
"The 'Skopje 2014' Project and its Effects on the 
Perception of Macedonian Identity": Revisiting the 
Study After the Prespa Agreement

Second edition





“The ‘Skopje 2014’ Project and its Effects on the 
Perception of Macedonian Identity”: 
Revisiting the Study After the Prespa Agreement

(Second Edition)

June, 2020



Skopje 2014 Project and its Effects on the Perception of 
Macedonian Identity Among the Citizens of Skopje 
(Second Edition)

For the publisher:
Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities, Skopje
Str. “20 Oktomvri” nr.8 / 2 floor 
1000 Skopje, Republic of North Macedonia 

The Research Team:
Dr. Katerina Kolozova, lead researcher
Dr. Kalina Lechevska, researcher
Dr. Viktorija Borovska, researcher
Dr. Ana Blazeva, researcher

Release date of the first edition
June 30, 2013

Release date of the second edition
June 19, 2020

ISBN 978-608-4755-30-2



- An introduction in a rear-view perspective ... 06

- Executive summary ... 12

- The background ... 16

- Background regarding theoretical framework and the core of the 
methodological approach ... 20

- Research questions ... 22

- Description of the field research process and its findings ... 24
 1.1.Focus groups ... 25
 1.2 The questionnaire ... 25
 1.3. The main findings 26
 I. The interviews with academic and civil 
                 society activists ... 30
 II. The Expert Focus Group’s debate of the results 
                  of the first four focus groups ... 30

- Conclusion and policy recommendations ... 32

- Policy recommendations ... 34

- Endnotes ... 37



AN INTRODUCTION IN A REAR-VIEW PERSPECTIVE 
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In order to explain the diplomatic complexity made simple and legal-
ly elegant in the form of the agreement of Prespa/Prespes, i.e., the 
document settling the decades long “name dispute” between (now) 

North Macedonia and Greece, one has to look at the multiple and sen-
sitive identity related stakes involved in the solution.  The Agreement 
was signed in June 2018, by the Syriza led government of Greece and 
the Social-Democratic ruling coalition of what was then the Republic 
of Macedonia.1 

In spite of the decades long mantra of the so-called international 
community, including the UN, EU and NATO, that the dispute and its 
solution would not affect any questions concerning the identity of the 
ethnic majorities of either of the nations, as they are non-negotiable 
rights to self-determination, it has always been clear that the dispute 
existed because of Greece’s concerns over its cultural and historical 
heritage being appropriated. It was an unequivocally declared position 
on the part of the Greek government displayed on the website of the 
Hellenic Ministry of Foreign Affairs prior to the signing of the agree-
ment (titled “FYROM Name Issue”). Macedonia – after the agreement 
renamed “Republic of North Macedonia” – had been worried, at least 
a sizable part of its public, that its national identity would be effaced 
through the name change. 

Thus, the embarrassing truth was not to be avowed, at least not by 
the respectable leadership of the developed world. However, the truth 
about identity concerns was intimated through the fact that the lon-
gest serving UN envoy, assigned with the task of solving the issue, 
Matthew Nimetz, habitually proposed not only a new name for the 
state (of the “Republic of Macedonia”, its constitutional name until 12 
February 2019), but also solutions to the adjectives that concerned 
the nationality and the language. The adjectives were to be derived 
either from the name of the state or to be avoided entirely, something 
along the lines of “citizen of….” or “the official language of…” followed 
by the possible new name of the country.2 

The novelty of the solution stems from the fact that both countries 
and their leaders decided to acknowledge, instead of disavow, the fact 
that the stakes were identitary: Greece was worried that its Hellen-
ic heritage was being appropriated by the “Macedonian” identity of 
its northern neighbors, whereas the Macedonian public and its politi-
cians were worried that the identity “Macedonian,” in its contemporary 
sense, would cease to exist. Article 7 of the Agreement addresses the 
fears of cultural appropriation and national negation, respectively, pro-
viding the possibility that the adjective “Macedonian” could mean, and 
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through the force of said agreement would indeed mean, two distinct 
things: on the one hand, “Macedonian” in the sense of the heritage 
of the Hellenic antiquity and “Macedonian”, referring to the modern 
day South-Slavic nation and its language on the other hand. Consider 
the quote of the entire article constituting an elaboration and materi-
alization of the right to self-determination operating under the same 
denomination, yet as a double signifier: 

     ARTICLE 7 

1. The Parties acknowledge that their respective understanding 
of the terms “Macedonia” and “Macedonian” refers to a differ-
ent historical context and cultural heritage.

