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Abstract 

 
The paper examines the relationship between spatial structures and ethnopolitical 

problems and discourses in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Its main aim 

is to challenge the dominant narratives about the genesis of the ‘ethnic war’ that 

supposedly engulfed this country in 2001, by investigating some of the affected areas’ 

underlying social, economic and political geographies. The main argument of the 

paper is that ethnopolitical conflicts lie at the tip of an iceberg of socio-spatial 

contradictions that accumulated during the days of Yugoslav modernisation, and were 

further strengthened by the post-communist transition. The paper thus examines the 

political and territorial processes that predicated the rise of these ethnopolitical 

struggles. It identifies several ways in which the ‘ethnic war’ discourse was produced 

through the assignment of factual authority to particular geographical narratives. 
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Introduction 
The spatial contingencies of ethnic politics and nationalism in the post-socialist states 

of Southeastern Europe (SEE) have been underplayed in the area studies literature, 

despite the growing engagement with the discursive production of spaces of 

difference within disciplines like human geography and anthropology. Much of this 

work has highlighted the myriad ways in which space and power have been mobilised 

in the production of ethnopolitical constructs (for example, see Andreas, 2004; 

Reuber, 2000; Berg, 2001; Neofotistos, 2004). Thanks to such insights, it has become 

widely recognised that spatial inequalities are a crucial component of the politics of 

ethnicity and difference in the post-socialist transformation process. 

This paper examines the manner in which spatial structures are embedded in 

the rise of ethnopolitics in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Its main aim 

is to challenge the dominant narratives about the genesis of the ‘ethnic war’ that 

supposedly engulfed this country in 2001, by investigating some of the affected areas’ 

underlying social, economic and political geographies. My main objective is to 

expose the highly fragmented nature of the spaces of armed violence and political 

instability in Macedonia, through the lens of socio-economic paradoxes that are 

simultaneously generating, and generated by, ethnopolitical processes. 

The main argument of the paper is that the armed violence that affected the 

northwestern parts of Macedonia in 2001 lies at the tip of an iceberg of socio-spatial 

contradictions that accumulated during the days of Yugoslav modernisation, and were 

further strengthened by the post-communist transition. This interpretation rests on the 

notion that ‘spatial contradictions ‘express’ conflicts between socio-political interests 

and forces’ (Lefebvre, 1991:365; but also see Massey, 1996). It implies that the roots 

of the Macedonian crisis should be sought in the complex and historically contingent 

paths of social marginalisation and exclusion over a prolonged period of time, rather 

than all-encompassing essentialist narratives of ‘ethnic hatred’ that dominated both 

the local and international press. 

Linking the production of difference with the production of space opens the 

path for alternative, political economy-based interpretations of ethnopolitical projects 

and conflicts in the Former Yugoslavia, and in the post-socialist space more generally. 

Thus, this paper also aims to show how geographic information has been used to 

propagate certain political objectives vis-à-vis developments on the ground. Such 
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analyses are facilitated in methodological terms by the existence of a wide body of 

literature that has deconstructed earlier narratives about the ‘inherently violent’ and 

‘primitive’ nature of Balkan nations and nationalisms1 in relation to Said’s 

‘Orientalist’ theoretical framework (Allcock, 1991; Baki! Hayden and Hayden, 1992; 

Todorova, 1997; Baki!-Hayden, 1995). In this respect, one of the key objectives of 

the paper is to show how ‘primordialist conceptions of social difference’ have been 

used as means of ‘cynically distancing events for political purposes’ (Allen and 

Seaton, 1999:2). 

The article commences with an overview of the main territorial, social, and 

economic structures that the Republic of Macedonia inherited from the socialist era. 

This part of the paper is aimed at forging a conceptual link between the emergent 

spatial contradictions and conflicts of post-socialism, on the one hand, and the 

legacies of Yugoslav modernisation policies, on the other. Then follows an 

examination of the political and territorial processes that predicated the rise of 

ethnopolitical struggles in the Republic of Macedonia. I identify several ways in 

which the ‘ethnic war’ discourse was produced through the assignment of false factual 

authority to particular geographical narratives. The concluding section discusses the 

multiple ways in which spatial legacies, structures, and imaginaries were implicated 

in the production of the Macedonian crisis, and the emergence of ethnopolitics. 

 

Setting the context 
The Republic of Macedonia, a country of 2 million people and a total area of 25,713 

sq. km., declared independence from the former Yugoslavia in 1991. At this point, it 

possessed a well-developed urban network linked by relatively good-quality transport 

and utility infrastructures, alongside a corpus of technologically-outdated heavy 

industry. However, infrastructural service provision for approximately 30% of the 

population that lived in rural areas was generally well below-standard. Many of these 

problems stem from the policies of the Yugoslav period, which prioritised the 

development of the industrial sector, as well as the construction of large-scale energy, 

transport and telecommunications infrastructures (MUG 2000, IPPO 1982). 
                                                
