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“National” Flags in the Republic of Macedonia
Zharko Trajanoski

The answers to the question “At what time could we speak of Macedonian national symbols?” depend on the answers to the question “At what time could we speak
of a Macedonian state?” as “a collective institution acting in empirical reality”1. As
indicated by Geisler, “we can speak about ‘national symbols’ only after a nation has
acquired statehood“ (Geisler 2005: xvii). The answers to the question on the origin of
the first Macedonian state could be classified into five different groups, regarding five
different historical periods: the 1991 independent Republic of Macedonia, the 1944
“Democratic Federal Macedonia”2, the mythical 1903 “Krushevo Republic”, the medieval 10th-century state of Tsar Samuil, or the ancient Macedonian state in the days
of Philip II of Macedon and Alexander the Great. Moreover, when faced with the
question regarding the Macedonian national symbols, a number of Macedonian citizens consider not only the current Republic of Macedonia state symbols, but also the
symbols of the Yugoslav federal unit established at the first Anti-Fascist Assembly of
the National Liberation of Macedonia (ASNOM), the symbols of the “Ilinden Uprising”, and the symbols of the ancient kingdom of Macedon.3
The issue of “the national symbols” could bear different connotations in Macedonian cultural, judicial and political context, considering the ambiguous history of
the term ‘nationality’, still used as a marker of ‘ethnic origin’ rather than as a marker
of national identity/citizenship. Depending of the context of use, we could speak of
“national symbols” in the sense of “state symbols”, but also in the sense of “ethnic
symbols”, that is, symbols of the members of the (ethnic) communities, referred to as
“nationalities” in the 1991 Constitution.
1

According to Geisler: „...national symbols are located in the crossover region where the nation as
“imagined community” (Benedict Anderson) meets the state as a collective institution acting in empirical reality.” (Geisler 2005: xix).
2
A federal unit in Yugoslavia, renamed Peoples Republic of Macedonia with the 1946 Constitution,
and Socialist Republic of Macedonia with the 1963 Constitution.
3
Even though Macedonian textbooks claim that Samuil’s Empire was the first Macedonian state in the
Balkans, this medieval “state” is not associated with any state symbols (flag, anthem, coat of arms),
apart from Tsar Samuil’s portrait.
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To outside observers of Macedonian political field, the term ‘national flags’
could be a symbol of the replacement of the internationally contested flag bearing the
‘Vergina Star’ with a new state flag, following the signing of the 1995 “Interim Accord” with Greece. To insiders, however, that same term might evoke a considerable
number of flags: the Socialist Republic of Macedonia flag with the red socialist pentacle, the ‘Krushevo Republic’ one, mentioned in the national anthem Today above
Macedonia,4 the red flag with the gold lion, subject of fierce political debate, as well
as the flags of the former ‘nationalities’, mostly perceived as ‘national flags’ by those
who proudly wave them.
In brief, the narrow-minded cultural translation of the term ‘national symbols’
in the sense of ‘state symbols’ would represent a symbolic “act of violence” over Macedonian political, judicial and cultural contexts, in which the term ‘national identity’
is not merely read as an individual identity related to the state (citizenship), but as a
collective ethnic identity as well. In fact, the ambiguity of the first part of the title “National” Flags in the Republic of Macedonia – merely reflects the ambiguous use
of the term ‘national’ (identity), interpreted either as “state” (identity) or “ethnic”
(identity), depending on the context.
One of the main objectives of this research has been to reveal the ambiguity of
the expression “Macedonian national identities” by analyzing the equally ambiguous
“Macedonian national flags”. Undoubtedly, national/state symbols play a significant
part in the formation and maintenance of collective identities5, functioning as catalysts
as well as stabilizators of identity. In fact, they could serve as reminders “that our national identity is a construction” (Geisler 2005: x), as well as keys for deciphering of
the prescriptions according to which our national identity has been constructed, or is
under construction, by given political elites.
Founded on the Wittgensteinean assumption that the meanings of a symbol, as
that of a word, could not be considered outside its context of use, this research aims to
grasp the various meanings of the term ‘national symbols’ analyzing its different uses
in judicial, political, or wider cultural contexts in the Republic of Macedonia. In fact, I
shall attempt to grasp the meanings of the flags as ‘national symbols’, analyzing the

4

In the verse “Once again the flag is waved / (that) of the Krushevo Republic”.
According to Geisler, national symbols operate as “catalysts for the formation and maintenance of
national identity” (Geisler 2005: xv), that is „as a kind of super-trademark, stabilizing the image and
identity of the nation” (Geisler 2005: xvii).
5
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ways they are used in diverse areas of the political, cultural and private sphere in the
Republic of Macedonia.
As the national coats of arms and anthems, flags are used as symbols in the
ideological language of national politics. The use of such symbols could be regarded
as complementing the political speech acts with performative acts. An analysis of the
different uses of national symbols as ideological performative acts would also imply
analyzing the judicial and political discourses within which the possibilities for use of
national symbols has been defined. As an introduction to the analysis of national judicial and political discourses, first we shall attempt to illustrate how the ambiguity of
national symbols has been culturally appropriated in certain marginal narratives.
Mocking the Symbols as Part of the Macedonian ‘National Character’
The relation between the flag and the Macedonian national identity could also
be considered quite casually6, should one venture into analyzing humorous answers to
the question “What is it like to be a member of a nation?” Balkan jokesters supply
such answers in their Balkan Top 107, an addition to the international Top 10 Reasons
to Be French, English, American, Italian, Greek, etc., a mock list of international
stereotypes8.
How did Balkan jokesters portray the Macedonian? He is “neighbourly”, always with fresh tomatoes, watermelons and tobacco, as well as Americans, at hand.
As Macedonian, you could not only pretend to be a descendant of Alexander the
Great (enraging the Greeks in the process) but also that your language is not Bulgarian. As Macedonian you have the privilege to have everyone’s concern about the stability of your country, except your neighbours’.
Macedonian jokesters, however, have revised the Top 10 Reasons to Be Macedonian list, found in the Macedonian Jokes section of a “Macedonian” domain web-

6

I was inspired to this approach by Brown (1995) and Boeschoten (2006).
These lists are generally an attempt to represent Balkan tragedies as integral part of the international
comedy. Thus, the main reason to be Serbian is not being Croatian and vice versa. If you are Bosnian,
you might believe your country exists, and if you are Slovenian you could at the same time feel superior to all other former Yugoslavs and indulge in Yugo-nostalgia. As Montenegrin you may sing praise
to the heroic past and the anti-Turkish resistance, and as Albanian you might at any time swim to Italy.
8
Thus, to be French means being considered a great lover even if you are not. As English, you are allowed to relive the past world-power dream. As American, if you have a pulse, you can buy weapons.
Flexible work hours are the reason to be Italian. If you are Greek, you must consider the bouzouki a
musical instrument, even though the rest of the world finds it to be an instrument of torture.
7
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site9. This “Macedonian list” excludes certain unacceptable jokes on Macedonians,
adapts a number of others, but adds to the stereotypes attempting to reflect the “national character” of Macedonians from their own viewpoint. Hence, as Macedonian
you need to convince the others that your country even exists, that you speak neither
Bulgarian nor Serbian, and that you are, in fact, a descendant of Alexander the Great.
As Macedonian, you have the privilege to sing partisan songs about Tito as well as
epics on Goce Delčev, to be a case study for foreign sociologists interested in your
identity, but also be a cosmopolite deploring all nationalists10. Finally, as Macedonian, you have the honour to live in the only country in the world with two names and
two flags!
Including the “two names and two flags” in the alternative self-mocking narratives on the Macedonian “national character” might indicate that there already is a
“two flags” stereotype as a part of What it is it like to be Macedonian.
Symbols are No Joke – Legal Issues
Even though mocking one’s own self as well as others is seen as integral part
of the Macedonian “national character”11, when national symbols are concerned, the
Macedonian judicial system allows no jokes. In fact, public “mockery” of national
symbols (the national flag, coat of arms or anthem) with the “intention to ridicule” is
considered a crime of “offending the reputation of the Republic of Macedonia” punishable by imprisonment of three months to three years12! If by “ridicule of national,
ethnic or religious symbols” one “causes or excites national, racial or religious hatred,
discord or intolerance”, the punishment is imprisonment of one to five years13!
It might seem paradoxical, but offending the reputation of the state symbols
stipulates much harsher punishment than offending the honour and reputation of Macedonian citizens themselves. Apart from prison sentences, the “mockery” of the Republic of Macedonia state symbols or the symbols of the members of various commu9

http://www.lukaroski.com/jokes/macedonia.asp
The first stereotype has been adapted, while the other two have been taken from the Top 10 Reasons
to Be Yugoslavian list.
11
“If you are not making jokes on our account, you can not become Macedonian from Makedonche
(diminutive from ‘Macedonian’)” is one of the self-mocking additions to the Why is it Good to Be Macedonian?
list,
published
in
the
Globus
weekly,
No.
37,
Jan
1st
2008,
http://www.globusmagazin.com.mk/.
12
Cf. Article 178 of the Penal Code (fair copy), Republic of Macedonia Official Gazette, No. 19,
March 30th 2004.
13
Cf. Article 319 of the Penal Code (fair copy), Republic of Macedonia Official Gazette, No. 19,
March 30th 2004.
10
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nities also stipulates an administrative penalty – a fine of 1,000 to 1,500 euros in Macedonian currency14. This dreadfully harsh penalty for the ordinary citizen (4 to 6 average monthly incomes) has also been prescribed in the case of unauthorized removal,
tearing, staining, damaging or display of “a flag or coat of arms not bearing the features determined by law”.
Even the use of state symbols, regulated in great detail, leaves no room for
joke. In fact, the elaborate provisions on the use of the Republic of Macedonia flag
stipulate when the flag is displayed, the occasions on which it must be displayed, the
cases in which it might be displayed, when and where it could be displayed (especially
when flags of other countries are displayed as well). Special articles in the Law on the
Use of the Coat of Arms, the Flag and the Anthem of the Republic of Macedonia also
regulate the occasions on which the flag must not be used15, prescribing even harsher
fines (50,000 to 300,000 denars, that is, 3.3 to 20 average monthly incomes).
The discrepancy between the regulations and their implementation, however,
typical of Macedonian democracy, is evident in the strict provisions on the use of national symbols as well. Countless examples of Macedonian citizens mocking their
state flag could be listed, as well as its use in manners prohibited by law. Especially
since the 1995 replacement of the state flag, a number of Macedonians have publicly
renounced the new national symbol, mockingly referred to as “the fan16”. Oftentimes
this deprecating treatment of the flag is simply an expression of its rejection as a national symbol: “This is not our flag... some fan from ‘Japan’” – is the comment by a
visitor at the Virtual Macedonia forum.

14

Law on Violation of Public Law and Order, Republic of Macedonia Official Gazette No. 66, May
31st 2007.
15
According to Article 5 of the Law, “The coat of arms and the flag of the Republic of Macedonia
could not be used as merchant and service seals, models or other symbols marking merchandise and
services”. According to Article 24, the flag must not be used “as a drapery, a curtain or a blanket”;
“curled into a wreath or wrinkled”, as well as “an ornament on pillow cases, kerchiefs, napkins, cardboard boxes, underwear or disposable objects”. (Law on the Use of the Coat of Arms, the Flag and the
Anthem of the Republic of Macedonia, Official Gazette No. 32/97, July 9th 1997)
16
A Vardar Football Club fan, in a conversation on the presence of the state flag at Macedonian stadiums, pointed out that: “The Komiti Fan Club does not wave the propeller but the Macedonian flag with
the Sun of Kutlesh… the flag of the World Macedonian Congress.”
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The state flag used in commericial purposes

The Macedonian and Albanian flags applied on souvenirs - drums
Apart from public mockery of the national flag, the public sphere offers numerous examples of using the state flag in commercial purposes, in no way sanctioned.
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The controversial advertisement by the Podravka Croation company, marketing the ingredients of the popular spice (tomatoes, carrots, onions) using the Macedonian flag pattern.
As of recent, however, the media have begun fostering a newfound respect
towards the state symbols, especially since the 2008 You Are Macedonia government
campaign, addressing the abovementioned inappropriate use of state symbols17. Several Macedonian media tend to treat each disregard of the Law on the Use of the Coat
of Arms, the Flag and the Anthem of the Republic of Macedonia as a “national scandal”18.

The effects of the misuse of the national anthem, as visualized in a government-issued promotional video.
Pre- and Post-Independence Battle of the Symbols
In order to understand the significance of the national flag as a state symbol, it
is crucial to have a grasp not merely of the current judicial context regulating its use,
but also of the political context in which the flag has come to be a national symbol.
Should we analyze the controversial articles in the press on the beginnings of
Macedonian political pluralism immediately after the SRM first multiparty elections;
17

In the campaign video, while all fans wearing the Macedonian flag colours rise at the sounds of the
anthem, one continues his phone conversation sitting down. Afterwards the camera offers a bird’s eye
view of the stands, and the sitting fan, wearing all the wrong colours, turns into a hole tearing the Macedonian flag right down the middle.
18
Thus, the breaking news on A1 TV mere five days after the election campaign was the scandal regarding the national anthem intoned at the Tetovo casern, seen as a case of eating away the “national
and state tissue” (Učesnicite vo skandalot so himnata imaat različni verzii (Participants in the Anthem
Scandal with Different Versions), A1, May 28th 2008).
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one gets a distinct impression that there was a real war between the advocates of the
Yugoslav and those of the Macedonian symbols.

The photograph, dated Jan 5th 1991, is from an article in the Nova Makedonija
newspaper entitled VMRO-DPMNE obvinuva bez argumenti (VMRO DPMNE’s Unfounded Accusations). Despite the caption stating that “The police are depoliticized
and are under no political influence”, the chief of police is making political statements
under Tito’s portrait and the Yugoslav flag, on the very eve of establishing of first
multiparty parliament.
In early 1991, political pluralism in SR Macedonia was still symbolically obscured by communist “single-mindedness”, and the Macedonian state flag in those
days was eclipsed by the popular Yugoslav tricolour. The political conflict over the
symbols ensued at the very establishment of the first multiparty Parliament on the issue of the anthem to be intoned (the Macedonian or the Yugoslav), and on whether
Tito’s portrait should be removed from the Hall. The political compromise was quite
indicative. It was decided that both anthems be performed (as there were two anthems
at the ASNOM), and next to the large Tito portrait two smaller ones, of Macedonian
revolutionary icons Nikola Karev and Goce Delčev, were placed.

9
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The Nova Makedonija photograph of the first session of the pluralist Parliament, established on Jan 8th 1991. The caption indicates that Goce Delčev’s and Nikola Karev’s portraits (overcast by the predominant “Marshal”) were last-minute additions, “on VMRO-DPMNE’s insistence”, that is, the party with the majority of votes
at the first free elections.
In fact, even after the 1991 foundation of the pluralist parliament, the majority
of Macedonians were privileged to live in a country with two anthems and two flags –
two types of rival national symbols, indicating the beginning of the crisis of ambiguous national identity19. The symbolic war heightened the crisis, as could be noted by
the fierce response in the largest daily newspaper in the country, the Nova Makedonija, to the actions to remove Tito’s portrait20, as well as omit his name from the
Titov Veles signposts21.

19

Most SRM citizens declared themselves as Macedonians within Yugoslavia, and as Yugoslavian
elsewhere.
20
Thus, the Nova Makedonija published a special article on “the first man in Macedonia to remove
Tito’s portrait from a public institution”, describing the president of the VMRO-DPMNE Bitola subdivision, Dimitar Crnomarov, as a “carbon copy of the Macedonian revolutionary Goce Delčev”. In the
article, Dimitar Crnomarov stated having three sons – “one for each part of Macedonia”, and his lifelong devotion to Macedonia. Even the man famous for taking down Tito’s portrait in Skopje City Hall,
however, claims not to have anything against it: “I have no objections against Tito’s portrait hanging in
halls, offices or anywhere else. Anyone can pay their respects to Tito.” (the Nova Makedonija, Jan 10th
1991).
21
An article entitled Suverena Makedonija e delo na Tito (Sovereign Macedonia is Tito’s Creation)
reports on the Fighters Union disapproval of Crnomarov’s act, stressing that “the greatest benefits for
the Macedonian people in recent history – its sovereignty and republic – have been associated with
Tito’s name”. In the article Titov Veles e sè ušte Titov (Titov Veles is Still Tito’s), the Veles fighters
condemn the removal of the portrait as well the omission of Tito’s name on the signposts, but especially VMRO-DPMNE MP Zoran Kitev’s “rudeness” for “sitting down during the intonation of the
Yugoslav anthem at the establishment of the new Macedonian parliament”.

10
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The Nova Makedonija went on favouring the Yugoslav symbols even after the
successful September 8th independence referendum, nowadays celebrated as Republic
of Macedonia Independence Day.

The only flag on the September 9th front page was the Yugoslav tricolour in
the hands of a group of citizens dancing the “referendum” dance.
Due to the party conflicts between the reformed communists and the Macedonian nationalists, the Republic of Macedonia kept its socialist name even after the
November 1991 proclaiming of the Constitution, right until the August 1992 Law on
the Flag of the Republic of Macedonia22.
International Tug of War upon the Adoption of the State Flag
The first Republic of Macedonia state flag was the product of painstaking negotiations between Macedonian communists and nationalists, rushed under public
pressure, despite the lack of consensus between the Macedonian and the Albanian political bloc. After the Constitutional Committee finally approved the proposal for a red
flag with a yellow sixteen-ray sun23 in early August 1992, on August 11th 1992 Parliament unanimously decided on the Republic of Macedonia flag and anthem as state
22

At the heat of the party conflicts, the Nova Makedonija reporter Nevenka Mitrevska, on the people’s
behalf, wrote that “it is a national embarrassment to celebrate the first Ilinden in independent and sovereign Macedonia without the symbols of its statehood”. She ironically elaborates her own misconception that “state symbols are sublime, sacred almost, the pride of a country and its citizens”, corrected
after the Constitutional Committee’s treatment of the symbols as “no more sublime or sacred than tribal
war paints”. The reporter suggests replacing the pentacle (reminiscent of the previous regime – “which,
we have all agreed, was totally wrong, even though life was better”) with a “black poppy in a golden
circle”, the poppy “grown here for centuries, through thick and thin” (Nevenka Mitrevska, Simboli
(Symbols), the Nova Makedonija, Aug 2nd 1992).
23
The proposal for using the same symbol on the state coat of arms did not pass by a single vote.
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symbols, a session unattended by representatives of the Albanian parties as a sign of
protest24. The inter-party disputes on the new Macedonian coat of arms have not been
resolved to this day, so that even the new passports bear the old socialist emblem with
the red pentacle. On the one hand, the outcome of the process of adopting the first
state flag could be considered as a symbol of the victory of the increasing Macedonian
nationalism in the symbolic war against the persistent socialist ideology. On the other
hand, the end of the process could be interpreted as a failure to achieve a meta-ethnic
consensus on the state symbols.
Most Macedonian citizens still cannot fathom where the symbol on the new
flag adopted by Parliament cropped up from. Until the parliamentary decision, this
symbol was practically unheard of in the wider Macedonian political and cultural contexts. The adoption of the flag did not receive a celebratory welcome by Macedonians, or an immediate ritual introduction into state institutions, replacing the flag with
the ideologically corrupt pentacle25. Although certain researchers would have us believe that the symbol was used by Macedonians on Second World War battle flags26,
such an exhibit could not be found at the current historical display at the Museum of
Macedonia, showing only a dozen of partisan battle flags. According to Poulton, “including the Star of Vergina” on the Macedonian flag resulted from the essential symbolic influence exerted by the emigration (Poulton 2000: 121), an assumption supported by certain testimonies27.
The flag with the sixteen-ray sun has become a “cult national object” even after the Greek contest, immediately after its 1992 proclamation into a national symbol.
Previously, it was seldom used as an identity symbol, except by party activists within
the country, or by emigrants outside the country. Mere days after the delayed adoption
of the new state symbols, the Nova Makedonija reported on the response by Greek
24

At the PDP-NDP press conference, the Albanian MPs stressed to have “always been against the law
on a flag identical to party flags” (Otsustvo poradi neusoglaseni stavovi (Absence due to Discrepant
Stands), the Nova Makedonija, Aug 12th 1992, p.3).
25
In an article entitled Novoto makedonsko zname pred Sobranieto (The New Macedonian Flag in Parliament), the Nova Makedonija notes that, as late as August 20th, “our new state flag was displayed
within the deadline determined by the law on this symbol”.
26
Acording to Shea “It was adopted by Macedonians during the Second World War for use on battle
flags” (Shea 1997: 190). Shea also quotes Gligorov on the symbol’s age-long use in Macedonian
churches.
27
Prior to adopting the flag, the Macedonian Coordinative Council in Perth, West Australia, on behalf
of the 15,000 Macedonians living there, instructs the MPs to maintain “our true identities and symbols
of our past” – “the red flag with a golden sixteen-ray sun” – or else “you will be condemned of treason
by all Macedonian emigration” (Nezadovolstvo od predlozite za makedonskite simboli (Disapproval of
the Macedonian Symbol Proposals), the Nova Makedonija, Aug 1st 1992, p. 3).
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Minister of Foreign Affairs, Papakonstantinou, who not only declared himself Macedonian, but stated that Greece would recognize Macedonia “on one condition: should
it not steal somebody else’s names and symbols”28. The Greek-Macedonian symbolic
war started even before the flag had been officially displayed, with the initial international propaganda on Greek part regarding the alleged theft of the name and the flag.
In Macedonian context, the beginning of Macedonian symbolic war with Greece was
interpreted as an international struggle for the recognition of the country and its symbols.
The issues on the flag, that is, the sixteen-ray Star of Vergina/Sun of Kutlesh,
have become “major points in the contention”, “the second most contested symbol”
alongside the name of the new republic (Brown 2000: 122), as well as “the issue of
whether it had irredentist designs on Greek territory (Danforth: 8)”. Different interpretations of the new symbol on the Macedonian state flag were offered, both by Greek
propaganda and by researchers of Balkan nationalist germs contributing to the theoretical resurrection of the “Macedonian issue29”.
On August 21st 1992, a single day following the official display of the Macedonian state flag, the Minister of Foreign Affairs Denko Maleski submitted an application to the UN Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali for the admission of the Republic
of Macedonia to the UN. The effects of the Greek “rigid nationalist position” (Triandafyllidou 2005: 185), followed by a diplomatic offensive in foreign politics, and nationalist propaganda in the internal, could also be felt in the postponement of the UN
admission for over half a year following the application. Prior to the recognition, the
main Greek obstacle was the sixteen-ray Star of Vergina, seen as the symbol of the
old kingdom of Macedon, appropriated as a Greek symbol since discovered on Greek
territory30. On the day of the UN admission, April 8th 1993, it was decided that the
State will be “provisionally referred to for all purposes within the United Nations as
28

Zoran Andonovski, Makedonija obvineta za kražbi na iminja i simboli? (Macedonia Accused of
Stealing Names and Symbols?), the Nova Makedonija, Aug 14th 1992, p. 6. From the misreported
statement one gets the impression that Papakonstantinou referred to his northern neighbour as “Macedonia”, and to the star as the sun. According to the reporter, Papakonstrantinou stated his deep concern
over “Gligorov’s latest provocation and the appropriation of the Vergina Sun as the symbol on
Skopje’s flag”, seeing the symbol on the new Macedonian flag as “key evidence of Skopje’s true aspirations”.
29
Brown, for instance: “The tension over ownership of the past was made manifest when the Republic’s government replaced its socialist era-flag, which bore the five-pointed star shared by all Republics, with a new flag that had deeper historical associations.” (Brown 2003: 35)
30
Roudometof notes that “On 16 February 1993, a law was submitted to the Greek parliament making
the sixteen-ray star a national symbol for Greece as well.” (Roudometof 2002: 65)
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"the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia" pending settlement of the difference
that has arisen over the name of the State”.31 As noted by Danforth as well, “at
Greece's insistence Macedonia was not allowed to fly its flag at the United Nations
headquarters” (Danforth 2000: 151). In fact, only after complying to Greek demands
that the name issue and mediation enter the same negotiation package, did Greece allow the UN admission of its northern neighbour. The non-display of the state flag was
qualified as a “precedent in the history of the world organization” by President Kiro
Gligorov, who in his address noted that “no one at the UN has formally consulted us
on this biased decision”. Despite the humiliating UN admission, Macedonians celebrated this day as a historical triumph32.
The lack of protests against the non-display of the state flag at the state’s admission to the UN implied that the flag was not perceived as “the most powerful symbol of the continuity of Macedonian culture”, except by the “extreme Macedonian nationalists” (Danforth 2000: 46).
In other words, the first state flag acquired core meaning within the national
political context featuring fierce party conflicts between the two ideological (nationalist and communist) and the two ethnic blocs (Macedonian and Albanian). The first
state flag of 1992 epitomized the effects of the internal symbolic war. It signifies the
triumph of Macedonian nationalists (symbolically supported by the emigration) over
their ideological opponents and ethnic rivals as their „internal significant others“. The
1995 fall of the first state flag, on the other hand, epitomizes the effects of the international symbolic war, interpreted as a “global cultural war” (Triandafyllidou 1998:
604) for controlling the symbols, traditions and illustrious ancestors. The sixteen-ray
sun, therefore, could be seen as the symbol of the international defeat over Macedonian nationalism in the struggle against the nationalism of Greece, the „external significant other33” in the process of shaping the Macedonian national identity.

31

Resolution of the UN General Assembly from 8 April 1993.
In the photographs of the celebration at the Skopje square, allegedly attended by over 25,000 people,
there were barely a handful of state flags with the sixteen-ray sun (the Nova Makedonija, Apr 11th
2003, p. 1-2).
33
Triandafyllidou effectively employs this distinction regarding Macedonia’s role as the significant
other in shaping the identity of the Greek nation. The same distinction, however, might be used on
Greece’s role as the significant other.
32
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Flags Causing Internal Conflicts
Despite its gradual acceptance by an increasing number of citizens – corresponding to the increasing contest by Greece – the flag with the Sun of Kutlesh (the
Star of Vergina) developed neither into a powerful, cohesive, nor inclusive national
symbol of Macedonian citizens. Indeed, after signing the “Interim Accord” on September 13th 1995, which proscribed that Macedonia (“the Second Part”) “shall cease
to use in any way the symbol in all its forms displayed on its national flag”, there
were no mass protests for defense of the state flag. There was rather a gradual acceptance of the new state flag as a national symbol34.
There was, however, heavy protesting regarding the flags in Gostivar on July
9th 1997, following the Constitutional Court ruling35 to abolish the municipal acts allowing the display of the Albanian and the Turkish flags in front of city halls, next to
the new state flag and the city flag of Gostivar. The protests under the slogan “Defence of the Free Use of the National Flag”, organized by the mayor Rufi Osmani,
were violently broken up by the Macedonian police. The mayor was charged, and
later even convicted to 13 years and 7 months in prison36 for “causing and exciting
national, racial or religious hatred, discord or intolerance”, “organizing resistance”,
and refusing to uphold a Constitutional Court ruling37.

34

Law on the Flag of the Republic of Macedonia, the RM Official Gazette No. 47/95, Oct 6th 1995.
The Constitutional Court deems that municipal acts stipulating “a permanent use of the flags of the
Albanian and the Turkish nationality, as well as their use in private celebrations, violates the Law on
the Use of Flags”. The Court also reminds that, as early as 1989, “the provisions of the Law on the Use
of Flags (RM Official Gazette No. 40/73) regarding the flags of the nationalities and the ethnic groups”
became invalid (Ruling No. 52/1997-0-0, Nov 6th 1997, http://www.usud.gov.mk).
These interpretations, however, were contradictory to the 1995 Constitutional Court Resolution, reviewing an article of the Law on Violation of Public Law and Order (RM Official Gazette No. 8/84),
according to which, “a display of a flag, coat of arms or any similar symbol of another country is considered a violation, unless approved by a government agency”. The Constitutional Court then claimed
that the article did not imply a ban on the “members of the nationalities to freely express, foster and
develop their identity and national particularity”, since the Law on the Use of Flags, passed when the
old SR Macedonia Constitution was still in effect, and that “the members of the nationalities are allowed to use the flag of the nationality on all occasions on which the Republic of Macedonia flag is
used, that is, the use of the flag of the nationality is conditioned by a simultaneous use of the Republic
of Macedonia flag” (Resolution No. 189/199-0-0. Apr 19th 1995, http://www.usud.gov.mk)
36
The sentence was afterwards reduced to 7 years. Osmani served a year and a half of his sentence
before being granted amnesty.
37
Osmani was found guilty on account of “not displaying the Republic of Macedonia flag” at the protests, of “having the Republic of Albania anthem intoned, of stating ‘we would rather give up our lives
than the flag’ in his speech, as well as ‘we disregard the Constitutional Court’s rulings’, ‘the Albanian
flag has led us in partisan, ballist and numerous other Albanian movements fighting to liberate Albanian territories’, ‘our territories in Macedonia belong to us, let it be known once and for all’, ‘on each
territory of ours, our flag shall be displayed’” etc. (Ruling No. 50/1998-0-0, Aug 4th 1998,
http://www.usud.gov.mk).
35
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The forceful removal of the unlawful flags of the “nationalities” could also be
seen as an attempt to defend and validate the new state flag, this time threatened by
“internal enemies” – the organizers of armed guards protecting the flags of the “nationalities”38.
Considering that “the Osmani case” is paradigmatic as regards the (mis)use of
flags in judicial/political context, we shall attempt to illustrate the symbolic significance of this case by analyzing two crucial court rulings. Thus, in the Constitutional
Court Ruling, deeming Osmani’s demand to protecting freedoms of conviction, conscience, thought and public expression unfounded, the following explanation was
stated:
The sircumstence that he committed the crimes by seeming public expression of opinion is no grounds for exoneration since, according to the circumstances of the case,
the plaintiff’s act was completely devoid of the contents of public expression of opinions in the sense guaranteed and protected by the Constitution.39

This is how the Court interpreted the circumstances preventing the case to be
seen as a violation of the right to free public expression of opinion:
The formulations used in the speech of the plaintiff send a clear message to the present population of Albanian nationality that the Republic of Albania flag displayed in
front of the City Hall is to be defended to the death, that there are Albanian territories
in the Republic of Macedonia, where the Albanian flag should stand, that the members of the Albanian nationality in the Republic of Macedonia are threatened by a
“black hand” that “killed” the Tetovo University and is threatening to “kill” their national flag, calling thereby to retaliation...

It is quite indicative that the court justification states the display of “the flag of
the Republic of Albania”, even though in previous rulings it referred to the same flag
as the flag of the Albanian “nationality” in the Republic of Macedonia. The court’s
interpretation of the displayed flag solely as a marker of “Albanian territories”, as a

38

The court version of the “tragic epilogue of the July 9th 1997 events” goes as follows: “around 3.00
p.m. there was a direct armed altercation between the police and the citizens gathered, causing a violent
commotion in which 3 people lost their lives, and a large number of citizens and police officers suffered physical injuries” (Ruling No. 50/1998-0-0, Aug 4th 1998, http://www.usud.gov.mk).
39
Decision of the Constitutional Court of Republic of Macedonia, No. 50/1998-0-0, from 04.08.1998.
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symbol threatening the territorial integrity of the Republic of Macedonia is quite interesting. There is no mention of its being an identity marker of the citizens of Albanian “nationality”.
The second court ruling shedding more light on the controversial “Osmani
case” is the one by the European Human Rights Court declaring inadmissible the case
of Osmani and Others v. the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (complains under Articles 10 and 11 of the Convention of a violation of his rights to freedom of expression and assembly). In the ruling, dated October 11th 2001, mere two months after
signing the “Framework Agreement” ending the 2001 armed conflict, the court accepted that:
“…the applicant’s individual responsibility in respect of the violent events does not
rest only with the facts that he organised a meeting with the citizens of Albanian ethnic origin and delivered a speech by which he called on them to protect the flag of the
Republic of Albania at the cost of their lives, but also, inter alia, with the facts that he
implemented the unconstitutional and unlawful decision of the Gostivar Local Council to put the flag of the Republic of Albania in front of the Town Hall, that he
breached his duty as a mayor to execute the respective Constitutional Court’s order,
and that he, outside his competence as a mayor and unlawfully, was actively involved
in planning and setting up crises headquarters and armed shifts for the protection of
the flag of the Republic of Albania.40

Evidently, even the European Human Rights Court accepted the interpretation
that it was an issue of armed defense of the “flag of the Republic of Albania”, and not
one of protecting the flag of the Albanian “nationality” in the Republic of Macedonia”.
By analyzing several other rulings of the Republic of Macedonia Constitutional Court, I would like to illustrate the political changes, as well as the changed judicial game rules after the 2001 armed conflict. The court ruling of November 18th
1997 is quite important since it abolished the new Law on Flags41, with the rationale
that the Constitution “leaves neither room nor possibility for laws by which members
40

Final decision as to the admissibility of Application no. 50841/99 by Rufi Osmani and Others against
the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.
41
That is, the Law on the Use of Flags through which the Members of the Nationalities in the Republic
of Macedonia Express their identity and national particularity (RM Official Gazette No. 32/97), which
was a political resolution to the ethnic crisis following the 1997 Gostivar turmoil.
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of nationalities living on the territory of the Republic of Macedonia and native, as a
rule, to other countries, could express their sovereignty with state symbols (flags) of
their native land.” This Constitutional Court ruling explicitly states that the constitutional guarantee of ethnic identity “cannot be expressed by allowing, that is passing
special laws on the use of flags42.” Members of the Constitutional Court in those days
could not fathom that the ethnic identity of “members of the nationalities” be expressed “by using national flags they themselves choose, especially ones coinciding
with the flag of another state.”
This ruling was one of the reasons behind the Macedonian-Albanian ethnic
conflict that developed into a fully blown armed conflict in 2001 – a conflict between
armed groups mobilized by Skanderbeg’s flag and the troops mobilized by the state
flag. Even after the conflict, one of the key demands made by the ethnic Albanians
from Macedonia was “the right to use the Albanian state flag alongside the Macedonian flag” as noted by Duncan Perry (Perry 2001: 10). Despite Perry’s suggestion that
“ethnic Albanians need to rethink the idea of using the flag of another nation to symbolise their ethnos”(Perry 2001: 10)43, the Albanian state flag is still used as a territorial marker even after the conflict; not only on “territories liberated” by the NLA44,
but on all territories with a considerable ethnic Albanian population. The symbolic
victory in the 2001 conflict was crowned by constitutional changes explicitly determining that “members of the communities” have the right to “use the symbols of their
community”, as well as by the uncontested use of Skanderbeg’s flag deliberately disregarding the state flag in municipalities in which there is a majority of ethnic Albanians.

42

In justifying its ruling, the Court also refers to the argument that “in other countries, apart from the
existing state flag, the members of the nationalities have no right to expressing their identity and national particularity through a separate – national flag”.
43
Perry claims that „A state can have but one official flag and it should be emblematic of the pride and
identity of all peoples in that state – a goal for which all citizens of Macedonia should strive.”
44
This is what a Vest reporter noted in 2002: “In practically no village in the regions involved in last
year’s military actions, where mixed police patrols have been enforcing the matrix of the General Plan
of Returning the Police Forces, is there an official symbol of Macedonia. Media attraction upon the
initial police patrolling have begun by passing under or next to the Republic of Albania flag as an
marker of the territory entered”. (Makedonija – zemja bez državno zname na tretina od svojata teritorija: Kade e znameto, tamu e državata (Macedonia – a Country with no Flag on Third of its Territory:
The State is Where the Flag Is), the Vest, Mar 30th 2002, http://www.vest.com.mk).
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Old Symbolic Wounds, New Ethnic Conflicts
The narrative of the symbolic conflict between the Albanian and the Macedonian flag did not end either with the 2001 conflict, or the constitutional changes45, or
the government coalition after the 2002 elections, in which the NLA and its leader Ali
Ahmeti made a triumphant entrance. The party negotiations on how to transform the
constitutional acts into laws were extended until 2005 when finally a separate law on
the use of the community flags entered into force46. The new regulations, passed after
a painstaking ten-day debate, were saluted by Ali Ahmeti and the “international
community47”, while rejected as unconstitutional not merely by the opposition
VMRO-DPMNE48, but by certain members of the ruling parties as well.
At first glance of the very title of the law, it is rather striking that the constitutional right on the use of the symbols in which the subjects are individuals (“members
of the communities”) has been transformed into a collective “right of the communities
in the Republic of Macedonia”. Then, the rights under the law are only valid in the
“local self-government unit inhabited by members of the community who represent
the majority in said local self-government unit”, not for all members of the communities, as stated in the Constitution49.
Although the controversial law was contested at the Constitutional Court as
early as 2005, the court ruled on October 24th 2007, abolishing several articles. First,
the legal acts restricting the rights only to members of the majority communities in the
local self-government units were aboished, under the rationale that they were “not in

45

Brubaker’s descriptions of the effects of Soviet policies are suitable in the Macedonian legal and
political context. Following the signing of FA, "the regime divided the citizenry into a set of exhaustive
and mutually exclusive ethnic nationalities" (in Macedonian case called “communities”) and ethnic
nationality was established as "an obligatory ascribed status". (Brubaker 1996: 19)
46
Law on the Use of Flags of the Communities in the Republic of Macedonia, RM Official Gazette No.
58/05, July 19th 2005.
47
According to Javier Solana, the law successfully complements the Ohrid agenda, the condition to
Macedonia’s integration into NATO and the EU (Sobranieto go donese zakonot za znaminjata (Parliament Passed the Law on Flags), A1, July 15th 2005, http://www.a1.com.mk).
48
The VMRO-DPMNE MP explains the reasons behind the Constitutional Court appeal against the
law: “It is unconstitutional, tramples the RM state sovereignty and allows for division of the sovereignty and potential federalization of RM” (Sobranieto go donese zakonot za znaminjata (Parliament
Passed the Law on Flags), A1, July 15th 2005, http://www.a1.com.mk).
49
Despite the MP Kenan Hasipi’s arguments in the amendment debate that, according to the Constitution, “the use of the flags of the ethnic communities is permissible in the areas they inhabit, regardless
of their proportional representation”, such reasoning was rejected by the majority. The MP Marija Kojzeliska’s response is also indicative: “… I have no objections against the display of the Bosnian flag,
or the Roma, Vlach and Serbian. How would that look, though? The United Nations. Republic of Macedonia shall become the Empire State Building. All flags on display” (Stenographer’s notes of the
Ninth Continuance of RM Parliament Session No. 101, July 13th 2005, p. 6, http://www.sobranie.mk).

