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I. THEORETICAL RELEVANCE AND EMPIRICAL FEASIBILITY OF THE STUDY. 

The dissertation work of doctoral student Irina Ostrovska presents to the attention 

of the academic community a completed study on a key aspect of the non-

traditional security threats – hybrid warfare. The topic of asymmetric conflicts has 

been extensively covered in the scholarly literature and has gained popularity in 

recent years due to the desire of more researchers to distinguish the 

conventional notion of war from its interpretation in the context of non-traditional 

threats such as terrorism and radicalization. The high relevance of the problem is 

also determined by the fact that hybrid warfare has become a popular tool in 

the foreign policy of major actors because it is relatively cheap and favors the 

possibility of achieving a certain goal at the cost of fewer casualties and 

conventional resources. Doctoral student Ostrovska's dissertation is also the first 

study that examines in detail how hybrid wars can affect Bulgarian foreign policy 

and the security environment in our country. Until now, such studies have been 

carried out by the security sector and a number of non-governmental 

organizations, but their focus is narrower and aimed at specific cases without 

theorizing the consequences of hybrid wars for Bulgarian national security as a 

whole. In addition, there is still a dispute in the scholarly debate as to whether 

hybrid wars are wars in the proper sense of the term or rather a type of threat 

whose consequences could not be sufficient grounds for placing them on the 

same level as the conventional concept of Clausewitzian war. From this point of 
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view, the dissertation research is a bold attempt to reject this hypothesis with the 

argument that hybrid wars are wars in the conventional sense of the term, 

because their consequences can be as significant as those of asymmetric 

conflicts. The title of the study clearly positions the case upon which the doctoral 

student's arguments are based - the war in Ukraine, or more specifically the pre-

war phase of the conflict, in which the main prerequisites for the subsequent 

intervention by the Russian Federation arose. This case study is unquestionably 

appropriate for the purposes of the dissertation as it is difficult to find a better 

example of the evolution of hybrid threats into conventional threats. Moreover, 

the specificity of hybrid threats to the national security of Ukraine was 

fundamentally different from the characteristics of those in countries such as 

Bulgaria and Romania, since the latter are still part of the NATO collective security 

system. This determines the wide applicability of this study, whose model can 

serve as a tool for the analysis of other such cases in which the state actor against 

whom the threats are directed is not part of a collective format guaranteeing his 

security. The applicability of the study is determined by two more factors. First, it 

makes a clear distinction between the different aspects of the hybrid war in 

Ukraine, which raises the logical question of whether it is possible for non-

traditional security threats to displace traditional ones in a world where the logic 

of nuclear deterrence precludes World War III. This question is the subject of 

serious discussion in academic circles, although the thesis gives an affirmative 

answer, arguing that hybrid wars, as a rule, create preconditions and thus - 

precede conventional conflicts. It is also worth arguing that precisely because 

of the logic of nuclear deterrence, hybrid instruments are far more appropriate 

than conventional ones, which can bring two nuclear powers to the brink of a 

nuclear crisis. Second, the study is a valuable source of information on what 

Bulgarian policies should be to combat hybrid threats. The mechanisms for 

waging hybrid warfare, analyzed by the doctoral student, largely coincide with 

those that were implemented in Ukraine, and the author's ability to directly 

observe these processes gives the research a high degree of scientific credibility. 

II. OVERVIEW OF THE MANUSCRIPT. 

The submitted manuscript is an impressive 416 standard pages in length 

and includes: title page, table of contents, list of abbreviations, 

introduction, three chapters, conclusion, bibliography and appendices. It 

is noteworthy that the applications presented are interactive, which 

makes it possible to more clearly follow the arguments of the doctoral 

student, laid down in the research. The literature used includes 267 sources 

in Bulgarian, English, Russian and Ukrainian languages: books and 
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monographs; articles and empirical studies in Bulgarian and foreign 

publications; media publications; official statements of Ukrainian and 

Russian politicians, as well as current statistics. Sources cited are cited 

directly in the text, with the citation standard following the American 

Psychological Association (APA) model. Within the bibliography, the 

named authors are arranged alphabetically. In this sense, my conclusion 

is that the manuscript meets the technical requirements for writing a 

dissertation. The cited authors are adequately selected for the purposes 

of the study and reflect existing analyzes on this topic, making them 

applicable to the objectives of the dissertation. The same applies to 

actual quantitative data that the PhD student uses to better illustrate his 

claims. 

