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Opinion 

from associate professor Petar Cholakov, ISSK, BAS 

on the application of Lyuba Spasova for the position of associate professor of sociology 

(professional field 3.1.), at the Department of “Social control, deviations and conflicts”, at the Institute 

for the Study of Societies and Knowledge (ISSK), Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (BAS) 

Only one candidate took part in the competition for associate professor at the Department “Social 

Control, Deviations and Conflicts”, ISSK, BAS – Dr. Lyuba Dinkova Spasova. The documents 

presented by Dr. Spasova meet the minimum national requirements for the position of associate 

professor. 

Earlier in 2019, there was a competition for the position of associate professor at the Department of 

“Social control, deviations and conflicts”, ISSK. It was in the same professional field as the present 

one; again there was only one candidate – Dr. Spasova. However, the candidate dropped out and the 

competition was terminated because of omissions in her application documents.  

Lyuba Spasova holds an MA of Sociology (Southwestern University “Neofit Rilski”, 2010); an MA 

of Public Relations (Southwestern University “Neofit Rilski”, 2009) and a Doctor of Sociology (PhD). 

Her doctorate thesis was awarded at the Institute for Study of Societies and Knowledge at BAS in 

2013. Since 2014, Dr. Spasova is a senior assistant professor at the ISSK. The duration of her academic 

experience is in compliance with the requirements for participation in an associate professor’s 

competition. 

The quality of the candidate’s scientific work is demonstrated in the academic honors and awards 

she received; these include the BAS Award for Young Scientists “Marin Drinov” (2019) and 

Democracy and Debate First Prize of the Swiss National Science Fund (2014). One of the most 

impressive aspects of Dr. Spasova's scientific biography is that she has been involved (both with other 

scientists and independently) in a number of research projects which have received funding.  

Dr. Spasova participates in the competition with a total of 19 scientific publications, including one 

research monograph (habilitation thesis), articles and studies. Four of the publications are in English; 

the rest are in Bulgarian. Regarding the impact of the candidate’s research at home and abroad, it 

should be emphasized that she has presented her papers at 29 international forums. Dr. Spasova’s 

scientific works have been cited in a number of prestigious publications. 
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Here I shall highlight and comment on the habilitation thesis of the candidate – Spasova, L. (2019) 

Hate crimes. Mechanisms for normalization of socially conditioned hatred (Sofia: Avangard Prima)1.  

The research that underpins the monograph is funded by the Bulgarian “Research Fund”; the title of 

the research project which obtained funding is “Radicalization in Everyday Life: Factors and 

Mechanisms for Normalizing Radicalism and Violence among Young People”. The monograph 

consists of 314 pages and contains: an introduction, three chapters (“Hate crimes as a social 

phenomenon”, “Approaches to theorizing and explanatory models”, “Normalization of hate crimes”), a 

conclusion and a list of scientific literature. 

The research monograph is dedicated to a current and important issue. Despite the continuous efforts 

of international and national institutions, the level of radicalization (and its manifestation in hate 

crimes) not only remains high but is even increasing. Furthermore, the problem is particularly 

significant in Bulgaria. 

In general, instances of aggression and violence against people perceived as ‘different’ do not 

provoke outrage, but, on the contrary, least indifference, but mostly approval, among a considerable 

part of society and even among representatives of official institutions. The problem is further 

exacerbated by the fact that existing data and statistics on the number and types of hate crime are likely 

to be very low in most countries, including Bulgaria (p. 9) 2. 

According to the OSCE, the difference between, on the one hand, the registered cases in countries 

with specific well-developed investigation and reporting systems, dedicated to monitoring hate crimes, 

and, on the other hand, in Bulgaria is very substantial (p.9). In Bulgaria the term ‘hate crime’ has no 

definition in law and legal status, although it is found in analyses and strategic documents (p. 10, 14). 

Dr. Spasova's definition of the term ‘hate crime’ is: “criminalized acts, wholly or partly motivated 

by prejudice, negative identification or hatred of a particular group or groups of persons to which the 

victim belongs in actuality or supposedly” (p. 16-7). 