19

New and Ambiguous Nation-Building Processes in South-Eastern Europe
http://www.oei.fu-berlin.de/en/projekte/nation-building

accordance with Amendment VIII50, as well as section 2 of article 9 of the Constitution51”. Then, the Court abolished the legal act allowing for the “flags of the community” to be displayed not only at city halls, but also at “state agencies, public services
and state-founded legal entities”. According to the Constitutional Court, in front of the
abovementioned institutions it is “constitutionally justified to hoist only the state flag
as an expression of state sovereignty, but not the flag of the members of the communities as an expression of the identity and specificities of the communities”52. The drastic changes in the Constitutional Court’s view on the use of the “Albanian flag” come
as no surprise considering the predominant use of Skanderbeg’s flag throughout the
Republic of Macedonia following the 2001 conflict, the ethnic Albanians’ emotional
bond to their flag53, as well as the constitutional and regulatory changes regarding the
use of the symbols of the “members of the communities”54.
The Constitutional Court ruling merits a more detailed elaboration not merely
due to the controversies surrounding its making, entering into force and nonimplementation; not merely on account of its misinterpretation and its party instrumentalization, but mostly because it reflects the mixture of symbolic and identitary
paradoxes evident in Macedonia since its independence.
The Paradox of the “Albanian Flag” in the Republic of Macedonia
To support their ruling, the constitutional judges referred to a difference between the two sets of symbols (suggesting differences between two sets of identities
as well) incorporated in the Macedonian Constitution. They deem the constitutionally
constructed distinction between state symbols and symbols of the members of the
communities promote two sorts of “belonging” in the Republic of Macedonia. That is

50

According to the Court interpretation of Amendment VIII to the Constitution, “it seems to stipulate
the right to using the symbols by members of the communities according to their proportional representation at local-self-government level, as well as by members of the communities regardless of their
proportional representation”.
51
“All citizens are equal in the eyes of the law and the Constitution.”
52
Ruling No. 133/205-0-1, 24th Oct 2007, http://www.usud.gov.mk.
53
Poulton discusses “the clan totem aspect of the Albanian flag” as well as the strong attachment to this
symbol by all Albanians, “regardless of the borders”, explaining thereby that “Most Albanians feel
attachment through their ethnicity rather than being influenced by such modern concepts as
citizenship.” (Poulton, 2000: 190).
54
The Court refers to Amendment VIII to the Constitution of the Republic of Macedonia noting that
“the term nationalities has unquestionably fallen out of use, being replaced by members of the communities”.
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the use of the flag might symbolize “belonging to a state” or “belonging to a particular community”, the term community thereby interpreted solely in ethnic sense55.
The answer the judges offered to the question what the state flag symbolizes,
as opposed to the symbolism of the flags of the members of the communities, is of
particular interest. They considered “the hoisting of the state flag and its use in general symbolizes belonging to a certain state”, while the “the use or hoisting of the flag
of the members of the communities is aimed at symbolizing the belonging to a certain
community for the purposes of expressing the identity and specificities of that community”56. Employing this distinction, the constitutional judges attempt to overcome
the paradox of displaying another state’s flag in the Republic of Macedonia without
threatening its sovereignty:
… the selection of a flag of another state as a flag to symbolize the identity and
specificities of a certain group of members of communities that are not the majority
in the Republic of Macedonia is not disputable for the Court since such chosen flag
could not threaten the sovereignty and state integrity of the Republic of Macedonia,
as long as its use only implies expression of belonging to certain community in the
function of Amendment VIII to the Constitution.

What the 1997 Constitutional Court found inconceivable – the legitimate expression of ethnic identity by “members of the communities” with a “national flag of
their own choice” corresponding the flag of another state – was used to justify a Constitutional Court ruling ten years later.
What is even more interesting, the constitutional judges assume that the symbolism of the Albanian flag is relative to the context of its use. According to their
paradoxical ruling, the Albanian flag is an ambiguous symbol: in front of the city hall
it indicates membership to a particular community and expresses the “identity and
specificities of said community”, while in front of a state agency denotes membership
to another state, thus crossing the “red line” and threatening state sovereignty.

55

This interpretation leaves no room for membership to an inclusive political community composed of
all Republic of Macedonia citizens, regardless of their ethnicity, but merely implies a “membership to a
state”.
56
It is indicative that instead of membership to a certain civic political community, the Constitutional
Court only acknowledges the “membership to a particular state”, implying that the citizens belong to
the state and not the other way round.
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The Paradoxical Symbolic “Belonging to a Community”
The Constitutional Court’s interpretation of the Law on Flags and the assumed
distinction between state and ethnic symbols employed by the constitutional judges
made me wonder: do members of all ethnic communities (Macedonian included) have
the constitutional right “to use their community symbols”, or does this merely refer to
“members of the communities that are not the majority in the Republic of Macedonia”?
The answers would depend on the interpretation of the constitutional term
community. Considering that the constitutional Amendment VIII replaced the expression members of the nationalities57 with members of the communities, one might infer
that members of the communities only implies members of those communities that
are not the majority in the Republic of Macedonia. Such a restrictive interpretation,
however, might result in another paradoxical conclusion: all ethnic communities in
the Republic of Macedonia, apart from the predominant Macedonian, have the constitutional and legal right to displaying their ethnic flags!
If, however, one considers that the Constitution explicitly employs terms such
as “communities that are not the majority in the Republic of Macedonia” and “citizens
belonging to all communities”, one might decide that members of the communities
suggests members of all ethnic communities, the predominant Macedonian included58.
Interestingly enough, ethnic Macedonians are sometimes seen as “members of
the communities” that are the majority, while at other times not. Even though ethnic
Macedonians are part of the Committee on Inter-Community Relations, neither the
Law on Flags nor the Constitutional Court interpretations address their right to displaying an ethnic Macedonian flag apart from the un-ethnic state flag59!

57

The term nationality was employed in the 1991 Constitution after the political representatives of the
Albanian ethnic community contested the use of national minority.
58
The existence of the Committee on Inter-Community Relations might support this interpretation,
being an agency of “19 members, seven of whom from among the MPs in the Assembly Macedonians
and Albanians, while one member from among the MPs Turks, Vlachs, Roma, Serbs and Bosnians”.
59
According to the Constitutional Court interpretations, “the members of the communities not part of
the majority in the Republic of Macedonia have the constitutional right to use the symbols of their respective community in order to express, foster and develop their identity and their community attributes”. In this case, however, the Court offers quite a restrictive interpretation of the Constitution, since
it merely refers to the “members of the communities”, with no mention of majority or minority!
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The Flags in Language (and Political) Games
After analyzing the judicial and political discourses defining the use of flags as
symbols of the state, of the ethnic communities, as well as of the municipalities, one
could better grasp the construction of the state flag as a state symbol, and the local
self-government flags as local symbols. In order to grasp the meanings of national
flags, a mere outline of the political processes that shaped the rules regulating their
use is necessary, but not sufficient condition. One must also reflect on the actual use
of national flags in everyday political, cultural and private spheres.
Albanian Flag Day in Macedonia
The existence of an unofficial political and cultural event called Albanian Flag
Day celebrated in several Macedonian cities, and the lack of even a hint of a Macedonian Flag Day of some sort might be seen as symbolic supremacy of the Albanian flag
as a collective identity symbol over the state flag. A mere glimpse at the iconography
on November 28th 2007 in front of Skanderbeg’s statue in Skopje, and the slogan Soedineti okolu znameto (United under the Flag) offers sufficient insight into the significance of this symbol to ethnic Albanians. Skanderbeg’s flag, however, was not
only part of the stage iconography. It was carried around during festive dances, distributed to the crowd of youths by Albanian students-activists, sold at local stands together with other Albanian symbols, waved outside honking passing cars. Several
shops in the Skopje Bazaar were ornamented with this flag, it marked territorially the
nearby, and a number of children in traditional Albanian costumes wore it as decoration. Finally, in the collective ritual accompanied by pyrotechnics, a group of youngsters unfolded a huge Albanian flag and passed through the crowd touching the “sacred symbol”, putting the celebratory slogan United under the Flag in action.
On Albanian Flag Day the “sacred symbol” was not celebrated merely by
these collective and individual performative acts disseminating the flag in the public
space60, but also by praise in political speeches delivered by party leaders to the
crowd:
No court could ban the display of the Albanian flag since our eagle in no way threatens the other flags in Macedonia. Quite on the contrary, without the two-headed ea60

