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Research Abstract:  

This dissertation research explores the social and ideological space made by Macedonian 

musicians as alternatives to the ideologies of an increasingly nationalistic state. With ethnic 

violence and European Union membership at stake for the Republic of Macedonia, cultural 

ideologies are made and contested both by state-sponsored ethnocentric folk performances and 

by musicians working outside traditional Macedonian folk genres. This ethnographic study 

investigates four Macedonian music scenes, “ethno-bands” (folk-pop musical hybrids), jazz, DJs, 

and new classical composition, examining the subtle and subversive ways they make physical, 

social, and ideological space for the experience and expression of alternatives to classicist state 

constructions of Macedonian history and identity. 

Research Goals:  

As this project is based on a qualitative methodology in the vein of interpretive social science, 

the goals of my research were to gain understanding in several areas primarily through 

ethnographic interviews and participant-observation.  
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1. My first goal was to acquire a finer understanding of the dominance of the partocratic 

Macedonian political system through the perspective of ethnic Macedonians. In order to 

fully explore the ways that the scenes constituting my study serve as spaces for 

alternatives to dominant national ideologies, I needed to understand the ways that those 

dominant ideologies are experienced in everyday life. 

2. My second goal was to gain knowledge of how Macedonian ethnic identity has been 

constructed and expressed through music. Through exploring archival and library 

resources as well as interviewing and talking with folk music performers and local 

Macedonian colleagues in ethnomusicology, I wanted to increase my understanding of 

the folk music repertoire and the ways that national identity is expressed through musical 

performance. 

3. My third goal was to gather data on each of the four music scenes that constitute this 

study. This data (interviews, photos, field notes) forms the basis of my interpretation of 

these scenes as communities of belonging that provide alternative ideologies to the 

nationalist ideologies of the dominant Macedonian state. In each of these scenes 

individuals and groups (musicians and non-musicians alike) employ discursive and 

performative strategies to enable the continuation of their ideologies that contrast those of 

the state. In gathering and analyzing my data, my goal was to understand the particular 

ways that these strategies played out in each scene and what types of ideologies were able 

to survive in these contexts. 

Research Activities:  
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I was involved in various research activities throughout my research period that contributed to 

accomplishing my goals. Participant-observation took many forms. In order to gain a better 

understanding of the political situation and how it affects the everyday lives of Macedonians, I 

spent many hours with my contacts and collaborators in informal settings. Through 

conversations and the building of rapport, I was able to earn the trust of many individuals who 

would share with me their private experiences as well as viewpoints on what was happening 

among the powerful and politically connected. My fluency in the Macedonian language built 

immediate bridges with individuals across social, political, age, gender, and any other spectrum 

imaginable due to the fact that Macedonian is a language rarely spoken by a non-native speaker 

like myself. My fluency as an American with no Macedonian heritage shows that I dedicated 

much time and effort to speak a language spoken only among Macedonian communities, and 

mostly in Macedonia. As a result, I was often able to quickly earn respect and trust from people I 

met and befriended. Like any conversation, these dialogues were highly mediated with regard to 

the relative positionalities in play. Keeping that in mind, I was still able to interpret the 

comments of individuals from various music scenes and other sectors of society in a way that 

allowed me to synthesize a complex, multi-layered assessment of how the dominance of the 

current government is affecting the everyday lives of Macedonians.  

 In each of the four scenes of this study, I was able to investigate the business practices of 

musicians, bands, cafes, nightclubs, and some cultural institutions as they managed the flow of 

capital to and from government sources and to and from the producers of culture. Through 

interviews, informal conversations, and involvement in these scenes, I was able to gain an 
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understanding of how financial transactions worked, the amounts of money being exchanged, 

and the capacity and connectedness of various individuals and organizations to mobilize 

government resources. These financial aspects and the way they function reveals much about 

government domination and control of the population through its involvement in private business 

through nepotistic connections. 

 One of the ways that I was able to gain insider knowledge of the workings of these scenes 

was through my collaborations with Macedonian musicians, composers, and DJs. As I worked 

with these individuals on collaborative recordings, performances, and tours (see photos in next 

section), I was able to witness the ways that business was done in terms of the building of 

relational capital, social exchanges, and making agreements regarding compensation. I was also 

able to observe––on a more subtle level––the ways that various negotiations took place in the 

actual act of musical collaboration. These negotiations revealed much about power relations, 

positionality and political connectedness, and the way musical taste and performance plays into 

and reveals the ways that people seek to gain power, capital, and influence for personal gain, or 

simply for personal economic survival. 