2. When reference is made to the First Party, these terms denote 
not only the area and people of the northern region of the 
First Party, but also their attributes, as well as the Hellenic 
civilization, history, culture, and heritage of that region from 
antiquity to present day.

3. When reference is made to the Second Party, these terms de-
note its territory, language, people and their attributes, with 
their own history, culture, and heritage, distinctly different 
from those referred to under Article 7(2).

4. The Second Party notes that its official language, the Macedo-
nian language, is within the group of South Slavic languages. 
The Parties note that the official language and other attributes 
of the Second Party are not related to the ancient Hellenic civ-
ilization, history, culture and heritage of the northern region of 
the First Party. 

5. Nothing in this Agreement is intended to denigrate in any way, 
or to alter or affect, the usage by the citizens of either Party.3

 

Considering that the process of the so-called antiquization had been 
ongoing since 2006 in the then Republic of Macedonia, culminating in 
the architectural and nation-building project “Skopje 2014” and inter-
ventions in primary and secondary curricula, seeking to redefine the 
contemporary ethno-national Macedonian identity as originating and 
being reducible to the Ancient Kingdom of Macedon, one can say that 
there was indeed a decade of a process of appropriation of the Hel-
lenic cultural heritage. Moreover, that process affected in a negative 
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and culturally violent way what could at the beginning of the second 
decade of the 21st century be perceived as a national and ethnic iden-
tification of the majority of Macedonians (in the ethnic, not just na-
tional sense of the word). In 2013, the Institute of Social Sciences and 
Humanities from Skopje produced two complex studies, based on em-
pirical evidence, combining qualitative and quantitative research;  the 
interpretative framework provided by the notions of “cultural intima-
cy” and communication studies underpinned the concept of identity 
perception. 

The analysis, relying mainly on the national survey and quantitative re-
search, is published under the title “Who Owns Alexander the Great? 
A Question Upon Which the EU Enlargement Relies.” The study repub-
lished below relies on qualitative research which mainly demonstrates 
that in 2013 hardly anyone identified with or had knowledge of Mace-
donian Antiquity (that of Alexander the Great, the issuing Hellenism 
and the preceding heritage). The results were confirmed by the quanti-
tative study. It is for this reason that we conclude that the opposition 
to the Agreement by many Macedonians has been the product of their 
absence of understanding of the Agreement and believing that they 
have lost the right to identify in a national and ethnic sense as Mace-
donians (which is incorrect),4 rather than their resentment to lose part 
of a history they seemed not to have identified with in the first place, 
at least not at the time of the research presented below. (We are re-
publishing the original study with minor, purely technical revisions.)

After a period of two and a half years of a looming security crisis or at 
least threatened stability, the decades long dispute with Greece was 
resolved: the infamous “name dispute” was closed with the signing of 
the Prespa Agreement in June 2018, ratified by the Parliament of the 
(then) Republic of Macedonia in October 2018. Following the success 
story from the previous year, when the bilateral agreement with Bul-
garia was signed that also resolves certain identity related concerns 
of both parties, North Macedonia has been excelling in regional and 
international policy. The government, and its Prime Minister in particu-
lar, have demonstrated a laudable capacity for leadership, in particular 
with respect to stabilization and the overcoming of fragility. The latter, 
however, remains a challenge: in 2018 the country’s fragility index was 
higher than in the year of its deepest crisis, i.e., in 2015 when it scored 
64.4. In spite of the minuscule improvement of one position compared 
to 2018 (being ranked on the 111th position instead of the 112th like 
last year), North Macedonia still belongs in the group of countries that 
are relatively “fragile” or to use the precise term in the Index – it falls 
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under the category of states titled “Warning.” Its index of fragility for 
2019 is 64.6 whereas last year it was 64.8, being still higher than in 
2015. There is improvement, however, with respect to 2017 when the 
index was as high as 66.1 points, but the position in the list was yet 
again 112. We believe that the overcoming of the internal polarization, 
caused in part by the Prespa Agreement, but more substantially by the 
deep divisions in the society that occurred during the Nikola Grue-
vski’s regime, is the precondition for social stabilization. Only on the 
basis of such social stabilization, coupled with the start of negotiations 
with the EU can stable institutions resilient to corruption be created. 

