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Author of the dissertation: Martin Danielov Milanov 

Dissertation topic: IDENTITY AS A FACTOR IN THE FOREIGN POLICY OF THE EUROPEAN 

UNION AND CHINA 

 

1. General characteristics of the presented dissertation work 

The dissertation submitted for review is 182 pages long. It consists of an introduction, three 

chapters, a conclusion and a bibliography. In the first chapter, a theoretical framework of the 

study of identity is presented, analyzing different concepts of international order through 

the prism of different approaches and theories. A critical literary review of leading authors 

and their works is made. The second chapter examines the concept of regionalism in the 

context of the EU and China. It analyzes how regional factors influence the foreign policy of 

the two powers. The third chapter of the dissertation focuses on the relationship between 

the European Union and China, examining the historical development, current state and 

prospects of this relationship. At the end of each of the chapters, there are conclusions and 

summaries, which logically transcend to the Conclusion of the dissertation work. 

Martin Milanov's doctoral dissertation is an ambitious and innovative study at the 

intersection of international relations and cultural identity. The topic is particularly attractive 
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given China's growing role on the global stage and the complicated dynamics in EU-China 

relations. 

The author defends the point that identity plays a key role in the relations between the 

European Union and China, and that the development of these relations affects the very 

identities of both countries. The dynamics of the interaction between the EU and China are 

examined through the lens of social identity theory, which provides a new and important 

context for understanding these relations. 

The topic of EU-China relations is of great importance for global politics and economics. At a 

time when China is consolidating its position as a leading economic and political power, the 

EU seeks to balance its commercial and political interests while preserving its values and 

identity. The research is up-to-date as it examines not only the economic and political 

aspects of these relations, but also their influence on the formation and evolution of 

European identity. This is a key contribution as there is limited literature that examines this 

interrelationship in the context of identity. 

The dissertation seeks to answer several key questions: How does the identity of the EU and 

China influence their foreign policy and strategic behavior? How does the relationship 

between the two forces affect how they are perceived and defined? 

The dissertation aims to reveal the relationship between identity and foreign policy by 

examining how the concepts of "us" and "others" influence the behavior of the EU and China 

in international relations. The author argues that the EU and China seek not only to 

strengthen their global role through economic and political interactions, but also use these 

interactions to assert and reformulate their own identities. The thesis considers identity not 

as a static characteristic, but as dynamic and constantly changing in the context of the 

interactions between the two powers. 

The author uses a qualitative methodological approach, combining historical analysis, 

analysis of political rhetoric and official documents and key events in EU-China relations, as 

well as comparative analysis. The theoretical framework is based on constructivism, which 

allows for the study of identity as socially constructed and interrelated with interactional 

processes. The approach is well-grounded and appropriate for examining complex 
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international relations, with the focus on identity offering a fresh perspective often missing 

from traditional political analyses. 

Various sources were used, such as strategic reports, political speeches, media statements 

and official documents of the EU and China. This diverse methodology contributes to 

building sound and reliable conclusions. 

The dissertation also examines how the mutual perceptions of both parties can be both 

constructive and destructive. The author argues that the EU often perceives China as a 

competitor and threat to its economic model, while China views the EU as an important 

economic partner, but also as a potential critic of its domestic policies. These perceptions 

lead to different strategic choices that affect their relationship. 

The dissertation also examines how the very relations between the EU and China lead to 

changes in the identity of both countries. The author argues that the dynamics of 

relationships are not only a result of their identities, but also actively influence them. For 

example, the EU's efforts at integration and coordination in the field of foreign policy can be 

seen as a response to China's growing global role. At the same time, China's economic and 

technological power is reflected in its self-awareness as a global leader, which influences its 

foreign policy behavior. 

The author offers an in-depth analysis of how the EU and China position themselves in 

relation to the world and to each other. For example, the EU identifies itself as a global 

"normative power" seeking to promote values such as democracy, human rights and 

sustainable development. China, for its part, is building an image of an "alternative global 

leader" that offers a different development model based on stability, economic success and 

non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries. 

The author emphasizes that these identities are not static. The different stages of 

development of relations between the EU and China lead to changes in their foreign policy 

identity. For example, events such as trade disputes, joint climate change initiatives, and 

human rights debates affect both powers' self-understanding and how they present 

themselves on the global stage. 

One of the strengths of the dissertation is the use of specific examples and empirical data 

that demonstrate the role of identity in EU-China relations. The author examines significant 
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developments such as the trade disputes between the two powers, negotiations on 

investment agreements, and diplomatic dialogues on human rights and climate change. 

These examples highlight how perceptions of identity can influence the politics and behavior 

of both parties. 

 

2. Evaluation of the obtained scientific and scientific-applied results 

The dissertation has a clearly defined research topic, precisely formulated goals and tasks, a 

research thesis, a clarified conceptual apparatus and a complex methodology. In the course 

of the research, all tasks were completed, through which the main goal of the dissertation 

was realized. The author has succeeded in confirming and proving his main research thesis. 

The work has a very good information base and rich empirical material. 

One of the main points of the dissertation is that relations with China, especially in the 

economic and technological spheres, put European identity under pressure. The EU is often 

faced with the dilemma between economic benefits and the protection of its values, such as 

democracy and human rights. The author argues that these relations undermine the 

European self-perception as a global "normative" player, which is a key aspect of European 

identity. 

