Ancient World Intrudes into Macedonia Election Race 

Opposition says government’s obsession with ancient, classical history is pushing the country deeper into isolation.

By Sinisa-Jakov Marusic (Baklan Insight)
The new buzzword in Macedonia is “antique-isation”. This freshly introduced term was initially used by the opposition to describe what they see as government’s romantic obsession with ancient history, in its populist quest for ratings.

But it has already become part of the political vocabulary and part of the bickering in the run-up to March 22 presidential and local elections.

Criticism from the opposition Social Democrats peaked after the right-of-centre VMRO DPMNE-led government at the beginning of this year renamed the main highway after Alexander of Macedonia, the warrior from the 4th century BC whose ethnic origins remain hotly disputed between scholars in Athens and Skopje.

They also announced a colossal monument of the conqueror is to be put up in the centre of Skopje. Macedonia’s biggest sports arena has already been named after Alexander the Great’s father, Philip of Macedonia.

But what started as taunt, directed at Greece, is now dividing society at home between those who take pride in their slavic origins and those who prefer to see themselves as descendants of the Macedonia of the Ancient, Classical world.

The former say the recent outburst of state-sponsored nationalism and Ancient symbolism pointlessly provokes Greece and is damaging their chances of reaching a solution to the burning row over Macedonia’s name.

Without that solution, the chances of the small Euro-Atlantic hopeful joining the NATO and EU in the foreseeable future look remote.

There is one other factor. Without such integration, many observers predict an upsurge of discontent among Macedonia’s large Albanian minority, comprising a quarter of the population.

Some fear the Albanians could even revolt and seek to secede, if they feel held back by the point-scoring obsessions of the Macedonian majority.

“The trend towards ‘antique-ization’ is real and intentional”, says Gordan Georgiev, head of the Forum Centre for strategic research and documentation. 

“It is an attempt by [Prime Minister Nikola] Gruveski’s government to maintain its high ratings though nationalistic rhetoric and by ‘defocusing’ public attention from everyday real problems,” Georgiev told Balkan Insight. 

He cites the decision to rename Skopje’s airport after Alexander the Great in 2007 as an early example of this, but says the policy gained greater momentum “when the government realized it could profit at home from being stubborn over the name row with Greece”.

In April 2008, Athens blocked Skopje from joining NATO, arguing that the name “Macedonia” implied a territorial claim to the Greek northern province of the same name. 

Greece has threatened to do the same over the EU, unless UN-mediated talks yield a solution. 

Athens accuses Macedonia of “stealing” Hellenic history and culture, insisting that Ancient Macedonia was Greek in thought and speech. 

Georgiev warns that although sparring with Greece is popular, the pose is undermining the position of the country in the UN-sponsored talks with Athens. 

“The West is not buying the [our] story about Ancient Macedonia – they want to see pragmatism,” he says, noting recent criticism of Skopje from EU and NATO officials.

“Calling on the past is not the best way to address Macedonia’s current problems,” the EU ambassador to Macedonia, Erwan Fouere, recently told the BBC. He urged the government not to take additional “counterproductive” steps in the name dispute.  

“We would encourage a more rational approach,” he said. “There is a bilateral problem with Greece, the name issue, that must be solved. We continue encouraging the government here to stay out of any actions, decisions or statements that could be interpreted in a different way, or be counterproductive”.  

The US ambassador, Phillip Rucker, also recently recommended more focus on the future than the past.

The ruling party defends the right of the country to promote what it says is its heritage. 

“Of 30 monuments funded by the government this year only one depicts a figure from Ancient Macedonia, so I don’t see what the problem is,” Gruevski told the media recently. 

After some particularly harsh criticism from the opposition, Gruevski recently came out with the conciliatory statement that “there are no Slavic or ancient Macedonians, we are all one. Macedonians.” 

While Macedonia was a republic of Yugoslavia, from 1944 to 1991, officials laid more stress on the Slavic identity of the Macedonians, as a bond linking them to the other “southern Slav” peoples. Ancient Macedonia was only given a vague mention in school textbooks.

This changed after VMRO DPMNE took power in 2006, when the government renamed the main airport “Alexander the Great”, angering Athens and annoying other Western countries, which urged Skopje to call off the renaming as a sign of good will.

That has not happened. Instead, a recent controversial video (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PZJ62MGF7xI), shown several times on state television, featured an impersonation of God speaking to the nation as the “descendants of Macedonia”. Other state-sponsored commercial (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqq8xjDVR9Q) features Alexander the Great and the country’s promotional video ( http://www.macedonia-timeless.com/  ) running on CNN includes other symbols of the disputed Ancient past.

Macedonia’s former foreign minister, Slobodan Casule, argues that every nation has the right to promote its heritage and to display artifacts found on its ground, and blames the opposition for making it an issue. 

But he, too, warns against an “artificial debate about Macedonian origins” and says it leaves impression in the West that the country is incoherent in its approach to the UN-mediated talks.

“We show our weakness and inability to cope with the problems by creating artificial internal polemics about our origins, which only feeds Greek nationalism but also Bulgarian and Albanian [nationalism],” Casule told Balkan Insight.

“I am sure that if you asked them to elaborate their statements, Fouere and Ricker would say they were not talking against our identity but against this fruitless polemic,” he continued.

Political analyst Imer Ismaili warns of another possible problem – growing Albanian impatience with the current stalemate. 

If what he calls “the ethnocentric rule of this government continues”, and if Gruevski’s refusal to solve the name problem leaves the country isolated, the Albanian minority will cease to be neutral over the name row and become aggravated.

“If the problem continues because of Gruevski’s stubbornness and ethnocentrism, it will pull the Albanians in Macedonia into a psychological conflict,” he says. 

“On one hand they are trying to be loyal to the state. On the other, if they remain on the bottom of Europe, unable to travel freely in the West where many of them have relatives working and stay isolated by a visa wall even from neighboring Albania and Kosovo, they could revolt,”

The country has already experienced a six-month Albanian armed insurgency in 2001, which ended with the signing of the Ohrid peace accord, granting them greater rights.

The leader of the ethnic Albanian opposition party, the Democratic Party of Albanians, DPA, Menduh Thaci, recently warned the government not to forget their interests.

“The Albanians from Macedonia will join their brothers from Albania and Kosovo in NATO and the EU regardless of whether Gruveski’s incapable government has the capacity to lead the country there,” he said.

Although Imeri says Thaci is becoming marginalised, as the DPA loses more and more votes at each election, Imeri says such statements should not be taken lightly. 

“There must be a change in Gruevski’s policy after the election.  He has to be more focused on finding a solution to the name row and leave the so-called antique-isation aside, because it’s leading the country into an abyss.”

However, Georgiev sees no sign of an imminent change in direction. “I am sure that they will continue their policy right after the elections,” he says. 

“Playing on the card of populism is all that is left for Gruevski to do after he isolated the country and shut every door.”

The new president is not likely to change the tone of the debate, either.

The front-runner in the race is VMRO’s Georgi Ivanov who Georgiev sees as inexperienced and lacking the capacity to form his own policy independently of Gruevski. 

“We will have a Putin-Medvedev situation, with one controlling the other,” he says, referring to the double-act in the Kremlin in which President Dmitry Medvedev is widely seen as a tool of Prime Minister Vladimir Putin.  
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