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ABSTRACT

My thesis is concerned with the social changes a group of young female engineers
experience in The Republic of Macedonia during the break-up of Yugoslavia.

From my studies, I infer that this group of informants is representative of those most
affected by their country's changes: they represent the young, urban educated elite that
is influenced most directly by the political changes of independent Macedonia.

The work has two major aims. First, it provides a detailed ethnography of the search
by my informants to understand and define the new circumstances of The Republic of
Macedonia. I conclude that the Fall of Yugoslavia and Macedonia's 'forced'

independence created a vacuum of meaning for its population.

The second objective of this work is to examine critically a group of young female
engineers and to contrast other works written about Macedonia and the Balkan region

which primarily emphasised continuity and tradition.

With their aim of recognition by Europe, Macedonia tries to establish itself as a
European country. Consumerism and body culture emphasise this. However, some

Macedonians seek to retain aspects of the recent socialist past. Macedonia, during my



research, was still governed by a democratically elected socialist party that adhered to
socialist values. In their search for what Macedonia could be, the past, the world of the
grandparents' generation and the village and the differences between the Albanian and
Slavic populations gain new importance. This search is introducing some previous
members of the elite, female engineers of Yugoslavia, to a new idea of what Macedonia
could be, while incorporating elements of a modern, global society with Macedonia's

socialist and pre-socialist peasant past.

This group of informants shows that Macedonia is in the midst of creating a new, and
rather different, identity for itself which incorporates socialist ideology, a peasant past

and a modern European dream.



I dedicate this thesis to the memory of
Nikola (Koki) Smilevski

who was brutally murdered in June 1997.
From your loss I will not recover.
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INTRODUCTION

T'Ga Za Jug
Longing for the South

No, I cannot stay here, no;

I cannot look upon these frosts.
Give me wings and I will don them;
I will fly to our own shores,

Go once more to our own places,
Go to Ohrid and to Struga.

If I had an eagle's wings
I would rise and fly on them
To our shores, to our own parts,
To see Stamboul, to see Kukush;
And to watch the sunrise: is it
Dim there too as it is here?

There the sunrise warms the soul,

If the sun still rises dimly,
If it meets me there as here, The sun sets bright in mountain woods:
I'll prepare for further travels, Yonder gifts in great profusion
I shall flee to other shores Richly spread by nature's power.
Where the sunrise greets me brightly, See the clear lake stretching white-
And the sky is sewn with stars. Or blue darkened by the wind,
Look at the plains or mountains:
It is dark here; dark surrounds me, Beauty everywhere divine.

Dark for covers all the earth,
Here are frosts and snows and ashes,
Blizzards and harsh winds abound.
Fogs all around, the earth is ice,
And in the breast are cold, dark

thoughts.

To play the flute there to my heart's content!

Ah! Let the sun shine, let me die.
(1861)

Konstantin Miladinov

Defining the Setting

Longing for the south. This poem is dearly remembered in Skopje and, not
surprisingly, many cafés in the capital city of the independent Republic of Macedonia
are named: 7"ga za Jug. The poem speaks of the yearning for a country that is far away

and seems to promise all that is missing. Miladinov talks about beauty and darkness,
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about the wish to fly freely wherever the wind directs, about ultimate death. When

asked to define Macedonia it is 7'Ga za Jug that springs to my mind.

It was in another café that 7"Ga za Jug was put to me as "Waiting for Macedonia"

with a meaning similar to that of Beckett's Waiting for Godot. "Nothing to be done" is

the starting sequence. Dialogue has no function. Macedonia as non-subject of action,
from neither the inside nor the outside, the story of Macedonia neither creates nor
resolves conflicts, does not develop either ethical or political programs of reform, and it
does not offer meaning for its human existence. Every interpretation is null. There is no
direction and no aim. This is how a great number of people from different backgrounds
and in differing circumstances in Macedonia have described Macedonia to me over and
over since its independence. It is in this situation that the group of graduates feels that
people in Skopje are waiting for Macedonia, waiting for their country to come, o be. It
is this world I will write about; though I believe that Macedonia is 'becoming,’ I
nevertheless have to use this perception of Macedonia as my vantage point in order to

understand what Macedonia was, is and will be about for my group of friends.

It was a warm July weekend. Zenia and I were sitting in Café Ciao in the afternoon,

waiting for our friend Boris to come. I was taking my notes and Zenia was laughing and
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suggesting that I should call my thesis "Waiting for Boris" as we spent so much time
waiting for him. Then she looked at me seriously and said: "Ilka, maybe you should
call your thesis "Waiting for Macedonia.™ I did spend much time waiting in Macedonia
but, more importantly, I spent a lot of time waiting with my friends. Waiting for
Macedonia. Later in the evening a stranger in Café ZZ-Top said: "We are waiting,
always waiting, all our lives waiting, as our parents and grandparents have. Our parents
once thought they had found it, but now they have lost it and we are waiting again."
What he referred to was a version of Macedonia's past, present and future. Today, both
children and parents believe that in socialist Yugoslavia Macedonia had found what it
had been looking for: an identity. They had an identity as the socialist Republic of
Macedonia, an integrated part of Yugoslavia complete with pride and freedom. With the
disintegration of Yugoslavia, this vanished. However, Macedonia did retain its
independence, of no interest to Serbia at that time but of interest to the international
community. Macedonia could have been the explosive barrel in the Balkan conflict that
could have involved Greece and Turkey. Macedonia declared independence in 1991 and
it seemed easy enough to create an independent democratic Macedonia on the
foundation of the socialist republic. Institutions, the legal and political apparatus were

retained, privatisation was initialised through great economic help from a wary Europe
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and an eager U.S.A. Nevertheless, how could Macedonia be defined on a personal
level? How did the citizens of the newly independent Macedonia deal with the changes
around them? What did Macedonia mean for them, what did it mean to be Macedonian,

how could it be redefined?

Anthropology of the Balkans

Much has been written about economic and political changes in Eastern Europe but a
consideration of how these changes construct personal lives has been neglected. Much
of this work is historically oriented (i.e. Halpern 1972) or deals with specific cultural
traditions (Rheubottom 1971). More prominently, studies have been conducted in, for
example, Hungary (Stewart 1987), Poland (Pine 1987) and Romania (Kligman, 1988).
Several anthropologist have worked in Yugoslavia in the context of the anthropology of
kinship, primarily, although not exclusively, on the zadruga system1 ( Baric” 1967a;
Denich 1974; Halpern & Anderson 1970; Hammel 1972; Mosely 1976; Rheubottom
1980; St.Erlich 1966). In social anthropology, Macedonia itself has been studied by
Rheubottom (1976a,b; 1980 and 1993 [1985]), Ford (1982) who deals with the adaptive

character of traditional culture, Brown (1995) who looks at the issue of nationalism, and
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Brailsford, whose work dates back to 1906 (2nd ed. 1971). Brailsford gives us the
following information about Macedonia:

"I have heard the French consul declare that with a fund of a million francs
he would undertake to make all Macedonia French. He would preach that the
Macedonians are the descendants of the French crusaders who conquered
Salonica in the twelfth century, and the francs would do the rest. [...] The

Macedonians are Bulgars to-day because a free and progressive Bulgaria has
known how to attract them."” (Brailsford 1906 [1971]: 103)

This does not apply to today’s Macedonia, however. The general perception of
Macedonia, by Macedonians and the outside world alike, as something that has to be
filled by others, prevails. I argue that the recent developments in Macedonia might very
well show that Macedonia can be politically and socially viable on its own.

Despite some recent works, Bringa (1991, 1995) on Bosnia-Hercegovina and
Karakasidou's work on Greek-Macedonia (1997a), the only time Yugoslavia or
Macedonia seems to have been under anthropological investigation was during the
1960s and 1970s when rural adaptation, kinship and tradition, were under consideration,
although currently the field of Yugoslavia is under greater political scrutiny. I believe
that The Republic of Macedonia offers an interesting field of anthropological research in

relation to change and crisis.
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The Republic of Macedonia presents an unusual and unexplored field of research in
that it relates to the specific circumstances of Yugoslavia: Tito’s socialism, the
disintegration of Yugoslavia and the circumstances of the war that has shattered the lives
of so many in Former Yugoslavia, as well as presented its own specific case through the
current rapid and profound changes in a society which belonged to the former socialist
Yugoslavia Republic. The nationalist integrity under Tito, the challenge to its identity
and existence as the Republic of Macedonia by its neighbours Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria,
and Albania, the animosities within Macedonia and fighting in Kosovo that could bring
Macedonia to the brink of civil war between the Slavic-Orthodox Macedonians and the
Albanian population, the historical inheritance of 500 years of Ottoman rule, and a
strong patriarchal and agricultural past in the midst of its present unusually high level of
urbanisation, renders Macedonia a highly complex and dynamic site of social change.

In view of these circumstances, I will concentrate on the urban environment of
Skopje. There have been studies about the urban environment of Yugoslavia though the
data has dealt exclusively with the adaptive character of traditional culture or has
focused on the role of kinship, linking rural and urban sectors of society (see Baric”
1967a,b; Halpern 1963; Hammel 1969; Hammel and Yarbrough 1973; Simic” 1973a,b,

1974). In Macedonia Spangler points out that urban anthropological research is almost
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non-existent, because the rural population of Macedonia has traditionally been viewed as
more interesting (Spangler 1983: 91). In respect to the present situation of Macedonia, 1
wish to challenge this perspective and draw attention to the specific cultural
environment of a new state in the city of Skopje.

Another argument which is predominant in the literature about Yugoslavia is one that
leaves the impression that kinship is one of the most important features in Yugoslavia
(i.e. Baric” 1967b: 266; Rheubottom 1980: 222). I believe, however, that in urban
Macedonia kinship can be far more related to the concept of David Schneider's
investigation on American kinship (1968) than to any zadruga system. By considering
the circumstances of young female engineers, I wish to challenge the classical
perceptions of women as passive receivers of change as seen by Lockwood (1975) who
writes about peasantry and the marketplace in Bosnia and about women solely in the
context of marriage; or Ford (1982) and Brown (1995) who do not discuss women in any
sense. Boehm’s Blood Revenge: The Anthropology of Feuding in Montenegro and
other Tribal Societies presents a good example of male-centred ethnography. Boehm
seems to assume that in a world of feuding there is no place for women. Women again
are only seen in their reproductive kinship terms. Women receive little attention from

Rheubottom as well, however, Rheubottom (1993[1985]) offers a perspective of
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Macedonia that my group of graduates choose consciously or unconsciously to
contradict. Women in these accounts do not seem to have a life of their own. How do
women relate to the feuding in Boehm’s account? It is not mentioned if there are spaces
occupied by women in society other than in the realm of kinship. Although published in
1984, Boehm’s research dates back from 1963 to 1966. In his and in Rheubottom’s and
Lockwood’s accounts, the element of possible change in this region is almost not worth
mentioning.

I want to reach beyond these accounts and try to bring about an understanding of
women and men in regard to the changing society in Macedonia. I will not reflect on
women merely in the context of kinship for I do not believe that this is the reality of the
women in the Balkans. Even though there might be a cleavage between rural and urban
perceptions, today’s urban and rural communities have been drawn so closely together
that it will be hard to find an isolated mountain range where men feud and women
procreate. I would like to follow Dubisch’s approach:

'[...] for a true understanding of gender we must move-paradoﬁcalbz-beyond
gender, seeking out its relationship to other aspects of social life. Gender,
sexuality, private and public, inside and outside are elements of important and
powerful symbolic systems. They are ways of talking about society and
individuals’ experience in society. But they are more than simply an expression

of social order. They are the means of creating and interpreting that order and,
beyond that, of ordering and talking about life itself.’
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(Dubisch 1986: 35)

Using this approach, I discuss current change as the dominant aspect of social life in
Macedonia through a gendered perspective without looking at gender issues specifically.
It is social change that gives new ways of talking about society and individuals’
experiences in society. It is the situation of profound change that offers new means of
creating and interpreting social order and, beyond that, offers new ways of ordering and

talking about life itself.

Why Female Engineers?

I concentrated on young urban educated women and their life in relation to the men in
their lives, their parents and grandparents and looked at different phases in their lives:
love, marriage, education, work and social life in order to give broader insights about
how social change is perceived and perpetuated. In such a setting, a gender-based
analysis of the political aﬁd economical restructuring will provide a deeper view of how
this change is configured and point to future developments. I am assigning social

change to the arena of one sex and include the assumption that the excluded sex is
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always there by implication. Similarly, although I look at change from the perspective
of the women in Macedonia, I do not exclude a male perspective.

The history of socialism in Eastern Europe originated from a revolutionary change of
social relations, including gender relations. In the aftermath of socialism, the question
remains as to which direction the new states will venture. In many former socialist
countries (i. e. Poland, GDR, Croatia), the resurgence of a Catholic inheritance depicts
the image of the woman as 'The Mother.! Feminist programs have been sacrificed to the
cause of progress and liberation. Women have been 'reassigned' to their formerly
domestic roles. I want to assert that to look at social change through a gendered
perspective can illuminate and evaluate such processes of social change. Women’s
status in society is not static: it is both influenced by and has an effect upon the process
of social transformation itself (Einhorn 1993: 2-3). Despite some pessimistic undertones
in the accounts on the current situation of women in Eastern Europe (see Phizacklea,
Pilkington & Rai (eds) 1992), I believe Macedonia could offer a different picture.
Although the Republic of Macedonia is in desperate need of a new state ideology which
separates it from any claims which could be made on its sovereignty by Serbia, Bulgaria,
Greece or Albania, it does not choose to condemn the socialist era, nor its inheritance of

social reform. It was Tito who gave Macedonia a nationhood by forming the People's
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Republic of Macedonia. This aspect, as well as the incident of nationalist-inspired war
in former Yugoslavia, gives Macedonia a very different outlook on ‘its own definition
and on any re-definition of women's roles in society. I argue that there are other
discourses within Skopjan society that do not point towards re-definition of women's
position in either way.

It is the younger generation which has to be studied, along with their reflections on
their parents and grandparents, to understand future developments of change. Certain
aspects have to come under closer review. A high proportion of female university
students was common in all former state socialist countries. Despite this, there seemed
to be a tendency for them to look for training in areas deemed 'suitable for women'
(Einhorn 1993). I, therefore, chose as my informants, young students of the Faculty of
Electrical Engineering at the University of Skopje, which has a high proportion of
female students despite the electrical engineering field's traditional male dominance. I
observed their life and discovered how they make their way into the employment, social
and family lives. I also questioned if there is a search for new political and social
values, how they are constructed and what relationship they have with the past. To
understand the conflicts and the environment of change in Eastern Europe, one has to

validate women’s subjective contradictory experience of continuity and change.
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My research setting is in the urban environment of Skopje, the Faculty of Electrical
Engineering and a group of friends. It is this group which seems to be extremely
exposed to the current change in Macedonia. By connecting these women and men to
the dramatic and profound changes in their lives, as they experience the loss of one
national identity (Yugoslavian) and the creation of a new identity (specifically
Macedonian), I hope to understand how they construct their personal and gendered
identity within this specific setting. There is much evidence to indicate that this specific
group, young, urban and highly educated, contains the early innovators. They are
motivated to distinguish themselves from the rest of the population and create a cycle of
innovation and diffusion. Social change is and was a dominant force in the last forty
years of Macedonian history. Macedonia moved from being a strong patriarchal,
agricultural society to a modern, industrial society and today social change again might

lead Macedonia into true independence.

Entering the Field
I went to Skopje, Yugoslavia for the first time in the summer 1988. During the next
few years, I visited Skopje, Macedonia, Yugoslavia many times from 1988 until 1993

and lived through the intensive changes and fears my informants and friends lived
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through during this time. I lived in Skopje from August 1994 until August 1995 in my
own flat in the centre of town but very close to 'my family' which I saw daily. I revisited
Skopje in the summer of 1996. "My family' was the centre from which I learned to know
Skopje and Macedonia. The daughter of the family is a computer engineer and it is her
circle of friends with whom I grew very close. Her friends extended into my own
network of friends, and friends of friends. Sometimes I was prone to believe that any
person I met was an engineer and, because I had my 'affiliation' with other engineers, it
was very easy to make friends with them. They treated me with a courtesy and warmth
that I have rarely encountered anywhere else and which made my research very special.
I still have close contact with many of them and because of the close relationships I
developed, I have gone to great efforts to disguise their identity in the following pages,
as sometimes research information and friendship were difficult to distinguish.
Sometimes very personal information was given to me. Any quotation or information in
the following chapters has been given with full consent but with the understanding that I
would not disclose the identity of the informant.

My research methodology was based on participant observation. I visited my friends
on a regular basis and my flat became a central meeting point. Friends would drop by to

talk, to read, to complain, cry, philosophise or just to simply watch television. Parents
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and grandparents took a great interest in my well-being and I encountered them many
times when visiting their daughters. A close friend of mine lived right across the stfeet
from my building and her family became my second home. When my friends went to
work I spent hours visiting them at their workplaces, a possibility at most of their
workplaces. We would drink many coffees or cokes and have many muhabeti,
conversations. Some of them, I would even join on a daily basis, and I became a
common sight for co-workers and bosses alike. In this manner I gained great insight and
knowledge into the workings of work. I would join 'my family' at lunch, have a nice talk
and then would visit friends or have them over, seeing them casually or having
organised interviews. In the evenings I would go through the lengthy preparations of
getting ready for the night while I was at a friend's place. We would leave by about ten,
meet other friends at the bus stop or in the chosen café, an event that followed a great
amount of time on the telephone with several people. Between seven and ten o'clock at
night it was close to impossible to get a free line in Skopje and many times it just
happened that we ended up with on a conference line with people we wanted to talk to
and some we did not. The night would be spent in several cafés meeting different

people in different cafés, either planned or by serendipity. Throughout the night, the
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group of friends would become greater until people dispersed by one or two o'clock,
with some holding on until 4 or 5 a.m.

I also spent much time outside Skopje and visited relatives in villages or other towns
in Macedonia and participated in personal celebrations or national festivals. The
summer was either spent in Greece (until 1990) or in Ohrid, when Skopje was deserted
and virtually every young person from Skopje would be in Ohrid living in groups
together in pensions, or at friends' houses or flats.

I conducted 102 formal interviews with three generations of women in Skopje, Ohrid,
Bitola, Prilep and villages in the Skopje, Ohrid and Prilep area. They were long term
interviews with friends, their mothers and grandmothers, several of them repeated over
the years from 1992 to 1996 as well as interviews that were organised officially with
different institutions in Macedonia. I also compiled individual household data, including
data on kinship, family history, spending and earning. I had access to the archive and
census in Skopje; however, the ethnographic detail comes from my own observation and
most historical details are drawn from the memories and life stories of the many people I

spoke with during my research.
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Outline of the Thesis

In Chapter 1, I explore the Macedonian context and identify important political
issues. Chapter 2 deals with the changes in The Republic of Macedonia that become
visible when looking at how the graduates enter the world of employment under the
current circumstances. I explore what is changing and what persists in the Republic of
Macedonia. Within this framework I discuss social and physical mobility and status and
lifestyle expectations. In Chapter 3, I discuss the symbolic inscription of the bodies of
my informants. Their body management represents security in a world of uncertainties.
In Chapter 4, consumption is presented as a communication with the world outside
Macedonia. Chapter S introduces the 'Essence of Being' and the world of the
grandparents and the village. The grandparents and their lives serve as a reference point
for my young urban informants. It creates a connection with the past and their roots. As
such, it deals with procreation and gender. Chapters 6 to 9 explore phanging features of
weddings and marriages. I discuss the meaning of marriage for my informants through
three generations. I infer that marriage has gone beyond exchange and proves to be a
medium for creating personal, more than kin or national, identity. Chapter 10 looks into
the mapping of urban identity and connects specific themes that haye been introduced in

the previous chapters. This I do by exploring the landscape of the city of Skopje and its
25



role in shaping a discourse on identity for my informants. The city comes to stand in
opposition to the village and within the city the north and the south of the city come to
stand for the difference between the ethnic groups of Albanian and Slavic Macedonians.

The construction of Skopje becomes a discourse of the past with the future.
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CHAPTER 1
MACEDONIAN CONTEXT

Who can be called Macedonian? Is there a Macedonian past and history? Is there a
Macedonian identity that the people of today's Republic of Macedonia can claim as
theirs? "Who are the Macedonians?" (Poulton, 1995) and "The Macedonian Conflict"
(Danforth,1995) are intriguing book titles that point towards the dilemma within The
Republic of Macedonia today. There is no doubt that Macedonia did, and does today,
exist in a geographical and historical sense, although with the fall of Yugoslavia,
Macedonia's geography and history have been called into question. This situation,
namely, suddenly being unable to describe or know who you are and what your people
are, results in a void I call a vacuum. "Who are you, if other people tell you that you do
not exist?" I heard this question many times during 1991 and 1995 while I was in
Macedonia.

The path to independence for the Republic of Macedonia was direct. A popular
referendum was held and Macedonia seceded from Yugoslavia and became a sovereign

state on September 8, 1991 when the majority of voters chose independence. The
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constitution was declared on November 17, 1991. On January 25, 1991 Macedonia was
declared an independent state. During the following month, The Republic of Macedonia
was recognised by about a dozen states. However, not until April 8, 1993 was
Macedonia accepted within the United Nations as Macedonia and, bowing to Greek
pressures, was then accepted only as de facto by the European Community. The Greek
hesitancy to acknowledge the Republic of Macedonia, wasbased on its calling itself
Macedonia which was seen as exercising territorial claims upon the Greek Northern
territories. Greece alleged:

1. The Macedonians should not be recognised as Macedonians because the true
Macedonians have been of Greek nationality since 2000 BC.

2. Those so-called Macedonians, whose language belongs to the Slavic family
of languages, must not be called Macedonians since, 4000 years ago, the 'true’
Macedonians spoke Greek and still speak nothing but Greek.

3. Macedonia has no right to call itself by this name because Macedonia has
always been, and still is, a region of Greece. Greece claimed that Macedonia intended to
exercise territorial claim on Greek soil by appropriating Greek history.

The EC, only in private individuals' accounts, never openly2, declared Greece's fears

unwarranted, as Macedonia was too small and dependent on the international
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community to be of any serious threat to Greece. Today Macedonia has met Greece's
demands, namely to change the flag, to recognise the borders as permanent and to accept
the issue of the name.

In 1993, two years after becoming a sovereign state, Macedonia was viable as an
independent state, despite economical-political difficulties and the pervasive fear of
being pulled into the Yugoslavian civil war even though Macedonia was protected
through international forces, in particular the USA and UNPROFOR. It is a miracle that
Macedonia has not been involved in the war, as Macedonia itself has a variety of ethnic
and religious groups with their own issues within its borders. A dominant sentiment that
prevents major inter-ethnic tension is the positive attitude towards the socialist past and
the fear of a catastrophe like that in Bosnia.

Macedonia has, as other post-communist eastern European countries also have, a
highly plural government; 40 parties soon formgd 3 government blocks. The dominant
political force is the middle-left, a union between social-democrats, socialists and
liberals. Other parties: the rightist Macedonian and Albanian nationalist block and the
Macedonian nationalists, VMRO have dwindling public support, in part because they

lack a political and economical program for Macedonia.
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A general poll examining in 1993-1994 the issue of political support within the

population, illustrates the general trend toward a social- democratic system 3:

Political Party November 1993 June 1994
Social Democratic Union 22.8% 18.8%
Party of Democratic Prosperity 18.4% 15.9%
Democratic Party 6.3% 8.3%
VMRO/DPMNE National Party 11.2% 8.2%
Liberal Party 3.2% 3.9%
Socialist Party 3.3% 2.8%
Labour Party 2.9% 1.6%

While Greece and the European Union are concerned that Macedonia shows a

tendency toward nationalism, I note that the government is formed by relatively young

and generally highly-educated people. President Gligorov is a very moderate and

pragmatic political force.
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Today, economically, Macedonia faces a mild crisis in that its links and routes to the
outside world, and their food and imports for instance, are severely restricted. In order
not to cause any ethnic conflict Macedonia is supported in its slow and moderate
economic changes by the international community. Its legitimisation as an independent
state is based not on the glorious past of Alexander the Great, but on the last fifty years

as part of the former Yugoslavia.

Yugoslavia and Macedonia

During the Second World War, the Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation
of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) endorsed a Macedonian nation in 1943, and gave it equal status
with the other five federal units of the future Yugoslavia. The Stalin-Tito split marked
the end of any Yugoslav-Bulgarian co-operation and the end of any plans to unite
Varder, the Yugoslavian part of Macedonia, and Pirin Macedonia, the Bulgarian section.
It was under Tito that a distinct Macedonian consciousness developed and during Tito's
rule that the terms '"Macedonia' and 'Macedonian' were used to represent an identity and

to convey concepts which had no connection with Greece.
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Macedonia and 'Others'

Macedonia differs from other former republics and post-communist states because it
has held onto its socialist values. Macedonia looks positively at its socialist past and
attempts to integrate this socialist past into its current political process. As Macedonia
aims for a socialist democratic system, Macedonia has kept many of its social laws,
changed its economy to a market economy and its politics to democracy as it moves
slightly away from socialism. Macedonia seeks stability in inter-ethnic relations in order
to prevent itself from a fate similar to that of other ex-republics of the former
Yugoslavia. Because Macedonia adheres to CSCE standards and is monitored by many
human rights organisations, it is in a position to be recognised by the EU. Since 1991,
the international community has guaranteed Macedonia's external security and co-
ordinates internal reforms. Macedonia's economic transformation as Macedonia has
pursued a policy of disarmament, conflict avoidance and international co-operation.

In 1994, the ruling coalition in Macedonia won enough support to amend the
constitution. Most importantly the coalition changed annexing laws that could be
interpreted as encouraging the annexation of external territory. This paragraph of the
constitution had been drafted without much foresight, likely with the intention of

rejoining Yugoslavia. Nevertheless, Greece had, with justification, protested loudly,
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especially against this constitutional amendment in consideration of its Slav minority
and expatriates of its Macedonian territory.

Expatriate Macedonians had influenced the discussion about Alexander the Great
being the 'Ancestor of all Macedonians,' as they were the fervent nationalists
appropriating Alexander the Great's symbols. The rhetoric of the expatriates was picked
up by Macedonian nationalists within the Republic but was not well-supported for two
main reasons. The Macedonians see themselves as descendants of the Slav migration
that in u . 6¢A.D. moved into the Balkans and Macedonia. Secondly, Macedonians
within the Republic of Macedonia felt they would be in grave danger of repercussions as
rhetoric could quickly lead to war. Returning émigrés with their romanticised
understanding of Macedonia's history have made little contribution to Macedonia's
successful 'non-extremist' policies and are met with much suspicion in Macedonia.

The largest national minority in Macedonia is the Albanian one, who, because of their
numbers, claim official status as Macedonia's second people. They boycotted the
independence referendum and census as they felt they did not receive enough
recognition. There is the perception in Macedonia that the Albanian minority constitutes

a threat that could result in civil war.
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Independence

On September 9, 1991, Macedonia held a referendum on its sovereignty and
independence and on November 17 of the same year, a new Constitution was adopted.
By April 8, 1993, the Republic of Macedonia became a member of the United Nations.
On September 13th, 1995, Greece and the Republic of Macedonia signed an agreement
regarding the Star of Vergina, a symbol found on the tomb of Philip II, father of
Alexander the Great, that had been included on the Macedonian flag: Macedonia agreed
to remove this potent symbol and Greece responded by lifting the e;:onomic embargo
that had severely disrupted Macedonia's economy. Further, it was agreed that
negotiations over the issue of Macedonia's name in the future would take place, as
Greece felt it had the exclusive right on the name and Alexander the Great's historical

presence.

Who are the Macedonians?

Macedonians as a people consider themselves Slavic and Christian Orthodox.
Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia and Albania understand Macedonia as a particular geographical
region and not a nation: they do not believe the people of that area have a specific

'Macedonian' identity. In the Republic of Macedonia, a large minority of Islamic
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Albanians refuse to identify with the Macedonian state because of their differing religion
and culture. They entertain the notion of the separation of West Macedonia and its
joining a greater Albania, unrealistic though this may be. As a state, the Republic of
Macedonia currently considers people who have lived within the boundaries of the
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia for the last 15 years to be citizens. I argue that
Macedonia as a nation is contested and there are overlaps between the self-definition of
Macedonia as a state and as a people. This contention arises, not through external
competition, but through internal conflict within the Albanian popuiation.

From my perspective, within the boundaries of the Republic of Macedonia, there are
Albanian, Vlach, Rom, Serbian and Macedonian citizens all with equal constitutional
rights. Because of this, I make a distinction between citizens of Macedonia and
Macedonians. I consider Macedonians to have an ethnic identity, as there exists
amongst them a definite sense of themselves. This sense of group identity has been
acquired over the past 50 years while Macedonia was the Socialist Republic of

Macedonia within the Yugoslav federation.
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Geographical Macedonia

The etymology of the country's name is still unclear. Macedonia is a term known for
the last 3000 years. During 500 years of Ottoman Rule Macedonia, at that time an area
of 67,500 km* with about 3.5 million people, mostly of Slav origin, was considered an
important part of the Ottoman Empire. In the Balkan wars of 1912-1913, Macedonia
was split amongst Greece, which acquired over half the territory called Aegean-
Macedonia; Serbia, which acquired the economically viable Vardar-Macedonia in which
most of the Macedonian population lived; and, Bulgaria, which gained a small area
called Pirin-Macedonia. After World War I, Albania gained some Macedonian territory
as well, specifically the west shore of the Ohrid lake, with a population of approximately
100,000 Macedonians.

Today's Republic of Macedonia is Vardar-Macedonia, the area Serbia received in
1913 as South Serbia and which they called the Socialist Republic of Macedonia. The
republic has an area of 25,713 km?, with 2,033,964 inhabitants, who declared their
ethnic identity in 19914 as follows (the numbers are taken from the lpublication of the

Office for Statistics):

Macedonian 65.3%
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Albanian 21.7%
Turkish 3.8%
Rom 2.5%
Vlach 0.3%
Others 6.4%

In the last 50 years Macedonia has experienced rapid urbanisation and the

Macedonian population is now concentrated in cities5:

City Population
Skopje (capital 448, 229
city)

Bitola 84,002
Prilep 70,152
Kumanovo 69,231
Tetovo 51,472
Tito Veles 47,326
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- Ohrid 42,908

Stip 42,826

Struminca 34,396

Macedonia Connects to the Past

Macedonia initially wanted to remain part of the former Yugoslavia. In 1991,
Macedonia's President, Kiro Gligorov, and Bosnian President, Alija Izetbegovic, in
trying to avoid a disastrous outcome in the disintegration of Yugoslavia, suggested a
loosely organised community of former Yugoslavian republics, similar to the EC model.
Macedonia fought to remain within such a system and to remain within Yugoslavia.
However, because of the war in the former Yugoslavia, the only option at that time
would have been to join in a Greater Serbia, a possibility the Macedonians declined.
However, once independent, Macedonia regained an image of itself that was celebrated
extensively in 1993 through several anniversary celebrations:

1. 100 years since the founding of the inner Macedonian Revolutionary

Organisation (IMRO);

38



2. 90 years since the Illinden-Uprising of 1903 (August 2 is the religious name
day of St. llija — Illinden);

3. The remembrance of the ASNOM (Anti-Fascist Assembly for the National
Liberation of Macedonia) meeting August 2, 1944, in which the fate of post-

war Macedonia was decided.

These three anniversaries have fundamental meaning for Macedonia. The Illinden
uprising originated as a short-lived uprising against Ottoman rule, with the Krusevo
Republic being declared for 10 days with a, then unseen, modern manifesto which
announced democracy, human rights, religious freedom and ethnic tolerance. These
ideals are to be found in today's constitution. The ASNOM meeting is celebrated in
Macedonia as an emphasis on the Macedonian language and national identity, without
which today's republic would have been unthinkable. Historically therg was another
event of importance for today's Macedonia: the celebration of 1100 years since St.
Clement had been announced bishop. St. Clement was a famous student of the Slav
apostles of Kyrill and Methodius. St. Clement founded the first Slavic university in
Ohrid and through that institution, began the study of Slavic-Macedonian language and

culture. The archbishopric of Ohrid existed until 1767, when Greek clergy in
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Constantinople insisted that this church was illegitimate. Only in 1958, with the co-
operation of Marshall Tito, was the Macedonian Orthodox church founded again, but it
has never been recognised by the Serbian Orthodox Church.

Those events have provided an opportunity to remember that Macedonia's current
national sovereignty did not emerge in a void, but that the groundwork was laid during
its Yugoslavian past. Nevertheless, despite those national events, the fall of Yugoslavia
left a personal void for many people within the Republic that could not be easily filled.
The following pages are about defining the personal vacuum people felt and about the

strategies to fill this gap and understand who they are.

Within: Macedonian Identity

In 1991 there was confusion and fear: people were concerned that war would erupt at
any moment. In 1992 some normality returned and people started to accept the changes
around them and settle into a routine again. There were two irritants: 1. they were not
free to travel where they wanted to; and, 2. Tito had become discredited.

In the summer of 1992 we took a bus to Ohrid. It was hot, the bus was winding its
way up the rocky mountain roads and was full of young people going on holiday, not to

Greece as in 1990, but to the small tourist town of Ohrid which was to become so
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populated during the summer that the lake became contaminated and a health warning
was issued. The windows in the bus were open, a breeze was blowing through and some
young men were playing guitars and singing old Yugoslav pop songs:

I have dreamt last night, that I don't have you,

that I lie awake on a snow sheet and quietly

some other woman is calling my name through the night - a bad dream.

I have seen in my dreams a white lily, black horses and wedding guests
without
a song and quietly, without a sound going somewhere,

are some dear people, but where?
A bad dream...."

(Bijelo Dugme, 1976)

Spirits were low: friends and colleagues from Sarajevo were not going for a
holiday. Life was different this year.

Summer had been the most important time in their lives for as long as my friends
could remember. As soon as the summer holidays were over and the young people
returned to their faculty or jobs, they would begin talking about where they planned to
g0 next year, and share stories of great holiday spots and those to be missed. This year
everybody would be in Ohrid even though the people in Ohrid were not happy about the
invasion of Skopjanici6. There would be no foreign tourists this year. Anja whispered

in my ear: "I would like to travel very, very much." When asked if the political
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circumstances made her afraid that she would not be able to physically or financially
leave the country, she turned to me and said: "If the standard of living was the same, not
travelling wouldn't be an issue. Maybe I would like once or twice in my life to go
somewhere and see the world. Not somewhere too far, not too expensive."

My friends in Macedonia define freedom as having possibilities. With the
disintegration of Yugoslavia, Macedonians felt that more possibilities had been taken
from them. Looking at their lives with this loss of freedom in mind, people within
Macedonia slowly gained an understanding of what Macedonia was without Yugoslavia.
As Anja recalls, in 1992 there was still the very real threat of war:

"There was a time, I don't know if you remember, when we could hear
shooting and I thought that I should go into hiding. In the hiding place,
there are cockroaches and rats and the darkness is disgusting. You can
imagine how it feels to have a cockroach on your skin: It is terrible in the
darkness. Idon't watch the news at all and when they show all hose
pictures[of the war in Bosnia] I do not want to watch it. Icry alot. I cry
when I see these things and think what may happen to me. And if I think
about all those things, what would it change if they recognise us. Nothing
would change even if they [EU] recognise us, I think I could not feel
anything, but maybe with time it would change."”

(Anja, 1992)

Fear overshadowed any concern about being recognised as a country. For my

informants, the question of whether or not Macedonia existed was too abstract, it was
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not real to them. Everyday life involved surviving another day of real fear, anxiety and
bleakness.
"My life has always been the same I think: we have always lived in an
unstable country. During certain periods of time life is more difficult and
then there are periods that are less difficult. Our life is still unstable,
especially the economic situation. There were times when the economy was
better, but there would be periods of crisis and life would be more difficult.
Now I think the only things we find difficult are not being able to travel and
having to hate people.” ‘
Although the people of Macedonia had difficulty understanding it, hatred was all that
could be used to rationalise the war that had erupted between people who, it had
previously been believed, were brothers. It was understood by most people in
Macedonia that the nationalistic party, VMRO, promoted the hatred and caused the
outside world, particularly Greece and the European Community, to reject Macedonia.
It was well known that one of the ways to please the EC was to present one's country as
liberal and tolerant. Although actions and attitudes within the country, particularly
towards the Albanian population were far from tolerant, every effort was made to
demonstrate the efforts put into avoiding ethnic conflict and how Macedonia was the

best example of a liberal, tolerant social democracy. " I think we are the only ones in the

world that can live with other nationalities and that is how we have survived. We have
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no outstanding feeling of nationality. That's just our life," a middle-aged mother of two
and teacher, told me.

Interestingly, it was not the American system of democracy which they sought to
emulate, but the social democracy of Sweden and Germany. The American system of
democracy was understood as "survival of the fittest." Macedonia, though, was too
weak to fend for itself, so decided on the model of an encompassing European social
democracy. Appeals were made to the European Community to take responsibility for
helping the country. The choice of political system was natural and was made through a
personification of Macedonia as a fellow European democracy, within the social
democratic system of the European Community. It was not "fend for yourself," but
"fend for the weak." This socialist sensibility became more important throughout the
years as it preserved self-worth and an identification with socialist Yugoslavia.
Socialism was not banned, rather it was seen as a superior social tool that only had to be
improved in two ways: firstly, any totalitarian sentiment had to be eradicated from the
political, legal and economic arena; and, secondly, a modern European market economy
had to be introduced to replace the weakest points in the socialist sys-tem. The question:
"What do you prefer, socialism or VMRO?" was answered in 1994 with: "We have

Turkish and Albanian neighbours and all of them are living very well, helping each



other. And now a few men lead people in the wrong direction, to hate each other. I
really do not know why. You know if your stomach and pocket are full, there is no need
for hate." In this atmosphere, nationalism was seen as the wrong force for the time.
One's own survival was linked with the fate of Macedonia in Europe. A woman in her
late fifties describes how she saw the relationship between Macedonia and Europe:
"We are used to a poor life. When Europe condemns us to such a life we

must not fight them. I still believe in civilised Europe; today or tomorrow

they will have to understand that although few people live here, we are in no

way inferior to other civilised people in Europe. We are Macedonians:

that's first. But we are international, refined and educated.”

In day-to-day life, people constantly reflected on the difference between educated
Europe and the uncivilised Balkans. It is this preoccupation, this fear of being seen as
inferior to Europe, that is the determining force for independent Macedonia. Within this
preoccupation lies the dominant feature of the Macedonian search for self-identity - they
want to decide both who they want to be and who they don't want to be. To the
question: "Do you feel Macedonian?" Ana, a 45 year-old engineer, answered:

"What's the point of it? The feeling of nationality doesn't matter, when I
don't have anything to live on. I believed in Yugoslavia, but now I don't.

What kind of country is it, if it doesn't care for us? We are university-
educated, we are civilised and informed. We are not children.”
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Education is important in Macedonia: it distinguishes the uncivilised Balkans from
the European countries. It was Tito who brought education to the Macedonian people
and the old people remind the children of this. It is education's transformative powers
that give self-worth and transform an uncivilised Balkan country into a European
country. Macedonians are considered well-educated, especially by my informants, most
of whom have finished university degrees in engineering. During the Yugoslav years,
Macedonia was considered part of a wider scientific community but, with the political
changes of 1991, this ended and many felt excluded from the rest of the world. Books
were not readily available and neither was current knowledge of the surrounding world.
A cosmetician7 told me: "I am Macedonian, but I feel European. It is very hard for me
when they separated us and put us back, but we should be in Europe: our place is there."
'Putting us back' was a phrase used mostly by older people to refer to the idea that
Macedonia had been elevated from a typical peasant society to the status of a European
country because of the Yugoslav years. Many people felt that the attitude of the outside
world, evident in the refusal of Greece and other countries to recogx;ise Macedonia, was
directly linked to attempts to return Macedonia to its status as a backward peasant
Balkan country. It did not help that Turkey was the first country to recognise

Macedonia, since their acceptance was seen as their playing the role of Ottoman masters
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again and reducing Macedonia to its peasant past. A bitter saying, repeatedly quoted,
even before 1990 was: "What do you expect, we were peasants for 500 years under
Ottoman rule," which suggests that Macedonians feel that period when they were ruled
by the Ottomans was part of a dark history that had kept Macedonia separate from
Europe for so long, and it was therefore ironic, and somewhat unwelcome, that Turkey
was the first nation to formally recognise Macedonia. The fact that Turkey recognised
Macedonia deepened the negative and chauvinistic feelings towards the Islamic
Albanian population who were seen by the Slav population as holding Macedonia back:
the Islamic Albanian minority with their backwardness was seen as an obstacle in
attempts to join Europe.

Over the years, issues of self worth, both personal and as a nation, dominated many
of my conversations in Macedonia. After the disintegration of Yugoslavia, there seemed
to be a struggle to reassess feelings of self-worth.

"I am sorry that Yugoslavia is gone. I personally recognise the old
Yugoslavia but I am also a typical Macedonian in the sense that I was born
in Skopje. Macedonians are worth something. I come from this country and
I am not ashamed that we are seen as backward in comparison to some other
European countries. Iam Tito's child and he was the man who taught us that
we must withstand, we must avoid temptations and go on. We studied, we

were children of average parents, but we made an effort and we went ahead.
We believe in education: this is the weapon with which we can get out of the
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poor life. This we learnt in Yugoslavia. We have to continue to progress and
learn things even if they are not ours. We have to learn to accept.”

In this context, I understand 'accept' to mean 'being accepted and accepting' and, as
such, feelings of hatred for the Albanian population are to be suppressed at least in
official discourse. And so, Macedonia presents itself to the outside world as being
worthy of a place at the heart of Europe. "If Europe accepts us it will be very easy for us
to immediately feel we are Europeans because for 50 years we lived as Yugoslavian.

We have no inferiority complexes."

The ideals which are understood to be distinctively Macedonian are directly related to
Tito's achievements. Macedonians feel that Tito brought their country into Europe and it
is considered necessary to uphold his ideals in order to stay within the larger European
community. This is the primary reason why Macedonia, unlike Slovenia, Croatia and
Poland, has not turned its back on socialism while seeking European recognition. The
ideals that Tito planted in Macedonian society are seen to legitimise Macedonia's desire
to be an integral part of Europe. Nevertheless, in 1992 Tito became discredited and the
leader of the government, VMRO, which advocated nationalism as a solution for

Macedonia, took action to remove any overt association with Tito. It become one of the
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VMRO's policies to take down Tito's pictures in all public buildings. This action
angered the Macedonian people:

"I regret that the nationalists took Tito's picture down. I consider him
very important for Macedonia, no matter how others neglect him. While he
was our president, Macedonia became a legally recognised state for the first
time. He was an exceptional person, rare and despite the totalitarianism, a
legend of his time."

A 23-year-old engineering student told me:

"] liked Tito. Well, I was a child and we waved at him - now they attack
him. Idon't like this. He did good things, now they present him as having
never acted for the public well-being. They associate sordid stories with him
to sully his name, fabricating stories that he had 16 children and so on. To
do this is not good for us. We waved at him, not only us children, but
everybody waved at him and now they act like we had no association with
him."

Her opinion was widely shared amongst other young students, as well as by their

parents. The mother of a friend, who was married to a Yugoslavian diplomat, said:

"I do not miss Tito or Yugoslavia. It is over. Ido not even think about
Tito. But we are very grateful to him, as he changed our life very much. For
the first time, we had our own country and our own identity. Before we were
nothing and now they try to do the same again to us, to make us nothing.
Somebody said you are Greek, you are Bulgarian, you are Serbian, but now
we are Macedonian. And Tito said: 'You are Macedonian, you are a nation.
Ifyou still see his pictures on the walls it is because we are grateful for that.
If not for him, we would not have our own country. We would be still
Bulgarian, Serbian or Greek."

’
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Many shop owners started putting up pictures of Tito in their shops, thus combining
the new privatisation policy of the market economy with old socialist ideals. It was the
widespread reaction against the VMRO discrediting Tito and its nationalistic rhetoric,
combined with the failure of its anti-Communist stance, which lead to the eventual
downfall of the VMRO-DPMNE (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation
Democratic Party of Macedonian National Unity). Macedonian rejection of the VMRO
illustrated Macedonia's commitment to Europe and its distaste for nationalism.

The issue of Macedonia's political inheritance and its current and future allegiances
became a concem for all, because, as an informant, Biljana, points out:

"You know, after all that happens here, I am totally confused. Now I do
not know anything about our history, because something that is told about
Tito three years ago, is said differently now. Maybe it is true, maybe it was
true, maybe now it is true. Today everybody is interested in politics not
because of politics, but because of life. It affects everybody's everyday life".

All my informants were aware that Macedonia's fate depended almost exclusively on
its political future. President Kiro Gligorov was understood to be a decisive figure - and

nearly a father figure as Tito had been. Macedonians believed that Gligorov had

prevented war in Macedonia and when there was an assassination attempt in September
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1995, allegations surfaced that the Bulgarian Mafia and VMRO- nationalists were

responsible.
Suse summed up the general understanding of Macedonia and being Macedonian:

“I feel Macedonian now. I felt Yugoslavian two years ago because
somebody told me that I was Yugoslavian since I lived in Yugoslavia. Now I
am Macedonian, not only because I live in Macedonia, but because there is
no Yugoslavia and there never can be again, ever. You know, when
Yugoslavia fell apart I thought the best solution would be to be in an
economic-political confederation. Now there is no way for that, and I hope
the war in Bosnia will calm down soon. After the war, we have to make
connections with the other republics, simply because we have to live
together.”

With the events in Bosnia, Macedonian nationalism was regarded as a negative force
that would eventually bring war:
"Just as there are bad Albanians who think about a greater Albania, there
are also nationalistic Macedonians who think of a greater Macedonia. That
would lead us to the Bosnian situation. I think of Macedonia and I have had
enough of it. I have only one flat8 and I am not interested."”
Nationalism was not the solution for Macedonia; in order to survive Macedonia had
to be redefined along other lines. The determination of these lines, however, is still
under dispute essentially because the redefinition of Europe is also underway.

‘Macedonian identity is directly linked to the imagery of Europe and the Western World

and although people have quite different memories of the past, they always want
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Macedonia's future to be in Europe, in order to recover what they félt they lost with the
disintegration of Yugoslavia. The loss of economic standing and their inability to travel,
have had a direct impact on the way Macedonians feel about themselves and how they
think others view them. Lydia, a 25 year old engineering student says:

"I miss Yugoslavia. We had a better standard of living. Now, wherever I
go, people look at me as a potential refugee or someone who will cause
trouble: a lunatic Balkan person. But when we were in Yugoslavia, people
respected us and we stuck together. I miss Yugoslavia, I miss the music, I
miss the people, the relationships we had. I was in Austria this summer and
we met people from all over Europe and the first day we met we discovered
that we are now Croatians, Slovenians - former Yugoslavians...we stayed
together until the last day. I felt these people were closer to me than, for
instance, people from Bulgaria. We love the same sports, the same sport
heroes, the same music, the same dances and we went on holiday in the same
DPlaces. I have never been to Bulgaria, for example, but many times to
Slovenia. I know so many places in Slovenia and that is what I miss. Now it
is all different, they study their own history, their own way of living, they
have their own money. We do something else. Now I cannot travel."

A colleague of Lydia's, Sonja, says: "I would like to go abroad, anywhere, to gain
some work experience. I have always had the chance to travel, it is in my blood. I would
like to continue to travel, to meet other people, learn about other cultures, see their

architecture, learn about their history. That is one of my biggest dreams in my life."

Her mother reflected on the changes:
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"I cannot comprehend what is going on and I am really sorry about what
is happening. I grew up and lived in Yugoslavia. I studied in Ljubljana. I
have friends from Dalmatia, Bosnia, Serbia, there was no difference between
us, we had so many things in common. I felt nothing could separate us and I
can't understand what happened. It is awful, terrible, nothing more
devastating could have happened. I am sorry even now that Yugoslavia fell
apart. Yugoslavia was small to me, not to mention Macedonia now..."

A Turkish woman from Berevo, who had worn the veil until her husband tore it away

from her against her will after attending a communist league meeting, said:

"We older people will never forget Yugoslavia, but the younger will. But
we won't forget that we could go freely wherever we wanted to go, and now
you have to be scared to cross the borders of even Macedonia. One travels
with fear. Now it is not free. Tito was an influence for 40 years and we lived
in freedom. We were proud of Tito, but Yugoslavia is gone now and it should
have been better for the young people. Our life is over, but it should have
been better for the young."

The fear that the children will suffer, even though the parents have worked all their
lives to give them a better life than they themselves had, runs deep in Macedonian

society. An old woman from Prilep says:

"This will just impoverish us again. The young people do not know what
poverty is, but I grew up before Yugoslavia existed and I know what poverty
is. Now the young people will go where we came from, that is what
Macedonia was about. Macedonia is nothing without the old Yugoslavia, but
we do not want the Serbians here again either. I am too old. I cannot say
anything anymore."

53



‘Her young niece comments on this as well: "I am not interested in politics but before,
under socialism, we had more opportunities. We were given the opportunity to learn, it
opened our eyes, unlike the changes we are now undergoing. Everyone was employed,
had a flat, a car, furniture, money for living, for holidays, clothes, now it is not like
that..."

The near impossibility of obtaining a visa and the concomitant inability to travel is an
especially traumatic experignce: “Not to be allowed to go somewhere and see
something, there is nothing more difficult than that," Jasmina, a 25 year-old engineering

student from Ohrid, confessed.

Conclusion
The personal void many Macedonians felt after independence is directly related to the
fact that Macedonia's identity is strongly connected to Yugoslavia, despite a thousand
year history. Some nationalist and expatriate Macedonians tried to fill this void with
nationalist rhetoric and a glamorous ancestor, however, such trappings did not find
popular support. The most I would hear regarding the nationalism was:
"Perhaps it is because of the present political situation butl recently I have

become a greater patriot. I am sorry that our country is unrecognised by all,
but I am part of my country. Otherwise I have not been thinking a lot about
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what makes me Macedonian: I was born here and I live here and I feel that
they are wrong about us."

Others expressed their beliefs in what is, ultimately, a desire to be European: "If we
all get together again, then I will be Yugoslavian again. Now I am Macedonian because
this is my country," and "I think what makes someone feel Macedonian is when you feel
you are part of it. I felt part of Yugoslavia and I was Yugoslavian. When I am part of
Europe, I will be European." Essentially, their quest for identity is a quest to be
European.

Brown (1995) and Danforth (1995) agree with Poulton who argues that nationalism
determines Macedonians very being:

"The impact of modern nationalism on Macedonia and its peoples has
been momentous. It is one of the prime reasons for the area becoming the
‘apple of discord' in the Balkans and the centre of such intense controversy....
Nationalism... is seen as an activist ideological movement which aims to
unite all members of a given people on the basis of a putative shared culture.
As such it claims to represent the whole collective, however defined, and is
antagonistic to competing cultural claims on the totality or parts of this
collective, which is deemed by the adherents to constitute an actual or
potential nation.” (Poulton 1995:6)

The everyday life I discovered in Macedonia does not in any way support such a

statement. After the disintegration of Yugoslavia people in Macedonia concentrated

55



rather on their individual lives than political events which does not mean that people in
Macedonia are apolitical. On the contrary, people in Macedonia have appropriated
politics into their everyday life and given it their own distinctive meaning, leaning, as
they do, on the hope that one day they will be full members of Europe, accepted, not as a
nation, but as a people. I have arrived at this conclusion by living in Skopje during the
decisive years. In the next chapters I undertake to give you the quintessence of this

everyday life.
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CHAPTER 2

GETTING ALONG

During the times that tore Yugoslavia apart and swept the world with images of
atrocities and stories of friends and neighbours killing each other, the idea of 'getting
along' seemed aeons away from everyday reality. Macedonia, fortunately, has been able
to stay out of the civil war in Yugoslavia and also prevent civil war within its own
borders. Understanding what it means to live in these times of uncertainty and change
requires consideration of daily life in Skopje while the former Yugoslavia is drowning.
On the surface, life in Skopje seems the same as usual, but maybe it is not. The
circumstances of the young female engineering graduates after a worry-free adolescence
in Yugoslavia, and who are now entering the work force and adult life, illustrate clearly
the trials of daily life. Vital to this discussion is the difference between what my
informants termed "Western' and 'Balkan.' The 'Balkan' was seen as the cause of the
Yugoslav civil war and "Western' was, by definition, in direct opposition to everything
'‘Balkan.' Tone Bringa discusses the same notion in her book Being Muslim the Bosnian

Way in terms of being civilised and uncivilised, kulturni and ne kulturni, cultured and
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uncultured (1995:58ff). In Skopje, these terms, kulturni/ne kulturni, existed on the same
local and global scale in the form of "Western' or 'Balkan.! Whereas Bringa's discussion
of these terms focuses on the difference between the city and the village, in Skopje at the
time of my research, their world and its constituents were categorized as 'Balkan' and
"Western,' which also established the scale of culturedness with "Western' at the top and
descending to 'Balkan.' The culturedness was assessed in relation to people's behaviour
in social interactions with others (Bringa 1995:58). In creating a partial picture of daily
life, elements of social change within Macedonian society are revealed. I do not claim
to represent 'the truth.' 'Truth' cannot depict life with its ambiguity and shifting
perceptions, as it is lived by people. But one of the 'truths' I was told in most of my
conversations during my fieldwork, was the 'truth' about the difference between the
Balkan and the 'West.! For instance, Goran identifies his specific understanding of
"Western' work ethic, precise and organised assignment of tasks for the workforce and a
punctual and early start of the work day and contrasts it with the ‘Balkan' attitude of his

SUpervisor.

58



"When I got the job as music editor at Zatex I did not really know what
I was supposed to do and I still do not know. I do a little bit of this, a
little bit of that and, basically, I can do whatever I feel like doing. The
boss is never there anyway and he does not care. When [ started, 1
always came at 8 in the morning. One day my supervisor came and told
me I was making others feel bad. Why couldn’t I come a bit later, like 11
am. Now I come around this time. I talk to my colleagues and then we
go to the café. Only when the boss is in do we not want to be seen sitting
in the cafe."”

(Goran, 1995)
Although, perhaps because, Macedonia lies in the heart of the Balkans, there are

many negative associations with the Balkans' in Skopje’. However; when Macedonia
was a republic within Yugoslavia, its physical boundaries were extended towards
Northern Europe or 'the West.! With the disintegration of Yugoslavia those boundaries
have been redefined and Macedonia has been thrust back into the Balkans. My
informants feel that this has had very real impacts on their lives, the greatest of which
has been the alteration of their expectations of their adult life. In their attitude towards
work they were, as they said, highly ambitious and oriented towards 'the West.' They
were heading for a ‘career’ and wanted to work, improve their knowledge in their field
and do something useful. They also wanted to earn money, but this was secondary.
What they got in independent Macedonia, contrasted with their "Yugoslav' expectations

was, not a career, but a job, and a poorly-paid, dead-end one at that. For many of them,
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their jobs did not offer the possibility of promotion and more rewarding and challenging
positions. Furthermore, their way into work was facilitated by "connections" their
parents had and thus created a new dependence. This situation was termed 'Balkan' by
my informants.

The low wages of many of my informants was not an issue in terms of contribution to
the household as they used what they earned as pocket money. Some of the more
entrepreneurial, all male, tried to do some consulting work which was directly connected
to NGO's and foreign investments in Macedonia and promised, eventually, more money
because most of those enterprises were subsidised by foreign capital and expertise.
However, to be solely involved with these enterprises was considered too insecure by
most parents and therefore seen as a relatively poor choice. The perceived inferiority of
these endeavours was based, I believe, on two factors:

1. Parents preferred the traditional, secure employment in state
organisations;
2. The feeling that the foreigners could pull out of Macedonia at any
time, due to lack of interest, economic reasons or war.
My informants are being initiated into their new role of 'making a living'. They are

trying to perform in a work culture however that neither gives them the experience of
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'really making a living' nor develops them to fit a role they would like. In this context,
what does work mean to my informants and, if they see themselves working, how do
they respond to the specific limitations their new society poses on them? By relating
three cases, I wish to give a picture of the elements that have made the working life of
my informants so different from that of their parents. This depiction will also outline
what Yugoslavia may have been able to offer them a few years ago. When considering
the situation experienced in Western Europe after the world wars, it seems that people
believed life could not get worse, only better, whereas my friends carry in their heart the

thought that things can only get worse or, at best, remain unchanged.

The Change

Before considering how my informants experience the challenge their changing
society poses for them, an account of the world around them is necessary. This
information is based largely on an informal interview'® in May 1995 with Nane Ruzin,
Member of Parliament of the Macedonian Assembly, who sums up .the current situation
of Macedonia with such insight that his thoughts mirror those of most Macedonians I
have met. For many people, the dissolution of Yugoslavia has meant rethinking what

they had believed during Yugoslavian times and discovering what to believe today.
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What Macedonians could believe in was not clearly defined for most people, including
Minister Ruzin, at the time of my research.

Upholding socialist values was becoming increasingly difficult as the all-
encompassing framework of Yugoslavia had disappeared and nationalist identity was
defined relative to the contrast between 'Macedonians' and 'Albanians'.' The
redefinition of the state boundaries, no longer reaching toward Austria or Italy, was
greeted by Macedonians with a partial glorification of what they perceived as "Western,'
that is, what had been close to the physical boundaries of Yugoslavia and accessible to
them through travel. However, an important Macedonian feature of this glorification
was that the legacy of Yugoslavia was not forgotten and was also glorified. Such
perceptions melted into an interesting amalgamation of a Yugoslav past with some
Western ideals versus a Balkan identity in people's minds. People feared that they
would lose the connection they had with the West and regress to being Balkan again,
rather like the Albanian minority is perceived as doing. The economy of Macedonia is,
despite financial aid, battered since it relied heavily on the Yugoslav economy. As Mr.
Ruzin rightly points out, it is specifically the economic situation of Macedonia that has

the most impact on the lives of my young informants. Macedonia's industry has ground
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to a halt despite an abundance of workers, while there are not enough farmers working
the land.

My informants entered university while there was a Yugoslavian state. They were to
become Yugoslavian engineers, 'intellectual’' workers and an elite of the socialist state.
Until 1994 the number of first year engineers exceeded other faculties at the university
of Skopje, when more first year students registered for economics. When my friends
graduated, they were leaving a university in The Republic of Macedonia. The
boundaries of their state had shrunk and their freedom of movement and work
opportunities had been greatly curtailed.

In the spring of 1991 there had been a meeting called by ihe union of all engineering
students of Yugoslavia in Sarajevo to follow-up similar meetings held in different
Republics every year. A week before they were to go to Sarajevo, to meet old friends,
the siege of that city began. Many of the friends from last year’s meeting in Lubljana
who they were looking forward to seeing, they never saw again. Some of them were
killed or went missing. The security of the socialist state had fallen away, the jobs they
had anticipated in the industry evaporated. Many had hoped to continue with
postgraduate studies and possibly study in other republics of Yugoslavia or abroad, a

possibility no longer. Because the nature of their study demanded current knowledge in
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computer science and technology, the isolation of The Republic of Macedonia proved to
be a heavy burden and many have given up dreams of scientific enterprise. In their
minds they had nothing to contribute to the scientific community and their state offered

them no support in that direction.

Entering the 'Workforce' and the Liberal Market Philosophy

My young informants knew they did not have the same security as their parents had
had when they started their adult life: there was no longer a workforce or working
community to enter. But not only is their choice limited through less work, at the same
time Macedonia is undergoing changes towards a free-market econbmy which has a
great impact on how many young people perceive the world around them. "So the
western economy is about everybody fending for themselves and trying to gain as much
as possible at the expense of others?" (Informant, 1993). Even though the ideal of
"Western' was embraced, people were aware of the social consequences and distrusted
efforts to turn Macedonia into a copy of Western Europe.

In a café with friends, we saw three girls burst in, one girl in tears, all of them
obviously upset. As often happens in Skopje, my friends knew these girls from the

faculty and asked about their distress. It turned out that the girl in tears had just finished
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university and had started work with one of the private computer companies that were
springing up very quickly. She had been very happy to get this job and, as the factories
were closing down, it was private businesses or ministries that were hiring. She had
worked for three months for this company and banked much over-time. No contract had
been signed and payment had been promised after observing her work performance for
three months. She then was laid off without any payment and someone new was hired.
This is not an isolated case. Another informant, a mechanical engineer, was offered a
job installing alarm systems into cars. He was a specialist in Turbines, a much more
skilled occupation, but he needed money quickly as his father had just died and his
brother had just married and there was another mouth to feed. He was offered 100 DM,
around £40'> When he started working, his manager also employed another man on the
same job. After observing them for a month, he told them that he would hire the better
one who would start getting a salary from the third month onwards. My friend quit.
Few jobs my informants hold today give them sufficient income 'to make a great
change in their financial situation and they remain largely dependent on the earning of
their parents. Important benefits of working, like status and self esteem, cannot be
achieved by this group. During socialist times, it was commonly believed that changes

to the political and economical structure of a system would form a new society, a belief
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again prevalent among my informants. What they are searching for however are new
values drawn from what they see on American television, values that they do not see in
their own society. They believe that if these were the values in Macedonian society,
their success would depend only on their own strength and knowledge: they could earn
appropriate wages, recognition and afford the happy life they seek. They feel this life
can only be attained by emigrating to New Zealand, Canada or Australia, or holding on,

interminably, for a better job.

Survey
Mr. Ruzin describes the common expectation of a free market economy held by those
in post-socialist countries: a free market will solve their economic problems and lead
directly to a Western lifestyle. The disillusion after such expectations is common. For
the Republic of Macedonia, according to BRIMA (British Macedonian Social Surveys,
1994):
"[In] June 1994 32% of the surveyed people indicated that, generally
speaking, they and their family's living standard had decreased
significantly, 32% answered it had somewhat decreased and 30% said it

remained the same; 1% stated that it had increased a lot and 2% did not
know.”
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The free market was clearly not a system to covet. In the same report, "42% of the
surveyed I;eople agreed that the privatisation of state companies is the wrong step, 42%
said it was the right thing to do and 16% did not know." To the question "Do you think
you will lose something if you don't participated in the process of privatisation?" (direct
quote, including error), "23% surely felt this, 15% thought it probable, 41% thought that
they would lose nothing and 21 % did not know." And to the question, "Do you think
that the creation of a market economy which means the ending of state control is right or
wrong for the future of our country?" "32% thought of it right in November 1993 as
well as in June 1994; in November 1993, 51% thought it wrong as compared with 49%

in June 1994 and 18 to 19% did not know."

Politics in a '"Post-Communist' Society

My informants certainly associated a better life with a 'western style' of living and in
the summer of 1990, Macedonians thought this would result, believing that with the
reform program of Ante Markovich: "Yugoslavia will soon be able to join the EC."
(Informant 1990) By 1995, many of them believed that a desirable future could only be
achieved outside their own country. Immigration forms were filled.out. They did not

live with the hope of a better life, since it was regarded as a 'post-communist’ country
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and seen as lacking the quality of life that could make it comparable to other European
countries. Macedonia was missing what Mr. Ruzin detailed: capital; tradition or a
history to relate to and be recognised under; and democratic and civil 'knowledge' that

would form a society in which to live. Sonija describes this in her account:

"..This is the Balkans, you will never get any civilisation here. I have
been to Australia, the Netherlands, these are civilisations, but not this.
Germany has a history, you have kings, lords, writers, musicians. We are
peasants, we have been illiterate peasants for hundreds of years, a wild
bunch of primitive people who lived scattered in the mountains. We don't
even know where we came from or who we are: Slavs, even the gypsies
are more interesting. And we are still peasants in our minds. You see it,
men spitting on the street, or your hallway, it smells like urine, you know
what I mean, all the broken mailboxes and demolished bells, the windows
broken and everybody throwing garbage anywhere, basically out the
window. This would not happen in Germany, would it? The Netherlands
was so nice, everything was so clean...And here we are and supposed to
make politics. We don't know what democracy is, how could we? I was
not happy in Belgrade; they were laughing at my brother in school. This
is my home, but I would like to go to Australia. There are many
Macedonians there.”

(Sonija 1993).

People discussing politics were regarded as a nuisance and if politics were discussed,

the focus was not so much on history, economics or democratic development but on the

Albanian minority: "that they were getting too many rights, that the government was too

afraid of them, and 'spoonfeeding' them." Particularly after the shooting in Tetevo in

68



February 1995", feelings were intense about the issue of Albanians wanting a separate
university: "The next thing they will demand is their own country." The Albanian
insistence on being recognised as an autonomous group by Macedonig was a political
issue that overshadowed everything else in those years, including the war in Bosnia and
the economic crisis in Macedonia.

One evening I sat with friends in a crowded café called 'ZZ-Top.' One of my friends
had chosen not to come because she feared terrorist attacks; her friends were laughing:
"Oh, she sees everything so dramatically, she even told us to tell you, you should make
sure to leave the country. And she sells petrol to the Albanians!" Even though they
were afraid of violent vengeance, having seen it in pictures of Sarajevo many times, my
friends refused to acknowledge politics in their lives. Even Jana's breaking of the
boycott against Serbia by selling petrol to Kosovo-Albanians was not seen as a political
act by her or by her friends. I believe that this thinking presents itself as an active
defiance of politics. By not acknowledging the political situation in Macedonia, my
friends feel they can protect themselves from its consequences. When asked about
political parties and choices at the election in winter 1994, I heard recurring themes.
Here I questioned a friend about her boss:

" Question: How could you get so rich in a socialist state?
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...Idon't know. I think he has power, and then you have a whole town
behind you, they are supporting you.

Question: Are you scared of such people?
...I do not have contact with him, so I don't mind. Idon't know.

And in the parliament he is on the right side so I am not worried. At
least he is not for VMRO, so it is fine.

Question: Does VMRO" scare you?

...It does not scare me because most of the people there are terribly
ignorant but I would not like them to run the government. They are too
aggressive. That's mainly why I do not like them because they think they
should fight with everybody: with Serbia, with Greece. They want to
fight with Albania, fight with everybody. Stating in Greece that they are
Macedonians and we are Macedonians, come on...! "That's ridiculous.

In the democratic party they have some clever people there, but I do
not much like the president of this party, he is too arrogant. He thinks he
knows everything.

Question: So you voted for the communists?

It is ignorant to say that, because the leaders of all the other parties were

in the communist party before. Now they call themselves a Socialist-

Democratic Party. That's what they are actually called, not communists.

And they are all young people, they are 30 years old, they could not be

communists, real communists since they are all younger; a new
generation. Okay, Kiro Gligorov was a communist, he doesn't deny it.

But who wasn't? Every director had to be in the communist party. You

had to be in the communist party if you wanted to be a director or a chief
or something. You simply had to."

Many people were distrustful of politics. A friend explained in 1995:
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"We have not developed a real social, economic or political life. We
are just moving all over the place. The main problem with the political
parties, and it's probably the same everywhere, is power. The problem is
that we are only three years away from separating from socialism. Many
of the same people were running enterprises, still running the same
things. Running our lives. I mean, it's normal.

Question: Are these really the same people as before?

... Mainly the same people. Mainly. Maybe not all of them. I don't
have anything against the communists or, I don't know, against which
one. I'm not a member of any political party, I never was. I never had
problems on that score even in communist times. It's not a real social or
political life as it should be. We're just floating nowhere, trying to grab
what we can. We're always calling on the West. The West should
recognise Macedonia. The West should help Macedonia, but I don't
believe we are presenting ourselves well to the West.

...In my opinion, there is no legal contract, I mean, no legal system.
The laws are not functioning. Maybe by starting with the laws, we will
improve things. I don't mean by that that we need more police or
restrictive laws, but bringing order, you know. Especially in business.
To stop these, not quite crooks, but a lot of these companies working now
they are ...corrupt.

Question: Why do you think that is...

...Allowed? Because someone has an interest in it, probably. Because
the legal system doesn't function, you know.

Question: Why doesn't the legal system function?

...I can't explain that. Many things are okay on paper but in reality
they fall apart. For example, if somebody owes you money, as a
company, to another company, there is no way for you to...

Question: Get the money back? There's nobody who can go and take
their stereo or their car?
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...There were some trials of people organising debt collecting
agencies. You pay them to beat this guy up or force him to pay, but that
is not the legal way. It's not what we need. Maybe it works in the West
also, but it's not the real thing. I don't know, maybe someone has an
interest in that. Maybe we still need time for changes, maybe we cannot
change the circumstances. There are a lot of reasons for how things are.
You can't just blame the government or the people. It functions like that.
If you see our surroundings: Serbia is at war, Greece is blockading us,
Bulgaria is in a worse state than we are with much more crime or
corruption, not to mention Albania. We are living in a..., I don't know.

Question: What kind of people are determining the direction for
Macedonia? '

...Despite everything that is said against this government..., I will
repeat to you, I'm not a member of any party, I don't even sympathise
with any party. But at the moment, maybe it was not the best choice but
maybe the most reasonable choice was this government. You know the
talk is around that they do everything [being corrupt- manipulating the
elections]. At least from all the parties around that were in the elections,
they showed that they knew what to do. It is because of what they
managed to do that they got elected a second time. I tell myself:
"Everything is okay as long as it is peaceful," but I must mention the
circumstances once again. If you know that only a few hundred
kilometres away there is a war going on, that we are in the middle of two
blockades, that we have these neighbours, it could be even worse. Maybe
it's not only the government."”(1995)

In contrast to Pine's assessment (1996:134) that the socialist system in Poland was
popularly judged by its omissions rather than by its achievements and that these

judgements were formulated both in reference to an historical past and a contemporary
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contrast to the West, in Macedonia the socialist system was upheld for its social
achievements, but elements that were seen to be reminiscent of Macedonia's pre-
socialist, peasant past were contrasted to the West. Those elements, seen as 'Balkan,'
existed before and during socialism and exist yet today: only the reference for these
'Balkan' elements has changed. The connotation of 'Balkan' has changed over the years.
Initially, 'Balkan' suggested a peasant past and oppression, then 'Balkan' became the
contrast to ﬁe ideal socialist, industrial state and today it is contrasted to what is seen as
the West. I would argue that as a political consequence, it was the Albanian minority
that came to stand for this 'Balkan' element within Macedonia and that politics was seen
as a subject to be avoided since politics cause war and conflict. As another
consequence, the socialist government was seen as the most stable political force for
Macedonia at the time of my research. And finally, the political hope for Macedonia

was vested in becoming closer to the West.

Insecurity and Unemployment
It was common for an engineer still at university to become employed full-time. A
friend of mine had to leave university to work because her father, despite having the

same training as she did, had been laid off, her mother was a lower income earner and
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her father’s drinking was expensive. Her most employable skill, however, was her
facility with English and not her engineering abilities. Others left before they graduated
for other reasons: family issues and, "...war will come, so why should I study?" (1992).
As engineers they were not filling the need in their own society that put all its economic
effort into trading, mostly with Turkey or Germany and illegally with Serbia. The
factories that once employed engineers were closed. Often the fathers were laid off and
the mother would solely finance the family on her income as an economist, a common
choice in the parents' generation. This made the mother and sometimes the daughter,
with her language ability able to work for one of the foreign agencies that are flooding
Macedonia'é, the only income earners in the household, in addition to their
responsibilities of running that household.
"Yesterday my mother and I did the weekend cleaning; my sister had

to study. I asked my father to help me to put up the curtain as I could not

reach and he screamed at me and told me that this was my job to do and

not his. He sits there all day and does nothing. Watching television all

day. He would not touch a thing in the household. My mother is working

overtime at the company to get some extra money, comes home and then

has to do the cooking, cleaning, washing and ironing. I cannot

understand how she can take this. And then she wants me to marry!"”
(1994)
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In considering these various factors, I would argue that the social life of my
informants is directly linked with the economic and political transition of the Republic
of Macedonia. In the past few years, The Republic of Macedonia experienced an
increase in marketing and sales and a decrease in production. The decrease in
production is related to the closure of factories that produced parts for assembly
elsewhere in Yugoslavia. Since this union does not exist anymore and Macedonia does
not have the capacity or the capital to build an independent infrastructure, the factories
are closed and the unemployment rate is 30%. Funds offered by the EC and the USA
are used to subsidise large programs of government spending. Often this money is spent
in ways that are far from useful, and the work created is neither demanding nor
rewarding. In the administration, the young engineers work at the level of technicians
and their intellectual potential and acquired skills are not well-utilised. For instance, I
was told about one of the ministries that was subsidised by a foreign aid program of 10
Million DM. A computer system was bought with this money. The deal was made
between the ministry and a private computer company that belonged to the brother of a
very high official of that ministry. This computer system was the newest on the market

and offered opportunities of which some of my engineer friends could only dream.
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However, this computer system was never put to use as none of the responsible staff had
the expertise to work on such a system.

With their potential unfulfilled and the society making limited demands on them, my
informants respond with a growing demand for leisure goods and services that promise
them some reward and will bring them closer to their dream of a new society that closely
resembles what they might have seen in western European countries and on American
television. A good life is equated with buying things that seem to represent images of

happiness.

