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presented by Lazar Svetlozarov Shishmanov, full -time / part-time / independent doctoral
student in the Department “Communication, Public Relation and Advertisement of the Faculty
of Journalism and Mass Communication

with supervisor: Prof. PhD Diana Petkova

. Presentation of the doctoral (PhD) student / applicant on the basis of the
submitted documentation

Lazar Shishmanov holds a bachelor's degree in Public Relations and a master's degree
in Semiotics, Language and Advertising from Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski"”. From
2022 to 2025 he is a full-time doctoral student in Integrated Marketing Communications in the
Department of Communication, Public Relations and Advertising.

The doctoral student has practical experience in digital marketing in at least two
companies.

1. Assessment of the qualities of the text of the dissertation

Doctoral student Lazar Shishmanov has chosen to begin by introducing us to the
religious-political conflicts after 2001, which, due to the attack on the Twin Towers in New
York, unleashed large migrant flows. In addition to the current context of the wars of the USA
and Russia, the doctoral student also presents some examples from the history of nations. The
stigmatization of migrants is not the only one and is not at all one-sided. The roots of the
stigmatization of religious beliefs (Christians), of ethnic and national communities (Jews,
Ukrainians, Palestinians), of political supporters (of the left and the right), of sexual minorities
(LGBTQ people), of temporarily formed groups (vaxers and anti-vaxers) are indicated.
According to the author of the text, the examples prove that “"people stigmatize the one against
whom they intend to commit some form of violence” (p. 15) - a generalization that the doctoral
student defends with the results of Stanley Milgram's experiment, showing that people are prone
to violence and justify themselves by shifting responsibility to someone else.

! Note: The text in italics offers reference points for evaluating the research results. Recommended volume of the
review - about 6-7 standard pages
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The focus of the study is on the linguistic means that implement stigmatization in
political discourse for political and/or military purposes in order to reject a given group of
people. A feature of stigmatization in the political context, the doctoral student emphasizes, is
that it is used to gain power, while simultaneously weakening the opponent (p. 18). A specific
feature of the dissertation is that political stigmatization is considered as a tool of political
marketing (p. 27). The hypothesis that is put forward is that “stigmatization in political
discourse is based on the systematic construction of an image of the enemy through the use of
various semantic fields aimed at turning the political opponent into a symbol of a threat to social
order, morality, health and cultural identity” (p. 22) — a hypothesis that the doctoral student
expanded, taking into account not only health and hygiene, but also betrayal, inner strife, chaos
and destruction, morality and corruption, anti-nationalism, etc. are the semantic fields that have
become metaphorical capsules of the stigmatizing narratives used. Time and thematic
constraints have determined the research interest to focus on events from the 20th century: (1)
repressions in the USSR, (2) World War Il and (3) the Cultural Revolution in China, as well as
on events from the 21st century: (1) terrorism, (2) Covid-19 and (3) the new Cold War. The
research methodology states that the object is media headlines on two Bulgarian and two
English-language media sites: bTV Novinite (btvnovinite.bg), Nova News (nova.bg), BBC
(bbc.com) and Associated Press (apnews.com). | would express my doubt that media headlines
can be a sufficiently representative and broad field to be able to study political discourse through
them. They are often a reflection of political influence in the editorial policy of the media and
less often include quoted political statements. | think the computational methods used can
handle processing entire articles and extracting vocabulary from political statements in the
media.

The selected media and political events imply the creation of 12 corpora, and the
headlines of the news articles were extracted and filtered using the marketing tool Screaming
Frog. The results are impressive — more than 5,000,000 headlines, from which, using an
algorithm in the Python programming language (the most commonly used algorithm for
processing text corpora in linguistic research), the headlines concerning the topics under
consideration are extracted using keywords. They are tokenized, but not lemmatized due to the
doctoral student’s distrust of the procedure, so his own review of the results is preferred. This
decision shows the great responsibility with which Lazar Shishmanov treats the collection and
processing of data in order to guarantee truly objective and reliable results. It is stated that the
research methods are content analysis, critical discourse analysis and semantic analysis. After
reading the text, | found that an attempt was made not for semantic, but for stylistic analysis of
the collected examples.

The first chapter extensively discusses Richard Dawkins' theory of the selfish gene and
Sigmund Freud's ideas about the survival instinct, as well as the self-concept, cognitive
imbalance, innate reciprocity and social status, which explain the rejection of the Other in order
to affirm the characteristics and actions of the individual or group. The discussion of the group,
norms and intergroup relations aims to clarify the causes of intergroup conflicts. The Big Five
theory allows us to find a connection between political affiliation and dimensions of personality
character. For example, openness to experience and extroversion are related to political
liberalism, while conscientiousness, hard work and orderliness are related to political
conservatism. This chapter also discusses the concept of stigma. Sava Dzhonev's definition of
stigma obviously does not provoke questions in the doctoral student and he does not examine
it in a critical mode. At the same time, seeking a deeper look at the phenomenon, he does not
fail to note the positive functions of stigma, when it allows society to protect itself from harm
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(e.g. the plague epidemic), to unite it or to support an attack (military, political). Doctoral
student Shishmanov also makes several significant distinctions. The difference between stigma
and insult is in the consequences, which are longer-lasting for the stigmatized person and place
him in isolation, but also attribute to him an abnormal social identity. Regarding linguistic
mechanisms, the doctoral student points out that very often neutral vocabulary has a
stigmatizing function in a negative context — something that I noted in my book “The
Doublespeak in Media: The Language of Political Correctness vs. the Language of Hate”.
Stigma, stereotypes, and prejudice are strongly related phenomena, but their distinction is made
by including them in successive stages of group opinion formation - stereotypes allow
prejudices to develop that could lead to stigmatization and even discrimination.

