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1. Evaluation of the qualities of the dissertation work

Elisa Mladenova proposes for her doctoral degree a scientific study on the topic
Normativity and Freedom. Identity Politics in Cinema in the First Quarter of the 21st
Century, with a volume of nearly 190 pages. The dissertation, which is an ambitious
academic study of contemporary trends in cinema, focuses on a topical and socially
significant issue, addressing one of the most important problems in contemporary
film studies — the interaction between political ideology and artistic freedom in
cinema. In this regard, the author demonstrates academic courage by tackling a
complex and multifaceted topic that requires an interdisciplinary approach.

Structurally, the dissertation is logically and clearly organized with an introduction,
two extensive chapters based on a solid theoretical framework, and a conclusion,
followed by an wide-ranging bibliography and filmography. The language is clear,
easy to read, and analytical, and the argumentation is traceable, with a good balance
between theoretical studies and in-depth analysis. The first chapter establishes the
necessary context by analyzing the relationship between ideology and cinema, the
development of identity policies, and the role of festival regulations and industrial
practices. The second chapter offers a concrete analysis of films from world and
Bulgarian cinema. The methodological approach is well-founded, with feminist,
postcolonial, and queer theoretical perspectives successfully applied in the study.

Mladenova successfully confirms her main hypothesis about the influence of identity
politics on contemporary cinema. Particularly valuable is the distinction between
"formally politically correct” and "substantively politically correct” films— a
typology that can serve as a useful analytical tool for future research. The formulation
of direct and indirect cinematic normativity is a significant analytical prism, and the
proposed dichotomy of "film as a mirror" and "as a window" to reality is a
convincing tool for analyzing audience reception.



The dissertation demonstrates a mature academic approach, avoiding both uncritical
acceptance and outright rejection of political correctness in cinema. Elisa Mladenova
acknowledges both the positive aspects (the fight against discrimination, giving a
voice to the marginalized) and the risks (schematization, ideological predictability).

The author shows a deep understanding of contemporary film theory and successfully
links global trends to the Bulgarian context. The broad corpus of analyzed films—
from international productions such as Parasite, Moonlight, and Barbie to Bulgarian
films such as The Lesson, Women Really Cry, and Lyuben—provides a solid
empirical basis. The analyses of Bulgarian examples are particularly valuable,
revealing how global trends are adapted to the specific cultural context, while the
study of female characters in Bulgarian socialist cinema represents a significant
contribution to national film studies.

It is particularly valuable to trace the historical conditioning of contemporary
processes — from the Hays Code through totalitarian cinematography to today's
festival policies. In this way, the study situates current trends in a broader historical
context.

2. Among the key contributions of the dissertation are:

- The systematization of theoretical fields (feminism, postcolonialism, queer theory)
and their application to the canons and regulations of leading festivals.

- The introduction and argumentation of the concept of "new cinematic normativity,"
arising because of social movements, industrial policies, and a globalized market.

- Building an analytical bridge between global trends and the Bulgarian context —
synthesizing examples and receptions in Bulgaria; outlining specific mechanisms of
"self-marginalization™ in local production/reception.

- Distinguishing between audience attitudes and political interpretations and
establishing criteria for evaluation (authenticity, humanism, originality, acting) in the
debates surrounding so-called "politically correct cinema."

3. Comments and recommendations

Although the conclusion successfully summarizes the main theses, there is sometimes
a certain ambivalence in the assessment of the processes studied. The statement that
"the question of whether the mass attitude is liberal, or conservative is irrelevant to
good cinema" (p. 168) sounds somewhat idealistic, as it does not consider the
complex interactions between ideology and aesthetics.



It is advisable to take a more targeted look at the relationship between genre
conventions and normativity, as genre often structures audience expectations no less
than ideological frameworks.

There is a risk of binarization: it would be useful to highlight intermediate cases
(Films that are both commercially successful and aesthetically innovative; or
politically engaged, but without schematism) to avoid the impression of pre-
definition solely through oppositions. An additional empirical module would also be
valuable (short surveys/interviews with critics, viewers, professionals in Bulgaria) to
support the theses on the Bulgarian public sphere.

The above comments are recommendations for further enrichment; they do not
compromise the contribution of the study.

4. Conclusion

The dissertation on Normativity and Freedom. Identity Politics in Cinema in the First
Quarter of the 21st Century convincingly proves its central argument about the
formation of a new artistic normativity in 21st century cinema under the influence of
identity politics. The text is an independent, conceptually consistent, and contributory
scientific work in the field of film studies. It meets the requirements of the Law on
the Development of Academic Staff and the relevant internal rules of the Institute of
Art Studies — BAS.

This gives me every reason to vote with full conviction to award the educational and
scientific degree of "Doctor" in the professional field 8.4. Film Studies, Film Art, and
Television to Elisa Mladenova.
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