Living Arrangements

Nearly all the young women in Skopje live with their parents, with virtually no
chance of having their own place, even if the family owns another property'’. They
cannot become independent in this structure and remain 'the daughter.' This situation
arose during this time of transition. After 1945, in socialist Yugoslavia, most young
people left their homes in the villages or small towns to move to Skbpje to work in state

organisations and to move into their own flat supplied by the state:
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"They treat me like when I was sixteen, they ask me all the time what I
am doing and where I am going. I do not feel like telling them what is
going on at work, but they want to know everything. And my mother is
really worried because I mentioned Stefan so many times and he is
married. I hate it when they control me like this. I think this will only
change the day I am married and it may not even change then. You are
lucky, you can do whatever you want and nobody tells you what is right
and wrong. You are your own person. I would like to find out things for
myself. Iwould like to make my own mistakes."”

Another friend describes her situation:

" It is not a feeling of being controlled; I cannot describe that feeling
accurately. I do things because I want to do them. They complain that I
haven't done things correctly or my mother says: ‘Oh, you came in so
late last night,’ and they say, ‘that is the reason why you feel like this.’
When they know things, when they know why and how I should be, and I
am not that way, then it is not a feeling of being controlled, it is not... I
don't know, I would do the things anyway, like that. I see unnecessary
quarrels with my parents and this just puts more tension in our house.
My mother starts screaming, I start screaming, my father starts after a
while as well, trying to calm me down. If he is trying to calm me down,
he makes me even more nervous; it is just unnecessary. I do not like the
way we get into fighting and that's how it is for a while at home now. It is
too much, staying up late, going to work - I have obligations at home, and
yes: going out too much, staying out too late, yes. I am not getting
enough sleep and then you are not really ready to do what you should
do.”

Parents see their daughters spending most of their money on things they feel are
unnecessary and they see them coming home very late. They were concerned about
their daughters' lack of sleep and most of all they had conflicts over their daughters

finding a nice boyfriend but wanting them not to get ‘in trouble"® and having people



'talk.! They knew they were supposed to be "Western' parents and tried their best; their
daughters, however, felt strongly that their private life was not their parents' business
and was their own responsibility. To the daughters, this thinking identified them as
'Western,' modern and individualists. They insisted on the right to make their own
mistakes. Nevertheless, it seemed that those young women demanded autonomy but
only on their terms. Few of them took this autonomy further into more uncomfortable
areas of life that demanded effort ‘on their part: moving out, finding a job by themselves
or emigrating. They relied on their family for support and it was at this point that the
family exerted influence over their decisions. A more complete independence from the
family could result in social exclusion, as the example of a young female informant
shows. She took her life into her own hands and taking her two children, left her

husband. While her sisters supported her, the rest of the family turned away from her.

Money

Economically my friends were not able to fend for themselves and were dependent on
their families. Even though they had their own salaries and were not expected to
relinquish them to the household, they nevertheless did not have complete control over

their own finances. They were expected to supply their siblings with pocket money and
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'extras,’ for example jeans, sweaters or shoes. This was far from being a duty and it was
regarded as part of 'sibling' affection. Nevertheless, there was subtle influence on their
spending through little comments about wasting money: "You go out every night. Are
we rich? And the new sweater, and the new shoes!" The daughter's perspective was
somewhat different:
"My mother is always telling me I should not go out because it is so

expensive and I should stay at home and learn to cook and help her in the

flat. She goes on and on about how lazy I am and that I am not doing

anything useful. Yes, I am lazy, but when she is getting so upset saying that

all the work is hers and everybody is just going out and leaving all the work

to her, this only makes me want to go out more. I know this is not fair. Ijust

cannot stand her nagging. She wants me to stay at home and then she

complains that I have no boyfriend, and asks me why I don't have one. She

says that I should stay home and learn how to cook. Well, either I go out and

look for a boyfriend or I learn how to cook, but somehow this does not make

sense. And she goes on and on about the money. She wants to exchange all

my money into marks and then she hides it."

Some time later, this same friend decided to spent most of her salary at one of the
beauty salons. It was very expensive and she kept quiet to everybody about the exact

cost. Friends of hers who had been frequenting the same beauty salons also concealed

the real prices of these places and how much money they were spending. Nevertheless,

Stefanija’s mother one day went through her wallet counting the money and started to
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scream about where the salary had gone. The ensuing argument was about "household
responsibility.! Stefanija came to my place very upset:

"I know it is not right to spend all this money and hide from everybody
how much I spent. I was telling my mother that it is not her business
what I do with my salary. But my mother went on that it is very much her
business as she is saving money for me, buying Deutsch Marks for me!
Then my father tried to calm us down, saying that he thinks for sure I will
tell them where the money is, later. Really, I never would have thought
that my father would care about these things, that he actually thinks as
well that it is my parents’ business where the money goes, but maybe he
was only trying to calm my mother. When they will ask me later I will
Jjust tell them that I loaned the money to someone."”

Then she borrowed £25 from me to buy a pair of underpants for her boyfriend”. She
went on saying:

"I know I am not right. I know my mother is right in saying I am still
dependent on them and that in some ways it is their business what I do
with my money. But I think I have the right to be treated like an adult. 1
told my mother this and she told me she will only see me as grown up
when I am a married woman. Wonderful. Of course my mother at my
age had long since been married and had a child of four; nobody told her
anything. She never had problems like I have. It is really sad that I fight
with my mother like this; it can be so nice with her sometimes, but we
make each other more and more nervous."”

Such dependency is not unusual in times of economic crisis. The parents of my
friends had it, in some senses, easier than their own children. After 1945 and after the
earthquake in Skopje in 1963, Skopje saw a great influx of young people from small

villages and towns. These young people came to build up the fledgling socialist state.
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They took responsibilities that their children today would never consider. Stefanija's
father left his small village in Eastern Macedonia when he was 16 years old and came to
the city to be a teacher. He got married, his young wife moved with him into their own
inexpensive flat provided by the state, and she started to work as an economist and took
the responsibilities of the household. Their parents were far away and too inexperienced
with urban life and with socialist society in general and could not provide advice. The
young people who came to Skopje were employed by the socialist state and did not need
to seek employment through connections, not that their parents could provide those
connections anyway.

If Yugoslavia had continued to exist, one can speculate on how the situation would
have been for my friends. They may very well have been in the same situation they find
themselves in now, but it is important to note that they had not expected this. In their
thinking, their life should not have been very different from any middle-class German or
English student. For their postgraduate studies, they might have gone to a different
university in Belgrade, Ljubljana or Zagreb or perhaps even abroad, and gained further
independence from their parents. They might have been able to get a cheap flat and they
felt that certainly they would have had their 'own place' when they got married.

Marriage or postgraduate studies would have been their way to greater independence, an
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independence they felt their parents had been given while they were refused by a
situation not of their own choosing. In comparison to many other post-communist
societies, Macedonia came to independence not as a matter of real choice, as people in
Croatia, Slovenia or Serbia might have felt, but rather had independence thrust upon
them when Yugoslavia fell apart. Their only real alternative was to be swallowed up by

Serbia, who had once been an occupying force in Macedonia.

Connections

In Skopje no one I know got a job without connections although sometimes these
connections were concealed. Some of my friends tried to convince me that it was solely
their credentials that got them employment. However, even with their credentials they
still needed connections to beat other candidates who might not have had the credentials
but had the connections. The nature of the job determined the extent to which
connections were a factor. It was easier to get into private business with credentials as
sometimes expertise, in particular facility with foreign languages and being a specialist
on a specific computer program, could outweigh the 'connection factor.' According to
BRIMA (British Macedonian Social Surveys, 1994) and my own knowledge which can

affirm this, to the question "If you want to have success, you must have 'connections,’ in
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our country?," 90% of respondents answered "agree," 4% answered with "Don't know,"

and only 6% did not agree.
I asked a friend who was running a music store some questions about connections:

Question: "How important do you think connections are for being able
to have a business?

...Here? Oh, I could talk a lot...
Question: Is it possible to have a business without connections?

...Probably not. Many of these rich people around who have big
companies now use their connections from the socialist times. Many of
them were managers in state enterprises and they just transferred the
capital with their connections to their private companies. Connections
are very important. I have many friends, lots of connections, but I never
use them for my job because it's a special kind of job, you know. I have
Jfriends everywhere, but people cannot really help me with my business.
As I told you, we are probably the only people who deal with this
material in a legal way”. So, it is important to have connections,
especially here in Macedonia. Probably everywhere, but here in these
circumstances nothing would even work without them."”

In addition to getting a job through connections, it seemed that knowing someone
ensured that one would not be laid off so easily even out of economic necessity. That
had the strange effect that some engineers became teachers or econémists as these were
the connections their parents had; the serious issue of relevant expertise for these jobs

was irrelevant;
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"They do not care what you are, the only thing that counts is, 'who you
know.' In my mother's ministry, they employed a woman who was in her
eighth month of pregnancy. Nobody has ever seen her since she is now
on maternity leave - and she is getting 80% of the salary from a job
which she has never done! And you ask if woman are discriminated

against! What kind of job I get depends solely on the people my parents
know."”

In summary, these young engineering students leaving university and entering a
different phase of their lives were far from becoming the self-determined agents they

had once dreamt they would be:

"I want to be independent, to have a job that is challenging,
colleagues who are fun. I do not need a boyfriend. I will have my own
little place, or Ane and I will move into her flat together. It will be so
nice to do whatever you want. I would like to have my own room,
decorate it as I want to, have my own stuff. On the weekends I will go for
lunch to visit my parents or maybe invite them over. This would be nice."

Instead, they were thrown into greater dependence than they had ever expected from
their perceptions within Yugoslavia or their ideas about Western Europe. They even
saw their parents as having more freedom than they themselves had. While the
importance of vrski, connections, was running through all Macedonian social life before
and after the fall of Yugoslavia, today vrski cannot guarantee secuﬁty, money or living

space, the lack of which has become the hindrance to what they aimed to achieve. There

is no employment security anymore, 30% of the country was believed to be unemployed
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at the time of my research, and my friend's fathers and mothers were losing their jobs
too.
This is what my friends faced when they started work:

"My father had to change his job because his company was completely run down. He
and his colleagues went to work just to keep their jobs, although there was no work for
them to do. They did not get paid anything. He is now working for an electric company.
He has a very low position, like I have. He had no other choice: he had no social
security, no health security. Such things theoretically existed, but his factory did not
have the money to pay for that. The state does not pay either. He needs his social
security payment for his pension which is another reason why he changed jobs. People
are very scared to lose their jobs. We hope it will become better, but they said that this
year it will be very, very bad. There will be an enormous number of people who will
lose their jobs. Everyone is afraid that they could lose their jobs. The government is
supposed to pay unemployment insurance, but the government does not have enough
money. The money which is in the country is not regular, not for taxes”. The money
one can see is not money which is put somewhere, in an account or something, there is
only cash in hand. The taxes are up to eighty percent. That's why the private companies
do not pay any taxes. And the government is not strong enough to enforce such laws. It
is very easy for the private companies, they pay 3000 or 4000 DM to some official in the
government instead of paying 10000 DM tax. It is simply the way things go here. There
is an organised Mafia in the government. And people are afraid, they are afraid that
they will lose their jobs. That's why nobody does anything about it. My father is the
same. He only talks and talks. Ido not like this about people here, they only talk and
never do anything. People are afraid. We would not have been 500 years under the
Turkish empire if people had been different”. (Informant 1995)

This is the world that Nela, Ane and Beti stepped into when they graduated in 1993
and the beginning of 1994. At this time, they were around 24 years old, had been born

in Skopje and lived there all their lives. Their parents had come from other towns and
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villages in Macedonia. When they started working they had no boyfriends and the
support of the friendship group was great, although it weakened later. Some of their
friends were still finishing their last exams or graduate work or were looking for jobs.
Besides the conflict of having to balance time for sleep with going out to the cafes in the
evenings as they did as students, they felt uncertain about what they wanted. Nela and
Beti were sure at that time that they wanted to continue their studies with postgraduate
work. They saw their work only as a filler to gain experience and some money to help
them pursue future studies and find an appropriate dissertation topic. Nela and Beti at
this time were still paying graduate fees to the university and saw themselves as students
and not different from the full-time students at university which implied going out a lot
and taking part in the ‘student games,’ similar to student Olympics. Ane took her time
finishing her graduate work. She then refused to have her father organise a job for her at

the television station where he worked because there were only "old people there."

The Case of Nela
Nela graduated in the summer of 1993 and then applied for a few jobs that were
advertised in the newspaper in a Konkurs, competition. I was told that her application

for these jobs did not make sense as these jobs were only in the newspaper because the
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law required that they be publicly advertised, and the positions had already been given to
'friends.' Nela applied for a job in customs where the pay was supposed to be very high,
in order to reduce the prevalence of bribery. There was another job at the post office at
that time, but as she told me later, an Albanian got the job due to the policy of 'positive
discrimination,” even though I was told that the Albanian's credentials were not as good
as Nela's. As her job applications failed to result in employment, her father took action.
He organised a job teaching computer science for Nela at three different high schools:
agriculture, art and medical. The school of agriculture lies on the outskirts of Skopje
and draws those students that could not qualify for any other high school, so they are
educated to become farmers. In the Yugoslavian school system, high schools specialise
in future professions: there are the technical (engineering), the language, medical, art
and agricultural schools. The brightest students or those who had bribed their way in
were supposed to be found in the medical school.

Nela enjoyed her work in the agricultural school particularly bec?.use her colleagues
were young, whereas in the medical school older people were working. The more
respectable and rewarding jobs were held by older people whereas the less rewarding
ones were given to younger people. In Macedonia, as a post-communist republic, this

was commented on many times by my friends as they felt more competent than those
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from the 'old communist times.' They felt that those older people had only been hired
because of their party membership and not because of their abilities, especially in the
field of computer science. My friends rather liked working with young people and did
not feel they could learn from older colleagues, who they feared were not really
interested in work but only in enhancing their own power and interest. My friends often
said these people evaded work and commented that this was a 'Balkan attitude.’

In opposition to such 'Balkan’ attitudes was a woman of forty who Nela admired. The
wife of a priest, this woman had many young lovers and was enjoying her life, living it
the 'Western' way. Even though she was considered vulgar, for Nela she was honest
and full of life. Nela contrasted this woman and her younger colleagues in the
agricultural school with her older colleagues in the medical school who were accepting
bribes from their students for exams, following the 'Balkan way'.

Nela also felt that there was another difference between these two schools. She felt
both schools reflected two different work cultures, one she considered Balkan, the other
Western. Whereas in the agricultural school, business was more relaxed, in the medical
school there was an emphasis on performance. In respect to Nela's salary, these
differences became apparent. The agricultural school still owes Nela one month’s

salary, though she has been there to see the director many times. Her father, a 'friend’ of
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the director, had even rang a few times to see about his daughter collecting her pay. The
school was always ready to give her the money, but every time she rode the bus forty
minutes to collect it, one of the people required to sign, arrange and give her the money
was 'not in.'

In contrast, at the medical school she was disciplined for not reporting marks for her
students on time and her salary was deducted by 10%, which occurred for most of her
colleagues. In both places she found the work very boring, as she had to teach students
the basics of communications and computer science without any computers at hand.
Whereas Nela felt that in the agriculture school there was a Balkan work attitude which
she herself detested, she felt more comfortable in the atmosphere in this school and with
her younger colleagues, which she felt were more "Western.' In the Medical School she
enjoyed the work attitude that was directed towards performance, but did not approve of
the 'Balkan way' of accepting bribes. The principles of 'Balkan' and "Western' overlap in
these schools and illustrate the contradiction many of my friends felt at that time:
whereas the younger, more 'Western' — oriented teachers were working in an old socialist
working environment, the 'Western' working environment was occupied by the older

socialist elite.
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Though Nela liked her students, she felt that teaching was not a challenge. She did
not take her work very seriously and we helped her mark the essayé. What she liked
most ébout her job was the free time she had, though she complained about having to get
up so early. However, she still believed that she would continue her postgraduate
studies as she knew that another degree would be helpful when the time came to leave
the country.?

This difference in the two schools is significant as it demonstrates the dilemma my
young informants felt. They felt that they had been the elite of Yugoslavia as the young
generation that had finally overcome the stigma of 'the Balkan' and were worthy of
living in 'the West.! Given the disintegration of Yugoslavia and the proximity to the
West taken from them, there were significant changes in The Republic of Macedonia,
especially in the economic sector. Foreign aid was freely handed out to any sort of
enterprise, to schools and universities and to the government. Many foreigners had
come to Macedonia and were living and working there. However, if these graduates did
not work in one of the private agencies with the foreign companies and opted for the
more secure jobs in government, they were faced with the socialist elite
mismanagement, as they termed it, and the squandering of the possibilities given to

Macedonia from the 'West.'
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While Nela finally got a job in the Ministry, it was not always clgar that her father
had the strongest connections and he had to contact a number of people to ascertain that
his connections were, in fact, stronger than the competition's connections. They had a
'friend' in the Ministry who then let them know that Nela was suggested, but everyone
was still unsure about whether the other woman who was short-listed would get the job.
The other candidate 'knew' another very important person in the ministry. So Nela's
father made some further contacts and Nela finally got the official offer. Two months
after she had started she was already complaining that her bosses would not give her any
interesting work. She thought this was due to her department head being disappointed
that his 'friend' did not get the job. Even though she began to get w;)rk to do, she found
it boring as well and began looking for another job. This decision was highly criticised
by her parents and the family who told her she could not switch jobs like shoes. Nela
decided to emigrate to New Zealand and was busy making the necessary arrangements.
She gave up the idea of continuing her studies in Macedonia and décided to do her
postgraduate studies in New Zealand after she had earned some money there. She was
still periodically checking the newspaper for konkurs, job advertisements, but was
disillusioned as they were 'fixed' already. To actually get a new job she would have to

again draw on her father's connections. She felt that outside Macedonia life would be
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very different in many positive ways, but also realised how difficult it was to obtain a
visa that would allow to leave Macedonia. She has resigned herself to her job and
claims to be used to the situation of not actually working. Nela has learned to use the
time at work for private endeavours as everybody else does. She claims not to feel
guilty because of this anymore as she explains:

"I don't know, things are somehow slow here, not only the ministry, this is
the case for others as well, but that is the way it works here. I still would like
to find a different, more fulfilling job, but it is difficult. Some people here do
what they feel like doing, some people work."

To find pleasure in what one does is seen by all of my young informants as a

"Western' attitude. Unrewarding labour or a way of working that is distinguished by its

inefficiency is seen as 'Balkan'.

The Case of Beti

Beti took the initiative of finding employment for herself. She had worked abroad in
Germany and England a few times over the summers and had a clear idea of what it
meant for her to work. She applied for jobs in foreign embassies and relied more on her
language abilities than on her engineering experience. She was unsuccessful with the

embassies but managed to find work in a private computer company where she was to
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design programs. Although her salary was not high, she was satisfied since she saw her
work as experience that would get her further in her studies. She subsequently applied
for a job at the post office, but then decided that it would not be challenging enough.
She then applied at the defence ministry and got the job as a computer technician, as she
said because of her knowledge of German and English and some good 'connections.'
She also told me that she was sometimes not treated well because some 'friend’ of her
boss did not get the job. They owed her money for the trial period of two months but
she had to accept no payment for these two months in order to avoid stirring up trouble.
She told me that she felt that companies now do not like to employ women and that she
had been very lucky.

Beti has no female colleagues. Her immediate colleagues are nice and friendly but
she has some difficulties at the ministry because she is not married and some men are
making unwanted advances of a romantic nature. A friend told her that the men who are
acting overtly are only very outspoken since basically all her male colleagues felt
similarly about her. For a long time this disturbed her enormously, although she took
pride in being the only woman working there and was flattered by the attention she
received. She dresses up for work, though she emphasises that she does not act like the

'pretty women' since she is an engineer and she walks around in jeans. Nevertheless she
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likes her work and the aura of importance that working for 'internal security,’ with its
special rights of the police force, gives her. The situation is not stable in her ministry
though and a few times there have been salary cuts. Consequently, she is looking for
another job without her parents' knowledge. Beti feels that her parents only wanted her
to be employed at anything then get married to fulfil the proper destiny. She tries hard
to be rebellious.

Beti was short-listed for a Swiss company that wanted to open an office in Skopje
even though they were mainly interested in people for banking business. Beti was
interested as they offered a much better salary than an engineer couid get. Again it was
her knowledge of languages that allowed her to be considered for better work with a
foreign organisation. For a long time she felt it would be to her advantage to take a job
with the Swiss company if she were offered one. However, she decided against it
because she felt more secure in the ministry where she already had a job and the chances
that she would be laid off were not high. She noted that the situation of unemployment
was disastrous and that she would not know what she would live on if she became
unemployed. She was in a secure situation though since her parents, at a great sacriﬁce_
years ago, had bought, against the will of her father, three flats. Her mother, who

worked at a bank, had insisted on this investment for her two daughters. The last flat
94



was bought just a few days before all bank accounts in Macedonia §vere frozen. At that
time, her father was unemployed.

There was virtually no social security for unemployment and people had to rely on
their own family resources. Times could be very hard for some families, as in the
example of one friend whose parents both became unemployed and were renting out
their flat in Skopje to UNPROFOR (United Nation Protection Force). They moved in
with their grandmother who was living in a small town and the daughter had to quit
university because she had no place to stay in Skopje. All five of them were living on
the meagre pension of her grandmother and some savings. Talk of this particular
situation made Beti reconsider her decision for the Swiss company as she feared that a
foreign company could pull out of Macedonia at any time. She nevertheless felt that she
was again giving up a chance that she may, one day, be employed in a western country.

Her decision did not take into consideration that her life-situation would not have
changed dramatically if she had become unemployed. If however, her mother, were to
be laid off, the consequences would have been dire for Beti's family since her mother
earned enough money to support the entire family. To acknowledge this situation
required Beti to recognise her own dependence which she did not easily accept. She felt

superior to her parents who had never been outside Macedonia whereas she had worked
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and travelled abroad and knew what 'real' life was about. Still, she was not satisfied with
her salary, despite the fact that generally people could not earn much in Macedonia by
honest means, as people kept saying. She felt she was not valued highly enough in her
work as an engineer and believed that technicians, the socialist 'working class', were still
valued more highly. When asked about her university education, Beti said she still
wanted to continue her post-graduate work, although that would bring her no financial
advantage in the long run in terms of a better job or promotion. Besides being eager to
learn, she secretly hoped that further university education would increase her chances of
working abroad, as well as give her more work experience. She complained many times
that education was not valued highly enough. She pointed out that there was a law
designed to give her department head, who only had a high school education, the same
salary as a beginner with university degree. But she doubted that such a law would ever
be enforced. For her, too many people with low education were sitﬁng at the top:
"That's what is left from the old times. They were good party members

and that's how they got their positions and the same for their children.

They use their positions to get high positions for their children. They

have good connections and they do not do anything; they barely come to

work and they get the same money as I do. Who has the most money? It

is the people with low education. They use illegal ways to get so much
money." (Beti 1995)
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She constantly dreams of leaving Macedonia as she feels that her country, in the
present transitional situation, cannot give her the support she feels she needs:
"The young generation is the lost generation. They have the
knowledge the new times need, but they are missing guidance. The older
generation is only busy securing high positions, they are not interested in

work and they cannot be fired, they determine the rules of the game.
With them in power, we never will manage to change our country.”

At the moment, however, she has a secure job and earns an average income of 300
DM. Her parents are renting out two flats. Her father has a new job, though he has the
same position and payment as his daughter after being employed over 30 years.
Economically her family is better off than before, as her mother had planned with
foresight. Beti's biggest concerns are the arguments she has with her parents who want
her to be married now. Beti does not want to marry a Macedonian man because of the
'‘Balkan' attitude toward women. Being a 'Balkan' man for my informants means to be
chauvinistic and having women do all the work. It also means not showing emotions
and going out with many women, driving fast cars and drinking a lot. They are seen not
to care for women, or if they do, only in a sexual sense, but do not regard them as
friends or partners. Men, however, accuse the women of only caring about money and

fast cars.
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Howeyver, since Beti hopes to leave Macedonia she feels she must not be alone since
immigration officials in Canada, New Zealand and Australia prefer couples and because
she would be scared to be alone. She is applying for immigration to Canada now as

another friend of hers has just had his visa granted.

The Case of Ane

One Saturday, Nela and I went to visit Ane, a fellow engineer, at the television
station. She was sitting on the desk enjoying the warm April sun streaming through the
windows. It was spring, people were moving around, coming in and out of the building.
Lela who has her own office, since she is the daughter of a good friend of the father of
Ane's boss, had visitors as well. I went to Lela's office to look at holiday pictures and
Lela was complaining that she was bored. In the winter she had stiH wanted to find
work as an engineer, but now she had become a businesswoman. She had settled for
this, in response to the pressures from her father. She could come and go whenever she
wanted and complained that even though she was hardly seen in the company, nobody
cared and she felt that nobody needed her. All of us had a nice chat and then went to sit
with Ane on the couch in the entrance hall. We were drinking coca cola and joking with

the porter across the hall. We talked until Ane could go home and, although she left
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slightly early, the work she had to have done for this day had been long done. She was
arranging the television programming and had to fit the programs and advertisements
together and time everything. Sometimes we would work together subtitling a movie for
some extra money. We strolled home and went to the pizza place to have a huge ice
cream. In the evening, we all met again in the cafés. It was like a normal weekday,
except that it was a Saturday and spring; there was a weekend ahead.

What made Ane different from her friends was that she enjoyed her job and did not
"live for the night' as some of her friends did. Her work demanded no special skills or an
engineering education. In reality anyone in the company could do her job, she would
say. However, she had discovered that she was very talented in organising. Everybody
in the station could, and did, rely on her. She used her spare time to keep a supervisory
eye on everyoﬁe else. With her education, she had a special position in the station and
her immediate supervisor would often consult her about serious work. She started to
read, learned a lot about music and took advantage of the free tickets and entrance to all
sorts of cultural events a television station had to offer. She felt she had missed
something in her education as an engineer, a view she liked to underline to her friends,
who took it as an insult since they interpreted Ane as saying engineers were ne kulturni,

uncultured. Ane enjoyed the freedom the station offered but took her tasks extremely
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seriously. Most of all, she enjoyed working with her colleagues, all of whom were
young and enthusiastic, even if there was not much to do.

When Ane started to look for a job, her father, who had not managed to get her
employed at the television station where he worked, organised a voluntary job at a
private television station for Ane. At first, Ane did not want to work there, because the
boss of the station, of the same age as her, was known to have a very violent reputation.
Her father did not show any understanding of Ane's feelings and thought she should be
happy to have a job. At the time, Ane did not feel she had a choice and decided to gain
experience at this television station to prepare her for 'real' work at the National
television station. She spent much time in the cutting room and was eager to learn about
technical support. She is the only woman in the division and the supervisor of this
division is her father's friend. She points out proudly that it is she, a woman, who is
doing the 'real' work to keep the television station successful, whereas her male
colleagues are cleaning the machines. Despite the fact that Ane is popular, some people
are jealous since she has a diploma and is so young. Ane though, despite her diploma,
has no job security and has never signed any work agreement, does not earn much and,
most of all, does not have a 'real' job that qualifies her to be registered for a pension.

She works voluntarily at the whim of her boss who can decide to pay her or not or fire
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her whenever he wants. This is why Ane is still looking for a different job and hopes
that by performing well she could be promoted to actually have a contract and to get
more demandingwork, suiting her education and knowledge.

In the meantime, Ane applied for work at the post office at the urging of her parents.
Her parents did not have the best connections, but a good friend, who was kum,
godfather, or in this case, best man, at her parents' wedding, is a very rich business man
who made considerable money in Switzerland. Her parents hoped that he would have
enough influence to help Ane get the job at the post office. Ane w#s not very happy
about this situation as she liked her work, liked her new interests and her new friends.
Most of all, Ane feared that the job at the post office would be boring which would be
harder to bear than a lack of security in her present position. Ane felt working at the
post office would be so boring because there were many older peopie working there.
The same argument surfaced when her father suggested that he might arrange some
work at his own company. In May she had an awful fight with her mother who could
not understand why Ane refused her father's offer to look for a job at his national
television station and wanted to stay in the current insecurity of the mladi raboti, youth
work, working scheme. In tears, Ane complained that she and her friends cannot make

their own decisions:
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"I am 25 and my parents determine my life as they want. I have no
say. I told them that I like the job and that I am good at it and I would
like to wait until they give me a better job opportunity - a real job. In my
Jather's company, there are only older people and at my station
everybody is young and I love the atmosphere. Aneta [a colleague her
age she befriended] is there as well, though this argument I could not
give my mother. My father is upset because he is retiring soon and then
he won't be able to exert much influence on my getting a job there. But I
don't want to have security now. I am young, so many things can happen,
why do I have to arrange everything for the rest of my life now, why can I
not wait until life comes to me and offers me something? My parents only
feel that I am acting irresponsibly, that I am not taking the responsibility
they expect from me: I do not have a boyfriend and I am not looking for
one. They also blame themselves that they could not offer me and my
sister a better life. This is why they try to arrange our life so it would be
safe; they try to save us from their worst fears: insecurity and instability.
I want to be independent but I cannot be. I would like to make my own
decisions, but my parents insist that they know what is the best and that it
is a luxury to make one's own mistakes." :

Ane was unhappy about her parents' decisions but did not dare insist on her desires.
She spent many hours thinking what she would do if she really did get a job offer from
the post office. She knows that one day she will have to accept something more than
voluntary work, but for now she does not feel threatened by the insecurity. Friends, a bit
older than her, do leave the private television station to work in more established
companies but Ane feels that for the moment she is doing the right thing. She enjoys her

work and she learns new things; she does not want to think about tomorrow. Tomorrow
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there are things that are still unimaginable for her: love, a family, her own place, a
career. Today she enjoys what she can experience in the present. Security is not an
issue for her as she feels that there is no security anywhere and that one depends only on
the goodwill of others. Her dream would be to become the technical director and, as she
says, there is plenty of time. Ultimately, Ane's ability to help everyone and her likeable
personality are her only guarantees to keep the job, to be paid and to get holidays, all of
which are dependent on connections and not on a work contract.
"I like my colleagues and would like to keep them as colleagues. Iam

also not sure about what kind of job I should look for. I definitely don't

want to work in a post office or some ministry. I also don't care if I work

as an engineer. I think I am best in organising things and a job like that

would fulfil me most. The problem is that my parents will try to find me a

secure job, a job they want me to have and I just want them to leave me to

find a job that I want. I will look for a job with security, but I want to

find it and if they can help me with that, that's fine. Ijust don't want them
to decide for me and I know that's how it will be."”

The boss's father puts restrictions on the budget and does not allow Ane to be
employed regularly. She was scared to tell her father that her promotion was rejected on
these grounds. He listened calmly and finally took the position thaf Ane should learn as
much as she could and, in the meantime, watch for a better job. In May, Ane hoped that

she would find work in other private television stations that were to open soon. She
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hoped that the friends at work would know people and could organise a job for her or
would even transfer with her. There was another television station, an International
News Organisation for Eastern Europe which would transmit their programs across
Europe via satellite, that considered opening an agency in Macedonia. Only ten people
would be employed and the salary was expected to be very high. Ane was scared to talk
about this as a job like this would fulfil her wildest dreams. With such a job, she might

even have the opportunity to work outside of Macedonia.

Conclusion™

I have presented only three cases at some length but all of these young informants are
in very similar situations. The informants eagerly anticipate changé but feel they are
being held back by the transitional state of their country. They oscillate between
optimism and pessimism. Social change may generate great anxiety because the future
is suddenly much less secure, but there is also the possibility of experiencing this change
as 'the meaning of life' and not only as loss (Marris 1973:148). On the one hand, my
friends hope for a better future and are looking forward to being given demanding tasks
that would allow them to further their ambitions while, at the same time, they are

reluctant to believe that the society they are faced with today will change dramatically.
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They still see the same attitudes towards work, which never met the official socialist
picture of the working class and corruption is still prevalent. Their reaction is to hope
for emigration to a classic capitalist country where their dreams of freedom,
independence and consumption promise to be satisfied. Today people in Macedonia do
not face the typical capitalist quotation 'no pain, no gain,' but experience instead 'pain
without gain.' In addition, the Republic finds itself in an ideological void.

The Republic of Macedonia is still governed by a democratically elected socialist
government, and did not want independence out of a feeling of oppression but out of
necessity following the 'Fall of Yugoslavia." Writing about 'getting along' touches on
many aspects of my informants' lives: how they 'get along' in their transforming society,
with their parents, through adolescence into separation, with the world around them and
with each other in a time of dramatic changes and terror because of the vast unknowns in
their lives. There is loss, but also hopes and dreams. Macedonia has been able to avoid
direct involvement with the Yugoslavian conflict and despite internal ethnic tension has
withstood the anticipation of civil war. A new society, one that people want to believe
in, has been formed. The memory of the socialist past through monuments and Tito are
neither hidden nor are there attempts to rewrite socialist history. The Republic has

experienced transitions from 'feudalism' to 'socialism' to something that has not yet been

105



defined. It is not correct to speak of post-socialism, but neither is the country socialist.
Macedonia is evolving and its definition lies in the future.

There are specific changes in the social life of Macedonia that are directly linked to
its political fate. My informants entered a new phase in their lives, finished university
and started employment in a time that coincided with the political changes from
Yugoslavia to The Republic of Macedonia. In comparing the 'coming of age' of my
informants to their parents' in their adolescence,thus one comes to the understanding that
both groups see themselves as 'the elite.' Their parents had come to play an important
part in Macedonia's society after 1945 through hard labour and the responsibility of
transforming a peasant society towards an industrial nation. The graduates in their time,
in the last years of Yugoslavia, saw themselves as the elite through thelr advanced
knowledge and "Western' attitudes, bridging the gap, in their eyes, between Northern
Europe and the Balkans. As their parents changed their society through socialist
ideology, my friends intended to change their society through qualifications. They saw
their parents generation still bound to the Balkan principles through Yugoslav socialist
ideology. In the same way their parents wanted to better the lives of their parents whom
they viewed as downtrodden and oppressed peasants who had to be brought into

modern, industrial Yugoslavia. My friends wanted to change their society away from
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this notion of Balkan, the backward; non-European, ne kulturni®. This is a typical
generational conflict, where the younger generation wants to improve the world of the
older generation and both generations had a specific ideology about employment.
Whereas the parents' generation saw employment as labour and received power through
access to employment that could change society through party membership, my group of
graduates viewed employment as a career, in which one would advance oneself and
thereby society by improving oneself through several jobs and gaining power in the
process of it. For both generations, post-war Yugoslavia and 'pre-mortem' Yugoslavia,
the younger generation had been the generation of change. In post-war Yugoslavia,
power to change had been received through ideology, while in 'pre-mortem’ Yugoslavia
through knowledge. In the parents’ generation, security was granted by the state and
they expected their lives to be secure through knowledge.

Today this situation has drastically changed. Young people do not have the same
influence on changing society as external politics is taken out of their hands. Today it is
not socialist ideology or qualification that holds the key to success in Macedonia but
connections, an element that was identified by all my informants as 'non-western,’ as
'Balkan.' Today employment is seen as a ‘job' that holds no power. The older generation

is seen by my young informants to misuse knowledge and assistance from 'the West,'
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again pointing towards their definition of '‘Balkan.' In this world the young generation
see themselves as unable to change their society, as it is only through connections that
they can obtain the means and security that would enable them to change their society.
But aside from "loss', I will examine the many ways this specific group of young female
engineering graduates are understanding and altering their lives and thereby 'taking

charge' of it.
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CHAPTER 3

SILHOUETTE- THE SCULPTURED BODY

In trying to understand my friends' motivation to carry on during the difficult
adjustment to a new country and to new political and economic circumstances, I noted
one central theme: the symbolic meaning attached to their bodies. It was not politics
but the design of their bodies that moved them strongly. I have come to believe that
their efforts to change their bodies were directly linked to the changes their country was
undergoing. Their position in society differs from the position their grandmothers and
mothers held and it differs also from the expectations they had for themselves when
Macedonia was part of the former Yugoslavia. In my conversations with these women,
they often described their lives as lacking personal autonomy, a term and a meaning that
derived from the American and Western European television they vjewed and which had
become a part of daily family life. There were changes in their country that affected
them directly but over which they felt they had no control. They see many beautiful
women on television and these women appear immune from the normal female bodily

processes. My friends are certainly not so naive as to believe such representations are
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real, however, they do accept the general idea that life in the West provides perfect ways
of concealing bodily processes and that it offers ways to alter the body to fit the images
on television. When I arrived in the field with a set of 'Always' sanitary napkins®, they
provoked great interest and I was asked if I could spare one or two. The shortage in
sanitary towels had, however, ended and what was really wanted was the experience of a
Western and therefore superior method of hiding bodily processes. Soon all sorts of
Western pads were found in the duty free shops around the city and in other import
stores. In this chapter I will argue that the changes in the daily routine of my friends,
changes that are directly linked to Western images of the slender and fit body, suggest a
way of managing their bodies. It is through managing their bodies that the group of
graduates I will introduce are making their inner intentions, capacities and dispositions

visible to themselves and others (Benson 1997:123).

1995

Silhouette is a "Body Sculpture Studio.! Prominent signs displaying the stylized black
silhouette of a slim female body against a purple background guide you to this studio on
the 3rd floor of one of the apartment buildings that are reminiscent of the buildings at

the epicentre of the 1963 earthquake. The street is dusty; downstairs people sit in a café
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or go shopping in one of the old supermarkets that has only recently begun carrying
western yoghurt. The hallway is dirty, the elevator squeaks and is full of messages
written in the Latin alphabet. There is no sign on the door, but the clientele show you
the way. A loud doorbell announces your arrival. They let you wait. Eventually a
beautiful, slim and young woman opens the door. You might have seen her at the
university faculty or in the cafés in the evenings. She recognises you and smiles. The
leather seats are inviting. The goddess of the temple is sitting behind her desk facing
you and looking at you with her eyes half shut. She is sizing you up: how much do you
have to lose? how could we tone those legs? those arms? She gets some of her index
cards out, makes some phone calls on a cordless phone. Glossy, shiny magazines from
Germany, France and Italy are laying out the ideal: the women pictured in them are very
beautiful. They smile at you, measure you, you measure them. The owner is 50, but
looks older: she has lived a full life. A tower of false blond hair piled on her head with
the escapees surrounding her fake, dull face, she wears tights and a tight T-shirt.

You are given a diet plan in which you are instructed to drink only water and some
soup for the next ten days. You are measured with measuring tape strung loosely around
your too ample waist and thighs. You will pay an average monthly salary for the ten-

day program. This program includes exercise on 8 automatic exercising machines which
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force you to move your legs up and down and left and right. You sweat. The last bench
is heaven, you can lie there for 3 minutes as the machine gently shakes you. The next
day you experience a different kind of shaking: electricity is passed through your limbs
and stomach. In the same room there is a big mirror and a pair of scales. Every
newcomer is weighed in this room and her weight announced to the girl who writes the
index cards. Everybody lies there shaking together. At the same time, you are forced to
look into the mirror, forced to face your own unwilling flesh. One treatment uses
electrical current to cramp your buttocks so hard that for a few weeks you have a
perfectly shaped backside. For ten days you are beautiful. Then you are measured again
and this time the measuring tape is pulled as tight as possible, showing all the inches you
have lost. But you could have lost more if only you had kept to the diet. Every day you
were reminded by the lady at the front desk: "Stick to the diet." A sip of milk was your
reward for the day. It was too hot to eat anyway. At the end you were told to come back
soon so you could erase your sins. It is summertime and the truth will be revealed at the
beach: everyone will see...

The above passage describes my own experience at the fitness studio when I
accompanied my friend Ina. Recently 10-20 new body studios opened in Skopje due to

demand and the freedom of privatisation. Most of them are in private apartments or in
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institutions like the public swimming pool often combined with activities such as body-
building and aerobics. They have come to replace the semi-private cosmetic studios that
offered body hair removal and facials in socialist Macedonia. The differences between
these studios is explained by a cosmetician, an enterprising woman who had the first
private cosmetic studio in socialist Macedonia perhaps in part due to her husband's
position as an important politician with the former socialist government: "Women come
to me to be treated nicely and with care, even the waxing. I do this for them. They
come to me to be spoiled. Those body studios make you work hard and they punish you,
they pﬁt you down all the time, they look down at you."

In Yugoslavia, the socialist system offered planned comfort and allowed for semi-
private beauty studios. In today's Macedonia however, it is not comfort that is sought
but firmness and shape in order to compete with the images from the West. This
different objective is one of the central differences in the world of beautification today
and in socialist Macedonia. Yugoslavia offered comfort and self-confidence. Looking

at today's body cult Macedonia offers more restraint than comfort.
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1988 in Socialist Macedonia

In 1988 my friends were entering university. After they had passed the university
entrance examinations, a group of these friends and I went to Greece for a holiday. The
days were hot and at night they danced at the local disco to the songs of Madonna. For
some of my friends she represented what they wanted to be: 'She does not care' was the
most complimenting comment about Madonna. Susan Bordo (p.268) depicts Madonna
as a heroine who refuses to be constructed as the passive object of patriarchal desire.
'Nema gaile,' roughly translated as 'it doesn't matter' or 'I don't care,' was the phrase used
to express this sentiment. It was this kind of sentiment that made them feel very much at
the centre of things. They felt they did not need to care about old traditional ways of
their grandparents or about the ideology of their parents. Yugoslavia supplied them with
everything they needed, economical and professional, and with the freedom to want
more. Life was interesting and revolutionary. Many of my friends joined the
prestigious engineering faculty in Skopje. They knew they would eventually meet the
man for them and, in the not too distant future, they would have a family. This family
would not look like the families in which they had been brought up. Instead they would
have an open relationship with their partner and their children would be their friends.

They would have their own flat. Their friends would live nearby and would always be
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available for a quick chat. Leisure time would not be limited by housework as
housework would be shared equally with partners and there would be less of it anyway
as there would be microwaves and frozen food and a cleaning lady once or twice a week.
Then there would be a career and challenges at work and travel abroad from time to
time. There was a lot of talk of such matters that summer and in the following two years
and it seemed just a matter of time before these dreams would become reality. These
dreams were at hand and that was what they celebrated in the summer of 1988.

These women felt they were defining themselves: who they were and who they
wanted to be. They were young women ready to face what life had in store for them,
and they assumed it would be good. In those years my friends had discussions with their
parents or families in which they declared that they did not intend to marry, that perhaps
instead they would live with their female friends, until they met the man of their lives
and decide to move together with him, married or not married. In these discussions they
willfully stood against what they saw as the past: the lives of their mothers and
grandmothers. Their declarations prompted mild laughter from their kin. Nevertheless,
it was a time of protest against what my friends then considered the dullness of their

mothers' and grandmothers' lives.
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Madonna, the heroine of MTV (Music Television) and youth cultﬁre, stood as a
symbol of beauty and assertiveness for my friends. The world surrounding Madonna
gave them social clues as to how a world could be. By watching MTV my friends
experienced the world outside Macedonia as one big television transmission and as
recipients of this transmission they were part of this world. People from all over Europe
called in to MTV with a specific music request, and many callers were from Yugosiavia.
Through television my friends, 'us', 'we' and 'Europe’ intersected. The word most
commonly associated with the years 1988-1990 is 'freedom' according to my informants.
This period of time had its peak in the summer of 1990, when Ante Markovich, through
drastic economic reform, tried to help Yugoslavia's economy. The Dinar was bound to
the Deutsch Mark and, that summer, people in Macedonia had never felt closer to
Germany. The next year they were further away then ever and my friends had difficulty
identifying with Madonna and those like her. These symbols of the West became a
subject of longing, something my friends felt they once had had and now was lost to

them.
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1990 in Socialist Macedonia

One morning at the faculty of engineering, while the hot air stayed outside with cool
fresh, sunlit air in the hallways, there was much activity: it was election day for the
student union. The election boxes were positioned in the classrooms. While people
handed in their votes, there was friendly chatting in the background. There was a feeling
of belonging. Exams had already finished, the stress was gone, the summer holidays
were starting. However, at this moment nobody seemed really to want to leave. The
effect would not last long, but at that moment everything which was good in life was
there. Surrounded by friends, there was a sense of security and of Being in control.

Some of my friends ran and were successful in the elections for the student union
which gave them a sense of being wanted. They enjoyed the feeling of being voted into
a job in which they had confidence they would do well. Ina became the foreign
secretary, and arranged contacts with other student unions both inside and outside
Yugoslavia. Her duties included arranging a Student Olympic Games for engineering
students. Suse took up the task of organising the exam schedule and negotiated with
teachers on behalf of the student body. In all these activities in and around their faculty,

my young women friends experienced a time of personal freedom.
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Going into the summer of 1990 there was an atmosphere of exaltation. Shops carried
goods that had not been seen for a long time and many western goods arrived which
brightened the previously bleak shop windows. New shops opened: pizza places,
croissant shops. Yugoslavia was very close to being 'European.’ In 1990 everyone kept
telling me that soon Yugoslavia would join the EC. The iron curtain had fallen and
removed the darkness from an expectant Macedonia. One often overheard and read in

newspapers: a new millennium of European enterprise and peace lay ahead.

1996 in Independent Macedonia

Today it is more difficult to know the right action, since social rules have changed.
Today one is not in charge, but instead more dependant on others because the world has
become smaller. It is now the time my friends anticipated in 1990, in the warm summer
of Yugoslavia, but their dreams have been altered drastically. Now4 they are deciding
whether to stay in Macedonia or to leave. Many think of going, but very few actually
leave. In all this, my friends express their feeling of being caught and compare this to
the past when they felt free. Let me return to Madonna.

Since the summer of 1988, the idea of 'the body' has changed its Imeaning for my

friends and, consequently, they treat their bodies in a different way. As the Hans
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Christian Anderson fairy tale goes, the Mermaid trades her tail for feet in order to love
her prince. In doing so, not only does she lose her tail, but she suffers the pain of a
thousand cutting knives in the process. Rather like the Mermaid, my friends,
specifically the young graduates, experience the pain of living and achieving their goal.
Most of these recent graduates have boyfriends. Many of them have found jobs or are
looking for one and few have decided to continue their studies at university. They are

thinking of marrying their boyfriends of two or three years.

The World They Lived in - Yesterday and Today

Who are these friends of mine? They were Yugoslavia's young generation. While
studying engineering or economics, they took classes in Marxism and Atheism. They
did not believe firmly in socialism but in capitalism and democracy‘ instead. They saw
the lifestyle they wanted in Germany and in America through television. Many skipped
Marxism classes. Their experience of the communist party was restricted to the
experience of being a 'pioneer,’ which was a youth club organised by the socialist party,
similar to Boy Scouts and singing songs of partisan heroes defeating the Germans.

These songs are also sung as entertainment on a Sunday walk to the top of Vodno, the

mountain range overlooking Skopje. This walk, taken by many people in Skopje on the
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weekend, still corresponds with a socialist body culture. In Skopje, politics has not been
a topic of discussion for most people, not in 1988 or today and the associations of
corruption and self-serving politicians still dominate. However, most of my informants
when they looked back at Yugoslavia, felt that despite its political system, its economic
stress, and the resultant high prices in the eighties, they were able to buy most of the
things offered in the shops. Of course, at times not even necessities could be found in
the shops. Nevertheless, they could always buy consumer goods on the Green Market”
where goods from Greece, Turkey or Western Europe, often imported through Slovenia
or Croatia, (their proximity to Austria facilitated the flow of goods through their
borders), were placed next to vegetables and household articles. While my friends had
little money to buy these goods, some were given pocket money by their parents and
others had scholarships worth approximately DM 50 (£ 18), from which they could buy
a set of pens or perfume. They remember Yugoslavia as not always easy, but generally
improving, peaceful and always offering a way to get by. Today the financial situation
is a great deal worse, even though many more consumer goods are available and my
friends are earning their own salaries of about DM 300 (£ 100).

Despite the worsening financial situation, in recent years a number of more expensive

foreign shops have opened, including two Benetton shops, one Stefanel shop, many
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Levis Jeans shops and one shopping mall called Yukan offering Hugo Boss, Stefanel
and other designer names. In Yugoslavia, jeans were bought either when travelling in
Greece or Germany or designer copies could be bought at the bazaar for DM 15 (£5).
One could buy clothes at the market, take them home, try them on and if they did not fit
properly, return them. There was a friendly atmosphere in the market and traders
remembered their customers. Today one can go to the many shops offering the authentic
articles. The differences between the old way of buying and the new can be explained
through the concepts of what is 'ours' (Macedonian) and what is 'new' or 'modemn.' In
'our' store one can buy a coat for example, and agree with the sales woman that payment
will be made in three monthly instalments without an interest rate being charged.
However, many of the 'new' shops do not allow payment by instalments and, therefore,
only a specific clientele with a large disposable income and the ability to make cash
payments can frequent these stores. With greater frequency, my friends are made aware
of that they are not this clientele, but still they dream that one day they too will be a part
of this world and they are making every effort to prevent the gap between themselves
and 'modern’ Skopje from widening.

In 1988 we went to a shop that sold household goods as we wanted to buy shampoo

which was behind a counter. In order to obtain such goods, we had to ask the
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saleswoman to write a note for us which we would then take to the cash-point. There,
we would pay for the shampoo and return to the saleswoman who would take the paper .
from us, wrap the shampoo in rough paper and then hand it to us. The first foar
however, was to gain the attention of the saleswoman. She was smoking a cigarette.
Once she finished, we told her what we wanted. She listened, then began a second
cigarette. Having finished her second cigarette, the saleswoman gave us the note and we
went to the cash point where three saleswomen were engaged in a heated discussion
about one of their husband's passion for younger women. We waitéd patiently until it
seemed we were a nuisance to the saleswomen, one of whom finally took our money.
Returning to where we hoped our shampoo would await us, we found that the
saleswoman had disappeared. We waited until she came back. She wrapped our
shampoo and we left. In all this my friend had stayed very calm and waited for things to
take their turn.

Both types of enterprise, the friendly, private Green Market and the state-owned
shops, coexisted in Yugoslavia. For my young informants, it demonstrated the
differences between socialist state-owned and private enterprises. However, the Green
Market was considered a relic of the past for the parents' generation while for their own

parents, my friends' grandparents, the market meant an abundance of food.
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Consequently, the parents would buy in the state-owned shops and the grandparents
would do most of their shopping at the Green Market while my friends would frequent
both places, but prefer shopping in Greece or Germany on their holidays. So in
independent Macedonia, the 'Duty Free' shops™ and their successors, the new private
"Western consumer' shops, became the site of shopping for many young people in
Skopje, whereas their parents and grandparents mostly shunned these shops.
Nevertheless, in independent Macedonia, the connotations of private and socialist
enterprises are partially reversed and lead to a confusion of values. .Today, when my
informants think back to Yugoslavia, they see the socialist state as a caring one. The
privatised world of Macedonia however, appears to them as cruel, a world where they
must fend for themselves. In order to do this,Athey have to correspond to a picture that is
. outlined for them on television: firm, self-confident and smart. Mény of my friends fear
this picture yet still want to embrace it.

To understand this conflict of values in its historical dimension, I will illustrate them
through two examples: one from socialist Yugoslavia one from independent Macedonia.
It appears that the understanding and the value of 'private’ and "Western' are to a great
extent identical when considering enterprise. However, looking at it from a historical

perspective, private stands in contrast to 'socialist' in Yugoslavia, whereas in Macedonia
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today, private stands for 'Western European.' The difference might not be readily
apparent, but it lies in the historical perspective. Today my friends are missing the
peaceful and promising times of Yugoslavia and, although they are not embracing some
aspects of socialism, they do not feel deprived, but rather rebellious. In independent
Macedonia however, they are trying to grasp the concepts that will allow them a
Western lifestyle while attaining this seems more distant and cruel each day.

In 1990 a friend and I went to the post office to post a letter but decided to return
home in the afternoon as the sun was mercilessly hot. We lay down for two hours
resting in front of a fan before walking to the post office which closed at seven. We
arrived at our destination around ten past six and found no one in the post office save a
post office clerk, a most unwilling clerk at that. When we asked her to please accept the
letter, we were told that the post office would close at seven. We told her that we knew
this, but as it was not yet seven, we would appreciate having our letter sent. At that time
my friend and I had a short discussion about democracy and the market-orientated
society and we both came to the conclusion that it was the duty of the clerk to accept the
letter. In our discussion we jumped from socialist social norms as described in the
shampoo story to the example of the Green Market and experiences in Germany and

Greece. We concluded that times were changing and foresaw the future of Yugoslavia
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as a member of the EC soon. Because of this, we were to hold up the principle of such
change. After a short argument with the clerk we left the post office triumphant.
Returning home we blurted out our upsets and eventual triumph to my friend's father.
We were shocked, however, by his disapproval of our little victory and, in fact, he told
us that we should have gone to the post office in the afternoon. His response and his
daughter's disapproval of it illustrates the generational conflict, that can be seen as
typical of the change in values within a society. Those values however, in the times to
come, would be shaken again and point beyond a generational conflict to a completely
new set of social values.

When the foundations of Yugoslav society were torn down, Macedonia and its
citizens found themselves in a new struggle for social values. In the same year my
friends and I tried out our revolutionary expectations on a changing economy in a few
more encounters. We argued at length in a newly opened private grocery store that we
should be able to buy a single can of mushrooms and receive change without having to
buy more cans. In the end, the saleswoman, who would have preferred us leaving
without any mushrooms, was forced actually to go to a nearby bank to change our
money. We achieved this only by asking for the manager! The manager came and

actually agreed with us. Such confidence in a changing economy with new social values
125



was short-lived however and, by 1993, whatever changes had occurred had been
reversed.

In another situation, my friends had queued for an hour to visit a crowded café. They
had ordered drinks and were standing, squeezed against the wall, when their luck
changed and a table became free right next to them. What a feeling to finally sit down!
This joy, however, was short-lived as a waitress came by ten minutes later with her
friends and told my friends that the table was reserved for her friends and they needed to
move. My friends immediately got up as they knew many people in the café and did not
want to cause any problems. Questioniﬂg them afterwards about that incident and others
like it, I was told that was the way things were and there was nothing to be done.

If sdcialism rendered my friends powerless, yet political apathy came with the fall of
Yugoslavia, then the question arises as to the difference between the two systems. In
some ways, the feelings of powerlessness which my friends expressed were not really a
change as, in 1990 and the years before, there had been the feeling that things would, out
of necessity, change. In 1995 people found themselves back where.they had been or,
perhaps, even more deeply dependant on the goodwill of the few people running the
country, people they would term the ‘new’ people or bisnes djovek, business men. The

country was significantly smaller and, politically and socially, there was less space for
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individual autonomy and fewer possibilities for personal development. In Macedonia
the old times are now regarded with a certain kind of nostalgia. In many of my
interviews I was told by very different people: "Things were not right then either but one
nevertheless knew what to expect and how to cope with life."

By 1995 the feeling of powerlessness was more intense. Many of my mostly younger
informants felt at that time that they had to leave Macedonia in order to survive and live
a decent life, a life not necessarily better than what they had lost in Yugoslavia, but at
least equivalent. When talking to the parents of those in their 20s, the image they create
of their own youth is one of freshness, ambition and an orientation towards the future.
There was no hint of powerlessness in these descriptions which were without bitterness
and disappointment. However, there is a friction between this ideal picture of their past
and their children's lives. The socialist program anticipated a specific type of young
person: one interested in social issues, atheistic and willing to fight for the common
cause of socialism. This image had very little relevance for young people in the 1980s
who felt they had little influence on events happening around them. These feelings of
powerlessness were not caused by the disintegration of Yugoslavia alone, but were
probably exacerbated by it. By losing the framework of Yugoslavia, my friends lost

their framework of orientation, ideals, social norms and even things to rebel against.
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Young people today are dependant on their parents for much longer than their parents
had been dependant on their families and they are not obliged to do many duties at home
as the only expectation is excellence in their studies. Often my friends commented that
they had never grown up and worried they would never be independent. In fact, they
saw marriage as the only possible way to become more responsible.

These were carefree days for my friends who were first-year university students that
summer in 1988; these feelings lasted until 1991, when war broke oﬁt and Macedonia
declared its independence. During those years, my friends in Skopje had nothing to
worry about, had no responsibilities or restrictions and they expected only pleasure from
life. This life was, of course, very different from their parents' who had moved from
small villages to Skopje, where there were great opportunities for ambitious young
people in the 1960's and 1970's, building an ideal socialist society. When the economy
slowed down and the parents failed to realise their own hopes and ambitions, they
transferred their efforts to their children and tried to give them as carefree and as
opportunity-filled a life as possible. Because of this, their children could centre their
lives around their friends, material possessions and consumer goods. How one looked
became very important and it became especially important to look "Western.' Socialist

ideology and partisan glory were confined to heroes of past childhood games. In this
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perspective it is easy to state that the representation of my friends falls in the category of
an adolescent development in which any young people move from a state of dependency
on parents to individuation and independence from others (Noller and Callan 1991,
Apter 1990; Coleman and Hendry 1990). However, I argue that in independent
Macedonia this carefree life of the graduates changed and, even though certain values
such as looking "Western' and beautiful have been retained, their meanings were
ultimately changed through feelings of pain, loss of control and the desperate need to

alter the status quo.

Café Life, Beauty and Meaning

Whether it was a sense of hopelessness, a lack of responsibility or a lack of
independence, things had changed by 1995. The Stara Carsijia, the old city plaza,
where thousands of young people had celebrated life into the wee small hours, is now
deserted. Is it fashion that has made other cafés the choice of the youth or is it because
Stara Carsijia lies within the Albanian Quarter and is seen as not Macedonian? Social
life in Skopje has definitely changed. Café life still dominates today but other places
have become more prominent. Cafés in the new shopping malls, settlements and the

Tragovski Centre, all cafés which are close to, or in, the Park are all in the north part of
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the city. Only the alternative scene still frequents a few places at Stara Carsjia, but they
are by no means crowded. Cafés are the places where one can be looked at, where you
can see and be seen.

One evening in the café 'Van Gogh,' near the Park, a large crowd of mostly 'beautiful
people' stood inside and outside the café, drinks in hand, trying unsuccessfully, due to
the blaring music, to converse with the person squeezed tightly next to them. Outside
the café, macho guys were driving up and down the street in their nice cars,
accompanied by beautiful slim girls, talking out of the car windows to their friends. The
police had already been and left, likely with a nice bribe, or perhaps they were just good
friends of the owner of the café, a son of a 'big' man or bisnes djovek who had been
given the café as a hobby. The police officers would have a couple of drinks, the music
would have been turned down for ten minutes and, after they left, it was business as
usual. While the government had tried to enforce a law that would close cafés after 11
p.m. in residential areas, this law was successful for only two weeks. After this time,
some inhabitants had resorted to throwing water or tomatoes from their balconies onto
the crowd below which only added to the atmosphere of hilarity.

We heard through an interesting information system that Susana and Vlatko were

inside the café. With much discomfort, I squeezed my way through, trying to avoid
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being burnt by cigarettes and feeling faint because of the close air. I was greeted by
Susana with a smile and a nod, and a hello from Lorena, Vlatko's friend. I managed to
order a coke and stood with them in the middle of the crowd. Conversation was
impossible so I did what everybody else did, swayed a little to the blaring music, sipped
my Coke and looked anxiously at Susana's brandy as it was unusual for her to drink and
just a few days previously she had been drunk for the first time. I noticed Susana's face
becoming tense and, following her eyes, I saw she was looking at Vlatko who, in turn,
was looking in the direction of a group of girls, his eyes were gliding up and down the
girls. They were typical of the girls in Van Gogh: tall, slim, tanned, long-haired owners
of long, shapely legs tipped by high heels. These were the types of girls who could
make normal women feel very short, ugly and fat. Susana is far from being ugly and fat
and I did not follow this eye conversation any further as I had glimpsed some friends
trying to squeeze out and I had a desperate urge to squeeze out with them. Maybe I
could go with them to another café, as crowded as this one perhaps,. but at least
alternative in nature.

Susana had gone to the washroom and I waited until she returned so I could signal to
her that I was leaving. When she returned her eyes were red, the make-up smeared and I

knew trouble was ahead. Ilooked at Vlatko and saw that he saw nothing. Taking her by
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the sleeve, we elbowed our way out. Outside she started to cry frantically, one moment

- saying how stupid she was because she knew she had nothing to worry about, that she
looked good and, in fact, she was actually far too good for Vlatko and that he should be
happy to have her and the next moment crying out loud at the thought of Vlatko's eyes
going up and down those beautiful slim legs that did not belong to her. She started
blaming herself for not having legs such as those Vlatko clearly admired, for lacking the
self-control necessary to be slim, then she moved on to blaming Vlatko for looking, then
said it is natural for men to like shapely legs. Susana then cried desperately saying she
wanted legs like those at any cost.

I 'have described that evening at length, because that evening was like most evenings.
Not only for Susana, but for many of her friends. Here I saw Hans Christian Andersen's
mermaid cutting off her nice mermaid tail in order to walk on two feet for her prince.
What had happened? It is the female body that has gained public importance in
independent Macedonia, in the cafés, in the media, in most wnversaﬁons I heard. This
enchantment with the body stands in relationship to the changing world of my friends.
The body became the site where the battles of loss of control, pain énd the desperate

need to change the status quo were fought.
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It was the winter of 1993: Macedonia was going through its most difficult time.
Independence had been declared and Greece had begun to boycott Macedonia; on public
television, Serbia had declared Macedonia was now South Serbia; elections were to be
held and the Albanian population in Macedonia called for them ‘to be boycotted. Serbia
and Croatia had their own "body politics' in which the female body became central to

nationalistic discourses (see Zarkov 1997). Life in Macedonia was indeed unsettled.

The Body

It was on my return in the winter of 1993 that I was first introduced to a trensje, a
'shaker,’ a person with a shaking machine - a new sort of private enterprise. The trensje
I visited with a friend, had brought her 'shaking machine' all the way from Australia,
where she and her husband had stayed for a while as her husband was a famous football
star. She told me, however, that she was happy to be back in Skopje, because nothing
was better than home. Now, with her experience abroad, she started a small business
'shaking' fat off people and assisting in the ongoing fight against cellulite. To my
shame, I had not, until this time, ever heard of cellulite, but of course I was made to
realise that my legs were in very bad shape. My friends had convinced me. In the flat

adjacent to Vera's, which she had turned into a beauty parlour, Irina and I sat. We were
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wrapped in blankets with electrical currents, conducted by wet towels, running through
our bodies and we itched terribly. We talked with Vera throughout these sessions and
she told us about her life in Australia, how hard they had worked and how little time
they had had for themselves. Meanwhile we became slim and beautiful. We flipped
through the western magazines Vera had lying in her parlour and imagined how it would
feel to look like Linda Evangelista and what we could afford to buy. In 1993, prices
were not all that different from 1988, shopping malls and beauty parlours excluded.
Nevertheless, there was a difference and this difference lay in the extent to and the ways
in which my friends sought to alter their bodies.

Foucault suggests that the body is directly involved in a political field in which power
relations have an immediate hold upon the body. They invest it, mark it, train it, torture
it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs (Foucault 1995:25). 1
believe that my friends felt alienated after the break-up of Yugoslavia and that they
acted out this alienation on their bodies. Similarly, Boddy describés Sudanese Bedouin
women and their zar cult. In their zar ritual the women fall into a trance in which they
often enact cultural strangers. It could be suggested that these women, through their
bodily experience, gain a greater understanding of their own society and their position

within it. In some ways, their ritual represents a comment on their society and gives
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those women a distant look at their society, when everywhere else such distance is
restricted. Following these examples, one could argue, in the broadest sense, the
boundaries of Macedonian society have been altered and that the boundaries of the body
reflect this alteration and that in Macedonia, as in the zar cult Boddy refers to, one can
find a problem of embodiment. Susan Bordo describes something similar in her analysis
of anorexia nervosa and bulimia in Western societies (1993). Bordo links these eating
disorders to an idea of the physical body as alien, a not-self. In Augustine's formulation,
the body is a cage that confines and limits and, as such, it is the locus of all that threatens
our attempts to control (Bordo 1993:144). My friends in Skopje see their body as alien
as Bordo or Boddy describe, so experiences of hunger from dieting .or of pain from
exercising, manifest themselves as sensations that derive from the outside, invading their
bodies (see Bordo 1993:146). This is very similar to the way spirits in the zar cult are
experienced. Hunger and pain are not experienced as forces that originate from within
their bodies and, in order to master such 'alienation,' they have to learn to deny their
bodies. They refuse to eat and are, therefore, creating their body-shapes, winning over
nature and, at the end, hoping for the satisfaction of material transcendence.

In her work, Douglas (1966) demonstrates how the body is represented in a particular

culture, looking at how the body is read as text. Mauss (1979) discusses body
135



techniques and Foucault (1995 [1975]) views the body as a passive object upon which
external power is exercised. Though I am considering how my informants see and treat
their bodies in a particular moment of time, I wish to stress that it is they themselves, not
society, who are transferring messages that derive from their surrounding social world
into their bodies. Women's bodies then, are not simply to be read as 'texts of cultures,’
passively reflecting the values of their society. It is the young women themselves that
draw upon these ideas, 'make them body,' because such action gives them the
appropriate expression to a personal conflict (Benson 1997:143). What it is that drives
young people in contemporary Macedonia to obey specific body imgges and leads them

to a hard regime of body exercise and starvation remains a question.

Body Consumed

The consumption of images on television and in glossy magazines leads to an
understanding of the body that supersedes appearance, but promises a whole new
lifestyle. Appearance plays a particularly important role for Skopje's consumers.
Appearance is the external inscription of identity and this inscription is radically
different for my friends than it was for their grandparents, or even their parents. In the

world of their grandparents appearance was quite standardised, dictated by locality,
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folklore and economic circumstances. In the world of their parents, appearance became
part of an ideology. An informant pointed out that in the 1950's and 1960's, far more
women wore trousers than do today (1988). In Macedonia in 1994 several sectors of
industry required, in response to public demand, their female employees to wear skirts.
When asked to describe the fashion of today, informants identified the way that they and
most of their educated urban friends dressed as 'smart.' When asked to describe the way
their parents dressed, it was said that their dress was functional or practical, and their
grandparents' dress was generally described as 'old-fashioned.! These differing
descriptions reflect far more than simple changes in fashion or ideology. Dress and
other bodily adornments, make-up included, have probably always served, to a certain
extent, to individualise one's person, as well as to function as a social statement of
inclusion or exclusion. Not long ago, every village and community in Macedonia had its
own specific dress and within this system of dress, married women .and men dressed
differently from unmarried women and men. Today there is less organisation of dress
and behaviour. This lack of organisation is characterised as "Western' by my informants.
In this situation my friends have to undergo a self-initiation in order to create themselves
as citizens of new Macedonia, in order to transform their individual bodies into socially

acceptable bodies. They do so by constructing their bodies in the image of the world
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they find in American television and western European advertisements. The television
is an instrument which helps them form their modern life and it is undeniable that the
television they watch is itself produced to 'create' the body and its desires. 'Always'
advertisements not only show my Macedonian friends which sanitary pad to use, but
also present them with an ideal: a fresh, clean, lean body in total control of its bodily
functions. Itis a body worthy of a pair of expensive Levis jeans.

A friend of mine, after extensive dieting, took me shopping. She described it as
shopping for her new-self, as now she could finally look like the singers of MTV if she
chose to dress like them. Our first trip was to the Levis jeans store on the high street. It
was not the buying of the jeans alone which created her new body, but the many turns in
front of the public mirror outside the changing room and the repeated questions to her
mother, the saleswoman and myself about how she looked. It was not important that we
thought her gorgeous in any form nor that the saleswoman probably did not care, it was
instead the self-assurance created by the public mirror that miraculously created a new
self for her. She had proved her power over her body. Furthermore, she had started a
contimﬁng process of reflexivity. "The continual reflexive incorporation of knowledge
provides precisely a basic impetus to the changes which sweep through personal, as well

as global, contexts of action" (Giddens 1995: 29) and in accordance, my friend's
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reflexive response to her own image started to change her perceptions of herself and the
world around her. Furthermore, her changing perceptions called for differing social
actions as well. The mirror had taken on a new importance in her life; it was this mirror
image she could compare to the images on television. Her ritual should not be
misunderstood as self-adoring. It was her control and her reflexivity that created her self
in the midst of a plurality of choices, choices that ranged from a life that her
grandmother had lived to the world of MTV. With control over her body she was able

to start taking charge of her life. She had given herself the form she had sought by
assigning herself a very specific lifestyle.

When asked to define this lifestyle it was said that the body would be shaped to
withstand being 'disfigured.' The bodies of my friends' mothers and grandmothers were
understood to be 'formed through life.! My friends felt that their grandmothers had aged
too quickly because of the harshness of their village lives, and their mothers were,
through neglect and carelessness, bloated from childbirth. They felt that their mothers
and grandmothers had not behaved responsibly towards their own bodies. When faced
with such accusations, the older women would laugh at the foolishness of their
granddaughters, while the mothers' generation took pride in their daughters' bodies.

Their energy had been directed towards different goals, labour and childcare, and they
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were happy for the young women to be given the chance of a period in their lives when
they could care for themselves and theif appearance.

None of the older women I talked to were opposed to young women marrying later in
life as they now choose to do, nor to the frequent change of partners, although premarital
sex was still completely unacceptable. In all this, the question remains as to why
extreme weight loss was considered helpful in achieving selthood. The mirror was put
next to the images seen on television and in western maéazines. The use of the word
image is sometimes taken lightly and I do not wish to make a connection between
'images' in magazines and television and the obsession of the young people in Skopje
with thinness. But cultural images themselves are deep and the way they become
imbued and animated with such power is hardly mysterious (Bordo 1997:113). Images
are not 'just pictures,' they have a great influence on the lives of my group of graduates.
I argue that with the disintegration of Yugoslavia the susceptibility of nvly‘ friends to such
cultural imagery has changed and the perfected images in "Western' television
advertisement and supermodelé have become a dominant reality for them, setting
standards that are unrealistic in their demands.

Interestingly, none of the parents were much concerned about m& friends' obsession

with thinness; it was the grandmothers that were worried about the unhealthiness of their
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granddaughters' lifestyles. I suspect that in some ways the parents themselves fall into
the trap of wishing their daughters to be similar to the images they see about Western
Europe. Bordo suggests that such a phenomenon is related to an increasingly image-
dominated culture in which the presence of counter-cultural body ideals has become
diluted (Bordo 1997:118). Most of my friends' grandparents do not watch television and
live in the countryside and not in Skopje. The world of Skopje however, has become
clearly dominated by a significant increase of "Western European imagery' since the
disintegration of Yugoslavia. This imagery is not seen as reality, not even as the reality
of 'Western Europe,' my friends are too 'image-experienced' to believe this.

Nevertheless these images create a specific desire and a fantasy of wanting to participate
in the world those images portray.

I had several interviews and conversations with my friends about their excessive
efforts to adhere to specific cultural images. These interviews took.place from 1994 to
1996, when my friends had graduated and were working and earning their own money, a
large portion of which was spent on enhancing their bodies or on presents for friends, for
entertainmen;t or for siblings who did not earn their own money yet. Only occasionally
would they contribute a portion of their income to offset the familfs household

expenses such as petrol for the car, speciality food they enjoy, such as Cornflakes or
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Muesli, or body care products for their own use. Their parents paid most of the living
expenses, such as maintenance of the flat which is the responsibility of the owner, fees
and food. This time, earning their own money, coincided with startlingly obvious
changes in their bodies. They all had started a diet, bought clothes in the 'new' shops,
and worked on shaping their bodies in one form or another. Names have been changed

to protect their identity.

Interviewees:

Suse, 25, machine engineer, lives with her parents and sister, works at a radio station,
started swimming and dieting eighteen months ago. She has lost approximately ten
kilos. She loves dressing smartly and is admired by her male work colleagues for it.

She has been involved in a serious romantic relationship for two years.

Eleonora, 25, lives with her brother at her aunt's home as her family lives in the
eastern part of Macedonia. Eleonora's parents send money to the aunt for the upkeep of
Eleonora and her brother. Eleonora has known her partner, Rade, for five years and they
are planning to be married soon. She works in a small private computer company. She
exercises regularly and, from time to time, she visits body sculpture studios; Rade pays

for these visits. She also likes aerobics. She is very concerned about what she eats and

142



despises traditional Macedonian food. She has many arguments with her aunt, who
cooks for her, about food. She does not want to tell me how much weight she has lost
over the last year, but she has become very thin, even her fingers are very thin.

Maja, 24, just finished her last exam. Her father is looking for the right connection
to secure his daughter a job in one of the ministries. She has no boyfriend, but fancies
several men. She lives with her parents and her younger sister in the newly built
apartment buildings of Aerodrom, a district in Skopje. She started dieting only a few
months ago. She also went to a body shaping institute which was a graduation present
from her aunt.

Irina, 26, works in one of the Macedonian ministries, and lives with her parents and
her older brother in the centre of Skopje. Her older brother has recently married and his
wife is now living with them. They are all getting along well. Irina has been dating her
boyfriend for seven years. She jogs nearly every day. Over the last year she has lost
about eight kilos.

