STATEMENT

by Prof. Alexandre Kostov, Dr. habil., Corresponding member of the Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences

Institute of Balkan Studies & Centre of Thracology — BAS

for the competition for associate professor in the field of higher education 2. Humanities,
professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology, scientific specialty Modern and Contemporary
History (Foreign Missions in the Balkans, 18th - 19th Century) for the needs of department
“Balkans in the 15" through the 19" Century” of the IBSCT — BAS. The competition is
announced in State Gazette, issue No. 63/ 01.08.2025. The only candidate in the competition
is Assist. Prof. Dr. Elmira Mladenova Vasileva, whose documents have been approved by a

special commission appointed by the director of the IBSCT.

I have been observing Elmira Vasileva’s academic career since she was enrolled at the
Institute of Balkan Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences as a doctoral student in 2010.
At that time, she presented a master’s degree in history from Sofia University St. Kliment
Ohridski, and in 2013 she also obtained a doctoral degree in the professional field 2.2. History
and Archaeology after successfully defending her dissertation on the topic: “The Bosnian
Franciscans — Organization, Activities, Missionary Work in Southeastern Europe (1453-
1688)”. The following year, in 2014, she was appointed assistant professor in the department
“Balkans in the 15th through the 19th Century” of the IBSCT, a position she still holds today.

Over the years, thanks to her excellent language skills, she has continued to improve
her professional skills in her chosen field through several fellowships in Turkey, Greece,
France, and Slovakia. In addition to meeting colleagues working in related fields, she has taken
full advantage of the opportunities provided to her to consult published and archival materials

and literature. This has enabled her to write and publish valuable research papers.

Dr. Elmira Vasileva participated in the announced competition with a monograph, 11
studies, and 8 articles. The materials she submitted prove that the results of her work to date
(expressed in points) meet, and indeed exceed, the minimum national requirements for the
academic position of “associate professor” laid down in the Law on the Development of

Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria.



In the first years after defending her dissertation, Dr. Vassileva continued to work on
the history of Catholic missions in Southeast Europe in the 15" — 17" centuries. The results of
her efforts in this area are the four studies and four articles presented here. These studies
highlight a number of contributions to the understanding of the development of the Franciscan
Order in Bosnia and its activities in the Balkan provinces of the Ottoman Empire, as well as
some important aspects of the policy of the Roman Catholic Church in the Balkans in the 16"
— 17™ centuries. Her studies on the formation of the Bulgarian Catholic community and others

deserve to be appreciated.

It is to be commended that Dr. Vasileva did not limit her research work solely to
“Catholic” topics, but gradually and systematically expanded her studies into other areas. Her
main interest focused on Protestant propaganda in the Balkans in the 19™ century, following
the example of American missions, mainly in the Ottoman Empire. Thanks to her ambitious
and persistent research work, including the introduction of new archival documents into
scientific use, her publications and other activities, she has successfully established herself as

an expert in this field of research.

The articles and studies presented focus mainly on the activities of Protestant
missionaries, highlighting not only the educational and cultural aspects of their work, but also
its religious dimensions. Here, it should be noted as a positive aspect that the author strictly
observes the specific characteristics of the individual ethnic groups in the region, which allows
her to make a more in-depth analysis of the processes and, accordingly, to reach adequate

conclusions.

I can only congratulate her on the results of her efforts, as reflected in the publications

submitted for evaluation.

As her habilitation thesis, the candidate has submitted her recently published
monograph “Protestant missions in the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire: the
activities of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, 19" century — to the
First World War” (Sofia: Institute of Balkan Studies & Center of Thracology — Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences, 2025, ISBN 978-619-7179-63-7, 406 p.).

In this voluminous separate publication, the author takes her previous research on
similar topics to a higher level in terms of scope and analysis. The work includes an

introduction, five chapters, and a conclusion, accompanied by information on the sources and



literature used on the subject. It is a successful attempt to present a comprehensive overview
of the activities of American Protestant missions in the Balkans in religious, educational, and
cultural terms during the 19™ and early 20" centuries. In the monograph, Dr. Vasileva uses a
problem-chronological and ethno-territorial approach to present the activities of American

missionaries, following their gradual penetration into the Balkans.

The author has assigned herself the ambitious task of presenting the activities of the
influential organization mentioned in the title of the work—the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) — in the European part of the Ottoman Empire
during the period leading up to the wars of 1912—1918. This is quite difficult, as it requires not
only finding the optimal amount of material (including archival material) and drawing on and
being familiar with numerous publications relevant to the topic, but also covering a long
historical period. The author’s work is not made any easier by the limitation of the monographic
study to the missions of the ABCFM only in the changing Balkan territories of the Ottoman
Empire and the need to take into account its (not only) administrative and legislative

peculiarities.

With regard to the structure of the work, I can say that I accept it in principle. The first
two chapters, which are introductory in nature, are useful for the reader. In them, the author
introduces us to the background and founding of the ABCFM in 1810, as well as the history of
early Christian missions in the Ottoman Empire from the 16 century to the beginning of the
penetration of American missionaries in the 19" century. This foundation allows her to
continue her narrative logically and fully develop her presentation on the declared topic. This
allowed Dr. Vasileva to continue with the American missionary efforts among the Greeks,
correctly assessing their importance for the formation of a strategy for working among the

Orthodox population in the region, and in particular with the local clergy.

The fourth chapter is devoted to the activities of the missionary station in the Ottoman
capital. Based on the facts presented, the author convincingly demonstrates the role of the
station in Constantinople as the headquarters for American missions in the empire, where
important decisions about the advancement of the mission were made and examples were set
for other stations in other parts of the country.

In fact, in the voluminous fifth chapter (240 pages!), the author, true to her approach,
traces the work of all missionary stations in the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire.

Richly documented and appropriately illustrated, she presents the gradual expansion of the



territorial scope of American missionary activity and the systematic establishment of their
stations in Edirne, Plovdiv, Stara Zagora, Sofia, Samokov, Bitola, and Thessaloniki, as well as
the results of their work among the Albanians. I cannot but appreciate as extremely positive
Dr. Vasileva’s interesting narrative and well-justified conclusions regarding the development
of missionary initiatives in the different regions, the achievements and problems in the relations
of American preachers with the local people, the attraction of followers, and the creation of
Protestant congregations and churches. In fact, these conclusions are quite reasonably the basis
for the conclusion at the end of the book, which seems adequate to the facts presented regarding
the results of American missionary activity in the Balkans during the period under review.

I have no significant objections to the work and find no evidence of plagiarism.

In addition to my entirely positive opinion of Dr. Vasileva’s scientific work, I would
also like to highlight the recognition she has received both in Bulgaria and abroad for her
successful research activities, which demonstrate her reputation as a specialist. Proof of this
can be found in the numerous citations by Bulgarian and foreign scholars, most of which appear

in renowned publications.

In addition, the candidate’s participation (and contribution) in a number of scientific
forums, projects, and also in the editorial team of the Balkan magazine, published by the
IBSCT-BAS, deserves admiration.

All the above gives me grounds to vote in favor of the appointment of Assistant
Professor Dr. Elmira Mladenova Vasileva to the academic position of “associate professor” in
the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology,
scientific specialty Modern and Contemporary History (Foreign Missions in the Balkans, 18"
— 19™ Century) for the needs of department “Balkans in the 15" through the 19" Century” of
the IBSCT — BAS, and I also strongly recommend that my colleagues from the scientific jury
and the Scientific Council of the institute do the same.

Sofia, 10 November 2025
Prof. Alexandre Kostov, Dr. habil.,

Corresponding member of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences






