contribution is the 

interdisciplinary approach, combining the historical perspective with methods from the social, 

legal and political sciences. Thirdly, the comparative approach through the specific cases of 

Malta and Cyprus allows for the discovery of significant differences compared to the models 

of the larger Southern European countries. The innovative use of digital sources and interactive 

cartographic platforms, demonstrating the usefulness of new technologies for historical 

research, also deserves attention. Of course, the attraction of multilingual primary sources – in 

English, Arabic, Russian, Turkish, Bulgarian, Italian, Spanish and French – as well as the 

accumulated empirical material are also part of the contributions of the proposed dissertation. 

Critical notes 

Critical comments can be made to any text, no matter how interesting and well-

organized and written it is. The following lines are not intended to invalidate the achievements 

of doctoral student Martin Chorbadzhiyski, but rather to help refine individual elements in a 

future publication. 

What is most lacking in this study in its current form are short summary paragraphs at 

the end of each subsection, linking the specific facts to the central thesis on migration patterns. 

Such summaries would strengthen the analytical coherence of the text and make it easier for 

the reader to follow the overall argument. 



Second, the volume of section 1.2 is disproportionately large compared to the other 

parts (about 55 out of a total of 379 pages). While the detail of the military tracking is 

impressive, at times it can distract from the main focus – migration patterns. In a future 

publication, the relationship between the intensity of military actions and specific migration 

data could be systematized more clearly. 

Thirdly, the study uses mainly Western and European sources, as the author himself 

has noted. It would be useful in a future publication to include more Arabic-language primary 

sources to provide a more complete picture, especially when it comes to the perspectives of 

migrants and refugees themselves. Also, when using certain sources – such as the Syrian state 

news agency SANA or the Liveuamap platform – a more detailed methodological note on their 

reliability and limitations would be appropriate. 

Finally, a future publication would benefit from paying more attention to the prospects 

beyond 2019, and in particular to the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the fall of the 

Assad regime in late 2024, and their potential effects on the migration picture. The main works 

on the subject are covered and well-known, but I would recommend that the doctoral candidate 

expand on the analysis of Greece as a main entry point to the ISM, at least in the form of a 

comparative paragraph. These recommendations are minor and in no way diminish the 

contributions of the dissertation. 

Conclusion 

The dissertation presented by Martin Chorbadzhiyski covers all the requirements for 

obtaining the educational and scientific degree "doctor" in the professional field of "History 

and Archaeology". The text is written carefully and demonstrates a thorough knowledge of the 

issues. The conclusions are balanced, and the theses are well-argued. The doctoral student 

demonstrates a research flair and the ability to work with different types of information sources, 

including innovative digital tools. I confidently recommend that, after the necessary editing, 

the research reach a wider audience in the form of a monograph. 

In conclusion of everything noted so far, I confidently vote in favor of awarding the 

educational and scientific degree "Doctor" in professional field 2.2. "History and Archaeology" 

to Mr. Martin Georgiev Chorbadzhiyski. 
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