All in all, the 2019 fragility index of the country being still high (and, as 
already noted, higher than in 2015), we are led to conclude that having 
resolved the major regional issues that could cause destabilization, the 
country should now focus on:

1) minimizing the discourse of polarization and nurturing dialogue 
with political opponents,

2) effectuating the URP by establishing a clear division between the 
executive branch, the legislatureand the judiciary.

Only thereby can the more specific priorities and recommendations 
set in both reports by the SEG led by Priebe  be realized in substance 
and not merely as an empty form. In such a way, not only the crucial 
criterion for the start of the EU accession negotiations will be met, 
but also the problem of institutional weakness and absence of legal 
certainty and rule of law will be countered, constituting a set of major 
inter-related causes for state fragility. According to the ISSHS, the cur-
rent government does not properly comprehend its task of “de-captur-
ing”, as well as what is a substantial rather than formal adherence to 
the Copenhagen criteria. An external factor of fragility is the incentive 
- or lack thereof - of the European integration. Considering that the 
Prespa Agreement remains a divisive issue in the country, considering 
the possibility that the right wing Nea Demokratia will likely win in 
the upcoming parliamentary elections in Greece, a set-back in regional 
stabilization might be expected, which can contribute to the increased 
fragility of the country. The developments in the Kosovo-Serbia issue 
and their discussions of the possible exchange of territories and pop-
ulation may be an additional factor of increased destabilization. All of 
this can be contained and controlled by the incentive for reform and 
the tangible sense of possibility of a European future that can be cre-
ated if negotiations for EU integration start as soon as possible, hope-
fully before the end of 2019. In spite of the evident uncertainty due to 
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the reluctance of some European states, the signals for the latter are 
still positive.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Departing from the premise that, by way of producing symbolism 
with distinct historical references and esthetics through mate-
rial culture production (monuments and architecture), the cul-

tural Project of Skopje 2014 intends to affirm, strengthen and ensure 
the preservation of a historical truth about the Macedonian identity as 
the only truth, the research report at hand aims to provide insight into 
the success of the Project with respect to its own ambitions. Its suc-
cess can be measured by way of resorting to indicators that reflect the 
perception of the citizens of Skopje identifying as “ethnic Macedonian” 
regarding the Project’s aspirations to reflect the truth about the ethnic 
identity, contribute to “the preservation of the cultural heritage”5 and 
promote the historical truth about the Macedonian national and eth-
nic identity. The research team departs from the presupposition that 
any identity is a form of narrative, a matter of perception and not “an 
essence in itself.” Therefore, the study aimed to compare the state’s 
narrative and the citizens’ of Skopje narratives about the Macedonian 
identity in order to find out if the former corresponds with the latter. 
With the centrality of the statues of Alexander the Great and his father 
Philip II, it is evident that the Project intends to convey a truth about 
an uninterrupted historic continuity of the “Macedonian self”, from an-
tiquity via the Slavic period of medieval times, to the early 20th cen-
tury Macedonian national struggle against the Ottoman rule and the 
concomitant project of establishing an independent state. Considering 
that the references to antiquity and the presupposition of uninterrupt-
ed historic continuity had practically not been questioned by the aca-
demic scene in the country - pace a few exceptions6- the research we 
conducted also involved the participation of academics in the format 
of anonymous interviews and a closed panel of scientists and opinion 
makers, conducted in the fashion of a focus group following a discus-
sion guide. The academics were invited to discuss the results received 
from the focus groups with the ordinary citizens of Skopje, which 
brought forth the popular perception of the identity narrative that the 
Project purports to express as the national historic truth. It also con-
veyed what the citizens of Skopje themselves perceived as the truth of 
the Macedonian identity and intimately sensed it as such.