1 The paper is based on a variety of methods, including comparisons of statistical and economic data, 
and reviews of locally- and internationally-published texts, ranging from newspaper to journal papers. 
In geographic terms, these analyses have mainly been focussed on the western and northern parts of the 
Republic of Macedonia, which extend from the Lakes of Ohrid and Prespa in the southwest, to the 
Kumanovo valley in the northeast (see Figure 1).  
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The civil wars in other parts of the former Yugoslavia had a major impact on 

the Macedonian economy during the early years of the post-socialist transition. The 

loss of traditional markets in other Yugoslav republics implied that the majority of 

large industrial enterprises—whose joint output constituted 42% of Macedonian GDP 

in 1989—were forced to either scale down or completely stop their operations, 

resulting in massive redundancies, structural inefficiencies, and the maintenance of 

socialist-era ‘soft budget constraints’. The mobilisation of human and fixed capital by 

foreign investment was hampered by the political instability of the region (BHHRG 

2001, Stojmilov 1995). Economic recovery ensued only in the late-1990s, though in 

an erratic manner. Although growth was facilitated by persistent macroeconomic 

stability (due to the firm control on economic policy exercised by the World Bank and 

IMF), political shocks continued to damage the economy. 

The western and northern parts of the Republic of Macedonia were deeply 

affected by these socio-economic changes. Although they hardly represent a single 

‘region’, these areas nevertheless contain several distinct areas with specific physical 

and social features: the Kumanovo, Skopje, Polog, Ohrid, Ki"evo, and Debar basins, 

as well as the mountainous areas of Debarca, Pore"e, and Mavrovo (see Figure 1). 

The varied morphological structure of these territories is closely linked with human 

settlement patterns. There is a marked contrast between the densely-populated, 

intensively-farmed tectonic basins of Polog, Skopje and Kumanovo in the north, on 

the one hand, and the remote, rugged mountainous massifs and plateaux that extend 

further to the west and south, on the other. With more than 50 percent of the 

population, and producing approximately two thirds of the country’s GDP (Stojmilov, 

1996; Gerasimovski, 1997a; 1997b; 1998), the narrow strip of open land between 

Gostivar and Kumanovo is Macedonia’s infrastructural and economic hub.  

Yet there are three notable areas of high concentration outside this core, 

including the immediate surroundings of Ki"evo and Debar, as well as the area 

between and north of Ohrid and Struga. The remaining highlands are remote and 

depopulated, aside from small declining villages within dense forests and pastures. 

This is in line with a broader geographic pattern in the country, as most settlements in 

Macedonia have been traditionally located at the mountain/valley floor interface in 

order to maximise the availability of arable land, while optimising access to the 

different natural resources offered by the two environments. 



 7 

The strategic importance of western and northern Macedonian regions stems 

from the areas’ situatedness along some of the key international transit routes in 

Southeastern Europe, such as the ‘East-West’ corridor between Albania and the rest 

of the Balkans, as well as the two pairs of ‘North-South’ motorways and railways 

linking Central Europe to the Eastern Mediterranean. Moreover, western Macedonia 

is well-endowed in natural resources. Aside from iron ore, coal, marble and non-

ferrous metal deposits, the region is rich in drinking water, which is scarce in the rest 

of the country. Most of the water supply of Skopje is provided by a nearby karstic 

spring, fed by a vast aquifer extending under the entire Polog valley and its 

surroundings. The populations of Kumanovo, Tetovo and Gostivar also obtain most of 

their drinking and industrial water from springs and streams in the mountains along 

the Kosovo border. Several key Balkan rivers—including the Vardar, Drim and their 

tributaries—rise in western Macedonia before flowing off to water-needy areas 

further to the east and west (JPPUP, 1999). 

 

The spatial distribution of ethnic groups 

The varied natural and infrastructural mosaics of western and northern Macedonia are 

complicated by the varied ethnic landscapes of the region. Aside from ethnic 

Albanians, who dominate the Polog and Debar basins—while constituting a 

significant share of the population in the Struga, Ki"evo, Skopje, and Kumanovo 

regions—these territories are also populated by ethnic Macedonians (of both Christian 

and Muslim denomination), Turks, Serbs, Roma and even some Aromanians (Vlachs). 

The ethnic Albanian population of these regions constitutes approximately 95% of the 

total Albanian population of the country, which means that this minority is highly 

spatially concentrated. According to the latest census, 64.2% of the population in the 

country has declared itself as ethnic Macedonian, 25.2% ethnic Albanian, 3.9% Turk,  

3.9% Roma 2.7%, and 1.8% Serb (DZS, 2002). 

The ethnic affiliation of these populations has traditionally been a highly 

controversial and politicised subject. According to Friedman (1996: 97) ‘the concepts 

of ethnicity, nationality, language, and religion have a complex history of 

interrelationships in Macedonia, one whose complexity continues into the present day. 

Thus, for example, some Macedonian speaking Muslims declare their nationality as 
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Albanian or Turkish on the basis of identifying their religion with Turkish or 

Albanian ethnicity. Similarly, some Albanian speaking Christians declare their 

nationality as Macedonian on the equation of Macedonian Orthodox Christianity with 

Macedonian ethnicity. As might be expected, Albanian ethno-politicians insist that 

Macedonian-identified Albanian-speakers are Albanians while Macedonians insist 

that Albanian-identified Macedonian speakers are Macedonians. There was also the 

citizenship-based category Yugoslav, which until 1991 was steadily growing in 

popularity, not only among Slavs, but also among non-Slavs’. 