 One of my central research activities was a series of seventeen recorded ethnographic 

interviews that I conducted, transcribed, and translated. My conversational fluency in Macedonia 

was again indispensible as I was able to conversationally engage my interviewees and draw out 

their thoughts and opinions using Macedonian sensibilities and allowing them to communicate 

with local dialects and idioms. I conducted these interviews with musicians, composers, café and 

nightclub owners, and other members of these scenes. I collected personal histories, histories of 
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musical trends and communities in Macedonia, and discussions and opinions on musical genres 

and aspects that play into musical taste. Because interviews were recorded with permission 

granted to quote the individuals in future publications, nearly every individual strictly avoided 

political topics. Each person employed rhetorical strategies to avoid political topics and direct the 

conversation elsewhere. This confirmed, at least in part, the way that Macedonians (and many 

others in postsocialist settings) exhibit different behaviors in public versus private spheres. When 

in casual conversation with me as a collaborator or friend, discussions involve topics and 

opinions reserved for the private sphere. When being recorded or speaking with a public official 

or on the record in the public sphere, opinions may shift and certain topics may be off the table 

that may have been fair game in the private sphere, and vice versa. These interviews provide a 

rich text for analysis, and as I begin writing my dissertation, they inform much of what I am 

suggesting in terms of theoretical contributions to my field. 

 My field notes and photos also form a major part of the data that I collected. During and 

after all of my ethnographic experiences––concerts, club events, festivals, and social gatherings–

–I took copious notes, recalling not only the events and discussions within and surrounding them, 

but also my and others’ reactions to them. These data contain my impressions, subjective and 

filtered as they may be, and contribute to my interpretation of events and trends through the lens 

of my own observation in real time. I also collected many notes from library and archival 

research that I conducted while in Macedonia, capitalizing on my ability to access resources in 

Macedonian that are extremely rare outside Macedonia. My photographs and ethnographic 



!
 

2013 -2014 TITLE VIII RESEARCH SCHOLAR PROGRAM 
FINAL REPORT 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

footage also provide rich texts for analysis, as they reveal cultural elements that distinguish 

aspects of identity, ethnicity, and the performance of various types of belonging.   

 Social media has become a significant part of Macedonian life in recent years. Virtually 

all Macedonians under the age of 55 regularly check Facebook and many engage in discussions 

of political and other contentious issues in this forum. I was connected with several hundred 

musicians and other Macedonians on Facebook and often followed such debates, saving the texts 

for later analysis and allowing my understandings (or misunderstandings) of these statements to 

drive future interactions and interviews with the individuals who posted them. 

 Lastly, media reports have constituted a significant portion of my data for analysis. 

Considering the decreasing level of press freedom, the ways that events are reported in online, 

print, and visual media––especially those owned by the state or state-affiliated businessmen––

provide rich opportunities for analysis of Macedonia’s highly politicized society. 

Important Research Findings:  

I have come to many conclusions as a result of my research regarding music, its power in the 

world, and the ways people employ it to survive challenging circumstances. Most relevant to this 

report, however, are my findings about the way Macedonian society is functioning at present, 

especially in the political realm. 

 Since coming to power in 2006, right-wing political party VMRO-DPMNE has increased 

its dominance in all sectors of society and promoted an ethno-centric nationalist ideology both 

fueling and fueled by the unresolved name issue with Greece, wherein Greece refuses to 

recognize Macedonia under its constitutional name, “The Republic of Macedonia.” VMRO 
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leaders capitalize on Greece’s refusal to recognize Macedonia’s constitutional name to stoke 

nationalist passions and rally the population behind their cause. Part of this cause, allegedly, is to 

resolve the name issue with Greece so that Macedonia will be able to begin accession processes 

to NATO and the European Union. However, VMRO is disincentivized from resolving the name 

issue; if it is resolved, they lose one of their primary populist political tools to gain widespread 

support. The party is similarly disincentivized from joining NATO and the EU, in large part 

because of the regulations that the EU would impart in many areas of policy and governance. 

 VMRO’s activities, in concert with coalition Albanian political party DUI, involve 

following the guidelines of the Ohrid Agreement of 2001 in a way that encourages increasing 

segregation of society by ethnic group. Contact between Macedonians and Albanians have 

dramatically decreased in the public and private spheres in both urban and rural contexts. In my 

interpretations this comes from underlying ideologies of Macedonian nationalism among VMRO 

elites that involve extreme ethnocentrism and exclusionary positions when it comes to ethnic 

minorities. DUI leaders are appeased with a percentage of the power (including positions in 

ministries and freedom to conduct their own nepotistic practices), but those from both ethnicities 

who find themselves on the dominated end of the power spectrum are unsatisfied and often 

struggle economically. Those with power in VMRO and DUI (and SDSM when it was in power 

and to an extent now) constitute a nepotistic patronage network that enables those in power to 

increase their domination in terms of its breadth and its strength. Secure employment in the vast 

majority of sectors of Macedonian society (government jobs and related private corporations) 

can only come through a connection to someone in this network. Among Macedonians, 
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employment opportunities often come with subtle suggestions that officially joining VMRO will 

solidify one’s selection for a position. VMRO is currently inflating its state administration, 

providing jobs in exchange for votes and political support. Like many governments, VMRO is 

reportedly involved in corruption, blackmail, and money laundering in its relationships with the 

private sector. Again, the nepotistic networks that play host to these activities are not exclusive 

to VMRO, they pervade Albanian coalition party DUI as well as opposition party SDSM, and 

they stretch back to the early 1990s when individuals capitalized on the transition from socialism 

and diverted many state resources to their own pockets. 