The study unravels blatant discrepancies between the ordinary citi-
zen’s perception of the “true Macedonian identity” and that professed 
by the state. It also uncovers the fact that the academics, when asked 
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to comment anonymously, affirm the thesis about the constructed-
ness of any national identity, and express a fundamental disbelief in 
any historical primordialism and fail to find means to justify the proj-
ect when faced with the facts about the citizens’ perception of the 
“identity truth.”All of the academics as well as the ordinary citizens 
who participated in the study requested and were guaranteed abso-
lute anonymity. The fear to publicly problematize the project has been 
explicitly expressed by virtually all of them.

The research results we arrived at are intended to be presented to the 
institutions which are most invested in the promotion and realization 
of the Project, namely the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (since it affects the EU integration processes and the relations 
with the neighboring countries)7, the academics in the country who 
silently legitimize the historic and identity related goals of the Project 
and, finally, those actors in the international community which seek to 
understand the “sensitive” aspects of the identity issue in the light of 
the name dispute with Greece.

The start of the Project Skopje 2014 corresponds with a series of dis-
appointments by NATO and the EU, implying an infinitely postponed 
accession to both organizations due to the “name dispute” between 
Greece and Macedonia, this in spite of the fact that the country has 
been an EU candidate member since 2005, which culminated at the 
Bucharest NATO Summit in 2008. After having completed the qualita-
tive research upon which this study is based, we argue that if the Sko-
pje 2014 Project seeks to “heal the wounded ego” of the Macedonians, 
it fails to do so since it imports an alien cultural paradigm which seems 
to deepen the sense of an externally imposed negation of what is in-
timately sensed as the truth of the Macedonian identity (as expressed 
by the citizens of Skopje who participated in this study).

Since its start in the beginning of 2010 until April 2013, as part of the 
Skopje 2014 Project, a total number of 35 objects in predominantly 
neoclassicist style and some approximation of the baroque have been 
erected (buildings, statues and monuments) upon the decision and 
with the funds provided by the Ministry of Culture, several of the most 
monumental statues (including the “Warrior on a Horse” representing 
Alexander the Great) have been built upon the initiative of the Munic-
ipality of Center (with funds provided by the government), whereas 
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the government was the investor for the new monumental buildings 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Constitutional Court, the ba-
roque facade of the government building and a couple of others. These 
numbers were presented at a press conference held on the 22 of April 
2013 by the Minister of Culture Ms Elizabeta Kanceska Milevska who 
informed that a total of 207,872,492 euro has been spent so far on 
the project.8



THE BACKGROUND
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The Skopje 2014 Project is a cultural and historical project with 
the goal of affirming national identity perceived as under attack 
through depriving the Republic of Macedonia of the right to use 

the name “Macedonia” as an identification of the state, imposed by 
the UN Security Council in 1993,9 followed by the Interim Agreement 
between the Hellenic Republic and the Former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, adopted on 13 September 1995. Since the adoption of 
the UNSC resolution 817, institutions and international organizations 
of the European Union (such as the Council of Europe) have referred 
to the state under its provisional name, “the former Yugoslav Repub-
lic of Macedonia.” After 18 years of negotiations between Macedonia 
and Greece, a solution to the name issue has not been found and in 
the meantime Macedonia’s internationally recognized name has been 
“The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.” In spite of the provi-
sion made in article 11 of the Interim Agreement that Greece should 
not block Macedonia in its processes of integration into internation-
al organizations and associations of states while negotiations are still 
taking place and could and should have access to such international 
bodies under the name of “The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-
nia,” Greece practically vetoed Macedonia’s accession to NATO at the 
Alliance’s Summit in Bucharest on 3 April 2008.10 The official summit 
declaration reads as follows: “Therefore we agreed that an invitation 
to the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia will be extended as 
soon as a mutually acceptable solution to the name issue has been 
reached. We encourage the negotiations to be resumed without delay 
and expect them to be concluded as soon as possible.11 ”The frustra-
tion in the country rose, and an overwhelming sense of public revolt 
could be noted.12 Resolution of the name issue has been added as the 
“ninth benchmark” the country should fulfill in order to start the ac-
cession negotiations. Macedonia has been an EU candidate country 
since December 17th 2005 under the provisional name of “Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” and in spite of the Commission’s 
positive reports and recommendations for a start of negotiations, the 
European Council has not yet passed a decision to engage in an acces-
sion negotiation process. In spite of the positive report of Mr. Richard 
Howitt, the appointed rapporteur on the country’s progress in the EU 
integration processes, presented at the European Parliament’s session 
on May 22nd 2013 and the Parliament’s recommendation to the Eu-
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ropean Council to start the negotiations with the country, the issue 
of Macedonian accession to the EU did not even appear on the offi-
cial agenda of the Council’s meeting which took place on 27-28 June 
2013.13

