OPINION
by
Prof. Dr. Toni Traykov
member of the scientific jury
Regarding the dissertation of Kiril Ivanov Nikolov,

Part-time PhD student at the Department of Socio-Economic Geography at
Sofia University ""St. Kliment Ohridski »

in professional field 4.4 Earth sciences (Geography of Population and
Settlements)

Dissertation topic: "Confessional development of Bulgaria from the
Liberation to the present day — geographical distribution, relationships
between the individual confessions in the country, problems and prospects"

1. Information about the Doctoral student

Kiril Ivanov Nikolov was born on May 12, 1994. In 2013, he graduated
from the Kliment Ark. Timiryazev Agricultural Vocational High School in
Sandanski, where he was born. In 2017, he graduated with a bachelor's degree in
Geography from Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski," and a year later, he
completed a master's degree at the same university in the Regional Development
and Management master's program. Since March 1, 2021, he has been a full-time
doctoral student at the Department of Socio-Economic Geography at the Faculty
of Geology and Geography at Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridski. A year later,
on April 15, 2022, due to his appointment as an assistant at the same department,

he was transferred to part-time study.

He is fluent in English.



2. Information about the Procedure

Kiril Ivanov Nikolov was transformed by Order No. RD 20-836 of
15.04.2022 as a part-time doctoral student in the field of professional direction
4.4 Earth Sciences (Population and Settlement Geography). Assoc. Prof. Georgi
Bardarov, PhD, was appointed as his academic supervisor, and the deadline for
completion is November 24, 2024. The department voted to approve the
dissertation topic "Confessional Development in Bulgaria from Liberation to the
Present Day - Geographical Distribution, Relations between the Different

Confessions in the Country, Problems and Prospects."

Both the doctoral minimum and the other exams from the individual plan have
been successfully completed. The doctoral student has been expelled with the
right to defend his thesis in accordance with Order No. RD 20-2441 of December
17, 2024.

The dissertation was discussed at an extended departmental council meeting on
July 1, 2025, and was approved for public defense. All legal and regulatory

requirements have been met for the dissertation to be approved for public defense.

Pursuant to Order No. RD-38-443/18.07.2025 of the Rector of Sofia University
"St. Kliment Ohridski," the composition of the Scientific J ury was determined and

the dissertation was officially approved for public defense.

3. Characteristics and Evaluation of the Dissertation Thesis

The dissertation submitted for review fully meets the requirements for
awarding the educational and scientific degree Doctor at Sofia University “St.

Kliment Ohridski.” It consists of 190 standard pages, including 171 pages of main

text. The structure comprises an introduction, four chapters (each subdivided into

four sections), a conclusion with findings and contributions, 25 original



cartographic figures, and 5 tables. The bibliography includes 133 sources in

Bulgarian and 25 in other languages.

The Introduction is well-structured and emphasizes the relevance of religion as a
factor in cultural, social. and political development. The candidate convincingly
outlines the importance of the topic in the context of globalization, regional
differences, and contemporary religious conflicts. The relationship between
religion and science is also highlighted, with references to renowned thinkers such
as Einstein and Durkheim, adding philosophical and theoretical depth. The
introduction stresses the practical significance of the study for maintaining ethno-
religious peace in Bulgaria after 1989, which gives the work additional weight.
At the same time, the introduction contains a substantial amount of historical and
political background. While this strengthens the argument for the study, it would
benefit from greater synthesis, leaving detailed cxamples for the analytical

chapters.

Chapter One serves as the theoretical and methodological foundation, integrating
approaches from theology, sociology, history, and geography. The emphasis on
religion as a social phenomenon, supported by classical theories of Comte.
Durkheim, Weber, and Troeltsch, is commendable. The broad historical scope—
from prehistoric beliefs to the formation of the major monotheistic religions and
their divisions—provides a solid conceptual basis. The inclusion of typologies
and classifications enhances the analytical rigor. Nevertheless, the text
occasionally risks schematic presentation, and clearer linkage between theoretical
concepts and the research objective (the Bulgarian ethno-religious model) would

strengthen the argument.

Chapter Two offers an extensive historical overview of the emergence and
spread of the main religions in Bulgaria—Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and
Bogomilism. The candidate systematically traces the prerequisites and

transformations across different historical epochs, supported by a wide range of



historiographical sources. A strong point is the analysis of religion in connection
with political and social processes. The abundance of factual material
demonstrates thorough knowledge, though at times it could overshadow the

analytical interpretation.

Chapter Three presents a socio-historical analysis of denominational dynamics
from the Liberation (1878) to the present, structured into three periods: 1878—
1944, 1944-1989, and post-1989. It is distinguished by a rich set of empirical
Sources—census data, archival materials, and scholarly studies. The candidate
examines Orthodoxy, Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, and Judaism both
institutionally and within their broader socio-political contexts. This comparative
approach provides a comprehensive understanding of religious dynamics and their
role in shaping Bulgarian identity. A stronger focus on how these inter-
confessional relations directly influenced ethno-religious peace would add further

value.

Chapter Four is of greatest contributory importance. It analyses risks of renewed
conflict in the Western Balkans, particularly Bosnia and Herzegovina, in light of
the 1990s Yugoslav wars, highlighting the potential misuse of religion as a
political instrument. Subchapters V.3 and IV.4 contain the candidate’s original
perspectives on internal and external geopolitical factors that could provoke future
Christian-Muslim tensions in Bulgaria. The sensitive issue of the Movement for
Rights and Freedoms (MRF) and its role in preserving the Bulgarian ethno-
religious model after 1989 is also addressed, with an original definition and

critical discussion of its threats and challenges.

The Conclusion effectively synthesizes the historical and contemporary
processes, emphasizing confessional changes, secularization trends, and risks of
ethno-religious tensions. By comparing the Bulgarian case with global examples

such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, the candidate places his work in an international



context. Importantly, the conclusion balances warnings of potential risks with an

optimistic vision for sustaining a multi-ethnic, multi-religious model.

4. Information about the Author’s Abstract

The abstract accurately reflects the content of the dissertation, presenting
the main aspects of the study. It fully complies with the requirements of Sofia

University “St. Kliment Ohridski” and can be accepted in its current form.

5. Scientific Contributions

The dissertation contributions are clearly divided into theoretical and
applied. They correspond precisely to the content and achievements of the
research. Of particular importance are the third and fourth contributions, which
concern the Bulgarian ethno-religious model after 1989. The candidate provides
his own conceptualization of this model, accompanied by an in-depth analysis of
its origins, defining characteristics, and potential threats to its sustainability in the

foreseeable future.

6. Critical Remarks recommendations and questions

Several critical remarks can be made. The style of referencing should be
standardized according to academic requirements. In places the text is overly
descriptive and would benefit from greater precision. Minor grammatical and

technical errors are present and should have been corrected. The conclusion, while

generally strong, could be further refined in terms of style and academic rigor.



7. Conclusion

In conclusion, the dissertation of Kiril Ivanov Nikolov is a completed work
of high academic quality, characterized by solid analysis and clearly defined
applied value. The candidate has successfully achieved the objectives and tasks
set at the outset. The dissertation addresses highly relevant issues concerning the

ethno-religious peace and the future of Bulgaria.

On this basis, I propose to the esteemed Jury that Kiril Ivanov Nikolov be awarded
the educational and scientific degree Doctor in Population and Settlement

Geography within the professional field 4.4. Earth Sciences.
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