OPINION
by
Assoc. Prof. Dr. Desislava Varadzhakova,

the National Institute of Geophysics, Geodesy and Geography of Bulgarian Academy of Sciences,
professional field 4.4. Earth sciences, scientific specialty: Economic and social geography

This opinion was prepared on the basis of Order No RD 38-443/18.7.2025 of the Rector of
Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, for participation in the scientific jury for the defence of
the dissertation "Confessional Development of Bulgaria from the Liberation to the Present Day -
Geographic Distribution, Relationships between the Individual Confessions in the Country,
Problems and Prospects" for the award of the educational and scientific degree "PhD" in the
professional field: 4.4. "Earth Sciences", scientific specialty: "Geography of Population and
Settlements" to PhD student Kiril Ivanov Nikolov. It is in compliance with the requirements of the
Act for the development of the academic staff in the Republic of Bulgaria (ADASRB) and the
Regulations for its application, as well as the Regulations for the conditions and the order for
acquiring scientific degrees and holding academic positions in Sofia University “St. Kliment
Ohridski”.

Short biographic information about the candidate

Kiril Nikolov was born on 12.05.1994. From the submitted CV in the documents for the
dissertation defence procedure, it is evident that the PhD student graduated with a bachelor’s
degree in Geography in 2017 and a master's degree in Regional Development and Management
in the career of Geography at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" in 2018. He was enrolled as
a full-time PhD student in 2021, and in 2022 he switched to part-time PhD studies with the
scientific supervisor assoc. Prof. Dr. Georgi Bardarov. Since 2016, he has been working in various
metropolitan schools as a geography teacher, and since 24.03.2022 he has been an assistant
professor in the Department of Socio-Economic Geography of the Faculty of Geology and
Geography of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

General characteristics, structure, content and relevance of the dissertation work

The dissertation consists of 185 pages, structured as follows: introduction, four chapters,
conclusion, references, list of abbreviations and acronyms, and a list of 25 author's cartographic
figures and 5 tables. The list of sources used includes 162 titles, of which 137 are in Cyrillic, 25 in
Latin.



The dissertationability and relevance of the topic chosen for development are based on
the need to study religions, as they are one of the main factors that influence the cultural
development of people around the world, as well as due to the fact that they determine the
behavior of people throughout the world. Even within one religion, regional differences are
observed, which are determined by geographical, historical and cultural factors.

The dissertation is well structured. The introduction presents in a clear and concentrated
manner the research question, the object and subject of the dissertation, the purpose of the
study, the research tasks, and the theoretical and empirical methods used.

The first chapter presents the theoretical and methodological foundations of the study.
Some basic terms used in the study are examined, such as anomie, denomination, sect, creed,
cult. An overview of the types of classifications of religions in the world is made. The emergence
and development of religious beliefs such as totemism, animism and shamanism is examined.
Attention is also paid to monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity, Islam.

The second chapter examines in depth the emergence and spreads of the main religions
in Bulgaria. The prerequisites for the emergence, spread and development of Christianity in the
country are indicated. Attention is paid to Bogomilism - the first heresy to appear, which opposed
the Bulgarian Church. An important part of the development of religions on the territory of
Bulgaria is the entry of Islam, which is also traced historically from its penetration into the country
toits development in the present day. The place of Judaism in the religions professed by Bulgarian
citizens is also examined.

The third chapter examines the development and relationships between the main
confessional communities in Bulgaria from the Liberation to the present day. For this purpose,
three main periods are distinguished - from the Liberation to 1944, in the years of socialist
development (1944-1989) and their current state, respectively, after 1989. The change in the
confessional structure of the population in Bulgaria at the beginning of the 21st century is tracked,
with an analysis of the demographic data on religious denominations from the censuses in 2001,
2011 and 2021.

The fourth chapter focuses on the Bulgarian ethno-religious model, examining the
challenges and threats to it. The similarities between the main religions — Judaism, Christianity
and Islam — are described. Within this chapter, an example is given of the ethno-religious model
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the possible problems in which are considered as a potential threat
to ethnic peace in the Balkans. The formation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the history of its
development between the beginning of the First World War and the end of the Second World
War, during the time of Tito, during the Bosnian War and the blockade of Sarajevo, as well as its
current state are examined. Within this chapter, the PhD student focuses on the internal and
external geopolitical factors that provoke confrontations along the Christianity-Islam axis in
Bulgaria and examines the role of the MRF for the Bulgarian ethno-religious model after 1989.
The threats and challenges to the Bulgarian ethno-religious model are also formulated.



The abstract correctly reflects the essence of the dissertation work.
The dissertation presented by the candidate demonstrates the PhD student's ability to
conduct independent scientific research.

Scientific and scientific-applied contributions in the dissertation work

The scientific contributions in the dissertation are related to the analysis of the genesis
and historical development of the main religions and religious movements in Bulgaria over the
centuries and the clarification of their relationships in the context of the extremely complex and
full of contradictions, extreme political cataclysms and reversals history of the Bulgarian people.

The scientific and empirical contributions consist in conducting a thorough analysis of the
contemporary state of the main religions in Bulgaria and, above all, of the demographic balance
between them in the mixed regions of Bulgaria, clarifying the formation of the Bulgarian ethno-
religious model in the 1990s and formulating an author's definition of the structure and content
of this model. Also, the analysis of the causes and factors that led to the bloody collapse of the
ethno-religious peace model in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of the 20th century and the
real threats of a similar conflict in Bulgaria in the 21st century outlined on this basis can be defined
as a scientific and empirical contribution, for which purpose the political, geopolitical and purely
religious factors that could cause it have been taken into account and graded.

Critical remarks and recommendations

| have no serious critical remarks regarding the content and essence of the dissertation. |
recommend that the PhD student focus on publication activity in refereed and indexed journals
in SCOPUS and Web of Science.

Conclusion

The relevance of the topic of the dissertation, its structure, content, results and
contributions provide sufficient evidence of the competence of the doctoral candidate. The
candidate has presented 5 publications, with which he meets the minimum scientometric
requirements. This gives me reason to express my positive assessment and to propose to the
scientific jury to award Kiril Nikolov the educational and scientific degree of "doctor" in
professional field 4.4. "Earth Sciences", scientific specialty "Geography of Population and
Settlements".
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