III. ACADEMIC CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RESEARCH. 

The dissertation research has a very good degree of scientific objectivity, 

which is a leading academic standard for writing a dissertation work and 

the main criteria for the content of its contributions, especially in the field 

of security. I emphasize this as a merit of the dissertation, since it examines 

a large number of cases from Bulgarian and international politics without 

the author taking sides in one direction or the other. Both the strengths and 

weaknesses of Western and Ukrainian strategies are consistently 

presented, while at the same time those aspects of Russian foreign policy 

that have given Russia a clear advantage in pursuing its strategic goals in 

Eastern Europe are clearly brought out. Along with this, the PhD student 

makes the important clarification that hybrid strategies are not the 

trademark of a given actor, but a powerful tool of influence that both 

Russia and the West benefit from. 

The scientific contributions of the dissertation research are in the following 

directions: 

1. In the scientific literature, there are many interpretations of the hybrid 

war as an unconventional threat to international security, and the 

approach to their explanation follows the derivation of a single definition 

for the concept. Doctoral student Ostrovska takes a different but rather 

innovative approach, bringing out the main aspects of hybrid warfare, 

while arguing them with specific case studies from the Ukrainian crisis. This 
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in itself is a scholarly contribution as the existing theories of hybrid warfare 

are examined through the lens of traditional security threats such as 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, cyber terrorism, damage to 

the quality of democracy and the undermining of the rule of law, and last 

but not least – the formation of paramilitary groups in order to change the 

existing political consensus. These interpretations are a strong argument in 

favor of the claim that the consequences of hybrid wars can be as 

catastrophic as those of conventional conflicts. The examined aspects of 

hybrid conflicts bring to the attention of the scientific community another 

valuable contribution - the doctoral student successfully proves that, in its 

essence, the hybrid war hides prerequisites for a transition to a 

conventional one. Quite rightly, the PhD student concludes that despite 

the potential that collective security systems generate, hybrid threats 

have the ability to weaken this effect as their influence on political 

agendas in weaker democracies weakens and trust in military alliances 

such as NATO and integration communities such as the EU , which have 

already proven their ten-year geopolitical sustainability. Therefore, I tend 

to agree with the PhD student that, although more long-term in effect, if 

not deterred, hybrid threats can lead to conventional ones for the 

national security of any country, regardless of how it is positioned on the 

geopolitical stage. 

2. An important contribution of the dissertation research is its in-depth look 

at the Ukrainian crisis. The historical approach is key in qualitative research, 

although not essential because of the specificity of the methodological 

tools with which political science works. However, the contributions in 

Chapter II are qualitatively different from standard historical reviews in 

scientific developments because the doctoral student had the 

opportunity to observe these processes from the first person. This makes 

this part of the field study particularly valuable, because the conclusions 

that Irina Ostrovska makes about Ukraine's foreign policy and the 

comparisons with Bulgaria enable a detailed follow-up and 

methodological unification of Russian strategies in the field of hybrid 

conflicts. It is no coincidence that, in his theoretical review, the doctoral 

student points to both Ukrainian and Russian authors who give a definition 

of the concept of hybrid war - later in the study, these definitions are 

applied to Russia's war, and from them it is clear that what was seen in 
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Ukraine before the outbreak of the conflict has direct parallels with what 

is happening in Bulgaria in several directions, which are analyzed in detail 

in the dissertation. Among them stand out the problems with corruption, 

the crisis of confidence in democracy, the presence of non-governmental 

organizations with a great influence on the political life of both countries, 

the establishment of patriotic structures and of course - the presence of 

political actors who advocate breaking the geopolitical consensus. 