The insistence on incorporating ancient Macedonian history into the 
formation of the contemporary Macedonian identity, seems to be an 
evident response to the frustration caused by the events that took 
place at the Bucharest NATO Summit in 2008 and the explicit require-
ment on the part of the EC that the name issue be resolved before 
the official start of the accession negotiations. Skopje 2014 was an-
nounced at a press conference organized by the Municipality of Center 
of the City of Skopje organized in February 2010, in a joint presenta-
tion of the Mayor of Center, Mr. Vladimir Todorovikj, and the Minister 
of Culture, Ms. Elizabeta Kanceska Milevska.14





BACKGROUND REGARDING THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
AND THE CORE OF THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
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The complexity of the Skopje 2014 Project, which entails esthet-
ical and cultural processes, aided by academic legitimization, 
and which aims to profess a truth - or “the truth” - about the 

Macedonian identity, requires analysis from several aspects relying on 
a qualitative research approach. The main research tools we have mo-
bilized belong to the ethnographic and anthropological field studies, 
whereas the interpretation resorts to cultural and political analyses of 
the multifaceted character of the object of study. Based on the find-
ings and their interpretation of the cultural-political processes embod-
ied by the Skopje 2014, project policy mechanisms will be proposed to 
counter its effects on domestic and international politics, inter- ethnic 
and EU integration processes respectively.

The preponderance of anthropological and ethnographic research 
tools and the emphasis of cultural- political analysis are dictated not 
only by the nature of the phenomenon subject to study, but also by 
the fact that the nation-state structure and its institutional system rely 
on “cultural capital” (Bourdieu). The latter is a societal structure and 
process in which both “the elite” and “the ordinary people” participate 
equally. It also entails the official cultural profile a nation intends to 
present internationally, but also the everyday cultures which operate 
through codes of “cultural intimacy” (Herzfeld) which are the main 
means to identify oneself and others as belonging to the same collec-
tive. “Cultural intimacy” relates to the culture and its symbolism that 
one most immediately identifies with as familiar yet again not the face 
of the collective self one would want a foreigner to see. The everyday 
culture and its codes of intimacy are what the state institutions mo-
bilize and appropriate in the building and consolidating of the official 
national narrative.15

According to Herzfeld’s theory of cultural intimacy, “the embarrass-
ing” (and intimate) side of the national sense of selfhood and its sym-
bols are “sanitized” through assigning them a functional position in the 
pure narrative of an internationally presentable self.16 In other words, 
the everyday culture must be invoked and mobilized — or incorporated 
— in the official national narrative in order to enable its endorsement 
or identification by the collective it purports to represent.



RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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- Does “Skopje 2014”, as a cultural and nation-building proj-
ect instituting a “truth” about a national self, operate with the 
existing codes of cultural intimacy, i.e., the everyday culture 
and the immaterial cultural heritage? (“The truth” at stake is 
not only historical but also esthetical or civilizational since 
the styles of quasi-baroque and neoclassicism are the only 
styles permitted within the project.)

- What are the effects of the esthetical-cultural, academic 
and nation-building project “Skopje 2014” on the perception 
of national identity? Namely, are there changes with respect 
to the sense of and modes of identification with the national 
self prior to the start of the project?

- ls there a convergence between the official narrative’s truth 
about history and national origins and the everyday appro-
priation of it? If there are discrepancies between the official 
narrative and the everyday discourse and cultural re-coding, 
what are they?

- Provided that anonymity is guaranteed, would the experts 
and academics from relevant fields (cultural studies, anthro-
pology, history, ethnology) argue that the “national poetics” 
crafted by the institutions of the state should pursue an iden-
tity building agenda notwithstanding the perception of the 
population of Skopje (regardless of whether there is conso-
nance or dissonance between the two)?