The main part of the work is the subchapter on stigmatization as a political tool. The
thesis of the dissertation, which we discussed at the preliminary defense, needed to be refined.
It created the possibility for every political subject to be treated as a victim of political
stigmatization, which cannot be true. In the final text, doctoral student Shishmanov made the
essential distinction between political stigmatization and stigmatization in political discourse
(p. 78), proposing a definition that more correctly describes the phenomenon being studied. The
doctoral student also added a subchapter in which he examines stigmatization, disinformation,
and manipulation in comparison — an attempt that shows research courage, since distinguishing
the concepts is not easy. The connection of political stigmatization with marketing tools is based
on their common strategy of “pointing at the enemy.” In my opinion, Lazar Shishmanov dwells
too extensively on the marketing approaches of companies to bring out polarization and
stigmatization as the main techniques of stigmatization. The parallel between marketing and
political practices is convincingly explained in the text.

The second and third chapters demonstrate Lazar Shishmanov's ability to outline the
broad political context within a significant historical period, focusing on key conflict points —
for the 20th century, the formation of the two opposing blocs after World War 1l and the so-
called Cold War, the numerous armed conflicts (the Greek, Chinese, Angolan, Nicaraguan civil
wars; the wars in Korea, Vietnam and Afghanistan; the Cuban Revolution; the Arab-Israeli
conflicts; the Cambodian genocide, etc.); for the 19th century, the wars in Syria, Afghanistan,
Georgia, Libya, Sudan, Ukraine. The improvement of the tools of political propaganda through
the emergence and development of the media and the Internet in the 20th century, as well as
the emergence of a number of human rights movements, is also noted. The doctoral student
consistently describes the events that were accompanied by processes of stigmatization in the
20th century: the repressions in the USSR, the genocide of the Jews in World War Il, the Great
Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution in China, not forgetting to note the stigmatizing
linguistic means used in them. In the third chapter, he describes the other three political events
of the 21st century that provoked a wave of stigmatizing linguistic techniques: the terrorist act
of September 11, 2001 and the war on terrorism, the Covid pandemic and the Russian-Ukrainian
war.

The presence of the subchapter “War of Ideas” in the second chapter seems to me to be
insufficiently well-argued, since | find a repetition of the ideas discussed in the first chapter.
One could think about the place of this subchapter within the whole.

The third chapter, “Political Stigmatization in the 21st Century: My Own Study,”
presents, along with the review of key events of this century, author’s own study. This decision
creates the feeling of compositional asymmetry. My expectation was that the corpus study
would be presented separately in a subchapter of the third chapter or even in the fourth chapter
of the dissertation. Instead, the doctoral student, after a brief description of the specific event,
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presents the technical characteristics of the corpus and the thematic distribution of publications
in each of the four media.

The modest and laconic presentation (I would not define it as an analysis) of the
linguistic nominations used to polarize the political space and stigmatize the opponent does not
use linguistic typologies. Many of the names are euphemisms and dysphemisms, a problem that
| have addressed extensively and repeatedly, analyzing mediatized political statements. The
summary made seriously undermines the feeling that the study is entirely focused on
stigmatizing linguistic means in political discourse. Sometimes, rather, the manipulative
mechanisms of political opposition are revealed, which blur the notion of aggressor and victim
in language and in reality. The linking of the behavior of groups of people during the pandemic
with their political biases and views, which is used as a two-way stigmatizing mechanism,
makes a very good impression.

In the conclusion, noting that stigma is an entirely linguistic phenomenon and is based
on polarization, Lazar Shishmanov specifies that in the linguistic realization of stigmatization,
the use of extreme, explicitly dehumanizing terms decreases at the expense of more “soft”
nominations (p. 176).

The abstract corresponds to the content of the dissertation text. | accept the
contributions, formulated with too laconic and in places not entirely correct formulations.

1. Contributions to the dissertation research

In conclusion, 1 would summarize that the dissertation text demonstrates:

- skills to discover, systematize and use scientific information;

- skills for concentrated synthesis of theoretical ideas and propositions;

- desire, efforts and qualities to carry out one's own scientific research;

- skills for collecting and processing text corpora using computer software;

- scientific integrity and responsibility for the reliability of the results obtained,;

- confirmation of already proven theories and interpretations with new empirical
material from automatic processing of text corpora;

- ability to interpret phenomena in a broad historical context.

IV. Notes and recommendations

Punctuation inaccuracies have been admitted in the text.

The tables in the text are untitled and unnumbered. Abbreviations have been used that
are not described at first use (on p. 126, for example).

V. Publications and participation in scientific forums

Three publications are indicated that meet the requirements of the Regulations on the
conditions and procedure for acquiring scientific degrees and holding academic positions at
Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski™ for testing and disclosing the results of the research
according to art. 5, item 5 and whether the minimum national requirements under art. 63, para.
1, item 4 and art. 69, para. 3 are met. In the table for the minimum national requirements,
completed by the doctoral student, the description, location and value of the three publications
must be corrected. They must be reported in item 7 and receive 30 points.

V1. Conclusion
| propose to the esteemed members of the scientific jury to support the decision to award
the educational and scientific degree "Doctor™ in professional field 3.5. Public Communications
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and Information Sciences (Media and Communications - Integrated Marketing
Communications) to Lazar Svetlozarov Shishmanov.

Reviewer: Prof. DSc Andreana Eftimova

Date: 25.07.2025
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