The blurring of ethnic boundaries is particularly pronounced in the case of 

smaller and groups based in rural areas, whose ethnic self-consciousness has been 

developing in a slower and more fragile manner. A good example is provided by 

Muslim Slavic populations of the Pore"e, Debar, and Struga basins, who, despite 

using Macedonian as a primary language, have often declared themselves as Turks or 

Albanians at previous censuses, possibly due to political pressure (Friedman, 1996; 

Troebst, 1997; Šaroski, 2001a). In addition, a number of villages in Mavrovo and 

Pore"e are inhabited by Orthodox Christian populations whose members use 

Albanian, or even Turkish, as their primary language. They have declared themselves 

differently at different censuses. More recently, Turkish political activists have 

claimed that ‘the results of the census are unacceptable for … the Turkish population 

in the country’ because they underestimated the number of ethnic Turks in the country 

(Dnevnik, 2003a).  

There are significant geographic differences in the spatial distribution of the 

main ethnic groups within the region: 

• The Christian Orthodox Macedonians generally represent the dominant urban 

‘middle’ class in Struga, Ki"evo, and especially Kumanovo, Ohrid, and 

Skopje, while being an absolute minority in Gostivar, Tetovo and Debar. 

During the socialist era this population was mainly employed in the secondary 

(industrial) sector. The consequent closures of large industrial enterprises have 

led to widespread structural unemployment or a movement towards agriculture 

or services (DZS, 1994). In addition to the urban population, there is a small 

rural element in declining villages scattered either at the fringes of the large 

basins in the north, or deep the within mountainous highlands of Mavrovo, 

Debarca and Pore"e. 
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• The ethnic Albanian population is generally located in rural areas, despite its 

ever-increasing urban presence, especially in Skopje, but also in Gostivar, 

Debar, Tetovo and Struga. A combination of physical and economic factors 

has created a particular geographic pattern in the distribution of Albanian 

settlements, as they tend to be located at the periphery of a larger spatial unit, 

whether city, valley or mountain massif. For example, the greatest 

concentrations of Albanian populations in the Polog, Struga and Kumanovo 

areas can be found at the edges of the valley floors, where large villages 

(>5000 pop.) have merged with each other or with ethnically segregated 

suburbs to form several continuous bands of high rural and quasi-urban 

density. Outside such zones, there are a number of large Albanian villages in 

remote highland areas, where road and utility infrastructures are 

underdeveloped. Nevertheless, nearly all ethnic Albanian communities—rural 

and urban alike—have traditionally tended to live in large households with 

few active earners, and exceptionally high rates of economic migration to 

Western European countries (for a further discussion of the reasons for the low 

level of integration of such groups in the labour market, see ESI, 2002; Fakti, 

31st March 2001).  

• A third key component of the ethnic landscapes of western and northern 

Macedonia is constituted by the smaller groups who live there: Muslim 

Macedonians, Turks, Bosniaks, and the Roma. Even though the individual 

shares of each of these strata in the total population of the area are less than 

5%, as a whole, they represent a significant demographic component of the 

ethnic structure of the region. Aside from the notable exception of a minor—

albeit well-established—Turkish and Muslim Macedonian urban middle class, 

these minorities generally can be found in large, sprawling villages 

concentrated in remote mountainous areas, far from the main economic hubs 

(Popovski and Panov, 1998; Panov, 1976; Friedman, 1996).  
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Figure 1: Salient features of the study area. 
 

Landscapes of paradox: the legacies of Yugoslav modernisation 
The fragmented social and spatial structures of the ethnic groups of western and 

northern Macedonia reflect the economic geographies of uneven development during 

the Yugoslav era. The differences between the Muslim and Christian populations 

were less pronounced in the pre-World War 2 period, when most of the Orthodox 

Macedonians and other Slavs were also concentrated in large mountainous villages, 

with extended family households relying mostly on primary sector income or 

remittances from immigrant workers. The consecutive socialist collectivisation of 

farms and construction of large industrial enterprises induced the gradual urbanisation 

and social ‘modernisation’ of this population, expressed through decreasing 

household sizes, falling birth rates and the inclusion of women in the active 

workforce. But, while Slavic Orthodox villages were being quickly abandoned, the 

Muslim communities of the region retained their traditional rural locations, structures 

and activities—with high birth rates, large household sizes and intensive out-
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migration to Western Europe—while industrial and public service employment 

continued to stagnate in relative terms (Gerasimovski, 1997b; Stojmilov, 1995; Panov, 

1976).  

This silent socio-spatial marginalisation of religious and ethnic minority 

populations was aided by the highly centralised nature of former Yugoslav 

government. In particular, the fusion of pre-WW2 local government units into much 

larger administrative territories with limited executive power meant that peripheral 

areas within the new municipal authorities2 were not provided with adequate services 

and amenities (for a discussion of these aspects see Clark, 1993:183). While such 

conditions accelerated the growth of lowland villages and towns at the expense of 

mountainous (ethnic Macedonian) populations, Albanian and Turkish villages 

continued to grow regardless of location, often expanding into areas formerly 

occupied by the Orthodox Macedonian majority (P#rvanov, 1992:161). This process 

was intensified by the persistent in-migration of ethnic Albanians from Kosovo into 

remote highland villages that had been abandoned by ethnic Macedonians. Given that 

infrastructural provision in such areas was technically difficult and expensive, many 

of them lacked basic amenities. In western and northern Macedonia, there are still at 

least five large Albanian villages (>800 pop.), which are virtually inaccessible by car, 

especially during the winter.  

