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This review has been prepared pursuant to Order No. 421-ПД/27.06.2025 of the 
Director of the Institute of Art Studies - BAS and Protocol No. 6/27.06.2025 appointing 
the scientific jury for the defense of Eliza Georgieva Mladenova’s dissertation. The 
candidate has submitted a complete set of documents in accordance with the requirements 
of the Law on the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria 
(LDASRB) and the implementing regulations of BAS and of the Institute of Art Studies. 
Having examined the documentation, I establish that all statutory requirements have been 
fulfilled and that the procedure to date, under the announced competition, has been 
conducted lawfully. No procedural obstacles to admitting the candidate to defence are 
identified. A plagiarism check has revealed no evidence of plagiarism. 

 
1. Presentation of the doctoral candidate 

As a doctoral student in the Screen Arts Sector, Eliza Mladenova has obtained all 
required credits and has participated in doctoral seminars and sector meetings. Alongside 
the dissertation, she has submitted additional publications on the topic and taken part in 
academic conferences -  factors that further attest to her consistency, diligence and depth 
of scholarly interest. The articles are as follows: 
 
• ‘The Female Point of View Conveyed through Contemporary Film Language.’ – In: 
Studia Philologica Universitatis Velikotarnovensis, no. 41/1, Veliko Tarnovo, 2022: 163 - 
173. DOI: https://doi.org/10.54664/VEEH5695. 

https://doi.org/10.54664/VEEH5695


2 
 

 
• ‘The New Image of Woman in Bulgarian Cinema of the Socialist Period.’ - In: The 
Knowledge Society and the Humanism of the 21st Century. Proceedings of the 20th 
National Scientific Conference with International Participation. Academic Publishing 
House “Za bukvite - O pismeneh,” Sofia, 2022: 595 - 604. 
 
• ‘Metamorphoses of The Goat Horn in the Context of Cinema Interpretations.’ -  In: Art 
Readings 2023. Metamorphoses. Institute of Art Studies - BAS, 2024: 501 - 508. Indexed 
in WoS. 
 

Eliza Mladenova stands out as a highly motivated and goal-oriented doctoral 
candidate. Although her initial academic background is not in film studies, she 
demonstrates an impressive capacity to master swiftly and in depth the key theoretical 
apparatus of the discipline, to work with a rich scholarly bibliography, and to apply a 
methodologically diverse toolkit. I would also like to extend my congratulations to her 
supervisor, Prof. Alexander Donev, DSc, for his expert guidance and the quality of the 
results achieved. 

 
2. Presentation of the dissertation 

The dissertation, entitled Normativity and Freedom: Identity Politics in the Cinema 
of the First Quarter of the 21st Century, comprises 184 pages, including an introduction, 
two substantial core chapters with multiple subchapters, and a conclusion. The scholarly 
apparatus contains 164 footnotes, a bibliography of 114 sources in Bulgarian and English, 
and a remarkable, very carefully curated filmography of over 100 international titles, with 
a commendable number of Bulgarian works included. 

 
General impression. 
Eliza Mladenova’s dissertation is excellently structured: the composition follows a 

clear logic - from theoretical framework to analytical part - and culminates in persuasive, 
well-argued conclusions. The exposition is concise, without unnecessary digressions; each 
chapter contributes to the overall argument and the development of the central hypothesis. 
The writing style is academically rigorous, balancing theoretical density with analytical 
depth. The scholarly apparatus is consistent; references are accurate and quotations are 
judicious and never excessive. The candidate displays thorough knowledge of the film-
studies literature - both canonical works and contemporary authors (including those from 
adjacent fields such as postcolonial, feminist and queer theory). It is particularly gratifying 
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that Mladenova carefully engages with Bulgarian scholarship, which is too often 
overlooked by doctoral candidates. These strengths enable her to situate the analysed films 
within a broader international and interdisciplinary context and to demonstrate excellent 
orientation within the global academic debate. 