I find particularly engaging chapter three of the monograph – “Normalization of hate crimes”, which 

describes the methodology, as well as the results and conclusions of an empirical study of the factors 

and mechanisms for normalizing socially conditioned hatred (p. 169). Due to the specific nature of the 

problem, the study was developed on the principle of two parallel, complementary studies with separate 

research design and using mixed methods (p. 169). 

                                                           
1 The research monograph is in Bulgarian.  
2 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations that follow are from candidate’s research monograph L. Spasova (2019) Hate 
crimes. Mechanisms for normalization of socially conditioned hatred (Sofia: Avangard Prima) 
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For me, as somebody who studies radicalism in Bulgaria, one of the important highlights of this 

chapter is the analysis of media’s coverage of the murder of student M. Stoyanov (2008), the incident 

at the Banya Bashi Mosque, with the involvement of political party Ataka (2011), and the threats 

against the Catholic priest Paolo Cortese (2017). 

According to Dr. Spasova, hate crimes are not separate deviant acts but normalized deviance. Hate 

crimes, as well as socially induced hatred, are embedded in organizational structures and processes, 

internalized by members of different social groups as permissible and even desirable behaviors; they 

are transmitted and absorbed in the processes of socialization (p. 281). 

Dr. Spasova’s scientific style is distinguished by its accuracy and precision. The candidate’s 

observations and conclusions are convincing and well-founded. Perhaps the most important result from 

the study is the identification of justifiable interpretations not only in individuals who are already 

radicalized or at risk of radicalization, but in almost all groups, of course with relevant specifics and 

features (p.283-4). Justifiable interpretations, especially those that form part of public and media 

discourse, are an essential element of the process of institutionalizing hatred (p. 285). 

Dr. Spasova’s habilitation thesis demonstrates a thorough knowledge of the problem of hate crime 

and the vast scientific literature on it. The choice of research methods in the strictly empirical part of 

the monograph is appropriate. From here stem the main scientific contributions of the work. 

The self-evaluation of the scientific contributions lists seven “theoretical contributions” and three 

„orientated towards application in the practice contributions”.  

In my opinion, the self-assessment of scientific contributions is correct and convincing. I would 

especially like to highlight some of the contributions, which stand out. 

First, the candidate defends a sociological understanding of the phenomenon of hate crime as a 

specific type of deviant behavior, conditioned by specific social, economic, political and cultural 

factors, leading to normalization of socially conditioned hatred and violence at the social and individual 

level. 

Second, the candidate formulates a concept and theoretical model for identifying the factors and 

mechanisms for the occurrence and spread of hate crime as a result of the processes of normalization of 

socially conditioned hatred and its objectification in violence. 

Third, the models and mechanisms of normalization of hatred and the occurrence and spread of hate 

crimes have been captured in the specific Bulgarian social situation. 
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Fourth, a ‘toolkit’ has been developed to investigate and evaluate the spread and normalization of 

socially induced hatred against particular groups and violence in general. New empirical knowledge 

related to the quantitative dimensions of hate normalization has been obtained.  

Fifth, a theoretical model is presented to explain the emergence of deviance as an adaptation to a 

problematic situation by bringing in cognitive or behavioral models, non-specific goals or means from 

heteronymous social fields. 

As far as the second group of contributions „orientated towards application in the practice” is 

concerned, the most significant are, firstly, the recommendations for changes and necessary measures – 

in relation to regulatory deficiencies concerning hate crime; secondly, the possibility that the tools that 

were developed and used in Dr. Spasova research could be applied in other studies. 

I have no critical comments or specific recommendations. I am convinced that the research of senior 

assistant professor Spasova, especially her scientific monograph on hate crime, will be of interest to a 

wide range of scholars. 

On the basis of all mentioned above, as well on the grounds of many more specific merits for which 

there is no place here, I am convinced that Dr. Spasova is a competent scholar whose research is 

completely in line with the research field outlined in the competition announcement. In conclusion, I 

strongly recommend that the jury award the scientific title “associate professor” to senior assistant 

professor Spasova. 

Associate professor Petar Cholakov      

Sofia, 15.11.2019 