The marginalisation of the ethnic Albanian population during the Yugoslav 

period is easily visible in official statistics. The share of ethnic Albanians in the total 

population of the country grew from 12.5% in 1953 to 21.7% in 1991. This means 

that the Albanian minority increased from 162,524 in 1953 to 441,987 persons to 

1991. While the veracity of some of these figures has been contested by various 

experts (for example Friedman, 1996) they nevertheless point to the quick 

demographic expansion of the ethnic Albanian population during the post-war period, 

mainly as a result of high birth rates and falling mortality rates. The same has been 

true in the case of ethnic Turks, Muslim Macedonians, and the Roma (DZS, 1994). 

Such demographic discrepancies, which are a result of the late onset of the 

second demographic transition, reflect the slow economic modernisation of these 

groups, and their exclusion from mainstream social developments. For example, the 

share of ethnic Albanian women within all registered unemployed persons was much 
                                                
2 According to this administrative division, municipal authorities comprised a city and its rural hinterland. 
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lower than their total population share, which reflects their inadequate participation in 

the labour market (Table 1). 

 
 Ethnic Macedonians Ethnic Albanians 
Women 41.9% 3.1% 
Men 29.8% 11.9% 
Total 71.7% 15.0% 

 
Table 1: Persons seeking employment by gender and ethnic group, in 1991  
(Nikolovska and Siljanovska-Davkova, 2001, p.14) 
 
Also, the share of ethnic Albanians in higher education institutions remained less than 

3% between 1953 and 1994, despite the introduction of affirmative action quotas in 

the early 1990s (see Table 2). According to Nikolovska and Siljanovska Davkova 

(2001:8) ‘aside from traditional reasons, part of the explanation lies in the influence of 

current socio-economic stratification on the rigidity of educational structures, 

especially in agrarian societies (2/3 of Albanians) where socio-educational mobility is 

extremely low’. 
 

Year Ethnic Macedonians Ethnic Albanians Ethnic Serbs 
1953 63.62% 2.10% 23.40% 
1993 91.40% 2.80% 1.70% 
 
Table 2: University students by ethnic group (Nikolovska and Siljanovska-Davkova, 2001, 
p.16) 
 

However, it would be a mistake to state that socialist Macedonia posessed a close 

correlation between the spatial patterns of uneven development and ethnic affiliation. 

The underdevelopment of ethnic minority municipalities in the west of the country, 

whose GDP levels rarely exceeded 50% of the national average, was mirrored by 

other rural and mountainous areas within the eastern and southern border regions of 

Macedonia, where ethnic Macedonian populations predominated (see Figure 2). But 

these regions differed from the ethnic minority municipalities in the west in terms of 

the low agricultural densities3, and the peripheral location relative to the main 

economic and political hubs of the country. 

 

 

                                                
3 This is the ratio between the total population and the total cultivatable land of a given area.  
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Figure 2: Social product (total economic output) per capita at the beginning of the 1990s 
(CEA, 2005). The map also includes towns larger than 40,000 inhabitants (Source: JPPUP, 
1999) 
 

Most of the main spatial planning and economic/social policy documents (issued both 

at federal and republic level) during the 1970s and 1980s dealt with the socio-

economic problems created by the deep regional inequalities within the country. 

Though it was broadly recognised that some of these patterns may have been 

produced by persistent under-investment in the 1950s and 1960s—with a number of 

measures being taken towards the amelioration of this problem—the wide range of 

remedial strategies envisioned in the plans clearly failed to recognise the specific 

circumstances of marginalised ethnic minority populations. In particular, the relevant 

documents paid little attention to the issue of uncontrolled demographic growthand 

above-average agricultural densities in rural areas in the western parts of the country. 

Usually, they were categorised under the broader group of ‘under-developed’ 

municipalities (based on a set of fixed criteria), and a centralised, ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

approach was devised to aid their development (see, for example, SSR, 1971; Nikoli!, 

1977; Mihailovi!, 1990; IPPO, 1982; Pavlovi!, 1989; SSRSZS, 1990). Thus, as 

demonstrated both by the content of the formal regulation and the outcomes of the 

planning process, the location of state investment was determined principally by 

institutional and technical factors, rather than context-sensitive considerations of 

uneven development. 
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A specific spatial paradox thus emerged, whereby the ethnic Albanians (and other 

Muslim ethnic minorities) were segregated and marginalised despite living in 

immediate proximity to the economic heartland of the Macedonian Republic. Many of 

these communities often remained even outside the official legal system, deciding to 

retain traditional systems of justice, such as ‘peace councils’, unrecognised by the 

state (ESI, 2002) Moreover, because most central government agencies—the police 

and the judicial system in particular—overwhelmingly reflected the Slavic Orthodox 

(Macedonian, Serbian etc.) character of the ruling elites in Macedonia, it is easy to see 

why many ethnic minority populations, and the Albanians in particular, could equate 

the process to ethno-cultural subjugation (Daskalovski, 1999). While it became 

common for all socially excluded rural populations to take a sceptical and distrustful 

view of the central government, the ethnic Albanian population compounded this with 

a feeling of deliberate discrimination (ibid). The nearly complete absence of the state 

from more remote Muslim minority areas—aside from the odd police station—was a 

further contributing factor. 