- Does the “Skopje 2014” project reflect the predominant 
sense or perception of the national identity shared by the 
average citizen of Skopje or does it introduce cultural codes 
that are perceived as alien with respect to what is intimately 
sensed as the “Macedonian identity”?

- Does the Project, as a reaction to a series of disappoint-
ments with respect to EU and NATO accession, represent an 
effective form of defense of the “national dignity” by way of 
affirming and asserting the Macedonian identity?



DESCRIPTION OF THE FIELD RESEARCH PROCESS 
AND ITS FINDINGS
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The qualitative research phase consisted of the following combi-
nation of models: focus groups, interviews and (closed) expert 
focus groups. A total of 56 people participated in these three 

forms of qualitative research stage of a more comprehensive study, 
which will at a later stage apply a quantitative research approach con-
sisting of conducting a survey upon a representative sample of 1400 
respondents. Building on the findings produced by a recent survey 
conducted by Brima Galup Skopje, which shows that the majority of 
the population in Macedonia does not approve of the Project,17 our 
planned quantitative research seeks to unravel the reasons for this dis-
approval which might range from identity related reasons to economic 
reasons.

1.1 Focus groups

The sample: Four focus group discussions, involving a total number 
of 40 people, were carried out. The groups formed a representative 
sample of the society: level of education, social status, gender, age, po-
litical inclination and ethnicity. One of the four groups consisted only 
of ethnic minority representatives, which provided insight into the 
convergences and the divergences between Macedonians and other 
ethnic groups, insofar as the perception of the Macedonian identity is 
concerned and the effects of “Skopje 2014” on it.

1.2. The questionnaire

We designed a questionnaire applicable to all levels of education, so-
cial status, age and gender. The questions could be answered from the 
point of personal experience, and perception and did not require any 
level of academic expertise in history or politics. The sense of history 
-embedded in the sense of ethnic/national identity — we invoked in the 
questionnaire is the one acquired mainly through everyday culture. By 
everyday culture, we understand the informal, oral interaction within 
and among individuals and groups, and the specific forms of exchange 
and transfigurations of the grand narratives of origin and truth of a 
collective identity. Methodologically, this position is in line with the 
historical and cultural studies approach of the history of everyday life 
(Alf Ludtke; Paul Vayne).18 In the context of the contemporary society, 
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what is mediated through everyday informal interaction (which can be 
both via any communication medium) certainly involves the effects of 
institutions and mainstream media (including the internet).

1.3.The main findings:

- There is a pronounced homogeneity (but not absolute: exact data 
is presented below) among the respondents regarding virtually all 
of the major clusters of questions, such as, “what elements of the 
culture do you find emblematic of the Macedonian identity?”  and  
“which historical period do you see as the one defining for the na-
tional identity?” etc.

- The sense of “cultural shame” is predominant: “inferiority, ”weak-
ness,” “not knowing who we are,” “lack of assertiveness and self-re-
spect,” “lack of education” and “higher awareness” (by which, what 
is obviously meant, is adherence to what is habitually considered 
European values) are presented not only as the shameful aspect 
one would hide, but also as the “defining essence” of the Mace-
donian identity. It is interesting to note that the focus group that 
consisted of ethnic minorities expressed the same perceptions. 
Therefore, the aspect of cultural intimacy inciting shame is granted 
the status of the “core of the national identity.” Below is the data 
illustrating the finding at issue.

•	 Passivity, self-pity 21%
•	 Identity confusion, inferiority and frustration 32%
•	 TV-news/politics and the epidemics of watching soap operas 

31%
•	 Lack of education and basic knowledge 16%

Cultural shame
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As far as the mobilization of everyday culture and its “codes of cul-
tural intimacy” are concerned, the findings demonstrate a complete 
detachment of the “Skopje 2014” project from what is recognized as 
the codes of cultural intimacy which are perceived as the unquestion-
able characteristics of the Macedonian culture imbedded in its cultur-
al heritage. The defining and most valuable marks of the Macedonian 
culture, according to what seemed to be a consensus among all of 
the respondents, belong to the immaterial culture: the traditional folk 
music and dances, the food, the language and the traditional lifestyle 
linked to the Orthodox Christian values. It is important to note that 
there was no exception among the respondents in this respect. The 
ethnic minorities group confirmed having the same perception. It is 
interesting to note that the codes identified as defining of the culture 
are traditional, going back to history rather than contemporary and/or 
urban.