El, 23, lives with her younger brother and her parents in thé south of the city. She
has been dieting for two years. She has studied economics and is now working at a
private import-export company. She does not have a boyfriend. She goes to a body

building studio at least twice a week, but tries to go every second day. She has also
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started a strict diet program imported from America. She also follows the aerobic
program on television if she finds the time. She did not tell me how much weight she
had lost.

Blagica, 25, lives with her parents, her younger sister and her grandmother in a small
house close to the centre of Skopje. She has been dieting since she left university two
years ago. She works at the post office as a computer specialist and would love to go to
Germany for a computer fair. She has no boyfriend, but started recently to date a
colleague of hers. She does some body building and goes to the 'shaker’ periodically.

Milka, 25, lives with her parents and older brother in the centre of Skopje. She loves
exercising and tries to go every day. She has just found a new boyfriend. She works
with the police. She is very slim, loves to go to aerobics and to the Olympic pool to
swim.Valentina, 26, lives with her father and older sister in Skopje. She works as a
technician in one of the ministries. She has no boyfriend and is very frustrated about her
weight. She started doing aerobics only several weeks ago and has visited a body
sculpting studio once.

Susana, 25, lives with her parents and older sister in the outskirts of Skopje. She

works in a private computer company. She has been dating Vlatko for two years. She
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started dieting two and a half years ago. She has lost about ten kilos. She regularly goes
to body sculpturing, body building and to a 'shaker.' She runs and swims.

Elizabeta, 23, lives with her parents and younger brother. She is in her last year of
computer engineering. She has lost 3 kilos over the last two months.

Aneta, 24, lives with her parents in the Aerodrom district. She finished her studies
recently and works in a company owned by her uncle. She has been dieting and going to
aerobics for a year now. She has a boyfriend she has known since highschool.

Sandra, 25, lives with her parents and two sisters in the centre of Skopje. She works
as a computer specialist in one of the ministries. She has been involved with Filip for
five years. She started to watch what she eats and to exercise two years ago. She goes
to body sculpturing and body building.

Mirjana, 26, lives with her parent and younger sister. She plans to marry Mitko
soon. She works as a mechanical engineer in one of the ministries. She goes to body
building, sometimes to body sculpture studio and she swims. She has lost 11 kilos in
eighteen months.

Despina, 23, lives with her mother and aunt while her father and older sister live in
Belgrade. She has been with Stevo, 25, for four years now. They are planning to get

married soon. Stevo got a job offer that would send him to Amsterdam for a year. She
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started dieting a few months ago. She goes to a body sculpture studio and to a 'shaker’
regularly, has started to do aerobics and runs after work. She works in an import-export
company.

In dicussion with my friends about their dieting and body shaping, they tried to
explain some things to me:

Suse: "I have always been frustrated about my looks. I think I can change this now,
because of Borche (her boyfriend)."

For Suse hunger and sexuality have become confused. The message she is reading is
that a woman's body shoﬁld disguise the parts that make it distinctly female, its
particular physiology. Slowly her experience of her body is changing. Through Borche
she learns that a slender body is desirable and that with her more androgynous form, she
can enter a man's world, a world that demonstrates its strength through control. Such
control is demonstrated by Suse and her friends through control of their bodies. The
female body is seen by them as especially difficult to control. The experience of their
body and their possibilities sheds new light on their social world. Being in control,
being slender, secures them a place and recognition in a man's world.

Eleonora: "You see, people realise that I have lost weight. My boyfriend does not

think I should lose weight as he thinks I am very skinny. It is only my legs that trouble
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me. Right now I am trying to eat healthily and dieting for a while. I do not know how
long I will be able to take that because it is hard sometimes; it really bothers me: I feel
hungry sometimes and it is not a nice feeling. I think exercising is what I need most.
But I need the dieting to lose a bit, there is fat which goes away. I know Rade likes girls
with skinny legs. I have never liked my legs."

Eleonora talks about possibilities and strength and, like Suse, she feels that the world
around her is changing and with this new life, she has to change too. More importantly,
in this new world she suddenly has the means to change her body. She has a supportive
boyfriend. She has the shops in which to find the clothes she sees in the glossy
magazines. She earns some money and spends it on herself and her body-sculpturing.
Classes on aerobic and body building are offered; these have only rgcently appeared in
Skopje. She knows the images of the western world that tell her: 'if you become like us
then you belong to us.' In a world that has redefined her country's physical boundaries
and, in the process, greatly limited them, this last message is an important one. She
looks at herself and finds her body somehow alien to her, she suddenly sees the
limitations her body imposes on her. Her body becomes her enemy because it is
different than the images in the glossy magazines. It is her body that confines her to a

world where she does not want to belong.
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Maja: "I am a person who likes eating. There are some people who do not care about
food very much. That's why I try to arrange not to be hungry, but still if I would eat
more it would turn into fat. I think right now I do this to prove something: that I
actually can lose weight."

For Maja the answer to questions about her life lies with the issue of control. If she
can control her body, she can control the world around her. For her, control is not just
about power, but also about her ability to suppress her hunger and desire. A slender
body, the achievement of her final goal, will be the triumph of will over the physical.
Her body will be pure and ruled by her mind. She loves to see herself as a scientist and
she would like to go to international conferences about computer engineering and hopes
to be a rocket engineer. For Maja the rule of the mind includes the denial of her
sexuality. Sexuality is too strongly linked with bodily processes for her to find it
enjoyable.

Irina: "I see the fat. I see fat on my thighs. I measure myself and if there is one
centimetre less of fat, I will be fine. Then I do more exercise and eat healthier food.
Also now at least I eat: I eat fruits, I eat a banana, I am not starving."

Irina has a mother who loves her dearly but expects a lot from her in her studies as

well as physical appearance. She makes a lot of choices for Irina. Irina's physical
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transformation was greeted with respect. Irina started to feel more confident with her
"new look." She started to buy expensive clothes that emphasised her shape. She felt
she had subscribed to a completely new lifestyle, a lifestyle in which her mother had no
part. She hoped to leave Macedonia for America or England where she felt she would
find fulfilment. In contrast, she saw her mother as unable to change her own life.

Eli: "I try to avoid unnecessary calories. I think once you have achieved a healthy
look, you can keep it. But you keep it by being more physically active, by exercising.
You always have to be careful what you eat. Of course if you eat cakes every day you
get fat again. You just have a piece of cake twice a week.. My mom says I am ruining
my health, but I am eating salads and drink yoghurt and all these things. I do not have to
stay hungry and I am exercising my body."

Eli's world very much revolves around avoiding the unnecessary, avoiding being
careless. She has a sense that there is danger around her which she confronts by
exercising control over herself. She feels if she maintains this control over herself there
will be no part of her vulnerable to attack. Her body has become her sole world, all her
thoughts circle around calories and how to reduce her intake. To know how far she can

go gives her a feeling of satisfaction.
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Eli and her friends differ from many anorexics in that they seek not to destroy their
bodies and to become invisible, but to exercise control over their bodies. This is in
contrast to what Orbach (1978) identifies as the central reason for women's ill-treatment
of their bodies through their attitudes toward food; that is, women's lack of power and
fear of violence and harassment. What I found with the people I interviewed is that
many of them not only diet, but also exercise, run and go to aerobics and body sculpture
or body building classes. They do not hate the female body, but instead try to control its
image.

Blagica: "In the morning I eat a banana and an orange® and I am still hungry. But I
think it is enough food for me; it is only that my stomach is used to getting more food
maybe."

Blagica's self-denial is typical. However, her grandmother, Milka, disagrees
vehemently with her ideas about dieting and often argues with Blagica and, indeed, tries
to entice her to eat. For Milka starvation does not mean control, it means to be at the
mercy of something else, the elements, nature or an occupying force. Blagica knows the
feelings of powerlessness too. In order to apply for a visa to visit Germany, which was
eventually denied, she had to wait in line to beg to be let in to visit and, not surprisingly,

she felt degraded. Blagica insists that her body, the way she shapes it, proves that she is
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different from her grandmother and the world her grandmother knows. Blagica has
always insisted that she would not end up like her mother doing all the house work,
being submissive to her husband and controlling of her children. By sculpting her body,
Blagica voices her rebellion against the ultimate fate described by her mother and
grandmother: passivity and acquiescence to the world around them. She has a force
driving her, sometimes she can feel this force in the form of hunger, but, more
importantly, this force is visible to her when she looks in the mirror.

Milka: "I exercise. I go to aerobics now, I swim. But what I wanted to do is to run a
bit more, not just once a week, but I need company for that, so I will see how that works
out. I can also exercise at home, but I become bored with that. I do not like it."

Like Eli, Milka is driven by her desire to strengthen her body, to.not allow her body
to be weak. She is less obsessed with leanness than with actually feeling good about
herself. She loves shopping and to buy nice things for herself. However, she feels she
needs to deserve these treats, this is why she exercises. She sets herself goals and when
she reaches them, she rewards herself. These rewards are always 1n form of an
enhancement of her effort, she would not buy chocolate for herself, but rather a pair of
tight jeans that now fit. She is cheerful, refusing to take anything around her too

seriously, especially politics and she is very popular among the young men of Skopje.
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In their eyes she is the perfect woman: confident, amusing and someone who achieves
her aims seemingly effortlessly, as I was told by some of my male informants in
different conversations. She is the embodiment of the images on television promising
worry-free freedom, Macedonian-style.

Valentina presents herself very differently from Eli:

"I want to go to Ohrid for a weekend maybe, but I would not like to go there for a
holiday. In Ohrid everybody looks at you, I am tired of that. I just do not want to see
anybody from Skopje. I do not want people to see me in my swimsuit. I would rather
go to Cyprus where no one knows me."

For Valentina the body and freedom to travel are related, indeed she feels that the
most popular conversation in Skopje, where one will spend the summer, is directly
related to a specific body culture. She feels that 'the summer body culture' is more cruel
than 'coffee house culture' that at least allows one to disguise one's body to a certain
degree. On the beach the swimsuit reveals all, the body, exposed, open to the eyes and
the judgement of all. She associates freedom directly with places outside of Macedonia,
with being away from Macedonia where she would be free of the restraints and
expectations she feels are imposed on her body. She felt she was, for the first time, a

woman in her own right when in 1995 she left Macedonia and visited Amsterdam.
152



Susana: "I know he loves me, but I am scared that, maybe, he will see someone he
likes more and decide he does not like me anymore. Sometimes my legs might make
him unhappy, but I think if I lose weight I will be completely confident about myself.
Then he has to be scared that I may see someone. I can imagine myself, when I come to
this point, it is scary. Before I would forget about my problem with how I look, but then
I see the girls with short skirts, which I really like, and it makes me upset. It is really
making me upset. I want to be able to wear shorts and not always be conscious about
how I look. And now my weight bothers me even more because I think maybe he sees
these girls and likes them more than he does me."

Susana spends a lot of time worrying about her legs, neglecting her career, her family
and friends. She is willing to sacrifice everything for a beautiful pair of legs and the
recognition from men that this brings. So she diets, exercises and sculptures to achieve
the final goal of shaping her body perfectly. In seeking love, she accepts that it is
legitimate for her boyfriend to have a problem with her legs as she feels it is her fault
that her legs are not thin enough, due solely to the fact that she has not shown sufficient
self-restraint. Criticising herself, she often refers to herself as wanting too much.
Susana's mother emphasises this every day: "She wants too much. When will she learn

she cannot have it all?" So Susana does what is expected of her and restrains herself.
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Elizabeta: "It is difficult to find a boyfriend if you do not look a certain way. Itis
something you cannot change."

As with Susana, Elizabeta is very aware of the social implications of her own body.
"How you look is what you are" is the common assumption in the café houses of Skopje.
Elizabeta voices the desire to embody a specific image of a woman, a dominant image in
her society and one in which women themselves have a central role in creating. A
common saying in Skopje is that men only want to have sex, women only want money.
Turning this around, women represent the sex object with its touch of western imagery,
whereas men supply the financial means for such imagery. It is the imagery my friends
see on television in Skopje, in American soaps and German advertising. There are no
victims in this game, no losers and no winners.

Aneta: ""Beverly Hills' is a colourful series, I like watching it and the people look
nice. It is relaxing, you do not have to think. I have always been obsessed with clothes
and they have interesting ideas, very nice. Their tastes in clothes are fun. My mom does
not like how they dress."

Many young women in Skopje love to watch Beverly Hills 90210. It is such a happy
world, light and easy to digest. Women look beautiful and men are rich and drive fast

cars. Nothing is serious, no serious work, no serious effort. The show does, however,
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have a serious impact on the people in Skopje who watch it. It is no accident that the
new shopping mall is called 'Beverly Hills.! The images presented by the actresses tell
my friends how to hold their bodies, how to shape their bodies, how to behave and
ultimately how to express themselves through their bodies. By shaping their bodies in a
specific way my friends express what they cannot express in words - their reaction to the
demands made on them and the feeling that their world is in turmoil.

Sandra: "I was talking yesterday with my colleague, Bojan, at work and he said:
'Come in a short skirt, so we can judge if you are fat or not.' He said this in a nice way.
He says, 'Come on, I am your colleague. You do not have to be afraid, I just want to
know how you look in a short skirt.' He is conservative. He thinks girls should wear
short skirts. Right now I do not feel comfortable wearing a skirt. I would wear a long
skirt, maybe."

Sandra feels that it is men who make the demands on women's bodies. Men like
feminine women in short skirts. By tailoring her body to fit the image of the ideal
woman, she is able to gain entrance to a man's world. She experiences the
empowerment that comes with a sculptured body, a body image which represents the
free, powerful and worthy world. A world not even the men around her can easily

access.
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Mirjana: "Mitko does not look perfect, but I am fine with the way he looks. My
body does not bother him when he is with me, he says, but maybe when he sees
someone else, it does. I can see him looking at other women. So he is helping me with
my exercising. He says he does not want me to do it for him, or for me, but for us. In
the beginning of our relationship I thought he was disgusted by my body. Right now we
are fine; he likes everything else on me. I have never had anybody who cared so much
for me."

Mitko and Mirjana's relationship mirrors a new set of values in Macedonia. The body
is seen as demonstrating correct or incorrect attitudes. When I spoke with Mitko and
Mirjana, it became clear that Mirjana’s excessive exercising meant something different
to each of them. Whereas for Mitko it is primarily about the containment of Mirjana’s
female qualities and weaknesses, for Mirjana the exercising is her form of escape from
the kind of confinement her mother experiences. Her mother's body shape associates her
with a domestic and reproductive destiny, a destiny Mirjana is not willing to share, at
least not yet. She "wants to be out there and be seen."

Despina: "I am doing something I always wanted to do and did not previously have
the will to do. IfI achieve looking beautiful, I would be completely happy. If Stevo

then decided to leave me, it would be too bad for him. I would be very confident about
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myself. If you think rationally, you can do anything. Only I think about food all the
time."

Despina and her friends have reacted against the world of their mothers, a world they
resent and which for them fails to correspond to the world of 'young free intelligent
European woman.'

In their specific, but also very similar, responses my friends show the importance of
their female bodies in Macedonian society today. I suggest that the cultural discourse
my friends are involved in is about what their desired body evokes. Their bodily
appearances convey a specific meaning, a meaning that has been changed by the recent
political occurrences. The control of weight and the choosing of a healthier’ lifestyle
have come to stand as the opposite of traditional, Macedonian values, values that have
regained importance in independent Macedonia. In contrast to being beyond desire
(Bordo 1997:127) and in contrast to Bordo's earlier assertion that slenderness derives
from the wish to be less female (Bordo 1993:148), my young informants in Skopje seek
to influence the images of being seen as Macedonian woman. They have very concrete
desires, desires that to a great extent, point beyond the boundary of Macedonia. Their
hunger, though they triumph over this need, symbolises a very strong desire. It is ndt

coincidental that a rumour went round that the New Zealand Immigration Department
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was only accepting intelligent, beautiful people, preferably engineers. Access was
directly related to beauty. It was said that the agencies negotiating with the government
of New Zealand were asking for 39 pictures of each applicant in order to process the
application.

The young women I spoke with were not so much concerned about the sexual aspect
of devouring as they did not feel they needed to control their desires, but they wished to
control the world around them in a time when they felt they had lost control. In
particular they had lost the control to rebel against the world of their parents. They
could_not go out and think of living an independent life in Slovenia or Serbia or perhaps
even in England as successful engineers. They were not in touch, either with the
material means of such independence or with the world they had before termed 'ours,’'
the world of young striving Europeans. Certainly many times this idea of "Western' or
‘other than Macedonian' showed itself as an illusion. The sister of an informant won an
American Green Card through a lottery in Macedonia®. She went to America, only to
come back disappointed. She told people in Macedonia that Americans dress badly,
work all the time, and never go out to café's and that's why she had to come back.

Another person, who had gone to Toronto, reported back home that he just could not
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believe how badly the Canadian people dresseﬂ, indeed how they dared to go out on the
streets wearing what they did and that they did not know how to live life.

Reality is not always in accordance with the images people have created of it. But, in
creating this idea of "Western,' my friends create something very distinctly Macedonian,
the Macedonian idea of what "Westerness' contains. So Adrienne Rich considers body
shaping an assimilation: "Change your name, your accent, your nose; straighten or dye
your hair; stay in the closet; pretend the Pilgrims were your fathers; become baptised as
a Christian; wear dangerously high heels, and starve yourself to look young, thin, and
feminine; don't gesture with your hands..." (Rich 1986:142). Assimilation does not
describe the world of my young starving friends. Images of Western Europe and North
America are not used in order to assimilate to such pictures, 'thinness' and beauty have a
very different meanings in Skopje than in North America. The image in Macedonia of
American or European life is a creation of media and imagination, which is why many
people are disappointed with what they see when they experience a country outside
Macedonia. In Skopje beauty and thinness do not only refer to the external but also an
inward reflection. Even though slenderness might come to stand for a successful
assimilation of a "Western' lifestyle, it is a lifestyle that is created not only to diminish

the difference between Macedonia and the "Western world,' but is also to create a
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difference between my young informants and their parents. The difference is created by
an outward assimilation to a world that is today entirely inaccessible™ to the parents’
generation whereas some of my friends still feel that they may be able to will the
realization of their dreams. Through their bodies, my friends try to establish an image of
a seemingly 'free' woman, modelled after those they see on television, ready to claim
their space in society, and very different from their mothers. In a time when Macedonia
as a country is establishing its roots, they are adamantly opposed to falling into the roles
they have seen their mothers occupy, roles defined by a peasant origin from the past
according to my friends.

Essentially, the transformation of the body is an ongoing attempt to master their
world. For some it becomes compulsive and extreme; how far it goes depends on the
individual's personality. For them, their exercising, aerobics, running, clothes, make-up,
shopping and body sculpture bring a sense of achievement which, in turn, engenders a
sense of empowerment. The source of this empowerment lies in the management of
their lives which they see as achievable through the transformation of their bodies. It is
important to note that my friends are combining their dieting with aerobics, body
sculpting or body building. These forms of transforming the body are linked through the

extreme and excessive enactment of western culture's fantasies of the 'self-controlled
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body.' Ultimately my informants redefine the relationship between what they believe to
be truly them and a representation of themselves in their social world which is
constructed through interactions with others and the wider cultural framework through
their body acts (Benson 1997: 125). As well, my friends are concerned with the issue of
health and healthy eating, an issue they feel is not addressed in their society. Through
television, they come in contact with the 'modern' issue of healthy eating, health food,
organic food and herbal remedies. By following this popular discourse, they redesign
themselves by having the same concerns as their peers in Western Europe. Their image
of the 'healthy self"' is sustained, in part, through the creation of the image of their

‘unhealthy' mothers.

Women Before and Under Socialism

Discussing the bodies of young women in present day Skopje, raises the question of
how their mothers' and grandmothers' bodies were formed. To undgrstand the difference
between the younger women's generation and their mothers' generation, one can
compare the duty free shop and its Christian Dior lipsticks with the drugstore and its
homemade cucumber-camillo cream masks. Honey and beer are good for the hair as

they make it strong and shiny. Lemon juice is good for thin hair. Vinegar makes the
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hair soft. Cucumber or egg white makes your skin feel soft. One recognises the age of a
person from the shade of lipstick or eye shadow they are wearing: "There is only one
kind of lipstick, eye shadow or hair dye and everyone is using it" (Diana in 1992).
Perfume is made by the pharmacists and, as long it is perfume, it does not matter how it
smells.

One day Eli and I went to buy Paloma Picasso perfume for Mothers' Day. For Eli's
mother's%irthday, we gave her a skincare program by Estee Lauder, products which we
bought from the Duty Free Shop, a gift from daughter to mother, which ended up in the
daughter's closet. The mother felt more comfortable following the old beauty recipes
which were given to her by her mother and her grandmother before her, possibly on their
wedding days. But sevqﬂ women her age did welcome today's changes in contrast with
the life they had had. One middle-aged lady described how she saw her life in
Yugoslavia: "Tito gave us freedom without beauty. There was only grey." Women of
her age, the same informant conveyed, used 'natural' enhancers for their well-being. As
the country sacrificed luxury for freedom, they sacrificed their comfort too. This
sacrifice not only included make up, but also include simple sanitary products, such as
sanitary pads or even toilet paper. "I will never forget where my family came from,"

another middle-aged lady told me. Their world was that of peasants: no electricity, no
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running water, no beds and no education. That this world had been left behind in search
of a better life and that this better life could not be found without sacrifice, was the
commonly understood ideology.

Socialism had brought them so much; it had taken away the hardship of peasant life
and foreign occupation. In any discussion, of politics or beautification, this was always
mentioned.

"We learned to be happy with what we had and to be proud of what we
had achieved. We liked to worry about small things, how to make a nice
home or dress nicely. But we knew that in comparison to those of the
whole country these were small concerns. My children today worry about
small things too. They like to go on holiday, my girls like to look nice. 1
help them as much as I can. There are so many terrible things happening,
what else can you do but make your children happy with small things.”

For Zorica, she had control of her world in the past; there were people who were
concerned with the building and formation of society. The world today she describes as
being out of control and she cannot name the people who have control. When asked, she
would say it is America and Germany who plotted, then caused the breakup of
Yugoslavia and took control. In helping her children to obtain small gadgets from the
world which controls them, she hopes to empower them. Looking back at her young

adult life, Zorica liked to look nice, but she was told to use her energy in the pursuit of

different goals. Today, for Zorica's children it has become important to embody the
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image of control and her daughters have to control what they can: their bodies. Bynum
(1987) argues that for medieval mystics the meaning of their actioné must be understood
in terms of the religious idioms of their time and that their self starvation represents not
self-hatred as suggested by literature on anorexia (Orbach, Chernin, Wolf) but a
celebration of the power of suffering flesh (Benson 1997: 138). In a very similar
manner my friends indeed celebrate their power over their flesh as an action of control
that is reflexive of the specific cﬁcumstmce of independent Macedonia.

The grandmothers were far more critical of socialist Yugoslavia than their daughters,
though it took time and trust before they would admit it. They felt that many things had
been taken away from them and that socialism had been just anothei form of occupation.
For them, beautification was a protest against the socialist ideology. Many times I was
told that a woman was a woman and should look like one. Finally the time had come
when women had some time for themselves, hardship had not cut deep lines into their
faces, so in Yugoslavia their daughters at least should have time to make themselves feel
special and feel what it means to be a woman. This was a strong theme throughout the
interviews with the grandmothers' generation. They emphasised how hard it had been to
feel special about oneself and that modern times had finally allowed this to happen.

They hoped that their daughters and granddaughters enjoyed this special, mutually
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inclusive gift God had given them: motherhood and femininity. Finally, a woman had

time to take care of her body and was not sent to work in the fields while she was

pregnant. It bothered these women greatly when they saw that their daughters were not

taking advantage of these new opportunities and were pushing themselves too hard.

"Working, working, working, that's all they know. I did this all r'ny life

and so did my mother, why does God not give us a rest? Today things are
supposed to be better. Babies are born healthy, but still women work and
work, 'for what?' I ask myself, 'for what?' It is time men become men and
women are allowed to be women."

The grandmothers feel their granddaughters have, in one sense, the right attitude in
that they want their bodies to be healthy and beautiful. They feel that their
granddaughters are acting out the luxury of enjoying one's body™, except they think
most of the young women are thin and wish they would eat more. I was told that the
desire to be slim amongst young women showed that they had never known hunger,
otherwise they would appreciate food and a well-fed body. It was understood that the
grandmothers' role was to feed the granddaughters enough food to énable them to gain
an understanding of a healthy body.

Today some of my friends sell western cosmetic products to their colleagues. If they

manage to sell a specific quota of products the cosmetic company awards them free

gifts. What is important about these products is that they are manufactured and are
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presented in, for example, little glass flacons with gold coloured lids. They cannot be
compared with the corn flour masks their mothers mixed for themselves, creating beauty
out of nothing. Indeed, this is the main stimulus for buying foreign beauty products.
What my friends praise while their mothers look upon it suspiciously, is the sudden
diversity of cosmetic products which can now be found in Macedonia itself rather than
just being seen on television or in shops in the West”. Comparing this diversity with
what the)" had kxiown in their adolescence and, indeed, what they continue to use today,
the middle age women in my interviews stressed the feeling of uniformity with which
they had grown up. The same hair colour as there was only one hair dye, a burgundy
red, produced, the same make-up, the same clothes, even the same furniture at home.
One woman pointed out that they had joked on the beaches of Croatia that they could
recognise a Yugoslavian woman from a Polish woman, because Polish women had silver
blond hair as opposed to burgundy red hair of the Yugoslavian women.

I went shopping with my friends and even until the late 1980's, the most advanced
form of marketing used on packaging of chocolate or hair shampoo was the image of a
lady with a hairstyle from the 1960s. Women on the covers of magazines wore mini-
skirts, but the colours were so faded one would assume that these were actually relics of

the early sixties. Today, the world offers different images. MTV or other shows where
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advertising is shown are only watched by the younger generation. Vogue and
Mademoiselle are laid out in the body sculpture studios where the average customer is in
her twenties. These new images are quite different, different shades and different shapes
compared to Yugoslavian advertising. They do not serve a utilitarian purpose, instead
they are an expression of a lifestyle. This is where the world of my friends separates
from the world of their mothers and grandmothers. The lifestyle demands you 'to be
yourself,' be independent, be firm and strong-willed. It draws my friends away from the
uniformity which they see as their mothers' burdens. For them the world of western
glamour is a world of chéice and, in contrast to their mothers, my friends feel a right to
such choices. When I asked about the difference they saw between
Yugoslavian/Macedonian and European products, I was told: "Everything is glossy and
shiny, our things are all dull." In the way my friends formulated this difference, they
also formulated a boundary. There was the world of their mothers which they had once
thought they had escaped. It was a progression in the same way their mothers had
escaped the hardship of their mothers. The shiny glossy western world was on their
doorstep. With the political changes in Yugoslavia, they saw themselves thrown back

into the uniformity of their mothers' lives. Many mothers also understood the political
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happenings the same way. In this way, images gained a far greater importance in my
friend's personal life.

Imaginative interpretations and images excite and inspire cultural discourse, but they
are not limited to mirroring reality (Bordo 1997:185). The mothers of my friends had a
different way of coping with uniformity. They sewed and made clothes. Aided by their
mothers, they made clothes for their grandchildren from Burda, a German sewing
magazine pattern sheets. Howevér, some women [ talked to considered corn-masks and
pharmacist-mixed perfume, mini-skirts from Burda patterns and burgundy red hair, as
their specific way of dealing with the sometimes humiliating effect of this uniformity.
They felt this uniformity had denied them their femininity. I was told: "The only thing
then I wanted was to smell good and to feel clean. It was so hard to get even sanitary
pads." Today, one can get sanitary pads but for five times the price. Nevertheless, they
were the first items my friends bought from the new Duty Free Shops. They are an iterh
mentioned to me by all three generations as explanation of how women are valued in
society. The grandmothers told me about the disgrace they felt when they were young
and were using straw or grass bundles wrapped in cloth. I was told of the change in
women's rights under socialism. For example, although women could do the same work

as man, the system failed to supply a sufficient number of sanitary towels which limited
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women's ability to do so. Even today tampons are locked up under Vglass in the stores
and sold in packs of 10 at an exorbitant price. When my friends can rarely find any
cheap sanitary pads in the market, but only the very expensive western kind in the Duty
Free glamour stores where the sanitary pads lie out in the window next to Marlboro
cigarettes, Chanel perfume, Ariel washing powder and Siemens microwaves, this
situation is shown in all its absurdity. Here it can be interpreted that it is the social body
that constrains the way the physical body is perceived. The physical experience of the
body, always modified by the social categories through which it is known, sustains a
particular view of society (Douglas 1970: 93).

The sculpted body presents itself as clean and effortless. Side effects are that
immense effort is required to create a body which fits the image of Vogue magazines
and because of the starvation dieting, some of my friends suffered months of permanent
bleeding. In Yugoslavia when my young friends entered university, the number of
female engineering students was still about 50% of all engineering students. Today the
number of women at the faculty has dramatically dropped. However, the so-called
egalitarian system that socialist Yugoslavia created also created the double burden of my

friends' mothers. Only their visibility, not the attitude towards women had changed.
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Women were used as an icon in Yugoslavia as they are today in Macedonia. Living
expenses were so high in Yugoslavia that both partners in a family had to work, but only
the women did the housework. However, today with socialism withering, women try to
hold onto their legal rights, and to a certain extent they have been successful. The
demands placed on women are now more subtle as I have tried to show in this chapter.
Women's rights are not sacrificed for the benefit of some nationalist scheme. Women
are not portrayed as the childbearers of the nation, they are not held responsible for
keeping the nation 'clean,’ by keeping outsiders out. Women in Macedonia are still in
charge of their reproductive rights. Nevertheless, their bodies are used by social
discourse. One could easily conclude that the bodies of my friends demonstrate both for
themselves and for the surrounding society that they are in control, that they are on equal
footing with the powerful world around them, Western Europe and North America.

In Gender Trouble Butler reads the body as a text. I, however, Would like to
understand the bodies of my informants, not as text but, as a concrete and limiting
location and as actual social practice. To think that my friends starve themselves for two
reasons: agency and resistance, ignores that those terms are concretely embedded in the
social world of Skopje, Macedonia, today. So it cannot be concluded that my informants

starve themselves because of the disintegration of Yugoslavia, or that we can read the
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disintegration of Yugoslavia on their bodies, but that they use cultural images of
'slenderness,' images that are as Western as they are Macedonian, to be more like their
perceptions of other young people in Western Europe and, with this, discern a difference
between themselves and their parents. By being slender they do not hope to be guided
into Western Europe nor do they entertain the illusion that they could transform
Macedonia into Western Europe. They merely want to control their bodies to make a
difference: a difference between themselves and their parents. It is because of the
disintegration of Yugoslavia that they see this difference diminishing before their eyes
because they do not have the same venue open to escape the world of their parents as

they had in Yugoslavia.
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CHAPTER 4

SHOPPING FOR THE 'NEW' PERSON

The world of the villages of Macedonia, that is, the world of today's grandparents, is a
long way from the world of my young friends. Change and transformation are the way
of life in Skopje, while the world of the village is the world of memory. The question
arises as: What is the medium through which such change is experienced by my
informants? The arrival of the body sculpture studios and the images promoted and sold
through these studios, through other media including television and magazines, brought
something new to Skopje: the world of consumerism. Within this world my friends
experience new perceptions and interactions. The whole process of transformation in
Macedonia is, for the younger generation, largely defined by the introduction of
consumer culture. This consumer culture influences their relationship to their bodies as
much as it influences their relationship to objects. There is a new emphasis on display
and the external. To a great extent their understanding of themselves is enacted through
their relationship to Western objects. It is a silent relationship, in tﬁat it is a relationship

that is defined as 'normal,’ as normal as it is in any other Western country. Rausing
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notes for Estonia: "The dissolution of the Soviet Union means that the national
discourse of future goals has shifted from a Utopian state, to a Western-identified
'normality.! The confines of being defined as Western within the Soviet context,
however, means that the changes in material culture are greeted with less of the surprise,
enthusiasm, or confusion, than might be expected: the 'normal' or optimal reaction to the
new things is a silent appropriation, redefining the objects as already taken for granted"
(Rausing 1998: 190). My friends, in identifying Western goods as normal and not
exotic, appropriate those objects in the same manner as the Estonians appropriate
Western goods, as something that has 'naturally' belonged to them. However, this
natural relationship for them derives, not from a historical connection with Western
Europe as for example Slovenia or Croatia could claim, but through claims derived from
their Yugoslav past, as a "Western' socialist country. In some ways this causes a
perplexing contrast of thpught in which Macedonia cannot be readily compared to other
post-socialist countries, certainly not in the eyes of the people I came to know. For my
friends, Yugoslavia would have lead 'naturally’ into the integration of Macedonia into
the Western world. With the disintegration of Yugoslavia this 'right' is seen as being
questioned by the European community, which today demands visas for Macedonian

citizens even though they once granted them free access. Access to 'western' goods and
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their appropriation as 'normal’ then gains a high political importance. It is not the access
to "Western' consumer goods, but the recontextualisation of these objects*, which allows
my young friends to develop a very specific meaning, one that has evolved from their
particular memories and aspirations. Just as a person's movement around the city
determines that person's place in society™, a person is also determined by the consumer
objects s/he purchases and uses.

What value do these objects have for my friends? Simmel insists that value is never
an inherent property of objects, but is instead a judgement about objects by subjects, and
that these objects are valuable because they resist our desire to possess them (Simmel
1978: 67-73). As such I would like to follow Appadurai's suggestion that looking at
consumption should focus not only on the aspect of sending social messages but also on
receiving them and that demand thus conceals two different relationships between
consumption and production. Demand is determined by social and economic forces just
as it is manipulating, within limits, these social and economic forces (Appadurai:
1986:31). As my friends are receiving the social messages of the new consumer goods
imported to Macedonia, the demand for these objects creates a new aspect of their

identities for them, that has social and economic implications.
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Consumer objects bring with them images, stories and ways of living from 'outside.'
Sometimes these images become more real than 'real life' in Macedonia; these images
are creating a reality. Often my friends referred to the world outside Macedonia as what
'should be' and the world in Macedonia as a circus mirror that obscures. These
consumer objects and their associated images, become directly linked to people's lives.
The criteria of what matters have become extremely volatile and as a result people are
left with an uncomfortable ambivalence in directing their own actions. Humphrey
(1995), in discussing the consumer culture in Moscow, has pointed out the uncertainties
that may arise which make it virtually impossible for her informants to know what one
should or should not care about. In the same manner, Rausings' Estonians struggle to
construct themselves as 'naturally’ Western in order to guard themselves from the
ambivalence between their Soviet identity and their wish to be recognised as "Western.'
In Skopje, people's relationship to their surroundings and to the people around them
changes slowly as the direction they take is towards the images of Western television.
Friction arises if these images do not coincide with life as it is experienced in the 'real’
world. The lives of my friend's parents do not correspond to these images which causes
friction, between the real and an imagined world, which, in turn, causes turbulence in

Macedonian society and the fluctuation, which results in transformation.
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However, to say that a society is undergoing a transformation, only hints at the
enormity of the changes this process brings to the individual lives of me people in that
society. The transformation will alter personal relationships with" one's family, employer
and even with strangers. It is a transformation which occurs through the openings of
independence of Macedonia, Macedonia's break from socialist Yugoslavia and the
embracing of what people understand as new, modern and Western. It is the visibility,
the images on television and their enactment in the world of Skopje through the
purchase of consumer goods, and the emphasis on a body culture which causes the
changes. The rearrangement éf such visibility, consequently causes a heightened sense
of how appearance and self must be created and cultivated. To create a 'self,' my friends
are forced to create social relationships which conform to their ideals and dreams. It is
in the realm of the family that the first conflict arises.

Many of my friends found that their family expected them to fulfil roles which they
felt to be incompatible with their 'new' self. However, at the same time it is the family
which, more than ever, gives them support and a sense of security. Many of my friends
have found it far more difficult to find a job than their parents ever did. Those who find
jobs do so through vrski, family connections. It could be said that Macedonia's economy

in Yugoslavia as today, was largely based on this concept of vrski. In times when
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certain_goods were not available one had to rely solely on vrski. In an economical sense,
vrski could be described as barter and bribe. In times when the economy of Yugoslavia
was stagnating, especially in the 1980's, people needed to rely on family members
abroad and in the countryside to supply the world of urban Skopje with both foreign and
agricultural goods. Today this system persists, but I argue that the meaning of the goods
has changed.