However, it remains unclear whether ethnic discrimination was part of a 

deliberate strategy, considering that ethnic minority populations were, more or less, 

allowed to retain their religious and cultural freedoms and practices (Naj"evska et al., 

1996). Perhaps the main fault of the Yugoslav system lay in its inability to prevent the 

marginalisation of minority populations and peripheral regions, though further work is 

needed to establish whether and how it consciously perpetrated such policies of 

exclusion. Nevertheless, the result of its approach was the poor provision of 

infrastructural amenities and services in marginal (mainly mountainous) rural areas, at 

the expense of lowland regional centres and the oversized capital of the country. In 

conditions where nearly all rural areas were populated by ethnic minority populations, 

it is easy to see how regional economic differences could take on an ‘ethnic’ colour. 

 

Post-socialist Macedonia in the 1990s: the rise of ethnopolitics 
The onset of pluralism produced an upsurge of nationalist sentiment among all 

segments of Macedonian society. Ethnic minorities were quick to develop their own 

political organisations and create an autonomous political scene, aided by the rapid 

expansion of private local media. The newly-formed ethnic Albanian political parties 
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did not hesitate to express the anti-government feelings among their constituency; the 

Party for Democratic Prosperity (PDP) and the National Democratic Party (NDP) 

were fiercely opposed to the Macedonian constitution and other key legislation on 

ethno-political grounds, while organising a territorial referendum for the autonomy of 

Albanian-populated areas in Macedonia (Szajkowski, 1999). 

Nevertheless, the PDP did participate in the first post-socialist Macedonian 

parliament with 25 deputies. The Democratic Party of the Albanians (DPA), formed 

by the PDP’s ‘nationalist’ wing in 1994, followed the same path (P#rvanov, 1992). 

Moreover, every ruling government coalition since 1991 had included at least one of 

the main ethnic Albanian parliamentary parties, which continued to campaign—albeit 

with incomplete success—for the creation of a two-nation democracy, and a 

constitution that would refer to Albanian and Macedonian ‘constiuent nations’ rather 

than ‘citizens’ (IWPR, 2001a). 

The co-operation of ethnic Macedonian and Albanian parties at the national 

level was, however, not mirrored within other spheres of governance.  The two main 

regulatory documents in the local governance domain, the ‘Act for Local-Self 

Government’ and the ‘Act for Territorial Division’ were only adopted in 1995 and 

1996, respectively, following a protracted political process both inside and outside the 

Macedonian Parliament (SVRM 1996; Gerasimovski 1997a; Popovski and Panov, 

1998). The consecutive reform of the local authorities failed to bring about a 

meaningful devolution of power from the central to the local decision-making level 

(ESI, 2002). 

This situation gradually led to a division of the country along ethno-political 

spheres of interest. According to the ICG (2001a:2), ‘the coalition leaders, Prime 

Minister Ljupco Georgievski [sic] and DPA leader Arben Xhaferi, reached an 

informal understanding regarding their spheres of influence. It is common knowledge 

that [Ljub"o Georgievski’s] VMRO-DPMNE focused on the eastern part of the 

country while the DPA looked after the western portion, where the population is 

predominately ethnic Albanian. The arrangement worked well and relations between 

the country’s two largest ethnic groups were relatively relaxed. Belying his nationalist 

reputation, Georgievski pursued European integration and generally accommodated 

the DPA’s modest agenda of reform, which focused on placing ethnic Albanians in 

government leadership positions and building an accredited university with 

instruction in the Albanian language. Ethnic self-policing was an essential element of 
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this de facto division of the country. In many parts of western Macedonia, no ethnic 

Macedonian police officers or soldiers have ventured in more than two years’. 

However, this binary ethno-political division of the country was insufficient to 

address the salient socio-economic problems of marginalised populations. The 

western and northern parts of Macedonia continued to lag in economic and social 

terms. According to data gathered by the Centre for Economic Analyses (CEA, a 

Skopje-based think tank), at the end of the 1990s, the officially-recorded 

unemployment rate in the Polog region was 49.87%. At the same time, it ranked 

lowest in the country in terms of the levels of economic development, communal, and 

social infrastructure (CEA, 2005). 

 

 

New spatial contradictions: the path to armed violence 
The new economic and political circumstances of post-socialism triggered a dramatic 

geographic transformation of the country. With weakening planning controls, high 

densities of infrastructural investment, large household sizes, as well as income from 

foreign remittances and the informal sector (which is estimated at between 40% of 

national GDP, see Vest, 2004), the Tetovo and Gostivar area underwent an 

unprecedented housing explosion. As pointed out by the British Helsinki Human 

Rights Group (1997) ‘Tetovo has been a veritable building site for the last 18 months 

with large houses appearing at great speed both in the town and surrounding villages’ 

(BHHRG, 1997:1). According to the National Statistical Office, officially-recorded 

levels of housing investment in parts of Western Macedonia are 50% higher than the 

national average.  