Interestingly, the PhD student also uses the term "buffer" to describe 

Ukraine's position in the plans of both Russia and the West. This is an 

unconscious contribution to the work, since the role of Bulgaria and 

Romania after the end of the Cold War, even after their admission to the 

EU and NATO, continued to be a buffer role given the fact that both 

countries fell within the boundaries of the so-called Maltese Consensus 

between former US President George Bush - father and the last Soviet 

leader Mikhail Gorbachev. 

3. In the third place, I will point out the other contribution from the field 

study of doctoral student Ostrovska - the in-depth interviews (over 100 in 

number), carried out in parallel in Ukraine and Bulgaria. The sample used 

by the doctoral student is interesting - it consists of respondents of mixed 

origin and citizenship, which makes it possible to track their attitudes 

according to three main indicators - the attitude towards the 

independence of Ukraine, Russia's policy in Eastern Europe and Ukrainian 

refugees in Bulgaria. The survey is anonymous, and its results are conclusive 

in several ways. The first significant conclusion concerns both the national 

security of pre-war Ukraine and that of Bulgaria - namely, that Russian 

strategies in both countries are becoming more and more successful, 

which is due to the traditionally strong Russian influence in most public 

spheres - the media, public space and so called Secondly, as a result of 

her research, doctoral student Ostrovska found that the hybrid element in 

Russian foreign policy is leading in Bulgaria, since the country is part of 

NATO and the first step towards its rapprochement with Russia should be 

to undermine trust in the Alliance. In this sense, at this stage, cyber attacks 

and gas policy remain the optimal tool for intervention in the public and 

political life of the country. Finally, the survey clearly shows that the 

attitude towards Ukrainian refugees in our country is mixed and divided in 

proportion to the support for Russia. These findings are a particularly 
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important contribution as they prove that what happened in Ukraine is 

largely analogous to the methods Russia uses to influence the political 

process in Bulgaria. 

4. The final contribution consists in Irina Ostrovska's conclusion that the 

successful fight against hybrid threats depends not only on the partners 

and allies that the two countries have, but also on their political efforts. I 

consider this conclusion to be particularly important because political trust 

in the West should not displace efforts - especially in Bulgaria - to form a 

political consensus around the fact that the country is subject to such 

influences and the search for policies to deal with them. In many ways, 

the experience of Ukraine is an example of this, which, as the PhD student 

points out, is marked by the tragic reality that these threats prevailed 

because society and politicians were divided. 

In summary, I believe that the presented contributions give the research a 

high degree of dissertationability, which is why I believe that the presented 

text meets the content requirements for writing a doctoral dissertation. 

IV. CRITICAL REMARKS TO THE RESEARCH. 

The following recommendations can be made to the study, which I 

believe will enrich its content and help it to acquire a more complete 

appearance: 

1. In his doctoral thesis, the author launched the claim that one of the 

main goals of Russia is to destroy the system of Euro-Atlantic unity and 

solidarity by reorienting Europe towards Eurasia and creating a common 

space for security and trade from Vladivostok to Lisbon and from St. 

Petersburg to Colombo . As Ostrovska, a doctoral student, points out in her 

research, this statement is based on the analyzes of a number of pro-

Kremlin analysts who are trying to legitimize the foreign policy line that 

Russia has followed since the beginning of the 21st century. In the context 

of what has been said, however, two clarifications should be made. The 

first is that the Russian political elite, with the exception of extreme factions 

within it, realizes that this project is unfeasible because Russia does not 

have the resources to achieve it, especially in the part of it that envisages 

the creation of a common security space , to replace NATO. Such an 

analogue was actually created in the person of the Collective Security 
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Treaty Organization, which unites a large part of the former Soviet 

republics in its collective system. The situation is similar with the Eurasian 

Economic Union, which is mainly oriented towards the countries of Central 

Asia, and its focus on the Balkans is limited. Second, I believe that a more 

reliable source of information about the political strategy of Russian 

President Vladimir Putin is the neo-Eurasian philosophy, the doctrines of 

which we see being put into action during the war in Ukraine. In this sense, 

the ideas about Russia as a self-sufficient empire and the center of the 

Eurasian project can hardly be understood outside the framework of the 

neo-Eurasian school and its father - Alexander Dugin. 

