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OPINION 

by Prof. DSc. Orlin Sabev 

Institute for Balkan Studies with the Center for Thracology (IBCT) – BAS 

 

 

on the scientific production of 

Senior Asst. Prof. Dr. Elmira Mladenova Vasileva, 

candidate in a competition for the position of “associate professor” 

in the field of higher education 

2. Humanities, professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology, specialty “Early Modern and 

Modern History" (Foreign missions to the Balkans, 18th – 19th centuries) for the needs of the 

Department “The Balkans in 15th – 19th Centuries” at IBCT – BAS, 

announced in the State Gazette, issue 63/01.08.2025 

 

 

 

Elmira Vasileva earned her Ph.D. degree in the professional field of 2.2 in 2013. History 

and Archaeology, after defending her dissertation on the topic “The Bosnian Franciscans: 

Organization, Activity, and Missionary Work in Southeastern Europe (1463–1688)”. Since 2014, 

she has been a senior assistant professor at the same institute. 

Vasileva is participating in the current competition with one monograph and 19 articles 

published between 2014 and 2025, following her appointment as a senior assistant professor. 

According to the Act on the Promotion of Higher Education and Research in the Republic of 

Bulgaria and the regulations for its implementation by the Council of Ministers, the Bulgarian 

Academy of Sciences, and the Institute for Balkan Studies with the Center for Thracology of the 

Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, she fully meets the minimum national requirements for holding 

the academic position of “associate professor” with this production and is admitted for evaluation 

as a legitimate candidate in the competition. 
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As can be seen from her work, after defending her Ph.D. thesis on Catholic missionary 

work in Bosnia, Elmira Vasileva gradually shifted her research focus from Catholic propaganda in 

the Balkans from the 15th to 17th centuries (eight publications from 2014 to 2019) to Protestant 

missionary activity in the 19th century on the peninsula (12 publications from 2018 to 2025). In 

this way, she utilized her accumulated theoretical expertise in the history of missionary activity, 

particularly Catholic activity, by directing her attention to a later period and a different form of 

this activity: American Protestant missionaries. Simultaneously, she maintained the geographical 

scope of her previous and current research. This allows her to consolidate the general picture of 

the activities of various missionary organizations in the Balkans over a longer period of time. 

The aforementioned monograph, Protestant Missions in the European Provinces of the 

Ottoman Empire: The Activities of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 

(Sofia: IBCT, 2025, 408 pp.), published in 2025, largely comprises her contributions to the 11 

previously published articles devoted to various aspects of the same topic. These contributions 

include the educational, literary, and publishing activities of the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) and its stations in Thessaloniki, Bitola, and Stara 

Zagora. For this reason, I will discuss her monograph in more detail here. 

The monograph is a serious, in-depth study of the history of American Protestant missions 

in the Balkans, examining the local peoples’ national self-awareness and their complex religious 

and political relations with the Ottoman state and the Patriarchate of Constantinople from the 19th 

century until the First World War in the 20th century. The author extensively consulted secondary 

literature, as well as valuable source material from the archives of the ABCFM and the Central 

State Archives in Sofia. 

The monograph’s main contribution is its comprehensive presentation of Protestant 

missionary activity in the Balkans, a topic that has lacked thorough coverage until now. It traces 

the activities and structure of the ABCFM, which was founded in 1810. The monograph examines 

ABCFM’s role in Protestant missionary work, which became more noticeable in the 17th and 18th 

centuries but took on a more formal institutional form at the beginning of the 19th century, due to 

the ideology of postmillennialism and the resulting need to re-Christianize the Promised Land. 

Vasileva analyzes ABCFM’s structure and goals, paying particular attention to the theological 

aspects of its mission. 
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Then, the penetration of Christian (Catholic) missions into the Ottoman Empire as early as 

the 16th century is traced. Also examined are the circumstances that facilitated the activities of 

later Protestant missionaries, specifically those sent by the ABCFM in the 19th century. These 

circumstances include the crisis in Catholic missionary activity in the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries, caused by the dissolution of the Jesuit Order. This section presents the activities of the 

first American Protestant missionaries within the Ottoman Empire, including the opening of 

missionary stations in Izmir and Beirut; the significant publishing activity in Malta from 1822 to 

1833, which provided an opportunity to distribute printed materials with a proselytizing focus; the 

translation of biblical, theological, and liturgical texts into local languages; and the establishment 

of educational institutions. 