 My understanding of these systems of power comes from my participant-observation not 

only among musicians constituting the scenes of my study, but Macedonians in other sectors of 

society as well––including some that are well connected in these nepotistic networks. In one 

instance, I was told directly about a blackmail scheme by someone directly involved in it, and 

had access to information about other instances of corruption. I closely followed examples where 

individuals were looking for, applying for, and being vetted for employment. Often times they 

would be directly asked if they would join the party, or called with regard to background check 

that suggested they may have voted for an opposition party sometime in the past.  

 Many Macedonians are also fearful of publically criticizing the government or its 

ideologies and policies. In many cases, if a known figure speaks directly against the government 

in public, he or she may be arrested soon after for some minor crime. In one instance, a well 

known figure spoke openly against the government and was arrested soon after for marijuana 

possession––even though he had been a known smoker of marijuana throughout his life and had 
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never received punishment. While serving a prison term, this person developed cancer. By that 

time, he was known as an enemy to the state to such a degree that many doctors refused to treat 

his cancer, for fear of losing their own jobs or having their medical licenses revoked for trumped 

up reasons. I encountered the same types of haphazard application of the rule of law at some of 

the cafes and clubs that were sites of my research. Locales that were known to be gathering 

points for people who shared anti-VMRO sentiment were held to a strict enforcement of a 

1:00AM closing time, and some received heavy fines (including mandatory closing periods) for 

working past 1:00AM. VRMO-associated locales consistently stayed open until 3:00 or 4:00 and 

were never fined.  

In another example, one locale recently served as host to an event commemorating the 

celebration of the two-year anniversary of the opening of Skopje’s LGBT center. At the 

celebration, a group of people in masks arrived and coordinated an attack on the 70 or so patrons 

in attendance, throwing glasses and bottles, injuring at least one person and destroying much of 

the hosting café’s property. (The café is known for being gay-friendly.) When the LGBT center 

was originally opened, it was heavily vandalized, as many Macedonians hold strong anti-gay 

positions. VMRO strongly opposes gay marriage as a part of its “morality” and “family values” 

focus. Particularly significant is the fact that the vandals in the second case––who inflicted injury 

on an individual––were not heavily pursued by law enforcement and the incident was largely 

ignored by VMRO-driven press outlets and remained out of the public eye except in internet 

news sources funded by outside investors. Based on these and many other examples, the rule of 

law in Macedonia is being applied in an extremely uneven manner that promotes dangerous 
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ideologies of VMRO that ultimately prevent the rights of its citizens from being equally enjoyed 

across lines of ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality. 

On the following page, I am including some pictures of my research activities here, 

including (1) a collaborative recording session with a jazz composer, (2) an instrument 

demonstration by an ethno-band musician, (3) a fieldwork trip with two local 

ethnomusicologists, and (4) a photo with a DJ that I often performed with. 

Policy Implications and Recommendations: 

It is clear that, especially in light of past conflicts in Macedonia and the region, American 

partnership with the Macedonian state is important to serve the goals of counterterrorism and 

preventing the rise of violent Islamic extremism among the Muslim Albanian population. This 

partnership with (and dependence on) the Macedonian state makes it difficult to take strong 

positions against a government who employs mechanisms of corruption and disregards the rule 

of law. Due to appropriate and necessary actions (primarily military ones) in the region over the 

past two decades, public perception of US policy among ethnic Macedonians is that it prioritizes 

the protection of the Albanian minority and is more apt to deploy resources to support Albanians 

in Macedonia than ethnic Macedonians. There is very little awareness among ethnic 

Macedonians that year after year, consistent application of the rule of law is a priority of the US 

Embassy in Skopje. The name dispute with Greece is, for the most part, a political tool and the 

US has, in my view, done all that it can in moving that process forward. But developing policies 

in public diplomacy that better communicate this priority (applying the rule of law) to the 

Macedonian public can put effective positive pressure on the ruling party to change. Other 
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foreign missions in Macedonia have articulated a commitment to human rights through open and 

vocal support, for example, of the LGBT center, and through condemning the lack of response 

by officials to the repeated attacks on the center. Of course, these missions may have different 

sets of concerns and priorities that drive their policies. Foreign missions are responsible to 
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implement and promote the values of the states they are representing in service to promoting a 

more fair and equal society in Macedonia, which will lead to more stability not only in 

Macedonia, but also in the region.  