 Yet the apparent affluence of such regions cannot be accounted by the size of 

the ‘real’ economy in the region, which has been contracting in line with the sharp 

post-socialist economic decline of the country. Among other trends, the decline of the 

officially recorded economy is evidenced by the disproportionately low share of tax 

revenue collected in the Albanian-dominated municipalities of western Macedonia. 

Between 1999 and 2000, there was a rapid decrease in the relative contribution of the 

Tetovo, Gostivar, Debar and Struga regions to the total tax revenue collected of the 

central state. This drop coincided with the expansion of the control sphere of the DPA 

within the pertinent areas. The Tetovo case provides one of the most indicative 

examples: its share within the total collected tax revenue fell from 2.08 to 1.83 
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percent during the above period. The contributions of Prilep, Kumanovo and other 

medium-sized regions in the country—with equally large industrial sectors, but much 

smaller, predominantly ethnic Macedonian populations—were all significantly higher 

than that of Tetovo, Gostivar and Struga (Utrinski Vesnik, 2001). 

This means that the high rates of real estate investment in the ethnic Albanian 

regions of Macedonia could reflect an iceberg of ‘hidden’ grey capital, with close 

links to the geography of political power in the country. Here lies another spatial 

contradiction that characterised the western and northern parts of Macedonia: they 

have been landscapes of simultaneous capital accumulation and economic decline. 

While semi-legal investment in housing and other commercial buildings had been 

proceeding at unprecedented levels, structural unemployment, agricultural density and 

dependence on social aid also breached all national and regional records. But because 

the state was unable to transform the specific accumulation process into an effective 

abatement strategy for the ‘real’ economic and social problems of the area, the final 

outcome was the social marginalisation of its inhabitants (for a more detailed 

discussion of these issues, see ESI, 2002). 

Problems of social exclusion were supplemented by the emergence of 

organised crime. There was an overlap between the spaces of ethno-political 

influence, on the one hand, and other economic and spatial factors, such as the 

unequal geographical distribution of the informal economy, the persistent territorial 

and institutional weakening of the state, as well as the pertinent areas’ proximity to 

Albania and Kosovo, on the other. According to Milivojevi! (1995:68) ‘High-level 

corruption, widespread local poverty, a tradition of cross-border smuggling and poor 

policing throughout the region have all aided the recent rise of the Albanian mafia’. 

Consecutive governments did little to control the rise of these ‘clandestine political 

economies’ (Andreas, 2004). Some authors have claimed that political parties in 

power extracted profits from the situation on the ground. According to the IWPR 

(2001b): ‘it all began with a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ to pursue private political and 

commercial interests through gradual and controlled manipulation of ethnic tensions 

between the two main ethnic groups - Macedonians and Albanians. The strategy paid 

great dividends.  It’s no secret that some of the leading lights in the former ruling 

coalition - the Macedonian VMRO and the Albanian DPA - are among the richest 

individuals in the country’. 
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Whatever the nature of the linkages between party politics and organised 

crime, it is without little doubt that, along with the unstable situation in neighbouring 

Kosovo, they were one of the reasons for the armed violence that erupted in the 

northwestern parts of Macedonia in 2001 (for a broader discussion of the political 

economies of this and other conflicts, see IWPR, 2000; ICG, 2001b; Keen, 1999). At 

least 150 people were killed and hundreds more injured during the 10 months of 

armed conflict between the Macedonian state security forces and the National 

Liberation Army, a newly formed guerrilla force consisting mainly of ethnic 

Albanians. The unrest created more than 170,000 refugees from the affected areas, 

wreaking havoc to private and public property. It undermined Macedonia’s political 

and economic development, threatening to destabilise the neighbouring countries and 

the wider region. 

The crisis was represented, and often perceived as, an ‘ethnic conflict’ within 

both the local and international public. Even though the ICG (2001b) found that ‘no 

reasonable ethnic Macedonians or Albanians in the country have expressed any desire 

to kill each other or to see their country torn apart’ and that ‘the extremists have not 

succeeded in actively splitting the population’, many international media outlets 

described the conflict as ‘sectarian violence’ (The Daily Telegraph, 2001) between 

‘feuding Balkan tribes’ (The Independent, 2001)  The local media was also subject to 

‘deliberate attempts to inflame the population through the use of an increasingly  

nationalistic vocabulary’ (Rusi, 2003:114). 

The discourse of ‘ethnic war’ gradually won the sympathy of a large majority 

of politicians and analysts, whose essentialist interpretations of the crisis have led to 

the suppression and stylisation of the underlying socio-political and economic 

geographies of the conflict. The unproblematic acceptance of politically-driven 

misinformation about the supposed primacy of ethnic and cultural issues in the 

creation of armed violence has been instrumental in legitimising the positions of the 

proponents of the conflict, helping to deepen any antecedent ethno-political and 

territorial divides. 

 

The role of space in the rise of ethnopolitics: from physical to discursive 

Spatial structures and imaginaries played a central role in the creation of 

ethnopolitical constructs throughout the 1990s. At the culmination of the conflict, the 

geographies of ethnopolitics were expressed in the most brutal form through the 
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process of ‘ethnic cleansing’. The inhabitants of 18 ethnic Macedonian villages near 

the Kosovo border were expelled from their homes at gunpoint when paramilitaries 

took control of these territories, with most houses being consecutively robbed 

(McMahon, 2001; The Guardian, 2001; Dnevnik, 2001a; RFE/RL Newsline, 2001). 