To the question “What elements of the culture you find emblematic to 
the Macedonian identity?,” we received the following responses:

Codes of cultural intimacy 

 

The ethnic minority focus group identified the following elements of 
culture as emblematic to the Macedonian identity:

• Food  40%
• Music 40%
• The Language  20%

Regarding the historical period defining the Macedonian identity, all 
of the respondents singled out the following periods as the most sig-
nificant: the period of “komiti”, i.e., the era of guerilla struggle for an 
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independent state championed by IMRO/TMORO in the period of the 
end of the 19” century — beginning of the 20 century, the period of 
the so-called enlightenment (intellectual national awakening preced-
ing or coinciding with the “komiti period”), and, finally, the partisans 
(the fighters for a recognized state as part of Yugoslavia championed 
by the Yugoslav Communist Party). The respondents expressed either 
a sense of opposition or indifference to the period of antiquity. The 
feelings of indifference were present also with those who have nothing 
against or support the building of the statue of Alexander the Great at 
the central square of Skopje.

Which historical period do you see as the one defining for the national 
idenitity:

•	 Independence (from 1991) 13%
•	 Enlightenment period (19 century) 26 %
•	 Revolutionary ( beginning of the 20” century) 31%
•	 SFRY 30%

Historical periods that define the Macedonian national identity

 

The most important historical figure, according to the respondents, is 
Goce Deltchev (an IMRO revolutionary at the turn of the 20” century). 
Nikola Karev an IMRO revolutionary, Krale Marko (a medieval myth-
ic character) and Alexander the Great are also mentioned (by one re-
spondent each).
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The most important historical figure for building the 
Macedonian national identity

The characters of the oral literary heritage that mark Macedonian 
mentality are Itar Pejo (a mythic trickster from the Ottoman period, a 
character appearing in the folklore of other neighboring Slavic nations, 
such as Bulgaria and Serbia) and Krale Marko (also a mythic character, 
present in the heroic epic poetry, shared with the other Slavic national 
folklores of the region of SEE).

•	 Macedonian folk stories 31%
•	 Krale Marko 18%
•	 The partisan period of WWII 18%
•	 Itar Pejo 18%
•	 Other (pecalbarski, patriotski) 15 %

Regarding the monuments themselves and the architectural projects, 
there was no such great homogeneity among the respondents with 
regard to the above questions. A great majority disapproves of them 
(67%) whereas a certain percentage approves with reservation (16%) 
with regard to: excessiveness in number, style, money spent and final-
ly, as far as cultural intimacy is concerned, and most importantly— the 
marginalization of the more important historical periods and figures in 
favor of antiquity
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 I. The interviews with academic and civil society activists

The interviews served to provide confirmation or introduce a degree 
of reservation regarding the findings of the focus groups. All of the 
10 interviewees express no surprise regarding the findings. The pre-
dominant view among the interviewees is that the national identity 
is a discursive construct or rather a political one, whereas the cultural 
identity is rooted in the predominantly orally transmitted history and 
tradition. The predominant position is that impositions from a position 
of power in order to intervene and reconfigure the sense of cultur-
al belonging and its symbolic are possible. Consequently, the greater 
presence of antiquity in the educational system could produce such 
change. Also, the majority of the interviewees are not surprised by the 
negative definition of the “Macedonian self”, and they think it is the 
result of history. In other words, there is always a historical process 
which promulgates certain historical myths at the expense of others: a 
history marked by a contestation of identity produces a “cultural self” 
marked by a self-negating stance. A couple of interviewees noted that 
this situation is often used to elevate the negative self perception into 
an exaltation of self-victimization and transmute it into a nationalistic 
pathos (the recently built Museum of the Macedonian Revolutionary 
Struggle could be a confirmation that such processes are currently pro-
moted and carried out by the state institutions).