 Ethnic Macedonians often mention to me their extreme fondness for former US 

Ambassador Philip Reeker, comments that seem to be based almost exclusively on his 

personality and public persona. Public opinion of Ambassador Reeker was extremely high, and 

this resulted in a significantly more favorable view of the US and US policy. I return to 

Macedonian public opinion here not because it should drive American policy in any way, but to 

highlight that in Macedonian culture, like many southeastern European cultures (and of course 

many other cultures), personality and charm are tools that carry much weight––perhaps to a 

disproportional degree. Ambassador Reeker demonstrated, through his public persona and often 

in “unofficial” moments covered by the press, an understanding for a Balkan mentality—at least 

according to Macedonians I have spoken with. Macedonians often admiringly describe his 

personality as brash, loud, strong, and warm. They know little about his policies, but were 

confident that his presence in Macedonia was a good thing, and that his demonstration of 

competence in the Macedonian language and his engagement with Macedonian society was 

“proof” that he (and, by proxy, America) was looking out for the best interests of all Macedonian 

citizens. Of course personality and public persona cannot be the top priority for a sitting 

ambassador, or for choosing an ambassador. But in cultural contexts like that in Macedonia, 

where relational capital is highly significant and many official deals are effectually sealed in 

seemingly informal and unofficial settings (i.e., over coffee, over drinks), a demonstrated ability 
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to function in such settings can powerfully turn public opinion towards the positive changes the 

US is hoping to influence. I would argue that the role of Public Affairs is particularly significant 

for the success of US policy in a nation with the cultural features and political challenges of 

Macedonia. 

Co-Curricular Activity:  

I worked closely with several institutions while in Macedonia. I gave guest lectures at Euro-

Balkan University and Sts. Cyril and Methodius University in Skopje, and participated in 

conferences with the Institute for Socio-Cultural Anthropology in Skopje as well as at the 

Conference for Cultural Heritage, Tourism, and Media. I worked closely with 

ethnomusicologists Velika Stojkova and Ivona Opetcheska-Tatarchevska at the Institue of 

Folklore and Ministry of Culture, respectively, as well as with anthropologist Ljupcho Risteski at 

Sts. Cyril and Methodius University. I partnered with the US Embassy small grants project and 

the Society of Composers of Macedonia to bring over a musician from the “President’s Own” 

US Marine Band for a collaborative project with Macedonian composers and classical musicians. 

Cultural Affairs Officer Kaitlin Turck played a significant role in that project, which led to 

further meetings where we discussed State Department cultural policy and cultural affairs policy, 

among other issues. Her high attention to detail, depth of knowledge, excellence in her position, 

and overall intelligence added a new dimension to my project, and gave me confidence in the 

overall high level of professionalism and superior performance of State Department Foreign 

Service Officers.  
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Conclusions 

My research in Macedonia was extremely satisfying and I have accomplished much more than I 

anticipated in terms of gathering data about the current political environment as well as the ways 

that musicians employ various strategies to survive the challenges of that environment. My 

preliminary conclusion is that many if not most Macedonians do not support the ideals of the 

VMRO-led state, even though they consistently elect them. The ways that political capital is 

acquired (through offering jobs in exchange for votes, intimidation, and other examples I 

provided above) result in the increase of actual power in the hands of VMRO. This corroborates 

features of Macedonian culture where social capital (locally experienced as “connections”) 

carries more weight than any other type of capital.  

Also, the importance of Title VIII funding cannot be understated. This type of support for 

scholarship in places like Macedonia is invaluable to provide policy-informing insight based on 

on-the-ground research that is beyond the realistic abilities of US Foreign Service officers. Not 

only from this report, but in my formal and informal interactions with Ms. Turck and other State 

Department employees exemplifies how scholarship and diplomacy can work hand in hand to 

increase understandings of local cultures and, thus, policy with a high level of local efficiency.  

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  

I am currently writing up my PhD dissertation based on my findings, which is primarily based on 

musical practice as meaningful social activity situated in the cultural and political context of 

contemporary Macedonia. I have plans to present my work at five conferences in the course of 

this academic year. These include the annual meetings of the American Society for Eastern 
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European and Eurasian Studies, the Society for Ethnomusicology, a pre-conference of the 

Society for Ethnomusicology meeting focusing on labor, the American Anthropological 

Association, and a conference on Memory in post-World War II at the CUNY Graduate Center. 

Future plans include at least one short-term trip to Macedonia to fill any gaps in my research, 

expanding my dissertation into book form, and initiating a project throughout former Yugoslavia 

dealing with the practices of jazz musicians in post-Yugoslav spaces. 
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