There are goods that can be received through kinship from the countryside, there are
household goods that are received through kinship and friendship with people in
Germany, Italy or France and there are goods that can be purchased through monetary
means. I suggest that the last category creates something beyond vrski, it creates an
independent 'Western' ideal that stands in direct opposition to vrski. This "Western'
world is a world of achievement. However, it is a world that is very difficult to imitate
given the economic and political situation of Macedonia in which my young friends
must depend more than ever on the family and vrski. An additional difficulty for my
friends is the impossibility of finding independent housing. It is pot possible to get
mortgages from banks as they do not offer any of the usual sendceé such as loans or
even bank accounts. Bank accounts were closed in 1991, all savings were frozen, and

only exist as numbers on pieces of paper. Most people store their money, bundles of
177



Deutsch Marks, in their homes, hidden in an obscure cupboard. When the German bank
changed its banknotes and I brought the new money back to Skopje, the mother of a
friend fell crying on a chair, shattered, because she believed that all the money she had
saved, every Dinar of which she had changed into Marks, was now worthless. It took
some time to reassure her that her money was not lost again. In this situation, the
modern way of delaying marriage until one is financially secure, is obsolete and
meaningless. The desire for independence and individual preferences cannot be
considered. It is very difficult for young Macedonians, despite the intensity of their
desire, to emulate the lifestyles they see in American television programs which show
young people leaving their parents to start an independent life. Only if their parents are
wealthy, have some family property, or belong to the new elite of bisnes joveks, business
men, is it possible for a son or daughter to move out. If they are most fortunate, they
may move to one of the nice apartments in the newly built houses that are appearing
everywhere on the Skopje skyline.

It has become necessary to stay at home, submit to your role as a son or daughter and
hope that you will find yourself a wife or husband who has their own flat. If not, asa
woman you might find yourself moving straight into your husband's parents' house as

their daughter-in-law. All of my friends found this situation in direct opposition to the
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image they aspired té: the image they saw as modern and West European®. Many times
I was asked about my personal situation and when I described my independence from
my parents, I was told that I could not possibly understand the situation they were in as
my parents were not constantly telling me what to do and what not to do. This situation,
close family links and obedience to one's parents, is common in many societies, but my
friends rejected this way of living. They had thought that this way of life, which they
associated with their grandparents, was passé, at least in the urban environment of
Skopje unless you were Albanian®’. My friends believed that this way of life was not
meant for them and their desire to recreate themselves as modern citizens of an
independent Macedonia, created pressure at home which they sought to escape and
possibly negotiate through their love of foreign consumer goods.

There is a distinction between 'liking nice things' and the meaning that is applied to
those 'things.' To like and want to have a jumper is one thing; to want it so much that
you are prepared to spend a month's salary on it, is another. Not all my friends spent
money in this way all the time, but they certainly all felt it was more than acceptable
behaviour. When I asked about specific purchases, I would often be told that, unlike
their situation in Macedonia, it would be easy for me to buy the item in Germany. The

explanation given for this inequity would be that there is greater freedom in Germany; it
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would not be said that Germany is simply a far richer country. Their idea of 'freedom’
was contrasted to the lack of freedom they experienced at home where they were not
able to do what they wanted to do®®. What they wanted to do was be like 'everybody
else,' that is, like people their own age in England, Germany or America. I was told
many times by numerous people: 'All I want is a decent life.' They feel their difference
from the young people they see on Western European television. On television young
people of their age live by themselves or with friends, manage their own household,
have jobs they chose and applied for, have hobbies and a 'lifestyle’. They have their own
money with which the can buy whatever they want. They travel and know many
interesting people and places. My friends, however, are constantly scared to lose what
they have: peace, money through the devaluation of currency, ideals and dreams.
Buying expensive consumer goods today gives them a feeling of security about
tomorrow. After all, by tomorrow those goods might be out of reach forever. So their
shopping gains a certain sense of urgency. This not only affects my young friends, but
also their parents. Like their children, their parents want to see their children have 'a
decent life.'! Their parents see this as being achieved through consumption. The parents
themselves, however, rarely buy consumer goods for their children, nor are they

necessarily willing or able to deplete household resources in order to buy anything that
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is beyond necessity. They would for example buy a winter coat for their daughter, but
would not be willing to buy a "'Western' designer coat. The daughter however might add
her salary to the money her parents put aside to buy the coat she wants.

The images from Western Europe and North America which my friends see on
television support them in their quest to control their lives: they want to become those
images in order to escape to a different world. This world should not be understood as
simply an illusion as it indeed exists. It creates a particular reality, a reality that presents
my friends with a mixture of old Yugoslavian values with a new meaning inspired
through Western consumer goods and images from which my friends create their
personhood.

In the years following the fracturing of Yugoslavia, the appearance and practices of
people in the street and, accordingly, the appearance and practices of my friends have
changed, while social categories have not. This situation was described by a friend as:

"...it is hard to express these thoughts, it seems things changed, but
words have not. I do not know what is right or what seems wrong. My
parents know things, I know them too, but they do not fit with what is
today, but then there is nothing else either, it is not like we have different
ideas on things. My words do not express what I think anymore."

In this time of uncertainty, where words are not adequate to convey thoughts, objects

and their consumption provide the sought-after guidance. In this world, it is not
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ideology or ideas, but material objects which represent my friend's dreams and fears. It
is the valued perfume, sweater or brassiere with an English, French or American label
which provides guidance in the search for defining oneself beyond the limited definition
of the daughter, beyond the identification bestowed from your village®, beyond being an
engineer and beyond being Macedonian. Consequently, cargo cults, seen as social
movements that intensely centre their symbolism on European goods which are difficult
or impossible to attain under current social and economic circumstances®, come to
mind. The cargo cults function in a symbolic replication of European consumption
thereby promising the arrival of 'Europeaness.’ The goods that symbolise this
'Europeaness’ can be seen as symbols of specific aspects of European life, that is
prosperity, power and 'happiness.’ As a social practise, consumption is more extensive
than what is described in the cargo cults in the South Pacific. The idea of 'cargo cult' is
an image in itself and lends itself to us to describe different aspects of global exchange
(see Lindstrom 1993). Consumption in Skopje creates consumption objects that are not
defined through their utility within this global exchange but through the role they play in
the symbolic system of identity formation.

Consideration of the issue of food, its consumption and the ambivalence of the

younger generation's social practices provides insights. This generation is altering the
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social order within the city. On a visit to Berevo where I stayed with grandmother Baba
Mare, I began to understand the meaning of the food which I was repeatedly offered on
my visits to Macedonian homes. At breakfast, when I ate a combination of eggs,
eggplants, garlic, peppers and tomatoes, Baba Mare pinched my cheeks and said, not so
much to me but to the other members of the family, 'She is Macedonian. She eats
peppers and tomatoes with us, she is one of us.'

'One of us' was a much used and highly significant expression for Macedonians in
relation to 'outsiders.! One of the first questions asked of the person introducing me was
always, 'Is .she one of us?' to which my host replied, 'No, she is not one of us.! On my
first visits to people's homes I would, with formality, be offered slatko, a sweet, usually
young figs, apricots, strawberries or other fruit which had been cooked many times in
sugar. Only morsels of slatko were eaten at any one time and were followed by a big
gulp of water, as slatko is extremely sweet. Offering slatko is a traditional Macedonian
custom* and a sign of great hospitality. It is also a source of immense pride for every
domacinka, female head of the household, who prepares her own slatko. Nevertheless, I
was told ﬁat offering slatko is a Turkish custom and as a Turkish custom, the source of
many 'Macedonian' customs, it is a constant reminder of 500 years of 'Ottoman

oppression®”.' As such, these old traditions have two meanings: they define 'who you
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are,' but they also identify past oppression. It is felt by my young friends, who are still
very proud of their mothers' slatko, that an independent Macedonia .needs different
traditions, so now it is often the case that a formal visitor receives sweets bought in the
Duty Free Shop.

When I began to eat regularly in a household, and thus, to regularly eat the staple dish
of peppers and tomatoes, I became more like a 'real' Macedonian. The classic pepper
and tomato dish is aivar, which is made at harvest time, and is seen as making a true
Macedonian. Aivar has come to represent the extended family to the people of urban
Skopje who gather once a year to eat it. In jokes referring to the possibility of a Serbian
invasion, people loved the idea of every single Macedonian standing up for their country
and, due to a lack of any weapons, throwing tomatoes at the Serbian army. Tomatoes
and peppers are the staple ingredients in Macedonia today and are, in fact, the country's
lifeline. Besides watermelons, grapes, poppies, tobacco and some fruit, agricultural
production in Macedonia is based on peppers and tomatoes. The diémantling of
Yugoslavia left Macedonia with a very one-sided economy, a situation that, if it is to be
changed, will require revolutionary measures.

Rakia, or schnapps, is another strongly codified medium of Macedonian social

exchange, the consumption of which turns out to be a statement about gender. Justas

184



the domacinka is proud of her home-made slatko and the whole family takes pride in its
aivar, the domacin, male host takes pride in his home-made rakia, made from grapes,
plums or potatoes. Rakia, 'cleanser of the soul,’ is a very strong alcohol and seen as a
man's drink - it is never offered to visiting women while wine can be consumed by both
sexes, the sweeter ones suitable for women. Today however, the idea of sweetness is
associated with excess, indulgence and ottoman rule: very sweet treats such as Turkish
delight or slatko are associated with the Turkish rule. Instead it is fashionable for the
young women today to use 'sweetener' in coffee®. Beer is rarely drunk by women.
These gender divides are more rigid in the countryside, where it sometimes is deemed
unacceptable for a woman to drink any alcohol except wine. The traditional food and
drink create and recreate traditional social relationships in a way that is largely implicit
for the participants. The introduction of imported consumer goods, because they arrive
unencumbered by tradition, therefore represent a contrast to the social relationships
produced by the consumption of traditional food. |

Social norms for the consumption of food, are consciously altered by my friends in
Skopje who seek a 'more European style of living.! Even though they understand
tomatoes and peppers, slatko, rakia and coffee as being important, my friends insist on

the past tense when referring to them and consider these traditional foods and drinks
185



representative of their childhood, their parents' and their grandparents' generations and
Yugoslavia. When Gell notes: "What distinguishes consumption from exchange is not
that consumption has a physiological dimension that exchange lacks, but that
consumption involves the incorporation of the consumed item into the personal and
social identity of the consumer" (Gell 1986: 112), he stresses the same intense
relationship between items consumed and the social identity of the consumer that I wish
to stress for my informants. Slatko, rakia and other traditional foods and drinks are still
consumed in Macedonia, but "Western' consumer goods, food, material objects and
images transcend the merely utilitarian aspect of consumption goods, so that they
become something more like works of art, charged with personal expression (Gell 1986:
114).

In 1988 I spent many long evenings with a group of female friends in Skopje's cafés,
drinking jupi or cokta instead of sprite or coca cola which, imported from Greece, was
only available in a few places. We drank Turkish coffee or Nescafé. Today we order
cappuccino, espresso and banana milkshakes. In 1988 we spent many hours at each
others homes, eating kashakaval, ahard cheese and chickpeas, and had the coffee grains
in our cups 'read’' by male friends who would look deeply into our eyes when they told

us our future. Or we would simply indulge in straightforward muhabeti, the Turkish
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word for socialising and talking sociably*. In 1996 we would stand outside Van Gogh
listening to loud music, drinking cocktails and ‘meeting' people.

In Macedonia, food, what type you eat, how and when, defines your gender, the level
of formality in your relationship, youth and old age: it communicates one's origin and
identity. In this context, the change of diet undertaken by many of my friends becomes
highly significant as my friends consciously attempt to change their image of themselves
through changes in their eating habits. Macedonia has established an interesting
compromise, in terms of its identity, between its past as a part of Yugoslavia and its
present as an independent country. In the midst of the massive political upheavals my
friends are trying to make sense of the constantly changing and conflicting images of

what has been, what should come and what is coming.

Gender

In the new political order, social relations have become an area of critical importance
although political theoreticians in Macedonia do not recognise this. Politics is
represented as gender neutral. There are more urgent issues than women's rights, a
government official stressed in one of my interviews. Consequently, political discourse

centres around privatisation and inter-ethnic conflict and does not address issues such as
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changing values in society. Despite, or perhaps because of it, certain socialist
achievements around gender equality remain legally untouched,; this is in stark contrast
to other post-socialist countries, which chose to overthrow their socialist inheritance.
Abortion is still legal and there are no calls for it to be restricted or prohibited. The
proposed changes to working hours which accompanied the onslaught of privatisation
that was meant to 'Europeanise' Macedonia, have been successfully resisted, and
continue to allow men and women to finish work at three or four o'clock and spend time
with their families*. Macedonia's socialist past is not resented, indeed it is sometimes
glorified, and is very much present. However, another world has béen introduced, a
world which is supposed to pave the way to a different Macedonia: a Macedonia with a

distinct identity that is a blend of the old and the new.

Europe and America as Ideals

Western television and its associated images have become dominant in Macedonia
since the fall of Yugoslavia and are now central to family life. The increase in openness
which has occurred in Macedonia since the fall of communism, has lead to a huge
increase in the availability of pornography which, in turn, has clearly lead to changes in

people's perception of themselves*. Pomography is easily accessible to anyone
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including children who can watch pornographic films at three o'clock in the afternoon.
Even though pornography is seen as Western: images of naked women were already
found on crossword magazines in Yugoslavia despite party ideology. Today, however,
as pornographic films pirated from American satellite programs, can be seen at local
cinemas and on television, I suggest that the meaning of those images is deeper than the
one immediately assumed. Catherine Portuges refers to pornography in Hungary: "In
these and other works in which youthful bodies are exhibitionistically fetishised, the
ardently sought free-market economy is both symptom and cause" (Portuges 1992:287).
I, however, believe that for many of my male and female informants, those images of
naked bodies present not so much women as objects, a point that is not easily understood
either by male or female informants, but represent a meaning that stands in connection
with the act of obtaining those films: pirating.

The act of pirating films from a satellite dish, is gaining access to an objectified area
of the world that is 'out there' and unreachable other than through 'pirating:' the
'havenots' stealing from the 'haves.! The women in the films are stereotypical American
women by Macedonian standards; these women represent America. To connect to this
world is to consume their images in a manner assumed to be "Western.' detache(.i

consumption that objectifies everything, only taking. Watching pornography is more
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than a symptom and cause of a market economy, more than entertainment; watching
pornographic movies is an act of gaining access not to the object of the film itself but to
the act of watching it. While I lived in Skopje, male friends came to visit me, not for a
coffee and chat as I thought, but in order to tune in to the different pornographic movies
that were playing. My loud protestations were heeded but not understood. They did not
understand why I was upset as their understanding was that I was from Germany and
porn was a normal thing for me to watch. Secondly, I was their friend and was not ready
to share the freedom of living on my own and my television, when they surely could not
watch such films with their parents and little sister at home. I had two things they saw
as 'Western:' choice and freedom.

By recreating themselves as modern consumers, my friends are attempting to
eradicate the differences between themselves and the West, differences which have
become increasingly skewed. Having been raised to be proud of their Yugoslavian
identity, the non-aligned nation, Macedonians, citizens of a country which is no longer a

'model’, the Switzerland of Eastern Europe, find themselves disenfranchised.
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Reaction to Macedonian Independence and the Fall of Yugoslavia

In the four years between 1992 and 1996, consumption became the key feature of the
'new society' of Macedonia. This culture of consumption is centred on the capital city of
Skopje and developed at a time when many people in Macedonia had to struggle to
survive. Through the process of privatisation many people had lost their jobs as
companies closed down; they had lost the small amount of foreign currency because of
the closure of bank accounts and many people were barely surviving. Most people
simply could not afford to buy foreign consumer products.

The development of a consumer culture results from a particular set of historical
circumstances. How is this transformation seen from within? Consider the effects of
this transformation in an excerpt from my notebook in July 1996:

"The last old shopping centre is empty. A new mall, '‘Beverly Hills,' has
been built. In the old bookstore they opened a Doc Martens store. Things
change - even if only slightly. Many foreigners are here and Stefan, an
engineer friend, was in Ohrid to install equipment for an action movie by
Steven Spielberg Productions starring Nicole Kidman and George Clooney
[1 think?].

They took down the old bridge over the Vardar and found that the base
can be dated back to Roman times, 300 BC. This means that the Bridge is
not a Turkish construction, a very convenient situation®.

Sitting here and writing this down on a sunny afternoon at café 'Ciao’ it
is absolutely obvious that Skopje today is a young peoples’ city. The only
people you see in the streets are between 25 and 30. These are the people
without their own families, maybe without jobs. One hardly sees any older
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people. If one would look for them you would find them at the Green
Market® or in the Park going for a stroll or playing Backgammon.

Yesterday we all went to café 'Van Gogh,' which is now closing at
12p.m. Everyone was there. Suse still has five exams to go; Elena, who
works for a Swiss company, is very well paid but has to work from 8 a.m.
to 9 p.m. She is designing software programs for the post office and banks.
Zoran came too; he looked so happy. He is getting married on the 12th
October. His girlfriend is from Veles. Iwas talking to Igor, he still has to
finish one exam. He is working as a programmer too. He was telling me
that everybody wants to leave Macedonia, that nobody wants to stay here.
He was saying that his mother really surprised him when she told him to
leave. He said she told him that he could certainly get a job abroad, he
has three computers standing around, he must be good - not that his
mother has any idea about computers. Zoran still cannot find work. I
asked him if there was any business going on, but he said that the times are
bad for businesses, it is not the right time.

In the morning we went to have me registered at the police station.
Afterwards we went to Eva's place; she works for a private import/export
company. She was complaining that there was a lot of work to do. I talked
to her colleague Daniela. She told me what a beautiful country Germany
is and we ended up talking about the different perceptions of work in the
East and West and she told me that Macedonians are not used to work.

She said everybody wants to go back to the days when one finished school,
and automatically got a job which earned you enough money to live an
okay life and to travel. She said that everybody misses Yugoslavia, that it
was a good life.”

If my friends are working; they are employed in a private company and their work is
always related to, or directed towards, Western Europe, the UN or an American aid

organisation. Ifthey work for the state, they complain about not having enough work,

not having enough pay and about widespread inefficiency. All of them, however,
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embrace the New Macedonia' and its revised interpretations of past times and
capitalism.

The lives of my friends in 1996 are bound up with the discussion of the 'new people,’
those who are envied because they can afford the consumer culture but are judged as
stealing from the people. None of my informants would count themselves in this
category although they certainly aspired to the same consumption patterns. The idea
that earning money is a form of theft is, as Liseta pointed out, an old concept from
communist times, when making money for oneself by securing a deal for one's company
was seen as 'stealing from the people.! Today, she commented, it is called good
business. In fact, the old ideas live alongside the new. The result of these conflicting
ideologies, the Yugoslavian ideology versus capitalism which is the true essence of
independent Macedonia, is evident in the constant talk of corruptioﬁ. To steal is 'to be
corrupt,’ but in today's Macedonia, stealing could just mean good business. Rausing
reports a similar concept in Estonia, where, despite the governments commitment to the
free market, the people who have been successful in it are often seen as less 'Estonian’ in
people's imagination; very smart and with dangerous connections. She says: "They
seem already to belong to another imaginary entity that is only partially contained by the

entity of Estonia." (Rausing 1998:195). Similarly, the original Estonia symbolises for
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Rausing's Estonians what Western Europe signifies for Macedonians: a specific type of
person, who has success through achievement and not through intelligent manipulation.
The latter is seen as an original Balkan trait. The nouveau riche represent the typical
Balkan personality and, in addition, they do not conform with the existing socialist
ideology in which this class is seen as stealing from the common people. These two
aspects come together and create unfavourable conditions for the nouveau riche, thus
explaining, the lack of a drastic emergence of the nouveau rich as a class in itself as
Humphrey (1995) reports for Moscow.

These conflicting ideas about success and business, have produced an understanding
of a means to success. Whilst previously people pooled their cleverness, nowadays the
kind of understanding required to run a business is shared by only a few. For many of
my friends, their parents and relatives, the knowledge and experience they have acquired
has become meaningless. In this world, a polarisation takes place that stands against
socialist and 'European’ valued ideology, as both are seen as valuing equality in some
way. The middle class as "Western' ideal has disappeared in Skopj¢ before it had been
formed. Possibilities and the standard of living rises for a few people while for most
people, it declines. For my friends, it is in this world that the struggle of who they want

to be and who they can be, takes place. Shopping is the locus in which this particular
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struggle becomes visible. Western television conveys an image of the world where
supermarkets predominate, where one just goes and get the things one needs in five
minutes.

Life in Skopje looks very different however, my friends disregard this disjunction and
interact with the outside world as if it were actually available to them. It follows that
economic activity has intrinsic political and ideological value. If my friends browse
through shops in which they will never be able to afford to buy something, they are,
nevertheless, making a political statement. This intrinsic political statement is
determined by history, in this case the history of socialist Yugoslavia, as well as by
Western television and global consumerism. In socialist Yugoslavia it was production
that was glorified, whereas on Western television, glamour is produced by speculative
gains. Each value condemns the other, but promises the same thing. In Skopje, the
world of consumerism arrived because of risky speculation and the contact this produced
with the outside world embodies a particular political/moral attitude. Shopping in

Skopje illustrates this well.
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Shopping in Skopje

In the socialist Republic of Macedonia basic goods were found in state-owned shops
or in semi-legal markets. The markets supplied the population with farm products from
outside of Skopje as well as with goods illegally smuggled from Turkey, Greece and
Germany. Goods that were difficult to obtain were obtained through friends or
connections at the workplace. Supply was never assured and items could disappear from
the shops overnight. Then, the network of friends would provide advice as to which
shop might have toothpaste, sanitary pads, toiletpaper, noodles, mushrooms or other
goods in stock. In 1992, small private market shops began slowly to appear, where
many people sought to make their fortune. Many of them failed in the attempt, but some
people managed to build empires such as 'Orka Sport' with the help of 'old' illegal
money.

If you already had contacts with Turkish, German or Greek companies despite the
Greek embargo, as was the case with Orka Sport, it was possible to obtain Western
goods to attract customers. Duty Free Shops were established and could be found
anywhere in the city as well as on the borders with Serbia, Albania and Bulgaria,
although these shops have since been outlawed. In these shops you could find

traditional duty-free goods such as Marlboro cigarettes, Metaxa and Braun watches. As
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time went on, however, one could find refrigerators, microwaves, Gillette shavers and
blades, vacuum cleaners, batteries, Ariel washing powder, as well as Chanel perfume
and other luxury items. These Duty Free Shops tumed into ordinary consumer shops.
New shopping malls were built and there were many tiny shops of around five square
metres that sold lingerie, sweaters, skirts, watches and many other goods that could
readily be identified as "'Western.! Some of the shops expanded and became Levi's
stores, Stefanel stores or, in one case, the Yukan department store, in which the
customer was offered cake and coffee with Toys 'R' Us toys and Stefanel and Hugo Boss
dresses and suits for him and her.

Shops that I would call small department stores are often bulging with Western goods
and employ a staff that is well-dressed and well-mannered. These shops are run by the
typical nouveau riche, socialist managers who bought up their companies through the
illegal devaluation of those companies, or people who made a fortune through illegal
import and export operations with Serbia which was under an embargo from the
European community. Many of my friends automatically cross to the other side of the
street when they pass such shops, feeling it inappropriate to walk next to the ‘new’ shops,
as if the shops suggest a world to which they do not belong. As such, shopping is still a

long way from being a leisure activity in Skopje with its burning pavement and dust
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hanging over the city; this world is almost surreal when seen through its haze. The
shopping depicted on television is still a long way from the reality of Skopje. Miller
(1997:39) describes shopping as a social occasion to look at other shoppers. In Skopje
the shopping malls seem relatively deserted while the Green Markets are buzzing with
life. Shopping in Skopje is not a social occasion, but a direct encounter between the
objects to be bought and the shopper who would like to identify herself with these
objects, not so much to present herself to others, but to stress a specific aspect of herself.
Shopping in Skopje is not so much a personal desire, but a political enactment of
choice. If the shopper can access this specific choice to buy "Western' consumer goods
such as Ray Ban Sunglasses, she is partaking in a life like that of her fellow shoppers in
Germany or England. The fact that her choice does not fit into the economic
environment of Macedonia makes her choice a political act. In Skopje friends rarely
shop together, only the 'expertise' of the "Western' and shopping-committed
anthropologist is sought, otherwise shopping for "'Western' consumer goods is a solitary
enterprise. This is a contrast with shopping for food and necessities that is often done
with one parent or siblings. Friends only accompany the shopper if a present has to be
selected for another friend, which is most commonly given as a present from several

people. Spending money then cannot be seen as demonstration of financial means,
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sociability or sensual satisfaction as Miller suggests for Trinidad (1997), but has to be
understood as a real and desired barrier between the shopper and 'normal’ life. Miller's
comments (1997:45) coincide with mine for Macedonia when he writes: " It is through
consumption that political values may be formulated in such a manner that populations
are at least able to appropriate the images of the possible worlds they seek to create.
Through this objectification they come to consider who they might be in relation to the
gamut of political identities." The reasons why Western consumer goods are imported
and exported are secondary to the primary issue of the specific symbolic value of
Western objects in Skopje. This value is not created either by the 'European’ media or
by the Macedonian government fulfilling their political agenda, but the shopper in
Skopje that actively chooses the symbolic value of the objects. This act of shopping is a
solitary one, but the value ascribed to the objects that are shopped for by all my friends
in‘ today's Skopje lies in the idea of living a 'normal,’ and therefore European, life.

In socialist Yugoslavia goods were not bought in an exercise of free will, but were
allocated by the state or the companies. Thus, though people bought things, they felt
that they were receiving something from the state. Shops were not called Orka Sport or
Yukan, but by the more general nomenclature of meat, shoes, bread and books. Shops

did not always have window displays, and even if goods were displayed, they were not
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necessarily for sale. Even today, many of the small shops do little to present goods in an
attractive manner, unless they wish to make them more expensive. The window displays
are a mix of many products ranging from Italian noodles and German blackbread to
shaving cream and diapers and an expensive suit. Today many shops carry only the one
item they display. Others stock just a few of each line, so it is important to buy an item
when you see it. The only exceptions to this practice are the internationally owned
stores such as Benetton, Benetton for Children and Stefanel which stock any quantity of
the same product. Many goods are priced in German Marks and bought using German
currency even though the dinar has been stable for a number of years.

The Green Market still flourishes, because it is the only place where fresh fruit and

~vegetables, cheese, fish and cheap Turkish household goods, can be obtained. Imitation
Levi's jeans can still be found there, but now the UN peace-keeping troops are the only
regular customers.

The state store offers one plate on ten, otherwise empty, shelves while the shop
assistants sit in groups smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee, taking no interest in
customers, just as they did in the old days. Bored and uninterested as the shop assistants
are, one of my friends admitted that she feels more comfortable in the state shops than

she does in the new shops where the assistants try and persuade you to buy. To say to
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the shop assistant that she only wanted to browse, feels like an admission of inferiority.
My friends said that they feel they were not actually meant to buy these items that are
for non-existent glamour girls.

Not all of my friends were attracted to such shops; some dreamt a different dream of
actually going to Germany or London to buy their favourite items. A friend of mine
managed to travel to London and insisted that she would not senselessly spend her
money while she was there. Nonetheless, on her return she was proud of all the nice
things she had found in London and judging from what she bought, goods were much
cheaper than in Skopje.

What is important to understand is that shopping in Skopje, even in 1996, had nothing
in common with the experience of 'going shopping' in London, Munich or Paris as they
saw on television. There was no relaxed strolling through shops, it was a hunt for
something special, something Western that was quite inexpensive without being shoddy.
There was a constant fear that products would disappear without warning from the
shops. When I described to a colleague in London, the half-empty, half-finished
shopping malls that rise high above the sky-line of Skopje and the shopping habits of my
friends, he commented that these shopping malls make him think of cargo cults in the

South Pacific. The malls indeed looked like they were planted there by some giant:
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bare concrete, stairways that are too long and broad winding their way upwards toward
nothing and broken glass windows and hallways that are too long for the tiny shops they
access.

If there was a desire to imitate Western consumerism, the old ideals prevailed over it.
The way my friends 'go shopping' appears to be a microcosm of political life in Skopje,
iﬁ the same way that the bodies of my friends are one expression of the country's search
for a new way to mark themselves as Western. The process of buying cheese
exemplifies this: a friend of mine caused a minor riot in one of the new grocery stores
by refusing to take the portion of cheese because it had been cut too big and was
therefore too expensive. A few years ago she said shé would have accepted whatever
the saleswoman had given her, she would even have brought her own paper with which
to wrap the cheese. However, she said, "I do not see anybody in Germany or America
doing this. Here in Macedonia, we only learn to accept, never to question, never to
insist on something for us, for ourselves. I did not want to pay more for the cheese. I
knew how much cheese I wanted and how much I wanted to pay." When she refused to
accept the cheese, another customer in the shop supported her, insisting that it was my
friend's right to choose what she wanted and that the other women in the shop should

follow the example of this 'new' woman. Here the concept of 'newness' becomes
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political: newness means the right to demand what you want. The political discourse of
the 'new' in 'new' Macedonia refers to a right not yet articulated, in mind or speech,
when Macedonia was still a part of Yugoslavia according to my informants: the right to
choose. The concept of choice, of choosing, even demanding, what rightfully belongs to
any human being, is at the very heart of the image of Macedonia that Macedonians wish
to convey to the rest of Europe. This 'right to choose' is what Western television
promotes all the time: consumer goods offer choice and choice is a right that has to be
granted in any modern state. "No choice, no freedom, you have Eastern Europe all over
again," a friend said, trying to help me understand the Macedonian craving for German
and Italian advertising programs on satellite television.

Many of my friends do not see themselves as having the right to demand or choose
and are actually taken aback by this attitude. Such an attitude sets you apart from your
fellow humans. Even if they would like to participate in the 'new' Macedonia, they grew
up in Yugoslavia and are nostalgic for those times with a "better and peaceful life of,
when people cared for each other." In this sense, there are conflicting notions my
friends follow in their task to negotiate themselves as citizens of independent 'new’

Macedonia. They feel attached to their inheritance from Yugoslavia, but they also want
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to be part of Western Europe. In the midst of this conflict, my friends try to make sense
out of their lives.

Be it shopping, or the type of body a woman is supposed to have, what is going on in
Macedonia today is a fierce fight between that from the Yugoslavian era which is still
cherished and what people believe is necessary to differentiate themselves from the
Balkans and Eastern Europe. It is a conflict my friends have to put to rest for
themselves. It forces them to think about who they are and who théy want to be and, in
the process, this clarifies the social position of others and also societal norms. Each of
my fn'ends engages in a project of their own, be it dieting, bodybuilding or the purchase
of expensive clothes, appliances or furniture. Each project helps them to redefine
themselves. Nevertheless, in the current situation, my friends are trapped, some of them

tragically, in a world of illusions.

Politics and Consumerism

Despite the seeming contradiction, many people had greater access to foreign
consumer goods when Macedonia formed a part of communist Yugoslavia than they do
today. People had relatives or friends in Germany or Italy, people travelled to Turkey,

Italy, Germany, Spain or England and obtained consumer goods through these routes.
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From 1991 to 1995, access to Greece was denied because of a Greek embargo and, since
the fall of Yugoslavia, hardly anybody, except those with good connections abroad or
with embassy personnel, is able to travel to Western countries because obtaining a visa
is so difficult.

What drives the desire to be a new person, to be a new country? Certainly there is the
missionary zeal of the Western industries that have started to invest in Macedonia, in
order to bring a post-communist country towards a free-market-economy. Today you
find Western ice-cream everywhere. The old Italian style ice-cream shops have lost
many customers, even though one scoop of their ice-cream costs about three pence and a
Magnum ice-cream one pound. Worlds drift apart here. Their parents struggle to make
ends meet, some going for months without pay, to workplaces that are basically shut
down®. Many of my young friends spend the money they earn on consumption goods
instead of contributing to their parent's household®, which is how the world should be
according to both parents and children. "The world closes down on the children, but
what is offered now, as long as the West is still noticing Macedonia, the children should
enjoy. Who knows what will happen tomorrow?" a mother told me while discussing her

children and their desire for expensive perfumes, clothes and cars.
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Essentially still a socialist country, Macedonia embraces the concept of a 'new’
Macedonia, but does not copy Western capitalism as a political system, thereby
Macedonia essentially creating a new model for its people. A judge explained to me:

"Macedonia wants to be European, it wants to be a modern
democracy, but we do not want to turn our back on our past as part of
Yugoslavia. Yugoslavia has given us more than an identity, as Greece
always likes to point out. It has given us something to believe in and we
do still believe in it. Macedonia has historically always been stepped on,
only within Yugoslavia were we given respect as people. We believe that
everybody should have equal rights and we do not like the American idea

of 'the best only should win.' We, as a whole people, want to win in this
enterprise we call the Republic of Macedonia."”

The young people in Skopje reject the timeless, unchanging aspect that goods
possessed in socialist Yugoslavia. They long to be young, ambitious Europeans. The
limitations of choice are felt more strongly today than before, because this limitation
goes hand-in-hand with restrictions in movement. In the past I did not hear complaints
that one flat looked much the same as another since similar furniture was supplied by the
Yugoslav state to everyone. Now when my friends think of establisﬁng a home with
their husbands, they dream of new Western furniture. However, it is impossible to

obtain such furniture in Macedonia and, even if it were available, it would not be
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affordable. Today, many of my friends are happy if they can afford new furniture at all,
even Yugoslavian-style.

While Macedonia was part of Yugoslavia, my informants considered access to the
necessary private 'consumer' goods a right, whereas today consumer goods have become
a component of one's personality. They define whether one belongs to the 'hard
working, but going nowhere' or the 'fashionable, should be part of Europe' people. In
newly independent Macedonia, it is consumption patterns that determine whether one is
defined as 'new' and it is the 'new' which, in the country’s political-social discourse, is
embraced. Macedonia itself; its neighbours and Western aid agencies expect that
Macedonia will reject its socialist past and choose instead to be a capitalist democracy.
To be recognised by the European Community as an independent country and not as
simply one of the leftovers of the dissolution of Yugoslavia, Macedonia has to convince
the EC that its goal is only democracy.

My friends were devastated when they were denied access to Europe after they had
applied for visiting visas or acceptance to conferences; they had felt that their desire was
so strong that it must be fulfilled. This denial of access led my friends to obtain this
access through other means: the consumption of Western goods. "If I cannot go to

Italy, I will at least buy a Benetton sweater here," a friend said, explaining that she wants
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to be worth that much. However, this is not understood as a rejection of socialism
(Verdery (1992:25-6) is cited by Humphrey (1995:56)), but rather that Western
consumer goods have become a way of constituting one's self and rejecting the barriers
that have been built between Macedonia and Western Europe. If consumerism in
Macedonia is understood in this way, then the situation is markedly different from that
described by Verdery and Humphrey (1995). Verdery (1995:7) states that in Romania:
"the present confrontation between capitalist and non-capitalist systems is being played
out as a cosmic struggle between Good and Evil." In Macedonia, Western consumer
goods are not valued because they are seen as 'Good,' while the times they were
unavailable was a time of 'Evil'(meaning socialist times), but in socialist Yugoslavia,
even though there might have been a shortage in goods, and specifically 'Western'
consumer goods were not available in Yugoslavia, Macedonians have been tourists
abroad and many young people have worked outside of Yugoslavia for extended periods
of time, consequently Western consumer goods have always been available. I argue
however, that in Macedonia the meaning of these consumer goods has changed. The
meaning is not determined by an assigning of 'good' and 'evil,’ or by the meanings of the
socialist past and post-socialist present. In the mix of old and new, consumer goods are

used by my friends to help them create and define themselves as European. Through the
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acquisition of Western consumer goods my friends construct a sense of being 'deserving'
of a "Western life-style.' They do not try to divest themselves of the;.ir Yugoslavian past,
as this is seen as their legitimisation of being a part of Western Europe since Yugoslavia
gave them the geographical and even political® proximity to Western Europe. However,
their ambivalence between their Yugoslavian past and their present position® creates a
desire to incoxpofate Western consumer goods, images and ideas into their Yugoslavian
identity. In their consumption, my friends struggle to retain a sense of themselves as
modern urbanites, a sense that was created in socialist Macedonia, while incorporating
something of the freedom and access that is seen as 'European.' Thus my friends’
consumption is a key element in creating their idea of an independent Macedonia, a
place of urbanisation and modernity (Miller 1987), combined with freedom and access.
My friends consumption, though not an affirmation of socialism, does not oppose the old
political system either. What my friends wish is to be "Europeans’ without stripping
socialist Macedonia of its meaning. It is this image unanticipated by my friends' parents,
the politicians and the aid organisations that steers Macedonia on a strict course towards

Western capitalist democracy.
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The Old and the New Values

The concept of 'price' within Macedonia is notable. During the socialist period the
cost of most necessities, like bread, were subsidised while other prices, such as the price
of flats, were fixed by the government because in some sense housing or appliances or
furniture were owned by the government and thus the people.