However, such acts were not necessarily limited to ethnic Albanian guerrillas: the 

plundering of ethnic Macedonian holiday homes in the ski resort of Popova Šapka by 

paramilitaries affiliated with the Macedonian army and police received significant 

attention within the local press (A1 News, 2001). Also, most of the Muslim 

population of ethnic Macedonian-dominated Bitola and Prilep was forced to leave 

their homes following street riots in those towns. (HRW, 2001). It remains unclear to 

what extent these riots were spontaneous (Dnevnik, 2001b). 

 In this context, it is interesting to note that the conflict was mainly 

concentrated in the area between the Macedonia-Kosovo border and the line linking 

Tetovo, Skopje and Kumanovo (although even within this territory there were many 

areas that remained quiet). There was very little violence in the ethnic-Albanian 

populated regions of Ki"evo, Struga, Debar and Gostivar throughout the crisis. This 

situation transpired despite the fact that the ability of the Macedonian security forces 

to control such regions would have been hampered by the same kinds of problems—

low levels of support from the local population, mountainous terrain conducive to 

guerrilla activities—as in the villages near the Kosovo border. This discrepancy 

indicates that the spatial extent of armed violence was conditioned by a wider range of 

social, economic and political factors internal to local communities and political 

actors. The notion that the conflict was the outcome of a conscious confrontation 

among the different elites vying for control of the western and northern parts of 

Macedonia contradicts the idea of an ‘ethnic war’ between the armed forces of the 

two main groups in the country (Šaroski, 2001a). 

 The ethnopolitical contestation of space was not limited to physical and 

territorial structures. The discursive legitimisation of armed violence as ‘ethnic’ 

would have been impossible without the use of a wide range of symbolic devices that 

created subjective feelings of fear and anxiety from the ‘other’ among local 

populations, while promoting a binary ethnic division of the country. This process 

occurred at two levels: firstly, by assigning unprecedented theoretical and factual 

authority to a selected set of knowledge about the ‘real’ ethnic geographies of the 

region; and secondly, by representing violence as a product of the reputedly 



 20

‘mystical’ and ‘irrational’ nature of the conflict. This may have been driven by 

different motivations in the cases of local and international actors: while the former 

mobilised ethnopolitical constructs in order to advance their own objectives, the latter 

all too readily applied ‘Orientalist’ readings to different aspects of the crisis.  

 The manipulation of census figures provided one of the principal tools for the 

achievement of these goals. The results of the 1991 census in Macedonia were not 

recognised by the PDP, NDP and DPA, after which the state organised a second, 

internationally-sponsored and –monitored census in 1994. However, although this 

poll placed the ethnic Albanian minority’s size at 22.9% of the total population, most 

mainstream ethnic Albanian parties still refused to recognise its results, claiming that 

this minority comprised up to 40% of the population. According to Friedman 

(1996:96) ‘the figure they cited as a being the minimum below which they would 

claim falsification was 25%’. At the same time, a number of ethnic Macedonian 

parties insisted that the results of the second census were falsified and that the ‘real’ 

number was in fact much smaller, because the official figure included more than 

100,000 ethnic Albanian refugees from Kosovo without Macedonian citizenship 

(Šaroski, 2001b). 

 Inflating the size of the ethnic Albanian minority suited ethnopoliticians 

within both the ethnic Macedonian and Albanian camps. For the DPA and PDP, it 

legitimised their demands for creating a two-nation state in Macedonia. This 

viewpoint was subsequently adopted by the NLA, one of whose commanders stated 

that ‘what we are fighting for is to become part of the majority. We don’t want to be a 

minority any longer’ (The Chicago Tribune, 2001). The undermining of census results 

also suited some extremist ethnic Macedonian parties, because it allowed for the 

creation of an atmosphere of fear and tension. The Macedonian public was constantly 

being reminded that ‘with their present birth rate, the Albanians will become a 

majority one day’ (Makfax, 2004). In reality, this would be impossible even if the 

ethnic Albanians were to comprise one third of the population, as their birth rates 

have been falling rapidly during the past two decades, while rates of out-migration are 

three to four times higher than among other groups (Dnevnik, 2003b). 

 Ethnopoliticians found additional arguments in an International Crisis Group 

(ICG) report stating that ‘the ethnic Macedonians will need to accept that the ethnic 

Albanian and Roma populations are considerably higher than the official government 

figures’ (ICG, 2001a:16). This report assumed that the 1994 census counted only the 
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ethnic Albanians who were legally residing in the country. However, according to the 

officially published census documents, the final figures included all persons resident 

in Macedonia at the time of the poll—including those who had been absent from the 

country for less than a year—regardless of whether they had obtained citizenship by 

that moment (DZS, 1994). Subsequent misrepresentation of this aspect of the census 

may have been inspired by several unsuccessful government attempts to restrict the 

census to Macedonian citizens only, which would have significantly reduced the 

number of registered ethnic Albanians (Friedman, 1996). The ICG’s poor grasp of the 

census’ methodology is illustrated by the same report’s inability to determine the size 

of the village of Tanuševci, which is meant to range from ‘some 350 to 700 

inhabitants’, because interviews with villagers have revealed that ‘the real population 

is about 700, only 350 of whom have been able to obtain Macedonian citizenship’ 

(ICG, 2001a). The author(s) of the report failed to check that 1994 Census had 

counted 805 persons in Tanuševci, with or without citizenship (DZS, 1994). 