2. I believe that this research can only benefit if Alexander Dugin's theory 

of the natural opposition between Russia and the West is incorporated into 

it. This idea is the heart of Neo-Eurasian philosophy, which rests on the 

earlier ideas of authors such as Trubetskoi, Savitsky, and Suvinsky. This 

theory also explains the anti-Western rhetoric that forms the modern 

geopolitical doctrines of Russia, which - we can safely say - are legitimized 

by the idea of opposition to the "collective" West - the USA and the EU. An 

expression of this opposition is the concept of a "special military operation" 

that aims to "denazify" Ukraine. In the scientific debate, of course, there 

are still authors who deny Dugin's influence on political life in modern 

Russia, but the actions of the current Russian leadership testify in the 

opposite direction. In the same vein is the consistent narrative that the 

West is trying to destroy traditional values in Russia and the rest of the Slavic 

world, which for authors like Dugin should be positioned within the Russian 

sphere of influence. 

3. The thesis deals with the issue of the "Gerasimov" doctrine and its 

significance for hybrid threats. On this issue, there is still a dispute in the 

scientific debate, since the creator of this concept, Prof. Mark Galeotti, 

has rejected his own theory several times. In practice, Russian strategies in 

Ukraine testify to the fact that such a doctrine exists and was implemented 

before Russia began its offensive. Still, the work will only gain if this 

controversy is touched upon in order to clarify the position of Galeotti and 

those authors who accept the "Gerasimov" doctrine as valid. 

V. SCIENTIFIC CONTRIBUTIONS AND ACTIVITY OF THE DOCTORAL STUDENT. 
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In summary, I would like to say a few words about the scientific activity of 

doctoral student Irina Ostrovska, as I had the opportunity to follow her 

development as a doctoral student in the Department of Political Science 

of the SU. 

Irina regularly takes part in the doctoral readings organized annually by 

the Faculty of Philosophy of the SU, presenting various segments of her 

dissertation work. During his work with his scientific supervisor - Prof. Dr. 

Tatiana Dronzina, the doctoral student participated in several scientific 

conferences in cooperation with foreign scientists, among them two 

conferences organized by the Eurasian National University in Kazakhstan 

and two seminars organized by the Diplomatic Institute stand out to the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where the doctoral student currently works. In 

an analogous way, things are also with the participation in several summer 

schools dedicated to the problems of hybrid wars, in which Irina appeared 

as a talented and interesting lecturer. The PhD student has two 

publications on the topic of his research – one of which is in the process of 

publication in the form of conference proceedings of the joint conference 

with the PhD students of the Institute of Mediation in Kazakhstan, and the 

other is part of the annual collection of doctoral readings of the FF. This is 

the place for me to share my good impressions of the teaching activities 

of PhD student Ostrovska, who worked with our team for one academic 

year as the head of the seminar classes in the Conflict Management 

discipline. 

VI. CONCLUSION. 

I, therefore, grant a positive opinion to the scientific work of doctoral 

student Irina Ostrovska, who has prepared an empirically sound and well-

argued study that will undoubtedly enrich the scientific debate in the field 

of political science and international security. The dissertation meets the 

requirements laid down in the Law on Higher Education and the 

Regulations for Acquisition of Scientific Degrees and the Occupancy of 

Academic Positions at Sofia University. I recommend the academic 

committee to support the doctoral student and once again confirm that 

I will vote "for" the awarding of the educational and academic degree 

"Doctor of Philosophy" in 3.3. (Political Sciences) of Irina Ostrovska. 
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