With independence came privatisation and flats were transferred from the
government to private owners which allowed many people to profit greatly by moving to
the countryside or in with relatives and renting their flats to UN personnel and the
peacekeeping forces. Due to this, the cost of renting a flat has risen sharply: one can
spend up to £500 a month. Only foreigners can really afford to pay such rents.
Nevertheless, since the 1990s, the construction industry has been booming in Skopje and
high-priced consumer goods are found in several 'modern’ and 'new' shops.

It appears that the price of consumer goods is not perceived as related to the cost of
production. My friends and their families are uncertain as to the value of consumer
goods; they do not know an appropriate price and they cannot compare specific items to
similar things in the West, except by decoding Western advertising programs. However,
value derived from Western adyertisements carries its own ideology and my friends

understand value as a price tag on 'identity.! Within this logic, a 'new identity'
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necessarily implies that objects bought to acquire it were not cheap, but rather had a
"Western price,' the price of Western-ness. Many people in Macedonia asked me what I
had bought each day, as they assumed that everything, including the 'new' luxury items,
in Macedonia must have seemed cheap to me. When I told them that I had not bought
anything they were puzzled, wrongly assuming that my lack of purchases was because I
was not interested in anything in Macedonia, rather than the real reason: I simply could
not afford to buy goods in Macedonia. This explains why my friend was amazed upon
returning from London amazed where she realized that many things were cheaper there
than in Skopje. Another myth®, that in Turkey consumer goods are incredibly cheap,
creates its own truth. People travelling to Turkey will often pay whatever is asked
because they do not know what a fair price is, and are sure that it must be a bargain
because they are in Turkey.

The concept that price should be related to purpose and the beneﬁt brought by the
product, is understood in relation to products that have been available in socialist
Macedonia, but is not uﬁderstood in relation to goods that today carry a specific value.
How is this value created? The value of "Western' goods is determined by demand
(consumption) and desire. As Appadurai discusses (1986:29), demgnd emerges as a

function of a variety of social practices and classifications, rather than as a mysterious
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emanation of human needs, a mechanical response to social manipulation, or the
narrowing of a universal and voracious desire for objects to what objects are available.
Demand and, therefore, consumption, are aspects of the overall political economy of
societies. Hence, consumption is eminently social, relational and active. A new value,
for example, was created by assigning value to living expenses, whereas previously,
living expenses had had no monetary value in Yugoslavian times and were instead seen
as a right to which everyone was entitled. When it costs £400 per month to rent a flat, a
price which few in Macedonia are able to afford, the high cost of living creates an idea
of the 'new’ life-style of independent Macedonia. Some Macedonians live in these
expensive flats and these people are defined as 'new' and the only ones capable of living
this new life and, consequently, most people in Skopje are strangers to this lifestyle.

If we consider consumption and the value of goods and services in Skopje, we have
to focus not only on consumption as sending social messages, but as receiving them as
well. Demand then, as Appadurai details (1986: 31), is determined by social and
economic forces, but can also, manipulate to a certain extent those very social and
economic forces. I suggest that Western consumer goods in Macedonia are regarded not
as luxury goods that simply fulfil a desire, but as an index of social value that is

ultimately political. As such, the value of "Western' goods in Macedonia is not
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determined by the value that is seen as "Western' nor is the value determined through the
demand for those objects: many "Western' goods are in very low demand in Macedonia
and often only one item of its kind can be found in Skopje at a time. As well, shopping
for those items is a solitary enterprise and does not adhere to principles of competition.
But the value of goods was determined by the political positioning of Macedonia as a
"lower kind' of Europe. The prevalent thmkmg was that goods must be cheap for me in
Macedonia because I am truly 'European’ and my choice not to buy anything in
Macedonia is because I assign the right political value to Macedonia. My lack of
consumption was interpreted by my friends as my seeing Macedonia as 'a lower level
than Europe.' It is inconceivable that 'Western' goods in Macedonia are actually more
expensive than in most European countries where an economical demand is, for the most
part™, determining the value of goods. The value that is given to those "Western' goods
is the value that is seen as necessary to lift Macedonia to "Western' standards. This
assignation of value is not done by imitating "Western' prices, but by designing the value
of those goods to the scale of 'uplifting.' The value of those goods is determined by the

believed difference of value between Macedonia and Western Europe.
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The Nouveau Riche

What is meant by the term 'the new people?' There is a negative connotation that
originates in socialist ideology which suggests that the new people are stealing from the
country since they make profit without investing their own labour in the process. They
are like traders, condemned by socialism, who buy and sell goods without adding any
value through their own labour but still gain profit from their transaction. Itis
characteristic, that in 1992, especially with the embargoes on Serbia by the EC and UN
and the Greek-imposed embargo on trade with Macedonia, illegal trading activity was
booming. Macedonians sold petrol to Albanians in Kosovo and Serbia; Macedonian and
Greek authorities smuggled whole trains filled with petrol to Serbia; Greeks smuggled
their goods to Macedonia; Serbians sold their goods to Macedonia while Macedonians
sold their products on Serbian markets. Instead of fewer goods arriving in Macedonia,
the market carried a plentiful supply of new goods, a strong contrast with socialist times.
For my friends this situation meant, in particular, a connection to Europe through the
trading of goods and also by the goods themselves. My female friends, by actually
transforming their bodies into a representation of Western consumer culture, engaged in
an intense discourse with the society surrounding them, particularly in the way this

society connects to the outside world.
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Consumption and Television

Much of my life in Skopje was spent watching American television programs
including Beverly Hills 90210% and MTV-Music Television but German and Italian
advertisements were our first choices. We also watched the Italian version of Beverly
Hills 90210. If only as a leisure activity after work or before going out to the cafés, as a
soporific or merely background when visiting friends or relatives, the television was
always on. I had a few people say that there was something strange about the place
where I lived and it always took a few minutes for them to work out what it was: the
television was turned off. When television was discussed, it was always mentioned how
nicely the people dressed and how beautiful they looked, a factor much more important
than the actual storyline, hence Beverly Hills 90210 in Italian. For a story my friends go
to the cinema or they rent a movie, most of which are pirated. Television however, is
watched as an important resource, as a way of 'knowing the world outside,’ as an
informant put it. What is understood as 'inside’ is revised in terms of this knowledge of
the outside world. This process can be termed 'consumerism,’ a continual increase in the
consumption of goods. The verb 'to consume,' to eat or drink or to destroy, to use up is

troshi which means to crumble, to spend, to waste; for consumer goods, one uses the
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phrase: 'stoka za shipoka potroshuvaik,' which means 'goods for broad consuming' or
'goods for dropping money on.' However, as Gell rightly argues, "consumption as a
general phenomenon really has nothing to do with the destruction of goods and wealth,
but with their reincorporation into the social system that produced them in some other
guise." (Gell 1986:112)

Consumerism in Macedonian has, in fact, much more in common with Pacific cargo
cults, than consumerism in the West. In this time of uncertainty and powerlessness, the
message is received through satellite television that there are powerful outsiders who
have promised cargo goods. This cargo consists of Western consumer goods and images
that are seen as metonymic of a whole system of power, prosperity and status
(Appadurai 1986:52). My friends have internalised the idea that if Macedonia manages

to establish itself as a modern European country, they will then 'gain access to this cargo'
' {

\

which they feel will re-establish their dignity and the social changes their country has
gone through would then make sense to them. By making themselves worthy of
Western European consumer goods, my friends seek eventually to be worthy of
recognition by Europe as Europeans and to live in a part of Europe.. However, even
though the imagery of 'cargo cult' lends itself nicely to the process in which a new aspect

of one's identity is created through the buying of "Western' consumer goods, in contrast
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to theories about cargo cults as noted by Appadurai (1986:54), my friends are aware of
the economical forces behind the circulation of goods. Therefore, it is not a Macedonian
'cargo cult' but consumerism that identifies the desire to be something other than
'former-Yugoslavian.! This cannot be understood as copying another form of
commodity exchange since through their consumption, my friends are miraculously
transferred to that land over the rainbow where the rich and beautiful live, that land free
of economic misery. There is another world outside of Macedonia where one can
become the person one wishes to be: beautiful, independent, popular and respected. It
is in the moment of consumption, in the moment of buying and admiring specific
consumer goods that my young friends fleetingly inhabit this different world. As with
the Muria described by Gell (1986:136) material elements are selected and integrated
into an immaterial cultural matrix, a collective style that becomes tightly integrated with
the process of identity formation.

Consumerism in Macedonia is not to be equated with the 'Americanisation’' of
Western Europe but arises, instead, from the very specific circumstances of an ever-
changing Macedonia. Consumerism, the embracing of Western goods and ideas, existed
before independence. However, today foreign goods and ideas have a specific meaning

for a country which has declared independence under the distrustful gaze of Europe and
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in spite of the opposition of its closest neighbours. In Macedonia, to consume is not to
express a longing for goods, access to which has formerly been denied; it is not an
attempt to redress the balance between 'twin' countries as it is for East Germany.
Consumption in Macedonia relates to the creation of a new understanding of what being
Macedonian means. Macedonia does not want to be seen as a peasant society, as some
of its neighbours portray it, and the attempt by some Macedonians to ‘return to our roots'
is rejected by most of my informants. My friends want to see Skopje as a cosmopolitan
society where objects of enchantment and desire are to be found in any Orka, Yukan or
Benetton store. Sorabji (1989:45, 47) notes for the population of Sarajevo in the 1980s
that especially amongst young, second generation migrants there is a feeling of
superiority in comparison to those from rural areas. In addition, "The rules of Sarajevo
are deemed by Sarajevans (whether native or migrant) to be different from, and better
than, those of the country." Tone Bringa reports that in her study of Bosnian Muslim
villagers, the city was seen as distinguished from the country side through the absence of
faith or religion (1995:60). She relates this idea to the concept of culturedness, of not
being a seljak, from the countryside, that is pervasive throughout Bosnian identity,
which describes the differences between the village and the city, as well as the

differences between the villagers themselves™. Nevertheless, the idea of the essential
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cosmopolitan identity that is sought was inherent in the Yugoslav system and is
maturing today in a strengthened concept of consumerism. When the cosmopolitan
world, seen as a right for the urbanised population, grew closer to the rural population of
their own country and further away from the cosmopolitan world of Western Europe
after the disintegration of Yugoslavia, then the urban population of Skopje increased its
consumerism of Western goods in order to regain the idea of a cosmopolitan Skopje.

Nevertheless, Macedonia is not a carbon copy of Germany or the USA in terms of
consumerism and my friends feel very strongly that their lives are a continuation of
certain Yugoslavian ideas and values despite the influence of imagery transmitted
through Western television series and advertisements. Considering self-construction,
these images certainly influence the process of self-formation

"...but as this process is located in the realm of images, reflective acts vis-a-vis goods
are in a continuous relationship with other types of reflecting, especially other people
and, of course, the whole realm of mass media representations, from television news and
soap operas to movies, music videos and advertising. These experiential goods, whether
distributed free or sold, may very well be consumed as 'mere experiences’ but they also
act as mirrors for the aforementioned self-reflexive contemplation."(Miller 1997:4)

Images and experiences drawn from Western television in Macedonia do not create or

represent identity but are in themselves consumer items with a specific value attached to

them, a value that can be very specific to Macedonia. An advertisement for Nivea hair-
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shampoo might create a beautiful world of a happy family living in single family home
and owning two cars and a dog, but this image is read by my Macedonian friends, as any
other Western consumer good, in a specifically Macedonian context. To buy Nivea
shampoo is not to recreate the "Western World' but to buy a shampoo that is believed to
be more gentle with one's hair than the Macedonian brand, which is sold cheaply on the
Green Market. The idea of having well-cared for hair, is what is promised in this
advertisement but in Skopje this is understood in a Macedonian context. Consequently,
Macedonia is creating a very particular image of itself in which the old is not cast out,
but given new meaning by objects which are more than mere luxury items and which, in
fact, have come to represent the "Western' face of Macedonia.

In 1988, many of my friends, contrary to prevailing attitudes of youth in Skopje, were
sceptical of the idea that the youth of the country were dedicated communists, hard
working, enthusiastic and socially involved. This political apathy was due to the feeling
of not being able to influence social and political events. Positions of social, political or
economic importance were taken by the 'partisan generation' and then nepotism ensured
the transfer of power to their friends and family. My friends feel the same sense of
disempowerment today, only the source of that dissmpowerment is different. They

dissemble these feelings, however, through the purchase of Western luxuries, objects
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which seem to embody a feeling of power. In reaching towards these items they reach

towards the power that created them.

The Characteristics of Consumerism in Skopje Today

Indifference distinguishes my friends from their own parents at the same stage of life.
This is partially caused by their dependence on the parents through the changed
economical situation of Macedonia today. At home, young people have minimal
responsibility while parents try to give them a security they themselves did not
experience. Parental expectations are simply to be successful in school. The education
system does not promote a sense of responsibility and many young people in their mid-
twenties see their main goal in life as partying. They expect pleasure from life without
restn'ctions or responsibility. These attitudes, which seem to be the direct opposite of
those promoted by communist ideology, have endured and, although the attitudes
certainly change with age and starting a family, the social and economical isolation of
independent Macedonia and the sense of fear and insecurity this brings, encourages
young people to live life for the moment. Today, because of this feeling of
disempowerment, private aspirations, one's circle of friends, material possessions and

fashion, are the foci of interest. This time however, it is not the state that is the source of
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feelings of disempowerment, but the fact that the state itself is disempowered.
Macedonia exists because of the mercy and not the respect of Western Europe and the
United Nations since there is a fear that if Macedonia ceases to exist, the region will be
destabilised. Macedonians envision several scenarios that would destablise the region:
1) Serbia swallowing up Macedonia thereby causing another civil war;
2) Macedonia becoming a part of Bulgaria thereby creating a dangerous
instability between Bulgaria, Serbia and Albania;
3) Macedonia becoming a part of Albania and civil war erupting;
4) Macedonia in a state of civil war, the ethnic Albanian versus the ethnic
Slav
inhabitants;
5) Macedonia under Turkish influence which would cause major problems |
with
Greece.
As can be seen, Macedonia currently has a very sensitive position in the region, but
this certainly does not mean that it is master of its own destiny. Today's situation is
markedly different from that of the time when Yugoslavia, under Tito, split from the

Soviet Union and founded the Non-Alignment Movement. At this time, Macedonia
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within Yugoslavia, was at its height in determining its destiny and the destiny of the
region.

To sum up, the history outlined above shows why consumerism in independent
Macedonia is created out of both a desire to embrace the West and yet to retain socialist
benefits, such as social welfare, child care, regular, relatively short working hours,
maternity leave and abortion rights. Obviously, not everybody can afford Western
consumer goods, but all endorse, whatever their means, these symbols of life elsewhere.
There is another motivation, however, fuelling my friends' consumerism and that is the
sentiment that some part of their life has been stolen. With a part of their lives taken
from them, consumerism offers an opportunity to get back something of what they have
lost which ought to be theirs. It is politics that forms consumption in Macedonia, though
obviously consumption, as it is carried out by individuals, is a very private affair. What
happened in Macedonia prior to the arrival of the pretty people, the nouveau riche, and
the emergence of the world of consumption? The answer is twofold.

Firstly, the Yugoslav state fell apart and, what was once understood by my
informants to be a unit, disintegrated into 'so called' ethnic enclaves”. If they could go
back in time and alter history they would prevent the break up of Yugoslavia, however,

as a friend put it, the time for dreams is over.
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Secondly, Macedonia aligned itself with the material and ideological culture of; the
West, a process which began in the mid-1980's when Macedonia was part of
Yugoslavia. "The West' was understood by everyone as West Germany and America
followed by the more intellectual choice of England and France which were only
important to people who had travelled there. Because of migrant work in Germany by at
least one family member in most families and the legal or illegal supply of German
goods, Germany was the main supplier of Western consumerism, both ideologically and
practically. Ideologically, Germany was closely followed by American television.
Interestingly, the Green Markets were the centre of German consumer goods distribution
and have given way to high fashion shops like Orka Sport, Yukan, Stefanel and
Benetton, a situation resulting from an ethnic shift as well. The green market used to be
run by ethnic Albanian Macedonians who had been guest workers in Germany. They
brought German consumer goods back to Macedonia and sold them, for the most part,
legally on the Green Markets. Today, the new shops are run by the new Macedonian
| business elite that travels to Germany, acquires similar goods, usually legally, and sells
them at three times the price the Albanians charged. Many import-export agencies

which play on the idea that the goods offered would be as desirable to German
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customers as they are to Macedonians have sprung up around Skopje. In contrast, the

green markets are thought to offer goods which are considered cheap in Germany.

Consumption and Desire

Consumption has become a strategy, employed by most, if not all, young people I
know in Skopje to establish themselves as "Western European Macedonians™ and to
preserve individuality. For the older generations, consumer goods are a luxury in a time
of deprivation. These luxuries, however, have become necessary to provide hope for
their children. For instance, a friend of mine 'needed' to obtain an expensive perfume.
She knew about the imitations offered cheaply on the green market but still she bought
the perfume in a duty free shop in Skopje. She bought it at the duty free shop in order to
affirm and confirm who she is each time someone sees that perfume bottle on her shelf;,
she did not buy it to deny the fact that this perfume was beyond her means or to pretend
she was a person she was not. This perfume bottle closes the gap bgtween her and the
West.

Consumerism in Skopje is not merely an imitation of something else, a copy of
another political system. Much more than that, material goods and images of these

goods have become new symbols. This symbolism is strongly based on the negation of
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a peasant past, a rural life-style and any similarity with the Albanian-Macedonian
population of today™.

The identity of the youth in Skopje today is beyond nationality and culture, bound as
they are to maps, ideology or language. Instead, who they would like to be is rooted in
dress, gesture, body language and the purchase and ownership of luxury goods. A friend
wittily pointed out to me over a coke at the new croissant shop on the Boulevard
Marshall Tito that, after independence, people did not sit down and start asking
themselves "'Who are we now?' “We just live on and take what we can. Nobody can
dictate your thoughts and feelings, no one can dictate what you would like to have rather
than independence. Things are not that orderly here, you have to go to Croatia for that."
Socialist ideology has lost its importance since the fall of Yugoslavia and, consequently,
Macedonia has also lost the fixation of programmed thought and social activity which it
once had. In its place, a diffuse and diverse consumerism provides a political
perspective.

This consumerism giyes the young people of Skopje an idea of what they would like
to see the future of Macedonia become. How the desire for this sort of identification is
formed and what it implies demands consideration. What many of my friends choose

from their understanding of modern consumption® is not a copy of a lifestyle they see
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on television or in Germany, but something far less coherent: a desire for freedom and
proximity to a world that for many seems blocked off. Consumerism is their way of
gaining, to some extent, control over political events. By bringing the West close to
them through material possessions, they feel they are exerting a measure of control over
their lives and are less separate from their Western European counterparts. Their
patterns of consumption serve as a form of self-identification and should not be
understood as choosing or copying a foreign lifestyle as my friends channel their
consumption towards a specific goal: the proximity to the European Community. They
consume very specific products, images or ideas and construct their lives around them.
In the context of performances in Bicol, Philippines, Cannell (1995:254) points out that
the apparent mimicry of Americanness is based on a different meaning of imitation in
the Philippines and in the West: "To take part in such a performance is both to move
towards the pleasures of empowerment which come with 'knowing the words' of a text
and making it one's own, and also to move towards a transformation in which what is
distant, powerful, and oppressive is brought closer and made more equal. In
transforming yourself;, in the process of becoming 'beautiful’, one also transforms the
other." Even though my friends seem to imitate 'the West' through their consumption,

their consumption creates something very specific and personal for them.
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I am reminded of the earlier discussion of peppers and tomatoes and the idea that you
are what you eat. This dictum is true in Macedonia as well and their consistent diet
speaks about identity. For instance, abstinence is a statement as is the eating of speciﬁc
foods. Eating imported yoghurt, cereal or Mars&Co. ice-cream is a statement about who
and where you want to be. In these discussions about what should be bought and what
was bought, a social act is performed that alters the relationship between people since
food items are noted and remarked upon when purchased. Coca-Cola provides a good
example.

Not many years ago, we sat in cafés and drank Cokta, the Yugoslavian version of
Coca-Cola which was regarded as having a much better taste. Today, very few people
drink Cokta even though it is three times cheaper than Coca Cola. Many cafés do not
even stock Cokta anymore. These foreign consumer goods can be understood as the
objects of an economic and cultural system which resembles again a similarity to Pacific
cargo cults. Indeed, the shopping malls themselves could be monuments built in the
spirit of a cargo cult. Like the wooden planes in the South Pacific, the shopping malls
and the goods offered in their echoing halls introduce images and ideas as the means by

which a life force is imported from the outside since the prevailing sentiment is that
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Macedonia lacks such a force. It includes, to a certain extent, a millennium vision that
everything would be all right if only Macedonia could be part of the European Union.

Consumption becomes the outlet for the idea that Macedonia lacks its own life force
as consumption not only represents the desire to be European, it constitutes its own very
real social imagery in a way that does not always match reality. From this point, one can
understand that self-definition in Skopje® is contingent on consuming and consumption
behaviour: the idea that one's actual place in a global world is based on consumption. It
is secondary that the consumed good, idea or image is transmitted by national television,
pirated from North American and German or Italian television. Mass media still offers
the way into places that are today physically out of reach. Gell's belief "that there is a
valid distinction between dull, unimaginative consumerism, which only reiterates the
class habitus, and adventurous consumerism like this, which struggles against the limits
of the unknown world" (1986:115) describes Macedonian consumption as well: it is not
the battleground of class distinction, and not even of straightforward ethnic distinction,
even though an ethnic distinction is inherent in the concept of 'European’ and the 'Other,'
but consumption serves as a struggle against limits set by social, economical and

political circumstances within the newly independent Republic of Macedonia.
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The degree in which the notion of the "West' has become an instrument of creating
belonging' is remarkable. It is the world of 'objects' and consumer goods, that offer
insight in this struggle to belong. It is the process of objectification that creates a
process of incorporation and rejection that defines 'belonging.' What this 'belonging'
entails can only be fully understood if we look at the world of the grandparents of my
friends; it is a world that represents a counter-reference point for the world of the

graduates.
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CHAPTER 5
THE ESSENCE OF BEING:

Procreation And Sexuality: Beliefs And Practices Of The 1940-50, Recollected

In this chapter I discuss the ideas expressed to me by a group of elderly women, in
response to my questions about matters of sexuality, conception, childbirth, and gender
relations. My interest in the lives of my friends grandmothers was necessary to
understand the nature of change in socialist and post-socialist Macedonia and the sense
of belonging the engineering graduates experienced. The interviews took place in the
region of Skopska Crna Gora in 1995 and the women were born between 1910 and
1925. Because the women I interviewed lived through such immense changes it is not
always possible to know what exactly they thought 50 years ago, but I have attempted to
disentangle 'new’' ideas from those they grew up with.

Skopska Crna Gora is a mountainous area close to Skopje and the Serbian border.
Recently their proximity to the Serbian border has become a political issue among the
population of Skopska Crna Gora who like to identify themselves as Serbian, even

though they are Macedonian by nationality. Further this area has a reputation for black
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magic (see Rheubottom 1993)®2, However, despite the perceived differences, Skopska
Crna Gora is the closest rural area to the city of Skopje, which can be reached by bus in
less than an hour. The bus runs three to five times a day, and school children and their
parents commute daily to Skopje and back. Those who can afford it prefer to live in
Skopje. Education is highly valued by these peasants and it is not seen as positive for

the young people to stay behind in the village and continue a peasant's life.

Kinship, Affinity and Marital Residence

A family's surname usually suggested descent from a common ancestor in the male
line. A patrilineal, exogamous family would also commonly trace its origin to a
particular house or household with a specific 'housename' of its patron saint. During
weddings in particular, frequent reference was made to the kinship groups to which
people belong. Weddings in Macedonia involved the two families inviting guests, and it
was only at a wedding that the bride and groom might meet all their kin and affines.
These kin furnished a network of relationships on which the married couple hoped to
draw for support. Otherwise there was little explicit emphasis on affinal relationships.
Marriage was usually virilocal, so it was the groom's family which welcomes 'their

bride' whereas the bride's family watched 'their daughter' leave. The new daughter-in-
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law was only slowly integrated into her new household, the group béing sensitive to the
protection of its boundaries from malign outsiders. Only after about one year was she
slowly allowed to leave the transitional role of a 'new daughter' and take up her role as
wife (See Rheubottom, 1980: 244-5). Only when she had become a mother and proved
her procreative capabilities to her husband's family did she become fully integrated into
the family as she has now secured the continuation of the family and closed the
previously open boundaries behind her. Women never completely belonged to a family
into which they had married: their solidarity could be quesﬁoned, their transitionality
seen as a threat. Only with this in mind can much of the material to be presented be

understood.

Courtship and Marriage Arrangement

As households were very inwardly focused and functioning, there were not many
opportunities for the young people to meet. According to Rheubottom in his discussion
on the slava, feast for a patron saint, which highlights openness, peace and community
(Rheubottom, 1976: 25), it is only when household boundaries are lifted that
'strangers'® can meet. However, boundaries were still vulnerable and a violation of such

boundaries would have had serious consequences. An old woman from Berevo was
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recalling the time she met her husband for the first time. She was dancing during one of
the slavas when a young man from a distant village started dancing next to her. She
pleaded with him to stop, and when he insisted, her brothers came, beat him up and then
beat her and, a few days later, they had to marry and she had to leave with her new
husband to go to his home. From the time he danced beside her until her wedding, she
did not enter her own home nor did she contact her family for many years.

Normally however bride and groom were from the same or a neighbouring village,
but from a different lineage. Often marriages would be arranged by the families through
a matchmaker and bride and groom would first meet in church. Nevertheless, many of
the women knew their husbands at least by sight as they were often neighbours. When
they went to fetch water they risked a glance or two about them, and perhaps caught the
eyes of a local boy. The age for marriage varied from seventeen to twenty-five. This, I
believe, was due to relatively lenient regulation of marriage by state and church.
Todorova (1993: 31) writes:

'In contrast, the relative subordinate role of the Orthodox church vis a vis
the state from its very beginning, and, later on, its status as an inferior
religion in the Muslim Ottoman Empire, deprived it of the exclusive
privileges and influence over the social life of the people enjoyed by the
Catholic Church. This, alongside ensuing ideological differences, in turn

explains the greater adaptability of the Orthodox church to secular
tradition.’
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My informants had little to say about the legal aspect of marriage, and little more
about the creation and significance of affines. They were more talkative about the
consummation of the marriage as this guaranteed the continuation of the family, unless

blocked by infertility.

Engagement, Marriage and Sexuality

It was the engagement ceremony which gave a legal character tor the relations
between a young man and a young woman, and it took usually took place only a few
days before the wedding itself. The engagement emphasised the social and economic
relationship between affines, including negotiations over bridewealth and dowry. At
engagement, bride and groom came into the second of the three transitional stages of
human life: birth, marriage and death. Marriage was the moment in life that made men
and women into fully social persons as they guaranteed descent group continuity. At the
engagement ceremony the bride would receive gifts such as jewellery and gold coins as
her personal property. The dowry consisted of clothing, household goods and money,
communal property of the family she married into, and simultaneously, personal

property of the bride, later inherited by her children.
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The day of the wedding, usually a Sunday, would then be set,. It started with the
bride's hair being ceremoniously combed and the groom shaved. The groom's agnates
would set out for the bridal home to fetch the bride. At the bride's natal home the
wedding guests would be welcomed and invited for a meal. The groom's agnates would
offer presents to the bride's female relatives. When trying to enter the bride's home a
fight was enacted, but after being presented with her wedding shoes, the bride would
come out and go with her new family to the house where the marriage was to be
consummated.

The relationship of a new bride to her husband was difficult at the outset as she was
in a very vulnerable position in her new household. The vulnerability was caused by the
bride's ambiguous position as affine to the groom's agnates. Affinity blurred the
boundaries of the family and left the family exposed. The woman new to the group had
to gain a position first as wife and then as mother. Rheubottom points out that:

"...the bride is immediately incorporated into the work parties of the unmarried
women and treated as part of her mother-in-law's conjugal family. [...] If the bride is
treated as 'daughter’, little is made of her new status as wife. As I have noted, the bond
between husband and wife is treated as if it did not exist. Indeed, her husband plays
only a small part in the entire wedding celebration’ (Rheubottom, 1980: 245).

Only after the woman has given birth to her first child do she and her husband

become a single unit.
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For most women the relationship with their husbands was accompanied by beatings:
"...my husband would come back from work - [and wanting to sleep with her] no matter
where, just when he felt like it. Lots of people were living in the house, but he did not
care, and when he felt like it, the woman had to do it. Three sisters were living in the
house with us, as well as the grandmother, and the children, and if I did not want to, he
beat me up, always beating me, for everything...". 'If the husband wanted his wife, he
would beat her with his stick and I knew I had to go there, so if he was out with the
sheep I had to bring him food there and there he would do it, do his job.' All of the
women emphasised that the most important thing for a woman was a husband who
would not beat her. This is what counted, otherwise any marriage would be fine,
because there were children: 'My husband was my neighbour. First I did not like him,
but when I got engaged I got used to him and I thought I would love him forever. That's
what I tell these young girls, they always talk about love." And: 'It is hard for the
woman. When you know him it is fine, but in our time it was important that he had a
house, that he had a goat, and not whether he was a good man and would treat you
nicely.'

Another woman told me: 'It is important that he did not beat you. He will like you,

he will want you.! The women felt that men cared mostly about sex and they felt when
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they could satisfy a man in this respect, and work hard and raise their children properly,
they could have a happy relationship with their husbands. 'That (sex) is what is
important for a man. For the woman the children are the most important.' Motherhood
strengthened their positions as wives. Nevertheless, a woman's stronger position as wife
paralleled the weakening of the position of her mother-in-law and would lead eventually
to her family splitting away from the household. Her sexuality was both a future
blessing but also a present threat to her new family and should be contained. Her
sexuality implied the future splitting of the household and a diversién of interest of her
husband and his parents, to his own wife and children. Comments on the shame of a
woman's pregnancy and sexuality have to be understood in this light. Signs of sexual
maturity in a girl reminded her natal family of her temporary membership in the family.
One woman was so embarrassed when she grew breasts that she hici away from her
father; and later when she got her period, she was told by her mother to hide from her
father again as he would not welcome this news.

The roughness of the husband towards his wife in the first years of marriage can be
understood in the same way. His solidarity with his family meant he was supposed to
show no noticeable interest in his own wife nor in her sexuality. If the incoming bride

drew attention to her sexuality, this was seen as a threat to the unity of her husband's
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family. Women tried to hide their pregnancies from their in-laws for as long as they
could, because pregnancy was the ultimate sign of a sexuality that eventually would split
her husband's household and would position her at the centre of a new household, that of
her husband and their children.

The young groom was expected to show little visible interest in his bride. If he spoke
to her at all in public, he had to be gruff and commanding; and he was to show no
noticeable enthusiasm for the marriage bed. This was the public stance, but all my
women informants made it clear that their husbands were, in private, strongly interested
in sexual relations, and that it was this which legitimated them as wives.

The bride's virginity was important at the consummation of the marriage. If it was
discovered that a woman was not a virgin, she was sent back to her own home. When I
asked one woman if she was scared to get married I was told that of course she was, as
she did not know if she was a virgin. When I inquired why she did not know this, she
told me that the groom might sometimes sneak in to the bride's room, before the
wedding, and then later on the wedding night he might 'discover' that she was not a
virgin. The virginity and the procreative capacity of the woman di(i not belong to her,
but to her husband and agnates. As one woman putit: "Why would a woman no longer

be a virgin? Only because of a man, but it is she who gets the blame.' Another woman
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told me about the advice her aunt gave her, that she should take care that her husband
did not put his semen into her, but that first she should live her own life for a year - ' I
had no idea what she was talking about, but I told my husband to wait and he respected
that. Men know these things, I did not know anything.' This woman was nineteen at the
time of her marriage. Only later did women learn to use their procreative capacities for
their own ends. For children were seen as a mother's children and constituted her
streﬁgth.

It became apparent that the women I interviewed saw their own sexuality, not only
their procreative capacity, as slowly becoming a source of power over their husbands,
whom they portrayed as absolutely addicted to their wives. This emphasis went so far
that many of the women stressed that men loved to have sexual inte;course with
menstrﬁating women: 'We once went to a mill, my husband and I, and he wanted to be
with me. I could not say no because he was beating me, but men did not understand
anything. When he wanted it, you were supposed to give it to him and he was not
interested in anything else. Now I hear that women do not sleep with their husbands
before they have finished menstruating. But whatever, children are always possible®*
'béfore, after or during menstruation.! Some of the women explained their husbands'

interest in sex with his menstruating wife, by his ignorance. One of the women told me:
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'We were bleeding and we could not hide it. Men were not scared of it; some even liked
a woman especially when she was bleeding.' Five women told me, in one way or an
other, that their husbands liked to sleep with them especially during menstruation. One
of the women told me: 'Some men are even so crazy that they take you while you are
bleeding, some men like you especially then, though other men do not like it, and think
it will pollute them.' Another woman told me: 'For the first three months of my
marriage I didn't get pregnant, and a cousin started asking why I wasn't pregnant yet. 1
didn't tell my husband that I was menstruating when he wanted me, but he liked it very
much then, and he was wondering why and the next day we went to the field and he
wanted it again and again, he liked it very much and then our son was conceived.! She
found it very embarrassing to mention how keen her husband was on sex with her.
Most women told me that they did not learn about sexual matters until they became
married women. "Women talked to each other about these things. We never went to the
doctor. We only talked about these things and then we simply did them. God gives
what he gives, that's all we knew. Dogs were taken more care of than we were.! Some
of the women I talked to had been "initiated' by some older woman, aunt or neighbour,
never by their mother® in what to do after marriage, 'how to lie do@ and how to do

things.! The women told me about their fears, being scared about giving birth, about
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lying next to their husbands. Some of them told me humorously that later they were
running after their husbands. What they regretted was that their mothers never talked
with them about 'being a woman.' They preferred the way their own daughters or
daughters-in-law were bringing up their children. They agreed that in 'their time' it was
'a shame' for women to talk about 'things like that,’ but that men talked about them more
easily. They told me that men were taught everything they had to know before they got

married by some older men and that women knew nothing.

God and the Religious Element

Initially all the woman insisted that they were ignorant that they knew nothing and
that they were still primitive [ne kulturini]. I have met this reaction a few times with
older women in Macedonia. Socialism in Macedonia, it was explained to me, meant
breaking with old ways and turning one's back on what had been. Thus, the older
generation became the un-educated, un-civilised generation, something these old women
have heard many times and had internalised. One 50 year-old woman explained that this
was because: 'we went to school and broke with the old ways. We were the new
generation, the hope of the country. Everything that we left behind was backward and

primitive. We were the future, but we also left our parents behind, our mothers who
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toiled to get us an education. We were the ones then who got educated- we had risen
from being cattle.! And one woman in the village told me: 'we had nothing...but still
our children were healthy, no matter that they are saying nowadays that we knew
nothing and that we did everything wrong.! Another woman commented: 'My children
are all very well educated, but I am living in the old way, and I cannot change now. For
them, everything is 'known.' They know everything.' As one woman told me: 'In our
time we were too busy. We did not 'think' - we worked in the fields and were content
merely if our husbands did not beat us." Another woman said: "Now a child of five
knows how a baby is made. We were ignorant then, and now things are better. So many
children died, in those days.'

None of the women had attended school for more than four years and many felt they
were ignorant. Comments such as the following were typical: 'I don't know anything,
nothing, what should I tell you, I just know nothing.' One woman commented that: 'if I
would have been able to go to school for longer, maybe then I would know something.
Asitis all I can do is pray.' Later she told me: 'God? People talk about God (laughs) -
he has nothing to do with it,' it is nature. Nature alone determines everything. My
children have had an education.' By saying that her children had an education she

implies that they had been supporting the socialist system, and as such she as the mother
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'progressed' with them by denying God® Another woman said: "We were stupid. in
those days, just like sheep.' Thus, 'nature’ or 'science' had been introduced to my
informants as a alternative concept to God. They said: '...God decides this, and it is
nature.! When I asked the women what the moment of birth meant to them one woman
told me: 'We did not ask ourselves where life came from as now the 'new' people do.

In those days we thought that God is giving life, and God takes away life. Nobody said
that a man or a woman could make life.' Procreation for these older women then was
seen as historically differentiated. Statements about 'in our time' and 'today’ are
differentiated by life given by God and life given by society. The idea behind this is that
socialism introduced agency into the life of individuals. The consummation of marriage
for these women was a relationship not between men and women, not between families,
but a relationship between them and something higher that defied definition.