 After this report, it became customary to use the figure ‘one third’ (or 600,000 

persons, according to The Economist, 2001a) in relation to the population share of the 

ethnic Albanian minority in Macedonia. For example, the BBC claimed that it is 

impossible to ‘check the veracity’ of the 22.9% figure quoted by the National 

Statistical Office, for ‘each side tries to inflate the size of its own ethnic community’ 

(BBC News, 2001). This is despite the fact that the ‘international community’ itself 

had sponsored and verified the results of the 1994 census.  

 The misreading of census results was accompanied by the mythologisation of 

the crisis itself. The rhetoric of ‘ethnic war’ was supplemented by the representation 

of the violence as part of a much grander racial conflict between ethnic Orthodox 

‘Slavs’ and Muslims—an obvious attempt to make parallels with other conflicts in the 

former Yugoslavia. Such narratives permeated both the local and international press, 

especially via the use of terms such as ‘ethnic Slavs’ or ‘Slav Macedonians’ to 

describe the identity of ethnic Macedonians (for examples, see AP Wire, 2001; 

Dnevnik, 2001c). The Economist, The New York Times, The Washington Post and 

other prominent newspapers have persistently refused to alter their editorial policies 

on the issue (The Economist, 2001b). 

 The armed conflict in Macedonia ended on the 13th of August with the signing 

of the Ohrid ‘Framework Agreement’ by the leaders of the four main parliamentary 

parties in the country—the DPA, PDP, VMRO and the Social Democratic Union—
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under international pressure. The legislation foreseen within the Agreement has led to, 

among other changes, the establishment of a state-funded ethnic Albanian university, 

the execution of a second internationally-sponsored census (whose results, despite 

various controversies, were accepted by the main political players in the country), and 

the devolution of education to the local level of governance. Over the long term, it is 

hoped that such changes can ameliorate the marginalisation of ethnic minorities in the 

country, possibly by overcoming some of the geographic contradictions and 

paradoxes that have underpinned their socio-economic situation.  

 

Conclusion 
In Macedonia, the emergence of ethnopolitical discourses during the mid- and late-

1990s was accompanied by the ‘unravelling’ of spatial contradictions accumulated 

during the previous periods of socialist and post-socialist development. Thus, the 

armed conflict of 2001 is the climax of a series of socio-economic and political 

discrepancies in space. Many of these ‘landscapes of paradox’ can be traced back to 

the legacies of Yugoslav modernisation which, intentionally or not, created a 

polarisation and fragmentation of the country along socio-cultural lines. 

During the 1990s, the (potentially explosive) micro-spatial contrasts produced 

by the location of segregated and marginalised minority populations within the 

economic heart of the newly-independent republic were further exacerbated by the 

expansion of the grey economy into such areas. In particular, the Albanian-populated 

parts of Macedonia were transformed into a space of simultaneous economic 

accumulation (as evidenced by the high rates of housing construction and small-scale 

private investment) and depletion (with high official levels of unemployment and 

poverty), where flows of capital were regulated through a complex and highly 

informal interaction of political and economic forces.  

Several distinct strands of evidence—ranging from the emergence of intra-

regional and –urban inequalities, to the contestation of the results of population 

censuses—indicate that spatial structures simultaneously shape, and arise out of, the 

‘ethnicisation’ of socio-spatial inequalities in the Republic of Macedonia. Most 

notably, political attempts to divide the population along ethnic and religious lines 

have operated with an imagined and manufactured notion of ethnic, social and spatial 

difference. This polarised ethnic imaginary was supported by the discourse of ‘ethnic 

conflict’ in the mainstream media, both local and international. In part, the binary 
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‘ethnicisation’ of the country was rooted in the dual ethnopolitical division of the 

country during the post-socialist transition, which further complicated the underlying 

spatial paradoxes and contradictions inherited from the past. 

The establishment of a polarised ethnopolitical division of the country 

deepened the differences among the various ethno-cultural communities of the region. 

During the 1990s, minority populations were clenched in a specific spatial and 

economic ‘trap’, which further solidified their traditional location at the margins of 

Macedonian society. The development of this situation had been aided by the inability 

(or unwillingness?) of both the ethnic Albanian political elites and the Macedonian 

state to develop a context-specific policy to alleviate it. However, it remains unclear 

whether the spatial marginalisation of ethnic minorities was sufficiently strong to 

instigate the armed violence in itself. The highly localised and fragmented 

development of the spaces of conflict points to the existence of a more complex, elite-

driven political economy of the crisis.  

Although the culmination of ethnopolitical struggles had deleterious effects on 

the welfare of all citizens in the country, it also allowed for the reworking of local 

patterns of governance and spatial inequality, in line with the emergent conditions of a 

market economy and a functioning parliamentary democracy. In the recent period, 

these processes have even started to lead to the disqualification of ethnopolitics itself. 

Thus, the mutual ‘nesting’ of space, discourse and difference has played a crucial role 

in both the emergence and overcoming of ethnopolitical projects, although different 

geometries of power have been at play at different times. 
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