The dissertation is a highly topical and necessary study responding to the growing 
interest in identity politics, the complex and contested issue of political correctness, and 
their overall impact on the global phenomenon of cinema. While these topics undoubtedly 
occupy a firm place in the international academic discourse, in the Bulgarian film-studies 
field systematic, in-depth studies devoted to identity politics remain few or absent. In this 
context, I find the dissertation particularly contributory. Mladenova effectively fills this 
gap, offering an interdisciplinary and conceptually clear analysis. The work proceeds 
correctly from the phenomenon of woke-ism (a.k.a. wokeism, a term which the candidate 
introduces in scholarly circulation in this context) - an undeniably polarising phenomenon 
that she links both to social inclusivity and aesthetic change, and to critiques concerning 
constraints on artistic freedom. Notably, through the prism of woke-ism, Mladenova 
advances the thesis of the (re)modelling of contemporary cinema: from choices of theme, 
through dramaturgical and visual solutions, to mechanisms of exhibition, recognition and 
festival awards. I would stress that the initial hypothesis about the impact of woke-ism is 
formulated with care and precision. Throughout the dissertation the candidate examines 
how identity-related problematics give rise to a new artistic normativity that reorganises 
the manner in which cinema represents reality and how viewers participate in its 
interpretation. The films analysed do not merely reflect social transformations; they also 
accelerate them, provoking active public debate. Mladenova does not shy away from the 
controversial aspects of this normativity and discusses the risk of its turning into an 
ideological dogma that restricts creative freedom and artistic diversity. 

Chapter One: Context and Normative Framework explores the relationship 
between ideology and cinema, tracing developments in film theory and consolidating the 
understanding that the film image is unavoidably ideologically inflected. Two types of film 
normativity are distinguished: direct (imposed through legal regulations and censorship) 
and indirect (deriving from social values, moral norms and the aesthetic preferences of 
authors). The second part of the chapter analyses direct ideological normativity in 
totalitarian societies, with Bulgarian socialist cinema as the principal case. Drawing on 
studies by D. Statulov, I. Bratoeva-Daraktchieva and N. Stanimirova, the mechanisms of 
control are presented - vertical integration of the film system, a clear legal framework, and 
institutions enforcing socialist realism - and the consequences of this model are outlined. 
The third part examines normativity in Hollywood, imposed through the Hays Code (1930 
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- 1968), which introduced mandatory moral principles and a list of prohibited subjects. Set 
out are the left-leaning identity politics and their nexus with cinema: feminist theory and 
the four waves of feminism, reflection theory, and the semiotic and psychoanalytic 
perspectives of Laura Mulvey on the “male gaze.” The chapter further encompasses anti-
racism and postcolonial theory (here we may recall Edward Said), which critique 
Eurocentric models. It then introduces queer film theory and analyses attempts to represent 
LGBTQ communities - an aspect I consider contributory given the lacunae in Bulgarian 
film studies. Finally, the chapter addresses the role of international film festivals within 
this kaleidoscope of issues, focusing on efforts toward a balanced visibility of diverse 
identities while critically noting potential tensions and risks. The last subchapter introduces 
political correctness as an attempt to overcome prejudice through cultural policies. The 
dissertation proposes a division of politically correct films into formal (symbolic casting) 
and substantive (authentic representation of minority milieus), carefully tracing their 
critical and risky lines. Mladenova also examines receptive attitudes, which generate 
responses ranging across a broad spectrum - from empathy to fear. Here, appropriately, the 
emphasis falls on Bulgarian cinema and audiences, which are often reserved, conservative, 
and at times subject to misread, inadequate patriarchal or ultra-nationalist stereotypes. The 
candidate’s final inference is that political correctness and identity politics must be kept in 
balance, with high artistic value and innovation in cinematic expression, so as to avoid 
schematization, superficial simplification and the possibility that a film might inadvertently 
amplify discriminatory impulses - an undesirable outcome. Socially engaged cinema, after 
all, is a voice of change. 