They all emphasised that today things are different, but that in the past God gave
things and took them away. One woman told me that: "When you give birth you will
know all these things. Nowadays there are two Gods. In the hospital they can give
injections, but the babies are still the same.' Thus, the power of medicine and science,
that has played a predominant role in socialist society, is referred to as 'another' or

'second’ god, a notion repeated in several interviews. One woman summarised neatly
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the underlying idea which, I believe, all the woman I talked to had, that: "We should
keep our eyes open. We are here. God is up above. If you have children and
grandchildren we'll seem simple to you, but in those days we didn't think about such
things, because we had to work in the fields." They believed themselves to be very much
at the mercy of God, evil spells, evil spirits and nature. All of them were proud of how
they had managed to bring up their children. One woman really wanted to ask God why
he made decisions the way he did, but then sighed and said that she was too stupid to
even try to understand God.

All the women mentioned God as being responsible for the 'give and take' of human
reproduction. However, they argued with him only in the sense that he was responsible
for the uncertainties. They could seek his help, but he alone would decide to help or not
to help. Village women everywhere in Macedonia peeled sahﬁ' eyes off church walls,
and boiled the peeling in water, as the resulting fluid had healing effects. In the same
way women would boil a cross in water or would ask the priest to give them some
baptismal-font water to mix with their baby's bath water to protect it from illness and
black magic. Evil spirits and the church were battling in oppositiori, and the women

tried to influence one or the other as best they could.
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They agreed that it was not good if women could not have children, 'But you cannot
do anything about it. Nobody is to blame - it is simply God's will." They felt they had
no influence over this matter. Infertility was not caused by evil spirits, but was the will
of God and God could not be influenced. The mi&wife's task lay more in helping the
women to protect themselves from spells than to assist medically: 'The midwife told mé
to tell nobody when I was giving birth so that nothing bad could happen to me...but if I
sensed that someone knew I would have had to go over the person three times, so I
would have no trouble.' The idiom of 'going over a person three times' the woman told
me meant literally stepping over a person three times. The best time to do this would
have been when that person was asleep. She added that this was difficult to do and one
could still resort to other means. The underlying idea was to distract a potentially
jealous person. Three is an auspicious number in Macedonia. For example, to greet a
person one should give three kisses on the cheek. These three kisses are for God, his
Son, and the Holy Spirit.

Religious symbolism played an important role in giving birth. One of the women
told me that the midwife had given her a towel. Her birth was very painful and it went
on for days, during which time she 'made wooden things breék‘r but when she thought

of the towel and that she would take it to church: 'the baby came out just like this, as if
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someone pulled it away from me.' The towel became the connection between her new-
born baby and the church. The child was pulled out of her as if it were holding onto the
towel. From all the accounts it appears that the church played a major role for these
older women in functions of giving birth and managing death, both spiritually and
practically. Today they are faced with the world inhabited by their children and
grandchildren in which those tasks are taken over by medicine and science. They are
told by their children that they had been living in ignorance and that today society has |
taken control of such fundamental issues as birth and death. However, my informants
seemed unconvinced. Their telling me that they are ignorant and do not know anything
is more mimicking the official party line. Often, as I mentioned earlier, they told me
that despite all the odds they had been able to raise ﬁealthy children. And some saw that
society today has as much control over life and death as they had - only with different

kinds of 'ritual' and in different guises.

Insemination and the Creation of the Child
Procreation or better, 'making children', had specific aspects for the women I
interviewed. Women would describe how they slept with their husbands, what would

determine if it would be a boy/child [the two words are the same in Macedonian] or a
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girl; what determines the baby's appearance; and in what way the children were formed
into people. All emphasised that children, boys and girls, are most important for a
woman as they will be the ones who take care of her in her old age. They were not all
clear about what exactly happened biologically but had similar ideas. The most striking
feature was that all of them agreed that men desired menstruating women and that either
girl-babies were made while the woman was menstruating or especially strong boy
babies. One woman told me that in the uterus the semen of man and woman fight and
the one that is stronger determines if it will be a boy or a girl: 'If the woman were to
have no semen then there is no child, she cannot give birth. The woman bleeds inside to
feed the child. If she bleeds outside she has no child." Women are seen as nurturing the
baby, giving the baby their life force in the form of blood, krv. They told me this in |
terms of: 'if the woman is strong, the baby is strong, so it does have to do with her.'! One
of the women told me that she found it strange that weak women would always have the
strongest children, whereas the strong women have weak and sickly children. I believe
this to be related to the idea that a strong woman would use up all the nurturing blood
herself and have nothing for her baby left, whereas the weak woman would give all her
strength to her child. Krv, blood was important in other respects too: If the child looks

similar to its family this is a result of the blood. Some women repeated what the priest
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had told them, that at marriage the two bloods were 'joined.' When I asked the women
what semen was or where it came from they told me that the semen came from God, and
menstrual blood and semen both go into the child. 'Man and women cannot be without
each other'.

Blood and semen are similar substances which most of all indicate strength. They are
not substances that 'create’ a child, as only God creates, but they give strength. When
these are joined successfully a child will be born. One woman explained that semen is
similar to the blood of menstruating women. Blood and semen also come to stand for
sexual desire. Sexual desire is a form of strength. Women's strength was not supposed
to be channelled in sexual desire but into their love for their children and family. A
woman who demonstrated her sexual desire was often seen 'as a man.'

All the woman had similar answers to the question of what determines if a baby is a
boy or a girl. If the woman were strong, and more powerful than her husband (at the
moment of intercourse - something which made a few of the women giggle) then the
woman would give birth to a girl. They told me that if the child looked like the mother,
the mother had been stronger (in a physical sense) as well, and added that in this case
people would laugh at the father. One woman suggested that if the couple had only

boys, that showed than that husband was stronger than his wife, One woman told me
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that before and after menstruation the woman would conceive a boy and a girl while
menstruating. Such 'explanations' varied from woman to woman. The most common
explanation the women gave was similar to: 'you sleep with your husband and he puts
his semen into you and if you do this while you are bleeding you will have a daughter,
otherwise it will be a child (boy). Itis God's will if a child results.' I was also told that,
if one wanted a boy, the woman should sleep with her husband one week before her
menstruation and then the boy would be especially strong. I can only assume that they
thought that if the blood accumulated in such way that it would make the child a boy,
and the boy strong. Here again the concept of strength is predominant. Male and female
substances do not create the child or its sex, but it is the relative proportionate strength
of male and female substances that determine the child physically and morally, and later
further shape it. Blood is the strength of the mother, semen the strength of the father.
Only one woman told me that conception cannot occur while the woman is
menstruating. Neither male semen alone, nor menstrual blood alone create the child or
determine its sex. Many of the women told me that it required several acts of

intercourse to make a child.
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Infertility, Women's Strategies and the Evil Eye

To remain unmarried, or to be married but barren was terrible, the women agreed. 'If
you have not given birth you are not a woman' was the sentiment. This was the reason a
woman got married. Some women told me that being able to give birth was related to
'having the will.' After giving birth they would 'wash their babies with ashes' so they
would not fall victim to the evil eye, meaning their babies would become undesirable to
others, because to have children meant to have people envy them. Children were the
greatest treasure a family could have.

All the women thought that one could not really do anything when someone was
infertile, (even though some of the women told me that it depended only on one's will).
As I have already noted, the general condition of barrenness was seen as the will of God.
'When God wants to give a child he will give you one, it is not up to you. Now young
people think they can do everything, that it is they who 'decide’' how many children they
have. They replace God, but I do not understand with what.' Most of them agreed, not
only that infertility could be also the husband's fault, but more that it was most
commonly his fault: 'If nothing comes it is not the woman's fault. If God wants it,
whenever you have sex with a man you can have children. If you do not want a child

you should stay away from each other.'
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Barrenness was not recognised as a mere female problem by all women interviewed,
though the question stays open if my informants projected ‘'new’ scientific knowledge
back into their early lives. There were a few accounts however, which would support
the idea that it was known that men could be the cause of infertility as well. All of the
women interviewed mentioned that it could very well be the husband's problem. 'Ah,
the husband would marry somebody else and then this woman wouldn't have children
eithér - is that not proof enough!" Asked if men would remarry sucﬁ divorced women,
they agreed that they would: 'it was difficult to obtain a woman and it cost a lot of
money. Men had to pay for us - it was difficult for them. First they bought a house,
then a woman. Before marriage a woman was not valued at all, not kept well until she is
married. Then she was treasured, but then, too, he might beat her. Before [the marriage]
he would send people, money, bags...Yes, parents would sell a daughter and they would
not ask her who she wanted.'

Personally I found most intriguing what the women told me about a specific female
conspiracy, in one case of infertility: One woman told me this "When I was young you
could not go to the doctor to see who was not able to make a child. The old women
then, when they saw that there was a hopeless case, would come together and take the

woman to another man so she would get pregnant. Nobody was supposed to know this,
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not the husband, not anybody, so the husband would think it was his child. Even if the
people then were illiterate and simple they knew how to keep secrets, so the lie would
not fall apart. When the child would not look like his mother or father then the old
women would say: 'oh, he looks like his uncle nine generations [belts] ago,' yes, then
the old women would say: ' oh, the baby looks just like his uncle.' In those days men
trusted the old women, and that's how they could arrange such things." Such accounts
throw new light on the alleged powerlessness of women. One has to take into account
that when the women remember that they were beaten and completely at the will of their
husbands, they often recall their first years of marriage. While I was sitting with them
and chatting, it was the husband who brought us tea and who was tenderly shushed.
Certainly, in the later years their positions had improved in the household and as wife
and mother they had far more control over their lives than at the beginning of their

marriages.

Birth Spacing and Male-Female Relations
Without children a woman had no power at all. Too many children however, meant
poverty. There was not always enough land to feed extra hungry mouths. Regulating

fertility thus became important. Generally there were only two methods mentioned in
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the interviews of doing this. One was abstinence, which the women claimed was
difficult for the men to observe or, coitus interruptus. Regulating fertility was described
as a man's responsibility.

Abortion was legal in socialist Yugoslavia, and continues to be so in today's
Macedonian Republic. In other interviews, younger women told me quiet frankly that
they had had very many (up to nine) abortions in their lives. One woman, when asked
why she had had so many abortions, told me that she did not know anything else to do
and that her doctor promoted abortions, 'as it was cleaning me inside.! Something
similar was said about actual child birth: 'Having children makes you cleaner - it fulfils
you.' But the old women I interviewed in Skopska Crna Gora never mentioned abortion
as a practise they employed in their youth. One woman in the village told me: 'We did
not take such care, we just took what we got and did not think of what we could have
(done?) as my daughters now.' It seems that infant mortality was so high that abortions

were not needed. What was seen as important was the spacing of pregnancies.

Foetal Development and Complications
If the women agreed that the birth of a boy or a girl depended on the relative

strengths of father and mother, they also claimed that if the baby's face was similar to
| 254



that of the mother, she was seen as stronger than her husband. However, paralleling this,
some of the women emphasised that the baby had only one blood, that of its parents, as
husband and wife were one blood and their blood mixed: 'That's the reason the priest
chants at the wedding, husband and wife are one blood now and that's why sometimes
the daughter looks like the father, it is the blood. The mother has been stronger, but they
are of the same blood. This is why the girl looks like the father or the baby looks like
the mother.' Or, I was told, that usually people would say that the son looks like his
father and the daughter looks like her mother and sometimes they would look like some
other relative, but God would decide this; it is nature. Sometimes I was told the mother
would be troubled because the child did not look like either its father or mother and then
people thought the woman must have been with another man. One woman told me:
'Today people know about hormones that decide if you have a daughter or a son, but
then we did not know, and we thought it was the men who were to blame if they
sometimes father only boys or only girls.' If a child resembled its mother, she had either
looked, while sleeping with her husband, in the direction of her natal home or, I was
told, that if a woman turned at her wedding towards her natal home her children would

have her family features.
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I was also told that if the father were a thief, the son would be a thief, as this was
determined by blood as well. All women agreed though, that the blood was a joint
matter and that a child would always have something from the father as well as from the
mother. In addition I was told that when the father drank a lot, he had no strength and
could not do anything; his semen would be weak. Cold and warmth also influenced the
quality of the semen. Hot weather was supposed to be better for semen, as I was told by
one woman: 'it is because it is the time when the fields grow. God wants it like this.'

Women stressed how many children died in the past. None of the women I
interviewed had more than three living children®. They told me that: 'today things are
different, today you have injections against death.' One woman mentioned that many
children died from measles and that they could not do anything about it because the
doctor was far away. If they wanted to bring their child to the doctor they had to tie it on
their back in a cradle and walk for hours as there was no other means of transportation.’
Thus, it seems, that survival of mother and child were directly related to the mother's
health. The 40 days of the Leunka (see below) were, I believe, seen as a time to
preserve the woman's health and take special care for the child. Thus, I believe, the 40

days were related less to concepts of pollution than to the protection of the mother.
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Birth and Midwives

I started my interviews by asking women about when they gave birth. They felt at
ease with this question and told me eagerly and proudly about it. 'Now you give birth in
bed, then we had only hay like the cows. Yes, that's how Mary gave birth, that's how we
knew how to give birth.' It was not at all easy for them, but it was for all of them an
extraordinary task they managed by themselves. 'The moment of giving birth I
remember as if it were now. It was very difficult. We were four people at home and we
had eight workers and I had to make food for them. We had no beds, we were sleeping
on the floor. But birth then was such happiness and joy. It is what the woman can give
to the family, but you could not afford to feel anything special or iniportant, we were so
many at home and everybody had to work.! Some were all alone, some had a midwife
with them who would help and advise them. Nearly all the women mentioned the
secrecy surrounding birth so as not to attract evil spirits and also because of the shame of
possibly being seen naked. They were burdened by such secrecy, as they themselves did
not really know what was happening. Generally they described giving birth as the
moment when they started to have pain. 'Then when I gave birth we opened up all the

doors from the house, from the cupboards, from everywhere, the closets and
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everywhere, so the uterus would open - it would open easier then"”.l I was kneeling
down, like a chicken, that's how we used to do it, like a chicken laying eggs.

After birth the baby was swaddled completely for 40 days. Its arms and legs would
be bound so they would become straight and they would keep their children like this for
a whole year. The women mentioned how beautiful the children were then, and that
'now men and women are like dwarfs, then people were big and nice, because they were
swaddled.' They also thought that today there are more people with defects because they
were not bound. There was another way of forming the child; I was told that soon after
the birth the midwife [Babica] would massage the baby's face, and particularly the nose
to give them a good shape.

After giving birth, the woman cut the umbilical cord herself, and the midwife came
and announced the birth. All of the woman agreed that the greatest danger for a woman
giving birth were bad spells that might have been put on her. Past evil deeds could also
have caused problems, and they agreed that this was not so nowada&s. Spells, they
claimed, were not dangerous for the women today. One woman told me she was
keeping some of the lactovit, milk substitute, her granddaughter was fed with as a
memento: "'We had nothing like this, in our time we did not observe any real rules, but

we did what we could.' If the baby was not well, the women took it first to the Baba and
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then to the priest or to the doctor, depending on whether they could afford a doctor. The
Babica would call the spirits and cure the child. 'There were many women doing such
things those days, they would dance around the fire and spit water on you. They were
probably praying to God and we thought they knew so much. They were doing strange
things, moving glasses and they put shells in the water. Now we know that you can get
these shells everywhere from the sea-side but then we did not know. It was such a
common thing and we paid out money for such things.'

Some women were thought of as looking at the child with envy. A woman would say
how beautiful the baby was and how healthy, but with the envy from her eyes she would
put a spell on it. When such a person left, the child had to be wiggled on a chair to
shake off the spell. Women would offer a lock of their own hair on a first visit to a new
born child, just in the case they were unconsciously envious, so that they could not hurt
the baby. The mother would take the hair of the visiting and potentjally envious woman,
and put it on the fire while holding the child over it in order to remove any spell.
Generally the women agreed that the greatest danger for women came from spells, but

that this was not the case today.
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The Post-Partum Condition: Leunkata

All the women were aware of a special status for the 40 days after birth when the new
mother was called leunka, or leunkata or rodelkata. 'The first 40 days the families would
take more care of their leunkata, so they gave her more food. She had lost blood so she
had to regain her strength, but after 40 days nobody paid her special attention anymore."
All my informants had observed some of the leunka regulations, mostly the avoidance of
church ground. The women mentioned pollution only in respect of this avoidance: 'For
40 days the leunka could not go into a church. She had to become clean first.' One
woman told me that the leunka was supposed to hide and relatives were not allowed to
see the mother because it was shameful.

Once having given birth, but depending on the season, women would have to return
to work in the fields. However, while during the 40 days of the leﬁnka condition they
were not supposed to be out after sunset, because it was believed that the maternal mllk
would dry up. A few women mentioned that the leunkata should not drink any water
because her stomach would blow up, but she should drink wine because that was good
for the milk. The woman had also to wear a red thread around her right hand. She was
not supposed to meet any other leunka who had given birth in the same week, lest one of

their children die. However, when one could absolutely not avoid meeting such a
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woman, the women had to exchange rings. During these 40 days none of the women
were allowed to enter church nor were they allowed to sleep with their husbands, for the
sake of their own health, some women thought. However, I was told that the husbands
did not really care about this. After the 40th day they would go with their child to
church and pray. Other people would go with them to ask the priest for baptismal water.
The Leunka would send him a bottle of water, the priest would pray over the water and
chant, then he would return the water. The Leunka would put a little bit of the water
into the baby's bath-water, which would ensure they would have enough milk.

Before the sixth week was over, the family and the prospective Godfather would take
the boy into the church. The Godfather gave the child a name - the mother in her leunka
status still not being present in church. Then children ran to her and told her the name of
the child (and they would then get some money for telling this news to the mother).
When I asked why the mother was not allowed to go I was told: 'she was still a leunka;
maybe she was more vulnerable and her milk could be cursed.' I believe from these and
similar comments that the women refused to see themselves as polluting, but were

certainly in a condition of vulnerability, as were their children.
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Women as Mothers

I mentioned above that the responsibility for forming the child's personality and
giving it an education lay in women's hands. In most of my interviews I could sense this
special relationship between mothers and children or grandmothers and grandchildren,
while men did not seem to be included in this emotional bonding, but operated more in
the ‘political' sector of kinship.” I am not suggesting that fathers did not love their
children, however, emotionally there appeared to be greater bonding between mothers
and children. This placed a lot of responsibility on women.

A few of my informants would agree with what one of the older ladies said: 'It is too
bad that you have to sleep with a man to have children. Children are a woman's riches,
the only thing that gets her recognition.! Children were seen as 'mother's children.! The
father participated only with a small moment of personal joy, but as all the women
stated, it is the mother who nurtures her child, first in the nine months she carries it, with
her pain and after birth for the rest of her life. Some women pointed out that it was they
who organised their children to go to school and university; with their hard labour they
made it possible for their children to live a different live than they had done. This
reinforces all the other information I collected over the years: mothers have a

fundamental role in bringing up their children.”
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Conclusion

In the preceding pages I have attempted to find the essence of procreative being, or
more, the understanding of it amongst a small group of Crna Skopska Gora women.
What I found is mirrored by an ambivalence Juliet du Boulay pointed out in her 1986
discussion on: "Women- Images of their Nature and Destiny in Rural Greece.! Du
Boulay sees this ambivalence arising through the opposing imagery of the two female
prototypes: Eve who, through sin, has caused mankind to fall, and Mary the Mother of
God. One is seen as inferior and impure, the latter seen as the upholder of religion and
tradition, the ultimate mother. In Christian religion such ambivalence is resolved by
assigning the image of Eve and the image of Mary to different phases in the
development of womanhood. Eve is the seductive, unmarried, unproductive woman,
whereas Mary becomes the image of the all-holy mother, a symbolic understanding
widespread in Eastern European societies and in the Mediterranean. Thus, reproduction
becomes the ultimate goal of every woman and is seen as her power base.

In contrast to Delaney's assertion however, children are not 'given as a present' by
men to woman in Skopska Crma Gora, but are given by God. However, God is not the

ultimate male in the sense that Mary is the ultimate mother and woman. In contrast to
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God, Mary has human origin and Jesus is pictured as her child and thus, mankind is
distinct from God and men are not equal to God. Women and men in Skopska Crna
Gora are fulfilling the plan of God; God for them is the essence of being. In this world it
is the task of men and women equally to contribute to the passing of essence of being
onto future generations. The essence itself, the life force, lies in the blood of women and
men. When the priest joins the bloods of wife and husband he gives his blessing to the
passing on of joined life force. What men and women are giving to life is their strength;
only united do they have the strength to pass on life. Such gendered strengths are
complementary. However, as du Boulay pointed out for Greece (1986: 147).' marriage
used to be virilocal- it being, until very recent times, the custom for any sons to bring
their wives into the parental household, to live as a joint family until such time as it was
thought that the inheritance should be divided and the various families go to live
separately. When this happened, it fell to the lot of one son, usually the youngest, to
stay in the familial house with the now ageing parents, to look after them, and, after their
death, to inherit the house and a significant part of the land and appurtenances of the
farm.' As this holds true for Macedonia too, it can be concluded:

"This situation thus created an obvious fault line between the mother-in-

law and the bride (or brides) who came into her house; for while she was
happy for her son to marry and to give her grandchildren, and happy also to
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have a younger woman in her house to work under her direction, she was
also aware that the incoming woman would be a threat, both through her
ability to take over the affection of her son and in the fact that by her very
youth and strength she was in an ultimately victorious position, waiting only
Jor the older woman to die before she would in turn become the mistress of
the house.’

(Du Boulay, 1986: 147)

So it was in this vulnerable position towards her mother-in-law, whose solidarity the
young woman could not count on, that the young woman felt insecure. She was beaten
by her husband, feared him and felt worthless. This however gradually changed over the
years, mostly by her ability to bear children. Being a mother slowl& transformed the
young bride into the centre of the house; in old age with grandchildren, her influence
extended and was recognised by her husband. Beating his wife showed that the husband
kept his solidarity with his parents and it proved his strength to his wife, a strength she
did not necessarily dislike as it showed the strength of his blood, a strength the woman
needed to have a healthy child. It is up to a woman's strength, up to her 'will', to nurture
and raise her children and to pass on the essence of life. Nevertheless, for this to be
possible, it is irrevocably linked to her husband's strength; and only together can they

pass on life. As such the question is not 'who creates life', the semen of men or the
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woman's contribution to the child through some other substance. It is not a matter of

substance, but only a matter of relative strength.
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CHAPTER 6

GETTING MARRIED

Prologue

By 1995 some of my friends had boyfriends whom they had been dating for some
time. Today, many of them are married and a few have already had babies. I have
considered the insecurity they feel, their seeming lack of control over their environment
and their dissatisfaction with the work they do and with their life at home with their
parents. Do they still feel out of control? And who do they feel they have become?

In 1988 they had dreams about how their lives would unfold and they watched as the
fall of Yugoslavia shattered many of these dreams. All of my fn'ends had, however,
dreamt of loving and being loved and, for some, those dreams have been fulfilled. In
considering how my friends re-negotiated their selves, after their identity as modern,
ambitious Yugoslavian and European citizens was taken from them, I have observed
their lives. Some of these people were heading toward something very new for them,

not an exploration of their identity as Macedonians or as Europeans, or even as one of
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the 'new people’, but as an exploration of their identity as wives or husbands, as mothers
or fathers and, consequently, there was a completely new experience of the world
awaiting them.

In the following chapters I attempt to understand what this new experience, marriage,
has meant for my friends, particularly within the context of Macedonian identity. There
are a number of factors to consider. Firstly, what is the effect marriage has on the way
my informants construct and define themselves as people? In answering this question,
an understanding of what marriage means in Macedonian society, its origins and
possible future is necessary. It is also important to explore what marriage means today
specifically how social change has influenced and altered the concept of marriage. The
purpose of marriage for my informants goes beyond economic considerations: marriage
for them is about love, an ideal of love; and, it is about parenthood. However, in order
to understand marriage, one has to look for other reasons as to why people decide to get
married. If today the ideal is marriage for love, is this ideal in opposition to other
conceptions of marriage? This question will lead to a short discussion of the process of
exchange in marriage, including dowries and kinship affiliations. In order to examine
these issues I will compare marriage in modern day Skopje with marriage in modern day

Galichnik. Galichnik, a small village with one inhabitant in the remote mountains, has
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experienced a revival of traditional marriage processions. Further, I will explore what
marriage means and how it is celebrated in the wedding ritual for several of my
informants in accounts drawn from three generations.

There are several factors considered in the decisions made by my informants at this
particular time in their lives. Attention to the way in which these decisions are made
will show that the problems faced by my informants relate directly to the transformation
of their country. Examination will explain the impact on young couples of the change
from neolocality to patrilocality; it will show the effect of the housing crisis and it will
consider the way in which marriage can provide security in these changing times. And it
will also show whether my informants will seek another route to fulfilment in life: do
they consider leaving the country rather than staying, marrying and having children?
Finally, I will look at the way in which patterns of inheritance have changed. All of this
will explain what marriage means to today's Macedonians living in a time of social
change. Marriage is one way, perhaps the most important, in which my young

informants create a new identity for themselves.
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Wedding and Identity

The Macedonian idea and ideal of 'the west' requires some examination. Though it
might be expected that weddings, closely associated as they are with kinship and the
family, would be a traditional proceeding in urban Macedonia, I have found that this is
not always the case: there have been interesting shifts away from the traditional. After
the fall of Yugoslavia, wedding ceremonies once again started taking place in church.
With this change came the reintroduction of the white dress and the orthodox liturgy,
followed by a cocktail party. Today many discussions between coﬁples centre around
wedding arrangements and, in particular, how traditional each family wants the wedding
to be. Although the church ceremony is seen as both traditional and an act of defiance
against socialist ideology, illustrating the couple's modernity, it is the party afterwards
that determines how traditional the family is. If all the kin are invited, this often means a
party with 400 people, and if, in addition, there are gift presentations and an orchestra
playing 'folk music' which includes modern folk music and Serbian songs which is not
significantly different from Yugoslavian times, then this is a traditional wedding.
However, the gathering of kin in an urban environment does not descend from old
Macedonian customs, but rather has an aspect of the wedding ceremony developed

during Yugoslavian times. Whereas it was custom to celebrate a wedding with the
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paternal kin, today both sides of the family take part. While traditionally the paternal
kin welcomed the bride into their midst, in socialist Macedonia the kin held a farewell
for the couple, from childhood into adulthood and independence, stressing the couple's
responsibilities as members of a socialist society. Today the married couple goes to the
church service before going to the law courts and then celebrates with kin and friends.
This order of events considered traditional yet modern, is thought by Macedonians to
emulate weddings in Hollywood movies.

The most traditional, the most Macedonian, aspect of a weddinglwas the engagement
ceremony and today, many people are again interested in these old customs. Young
people had to be taught these customs by aunts or grandparents who had not forgotten
the old ways. It was in this context that the wedding in Galichnik was revived as the
model of a real Macedonian wedding and has helped create an idmﬁty for the people of
Macedonia through its enactment.

Macedonians today are faced with three models of weddings to choose from: 1) the
pre-socialist wedding; 2) the socialist wedding; and, 3) the combination wedding.

The pre-socialist wedding is similar to those practised by the grahdparents' generation
which involved emphasis on the engagement ceremony and presentations and

particularly popular with young people of Skopje because they see this marriage as not
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based on romantic love. However, since they say in Skopje ‘there cannot be two
religions under one blanket,’ young people certainly believe some social considerations
should apply. Although they are not religious, most of the young Slavic Macedonians I
know would not choose to marry a Macedonian of Muslim heritage, the Albanians or
Slavic Macedonians whose ancestors converted to the Islamic faith and thus 'betrayed'
the Macedonian people. I would suggest that this discrimination is not so much based
on religious belief, rather it is founded on a discourse on identity: "Who are we? We are
not Muslims.”” A Macedonian wedding originates from Christian belief and the
reference to Christianity is important to distinguish the more €xX¢.Lis: ¢ identity of \
'Macedonian' from the general run of 'Macedonian citizens.' |

The second model of marriage is that practised during socialism. This marriage
involves specific, easily identifiable elements: a ceremony at the law courts followed by
a family gathering and a gift presentation to the couple and, finally, neolocality‘and
independence for the couple.

The third type of marriage is practised in Skopje today, and combines various
elements of the other two weddings as well as some unique compoﬁents. It is this, the

marriage in Skopje which provides perhaps the clearest picture of how Macedonians see

themselves: full citizens of the Republic of Macedonia, reaching adulthood through
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marriage and its connected responsibilities. However, through necessity in independent
Macedonia, many couples cannot be independent, but will move in with the groom's

family.

Marriage and Identity

Marriage in Macedonia, as in most countries, is closely linked to the way people
interact with each other as a group. Kinship literally relates people to each other and thé
family forms the smallest unit of a nation. In theory, marriage is the basis of kinship and
kinship testifies about origin, structure and exchange from which a blurry picture of
personhood appears. Bourdieu in Outline of a Theory and Practice sees kinship as an
open-ended set of practices employed by individuals seeking to satisfy their material and
symbolic interest. Further, marriage is also about a solidarity that is affirmed through
matrimonial exchanges both between and within families. The most important aspect of
marriage and its greatest impact on one's personhood is that, out of a union between two
people, indeed between two families, children are raised and a sexual division of labour
is negotiated.

Through marriage, the identity of my informants is altered in a very important way.

They commit themselves to the establishment of new relationships between their spouse
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and themselves, between themselves and their spouse's family, between their si)ouse's
family and their own and between themselves and their offspring and to the acceptance
of new obligations. Marriage is a rite of passage, transforming people from adolescence
to social adulthood. Knowing how my young informants in present day Skopje
understand the wedding ceremony is thus very relevant and even though the wedding
ceremony is no longer as highly ritualised as it was in the past, it remains the most
ritualistic aspect of life in today's Macedonia. I would suggest that the values embodied
by marriage are reflected in the way my informants and their families create themselves
as individuals and as members of society. This is particularly the case in present day
Macedonia, where ceremonies such as baptisms and weddings are performed publicly,
contrary to Yugoslavian times when such ceremonies were private.- Also, today real
weddings are celebrated in Galichnik, whereas in socialist times the weddings were
performed by actors in memory of Macedonia's past. There is another aspect to the
weddings of today - most of them incorporate, first, the church service, then the law
courts and finally a party to which friends and chosen family members are invited.
These three stages link together different aspects of Macedonian identity: that is the rural
past, the socialist republic within Yugoslavia and the idiom of 'the west' that has gained

great importance since the fall of Yugoslavia.
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My younger informants have certain things in common. They live in Skopje, they
graduated from either the faculties of engineering or economics at the University of
Skopje, their parents are, for the most part, firm believers in socialism. Representing the
socially and politically most dominant strata of socialist and independent Macedonia, the
large majority are of Slavic origin, confirming that Macedonia is divided more by
ethnicity than by class, especially in Skopje. None of the parents of this group are native
to Skopje, but relocated there after the earthquake™, a situation which gave them a
special position in Macedonian society. Many of them were quite young when they
came to Skopje, the majority were born between 1935 and 1940, and they moved to the
city in order to complete their higher education or to take up relatively responsible
positions within the socialist structure. They came from all regions of Macedonia,
except the towns of Ohrid and Bitola, the second and third largest towns after Skopje.
My friends would appear to have very similar backgrounds: through their parents they
have strong connections to their parent's birthplaces, through the retention of family land
and relatives still living in the villages. My young informants are native to Skopje™, yet
their roots are not there: when asked where they are from, they give the name of the
village or town where their parents were born and brought up. Despite the seeming

homogeneity of urban Skopjanici, there is an awkward dilemma when it comes to
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creating a set of social rules for wedding ceremonies, even though the couple seems to
come from a relatively homogeneous group. The urban Skopjanici, and it is not at all
unusual to find that the bride and groom-elect have significantly different wedding
traditions, have wedding traditions which, in fact, originate from different places in
Macedonia.

In the past, Macedonia had very distinct regions, each with their own language and
customs. Typically, it is the family of the husband which determines the traditional way
in which the union of their son should be celebrated. However, in today's Macedonia
my informants insist on their desire to create a new life. Their wish for a new life
creates a variety of traditions and wedding celebrations, paying homage to traditions and
customs, but in the process of reinventing them creates a new meaning. It is the couple
who decides to either follow the traditions of the groom or to mix customs of both
families and their regions, or to invent new customs such as the throwing of rice as seen
in Hollywood films. They want to be full and active participants in the new enterprise of
Macedonia.

Stripped of their identity as Yugoslavians, people create their own Macedonia, not in
a political but a social sense. They create a Macedonian identity and it is the wedding,

the ceremony initiating a marriage, that is the centre piece of this creation. First of all,
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marriage for many of my informants is a means of introducing stability into the havoc
which has been their lives of recent years. They assume responsibilities when they agree
to get married. Never doubting that they would, under normal circumstances, get
married and have children eventually, discussion on this after 1992 centred on whether
they wanted to bring children into the existing situation. This for most of them was not
a question of having or not having children, but instead a question of whether they
would stay in Macedonia, thus giving in and facing its reality, and at the same time
accepting its comfort, or move to another country. A decision to marry, though often
accelerated by pregnancy, was a decision to be Macedonian. Beyond being an
individual and private decision, marriage is a very important social decision which, in

this light, shows the importance of the wedding as a locus of Macedonian identity.

Conclusion

Within the Macedonian context and within the formation of Macedonian identity my
informants make a distinction between marriage and wedding. Many of my informants
think of the wedding itself as something they are doing for the families, but think of the
marriage as being about themselves. This in turn emphasises the strong social meaning

of weddings, even though today in Skopje weddings do not have the same ritual weight
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as they had in the villages in the past” There is a tension between what the couple
chooses to give their parents through the wedding ceremony and what the same wedding

ceremony emphasises for themselves and their future marriage.
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CHAPTER 7

GALICHNIK WEDDING

Every region in Macedonia has its particular customs and clothing for wedding
ceremonies and, consequently, weddings as a tradition have created regional distinctions
within Macedonia. The wedding celebration in Galichnik, which today is celebrated as a
national event and serves as a counter-reference to the weddings of the Skopjanici, can
demonstrate how the revival and reconstruction of this wedding celebration is the
showcase for the changes within their country.

Galichnik is a remote village in Mavrovo National Park, near the Albanian border
divided by the Jance River that flows into the river Radika in the Bistra mountain range.
The 800 families deserted the village in the 1950's when Tito ordered all the goats and
sheep, the livelihood of the people in Galichnik, to be killed according to his plan to
nationalise all bourgeois property. In Galichnik men raised sheep a;ld goats, the women
did housework and worked on embroidery and carpets, a folkart for which the village is
still famous. But because the land in the mountains was harsh and could not be

cultivated successfully, the young men went abroad to seek work, pechalba. After the
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goats and sheep were killed under Tito's orders, the people of Galichnik had to move to
the cities, in most cases, Skopje. The last wedding to take place before the village was
completely abandoned took place in 1961. It was not until the late 1960's and early
1970's that a group formed to memorialise Galichnik and since that time, weddings have
been re-enacted on St. Peter's Day in Galichnik, and most of the former Galichnik
inhabitants have returned to their deserted village for the ceremonies. Traditionally St.
Peter's day was marked by the return of the young men, on pechalba in Greece,
Germany, Australia, Canada and the USA, who married the young women at home™. In
the past, the Galichnik wedding celebrated the homecoming of the grooms, while in
socialist Macedonia, the wedding in Galichnik celebrated the hope of its former citizens
to return to the village. The people of Galichnik remembered proudly that sometimes
more than 40 weddings took place on the three days around St. Peter's day. Each
wedding had its own musicians and dance groups. It is said that the mountains shone
with reflections from the gold and silver of the young women's dresses. In re-enacting
the traditional and distinctive wedding, the former Galichnik inhabitants came to resist
nationalisation as advanced by the socialist regime which sought to create unity.
Galichnik has become a tourist site even though no one, save crazy Gatzka, lives in

Galichnik year-round. In the winter, one cannot get to Galichnik and in May the road is
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still snow-covered, yet over the last 10 years, more and more families have gone back
and restored their houses for use as summer residences.

Today, the distinct Galichnik wedding ritual has not lost its popularity but has gained
new meaning. Through the revival of a 'real” Galichnik wedding celebrating their
distinctiveness in independent Macedonia, the former inhabitants of Galichnik and their
descendants fete the ultimate Macedonian wedding and unification of Macedonia in their
own way.

The Galichnik wedding was, and still is, transmitted across the cbunu'y and by
Australian and Nation