Another important contribution is the examination of the growing influence of Chinese "soft 

power" in Europe. The dissertation demonstrates how cultural initiatives, media influence 

and infrastructure investment are changing Europeans' perceptions of China and their own 

role on the world stage. The author also skillfully addresses the issue of China's technological 

influence through projects such as the Silk Road and 5G networks, which are divisive in the 

European Union and impacting the common European vision of security and independence. 

Dissertation Strengths: 

1. A well-grounded theoretical approach: Using a constructivist analysis allows one to see 

how identity influences policy decisions and vice versa. 

2. Broad empirical scope: The thesis is based on numerous real-life examples that make the 

arguments more persuasive. 
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3. Well-structured and logical presentation: The dissertation is clearly structured and 

consistently develops its arguments, providing convincing evidence for the role of identity in 

EU-China relations. 

4. Relevance of the topic: EU-China relations are among the most important geopolitical 

topics today, which makes the study a significant contribution to the understanding of these 

relations. 

 

3. Evaluation of scientific and scientific-applied contributions 

The dissertation work of Martin Milanov undoubtedly has a contributing character. 

However, the formulated scientific contributions are too many and general and at the same 

time pretentious. Constructivist theory and identity research have been applied to numerous 

case studies in recent years. This is not in itself an enrichment of theory, but a testing and 

application of existing theory to a specific new case study. A theoretical model of one's own 

could be developed and defended as a contribution. Undoubtedly, the work enriches and 

builds on existing and creates new knowledge, as well as tests and validates certain 

theoretical propositions, which in itself is enough to prove the contribution nature of a 

doctoral dissertation. In general, however, I recommend that contribution claims be 

rethought and edited. 

4. Evaluation of dissertation publications 

The PhD student has three publications related to the dissertation topic, which shows focus 

and consistency of his research interests. This also meets the minimum national 

requirements for publications to obtain the educational and scientific degree "Doctor". 

 

5. Evaluation of the dissertation abstract 

The presented abstract in a volume of 31 pages correctly and to a large extent reflects the 

content and all important highlights, findings, conclusions and summaries of the dissertation 

work. 
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6. Critical comments, recommendations and questions 

Various remarks and recommendations can be made to each dissertation research: 

1. Although the author focuses on EU-China relations, it lacks a broader context for 

comparison with other international relations, such as those with the US or Russia. 

2. Excessive focus on political elites: The author's attention is mainly focused on political 

elites and official policy, while public perceptions or cultural influences are less addressed. 

3. Lack of consideration of domestic factors: Although the dissertation considers identity as a 

major factor, deeper analyses of domestic political dynamics in the EU and China that may 

influence their foreign policy are lacking. 

4. Structurally and conceptually, the logic of determining the second and third chapters of 

the dissertation is not very clear. 

5. Although the thesis is thoroughly completed, it can be noted that some parts of the 

analysis could be further developed. For example, aspects of cultural identity and how they 

change among ordinary Europeans have not been examined in as much detail as institutional 

perspectives. In future research, it would be useful to include more data on public attitudes 

explored through surveys or focus groups. 

6. Also, while the discussion of "soft power" is valid and well-founded, it could be further 

developed with a deeper look at the differences in the response of individual EU member 

states. The economic interests of some countries such as Germany and France, compared to 

those of smaller and more China-dependent countries such as Hungary and Greece, would 

suggest a more complete analysis. 

 

For the purposes of discussing the dissertation, I would formulate a few questions for the 

PhD student: 

• In several places in the text, it is argued that the European identity arose after the Second 

World War. How does this happen in the conditions of the Cold War, a bipolar international 

system and Europe divided into two camps? Is it not more accurate to refer to the 
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construction of the single market, the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty and all subsequent 

steps in integration? 

• How does the concept of authority/ power affect the construction of the identity of the EU 

and China, respectively? How big are the differences? 

7. Conclusion 

The doctoral dissertation presents convincing and well-founded arguments for the role of 

identity in EU-China relations. It offers a theoretically innovative approach that broadens the 

understanding of international relations by incorporating social and cultural aspects. The 

study is well structured, uses a wide range of sources and provides an interesting insight into 

the complexity of the interaction between the EU's foreign policy and its internal cultural 

and political dynamics. Although there is scope for further development of some aspects, 

the overall research is strong and convincing. 

The author successfully proves that changes in EU-China relations not only reflect existing 

identities, but also actively shape them, making the dissertation a significant research work 

in the field of international relations and political science. The dissertation is useful not only 

for specialists in the field of international relations, but also for political analysts seeking a 

deeper understanding of the role of identity in international politics. I am not aware of any 

plagiarism found in the dissertation submitted for review. 

In my opinion, the dissertation work has been sufficiently developed and meets the 

requirements of the Law on the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of 

Bulgaria and the Rules for its Implementation. Based on all points above in the review, I 

recommend the admission of the dissertation to the defense and awarding Martin Milanov 

the educational and scientific degree "Doctor" in professional field 3.3. Political science. 

 

23.10.2024  Sofia      Reviewer:  

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Plamen Ralchev 