Elmira Vasileva then thoroughly reveals early American Protestant missionary activity 

among the Greek subjects of the Ottoman Empire. This activity gained sympathy for its charitable 

initiatives during the Greek War of Independence (1821–1829). However, it faced problematic and 

ambiguous relations with the Greek Orthodox Church, which was founded in 1833. The Church’s 

strong influence on the process of establishing the Greek national state practically doomed 

ABCFM’s efforts in this part of the Balkans until it ceased its activities in Greece in 1844 and 

shifted its focus to territories under Ottoman rule. 

Vasileva then details the activities of the Istanbul station, founded in 1831, among local 

Christians (Armenians and Greeks), Jews, and Muslims. She pays attention to important elements, 

such as educational, translation, and publication activities, which express the desire to promote 

American culture rather than Protestant proselytism. Vasileva traces the complex relationships 

between American Protestant missionaries and the Armenian Apostolic and Greek Orthodox clergy 

in Istanbul, as well as the Ottoman authorities. 

The largest part of the monograph is devoted to the missionary activities of the ABCFM in 

the Balkans from the period after the Crimean War (1853–1856) until the First World War (1914–

1918). Elmira Vasileva emphasizes the intensification of Protestant missionary activity among the 

Bulgarians following the official recognition of the Bulgarian Catholic community (millet) in 

1860. She presents in detail the establishment of missionary stations among the Bulgarians in 

Edirne, Plovdiv, Stara Zagora, Sofia, Samokov, Bansko, Bitola, and Thessaloniki, as well as among 

the Albanians. Special attention is paid to the Protestant educational institutions that were 

established there. The monograph also traces the missionaries’ attitude toward the national 
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liberation movement among the Bulgarians and their efforts to establish an independent church 

hierarchy. These efforts culminated in the official recognition of the Bulgarian Exarchate in 1870. 

Elmira Vasileva concludes that ABCFM’s activities have had only partial success. Despite 

the warm reception of the printed literature published by missionaries in local languages and their 

educational institutions, which offered a modern education for their time, few people have adopted 

Protestantism as their denomination. She explains that the main reason for this is that American 

Protestant missionary activity in the Balkans unfolded during the period when the national idea 

was imposed on the peoples subject to the Sultan. This period was marked by the revival of the 

pre-Ottoman state tradition and the independent Orthodox church hierarchy. Ironically, in their 

search for followers among local Christians, American Protestant missionaries stimulated national 

aspirations; however, this did not lead to reciprocal acceptance of their doctrine. However, Elmira 

Vasileva emphasizes the undeniable “cultural and indirect Protestant influence” (p. 385) achieved 

through various channels, especially educational and publishing activities. 

Elmira Vasileva’s monograph is the first academic research of its kind to comprehensively 

trace the activities of American Protestant missionaries in the Balkans. Unlike previous studies on 

the topic, which focused on individual modern Balkan states or the Anatolian and Middle Eastern 

provinces of the Ottoman Empire, this monograph has a broader territorial scope. Vasileva 

skillfully presents the process that developed during the empire’s collapse, regional conflict 

growth, Balkan nationalism rise, and clash between imperial and colonial interests and national 

emancipation desires. 

As the author of a 2013 dissertation on Catholic missionary work in Bosnia, Vasileva 

demonstrates methodological preparedness, historiographic experience, and research confidence 

in her monograph on American Protestant missionaries in the Balkans. This allows her to strike a 

balance between context and detail, general and particular, and strictly scientific and curious 

aspects of missionary activity in the Balkans. Some of the results and achievements of this activity 

are still relevant today. In this sense, this monograph and the presented articles fill a significant 

gap in Bulgarian, regional, and world historiography on the topic. 

I would like to express my conviction that Senior Assistant Professor Dr. Elmira 

Mladenova Vasileva is an extremely conscientious scientist, and there is categorically no form of 

plagiarism in her scientific research. She fully deserves to be elected to the position of “Associate 

Professor” in the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field 2.2. History and 
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Archaeology, specialty “Early Modern and Modern History” (Foreign Missions to the Balkans, 

18th – 19th centuries), to meet the needs of the Department “Balkans in the 15th – 19th Centuries” 

at the Institute for Balkan Studies with the Center for Thracology of the Bulgarian Academy of 

Sciences, as announced in the State Gazette, issue 63/01.08.2025. 

 

October 27, 2025 

Sofia 

Signature: 

      Prof. DSc. Orlin Sabev 