Chapter Two: The New Cinematic Normativity and Creative Freedom at Close 
Range focuses on analytical discourses related to social movements, liberal policies, 
women’s presence in cinema, and the dynamics of the on-screen representation of the Other 
in its diverse identity avatars. Mladenova correctly notes the transition in Western women’s 
cinema from stereotypical images beyond the “male gaze” towards the construction of far 
more authentic characters. Among the films she analyses with particular competence are 
Portrait of a Lady on Fire, Promising Young Woman, Nomadland, Poor Things and Barbie. 
In this context, the #MeToo movement - impacting both American and Korean film 
industries - receives due attention. In parallel, Mladenova turns to queer cinema, which in 
the contemporary period is more visible and less marginalized. She analyses it insightfully 
both as an instrument for self-acceptance and working through trauma, and as artefacts 
linked to the historicity of sexual difference. The “cinema of otherness” concerning ethnic 
and social minorities is likewise central to the chapter: the trajectory towards multi-layered 
representations is clearly demonstrated, with discussion of titles such as 12 Years a Slave, 



5 
 

Moonlight, Green Book, Parasite, Joker and Berlin Alexanderplatz. The palette is rich; I 
was particularly impressed by the well-placed emphasis on African-American and Asian 
identities, treated with analytical adequacy. The chapter then moves logically into the 
Bulgarian context, examining in detail the continuity of women’s cinema from the socialist 
period to the most recent works. Mladenova accurately observes that queer issues remain 
marginal, though notable titles such as Lyuben provoke polarised reactions. 
Representations of ethno-social minorities are usually viewed “from the outside” and often 
follow a model of self-exoticisation geared to the festival viewer; dominant narratives 
revolve around survival, the burdens of existence, the stagnation and gloom of the 
transition, hopelessness. The struggling marginal protagonist, in Mladenova’s reading, is 
the key centripetal figure in the study: through it, cinema opens space for debate, 
acceptance and understanding, and - crucially - for a concept that can balance artistic 
devices, dramaturgical strategies and aesthetics on screen. 

 
3. Contributions of the dissertation 

The dissertation is a comprehensive, systematic and methodologically robust study 
demonstrating high scholarly maturity, analytical precision and sensitivity to contemporary 
social processes. The author persuasively substantiates the hypothesis that identity politics 
shape a new artistic normativity in 21st-century cinema, altering how viewers perceive 
films. The work is especially contributory in its interdisciplinary character, applying 
methodologies from film studies, political science, sociology, feminist, postcolonial and 
queer studies - an approach that proves particularly valuable when applied to the Bulgarian 
cinematographic landscape in comparative perspective with global festival trends. The 
study moves beyond description and offers a conceptual framework for understanding 
marginalised social groups through new aesthetic models. I strongly recommend that the 
dissertation be published as a monograph; the book would be extremely useful for future 
researchers - not only for film-studies specialists but also for cultural scholars and a broader 
readership interested in the humanities. With its excellent structure, clear academic style 
and in-depth analysis, Eliza Mladenova’s dissertation constitutes a significant contribution 
to Bulgarian film studies and opens new perspectives for researching cinema in both global 
and local contexts. 
 
4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, I consider that Eliza Mladenova’s dissertation is a high-value, 
scientifically substantiated and original study that fully meets the requirements of the 
LDASRB for the award of the educational and scientific degree Doctor. I unequivocally 
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propose to the esteemed scientific jury that Eliza Mladenova be awarded the 
educational and scientific degree Doctor in the scientific specialty Film Studies, Film 
Art and Television, professional field 8.4. Theatre and Film Arts. 

 
 

26 September 2025 
Sofia 
 
 
 

Prof. Andronika Martonova, PhD 
Chair of the Scientific Jury, Institute of Art Studies - BAS 

 

 


	REVIEW
	1. Presentation of the doctoral candidate
	2. Presentation of the dissertation