II. The Expert Focus Group’s debate of the results of the first four 
focus groups

Six professionals from related fields (cultural studies, anthropology, 
ethnology, history, political science, media and communication) com-
mented on the results from the focus groups. Precaution was taken to 
choose academics who have no history of participating in the public 
political debate, who are not involved in any form of political party 
activity and have not published as columnists. All of the experts have 
international academic careers and are, therefore, not confined to the 
Macedonian academic scene exclusively. They find the identity con-
fusion to be the result of the complexity of the Macedonian history, 
which has entertained the idea of a Macedonian state but never really 
created one until the dissolution of Yugoslavia in 1992. The problem 
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is exacerbated by the fact that the contemporary society is devoid of 
uncensored critique and the proponent of the public discourse that 
continues to focus on creating new myths which are historical. We 
need urban contemporary myths. The experts think that Macedonia 
never had the chance to build its own identity as a state and/or nation, 
and that the recent efforts to do so ended up in desperate attempts to 
erase elements of the past by virtue of carrying out “de-ottomaniza-
tion” and “de-yugoslavization”. This is one of the core goals of “Skopje 
2014.” All the experts share a negative view about the project “Sko-
pje 2014.” One of them defined it as “revenge from the province.” For 
them, the project does not have any aesthetic value, not even political 
effects. According to them, its main purpose is spending money and 
the quick building of objects and sculptures reflects the totalitarian 
approach. They all share the following main insight: If the aim of “Sko-
pje 2014” is to build or strengthen the Macedonian identity it has been 
done in a totally wrong way, violating the existing sense of identity 
and, thus, creating utter confusion.



CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
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As a nation building project, based on defining or redefining na-
tional culture, “Skopje 2014” does not operate with the cultural 
codes of everyday culture which enable the communication of 

the identity message in modes that can be appropriated by the cultural 
majority and integrated into the dominant perception of the identity. 
The result is an alien and alienating cultural formation in the middle 
of a cultural perception which remains indifferent to it. The sense of 
cultural intimacy has been violated by an imposition which remains 
a “foreign body” with relation to it. The expert focus group and in-
terviewees are unison in regarding the lack of aesthetics (labeled as 
“kitsch”) and inadequate mythologisation of history. According to the 
experts invalved in this study, “Skopje 2014” does not correspond with 
the predominant sense of national or ethnic identity and the percep-
tion of historical periods and esthetics as formative of the Macedonian 
identity.



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
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1. In order to prevent a sense of imposition (and repulsion or indif-
ference created by it) of alien culture as one’s own, architectural and 
artistic projects with a nation building ambition should respect and op-
erate with the existing cultural codes to be identified in the everyday 
culture and history.

2. The above proposed recommendation can be accomplished through 
an adoption of a bottom up approach, whereby an open discussion of 
the widest possible public will inform the cultural policies carried out 
by the government. The forms of public discussion can range from or-
ganizing debates at the local government level, to organizing referen-
da, but also allowing the civil society to debate the issue and concrete 
proposals in an independent way, involving not only NGO activists but 
also scholars and other opinion makers (of all political affiliations). Sur-
veys should be done in a thorough way which will enable the accurate 
measuring of perception of the wider public.

3. To circumvent the virtually unison view of the expert public about 
the historical and aesthetic deficiencies of projects of this sort, it is 
crucial to delegate all authority over aesthetical and historical matters 
to the organizational bodies, institutions and individuals possessing 
the expert authority.

4. In order to accomplish recommendation nr.3, it is indispensible that 
the debate over historical, cultural and artistic issues take place only 
among academics, professionals and artists. It should be carried out in 
academic and/or expert forms of debate instead of the predominant 
public rhetoric which represents a hybrid of pseudo-academic and 
national, romanticist, political discourses. Academic, expert and artist 
autonomous debates should be transposed into cultural policy discus-
sions and recommendations, made by professional organizations and 
the civil society, to be followed by the institutions of the state instead 
of the other way around.

5. In order to accomplish recommendation nr. 4, it is necessary to pro-
vide autonomous spaces and forums of debate for the academics and 
other experts (symposia, academic publications, etc). In order to con-
vey their conclusions to a wider public, uncensored and unrestricted 
access to media should be provided in order to ensure experts’ par-
ticipation in the public debate and dialogue with the institutions that 
carry out cultural policies in the country.
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6. Integrating the perspective of interculturalism (or sensitivity to the 
ethnic minority groups) should be carried out in way which also adopts 
the “bottom up” approach and informs itself by mobilizing the existing 
cultural codes operative in the ethnic groups at issue.
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