BBC Macedonian reported that the local Skopje newspaper, the Laim, normally issuing 2,000 copies,
was printed out in 20,000 copies, each containing a gift – a small paper Albanian flag (Odbeležan Denot na albanskoto zname (Albanian Flag Day Celebration), November 28th 2007,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/macedonian).
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gle, the state flag is worth nothing. As long as there are Albanians in this country, our
eagle will fly, bold and free. 61

The statement by the popular Čair mayor against the Constitutional Court ruling indicates not only its biased interpretation by Albanian community leaders62 but
also the gap between verbal statements and political practices. That is, if Skanderbeg’s flag “in no way threatens the other flags in Macedonia”, one needs must ask
why there were no state flags at the celebration, as there were none of other communities.
Celebrating the Albanian flag was a response to the Constitutional Court ruling63, considered invalid by the DUI leader Ali Ahmeti who described “the sacred
symbol – the flag” as follows:
Our national flag is essential to us for not letting us falter. Our symbol flies free and
the Constitutional Court’s ruling is invalid64.

Celebrating the Albanian flag also instigated parallel party celebrations, cultural events, as well television shows elaborating the significance of the historic day65.
The unofficial celebration of November 28th 2007 coincided with the news on the
failed negotiations over Kosovo, bringing uncertainty to the stability and the future of
the region.

61

A statement by Čair mayor, Izet Mexhiti, according to the translation of the Alsat evening news, Nov
28th 2007.
62
The ruling is perceived as to have banned the “display of the Albanian flag”, even though that very
same ruling might be subject to opposite interpretation – that of allowing its display wherever there are
members of the Albanian community, not merely in local self-government units in which they are predominant.
63
In an article entitled Albanians Waving Thousands of Flags (the Špic, Nov 29th 2007, p. 5) the following statement by the organizers of the United under the Flag manifestation could be found:
“This year’s Flag Day is especially important to Albanians since the Constitutional Court banned the
display of the Albanian flag on local and central government institutions”. The organizer apparently
misinterpreted the Constitutional Court ruling, which does not prohibit the local display of the flags of
the communities within the local self-government and its agencies.
64
Albanskiot praznik gi isprazni rabotnite mesta (Albanian Holiday Emptying Workplaces), the Dnevnik, Nov 29th 2007, p. 3.
65
The Albanian Alsat TV station, on the Albanian Flag Day in Macedonia, coinciding with the Albanian Independence Day celebration, aired a debate showing Tirana and Kosovo historians attempting to
justify the enormous emotional significance of the national flag to Albanians, arguing, among other
things, hypotheses such as: why was the independence of the Albanian state not declared in Skopje,
considering the information that 20,000 Albanian soldiers marched into the centre of the Skopje villaet
in the summer of 1912?
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Despite the United under the Flag slogan, the parallel celebrations in the ethnic Albanian parties indicated that the armed inter-ethnic conflict in Macedonia had
already shifted onto another, symbolic and party level. As ethnic Macedonians were
split at the Ilinden celebration in 2008 so the two leading Albanian parties in Macedonia separated. Only, ethnic Macedonians at Mečkin Kamen and Pelince waved different flags, and the ethnic Albanians one and the same.
“When is Macedonian Flag Day?”
This question was first publicly asked by a renown Macedonian blogger at the
Albanian Flag post:
…when a friend of mine, Albanian (who celebrated his Flag Day today) asked me:
When is Macedonian Flag Day? I was speechless. I wanted to ask: which flag? The
Star, the Lion, or the Propeller? Meh, doesn’t matter66…

Dismissing the which flag question as irrelevant, he provoked an ironic reply
by a fellow blogger: “Meh, it does matter – each flag has its own celebratory target
group”, Oxymoron says. This short blogalogue illustrates the muddle most ethnic Macedonians feel when asked which their ethnic flag is.
That there is no definite answer to the question: “Which is the Macedonian
flag?” was also exploited by the Macedonian Student Union in their Zajaknuvanje na
makedonskata nacionalna svest (Strengthening the Macedonian National Awareness)
project, organized immediately after the Albanian Flag Day celebration in Macedonia.
The student project consisted in distributing “free flags for each student with a student’s book” visiting the Kuzman Josifovski-Pitu Dormitory at noon on December 1st
2007.

66

Albansko zname (Albanian Flag), Nov 28th 2006, http://iacovibus.blogspot.com.
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Macedonian Student Union poster
The poster suggests that the “Macedonian national awareness” is not strengthened by one, but by three flags: first, the former state flag alongside Alexander the
Great’s profile; then the red flag with a yellow crowned two-tailed lion (a symbol
used on the VMRO-DPMNE party flag), and, at the very bottom, Republic of Macedonia state flag.
Even though the slogan of the project is Identify Yourself!, it remains unclear
which of the three symbols offered should Macedonian students identify with. Only
after analyzing the booklet included in the project, one learns that the organizer incites
identification with the Lion as a historic symbol found on a number of old emblems,
applied not on the desired state flag, but also on the 1992 Macedonian coat of arms
proposal, rejected by Parliament. A quotation of the popular folk song Narode makedonski (You, Macedonian People) chanted as the unofficial VMRO-DPMNE anthem,
should refer to the students’ shameful ignorance of their own selves67, and that the
Lion, not the Sun, is the “pre-existing component” affirming the “long-term continu-

67

“No idea who you are / Others know of you / How shameful / Your own self not to know”.
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ity68” of the “Macedonian national awareness”. It is an obvious attempt by one “celebratory target group” (observers of the lion-flag) to convince the other two that the
lion is the key symbol and that it needs to take its rightful place on the Macedonian
flag.
If we consider this project through the clear distinction between state and ethnic symbols made by the constitutional judges, it is logical to ask: Was the project objective to strengthen the “Macedonian national awareness” through identification with
state or with ethnic symbols? There cannot be a definite answer since all three flags
from the poster could at the same time be interpreted as state and as ethnic symbols,
which in turn questions the very implementation of the state/ethnic symbols distinction.
On the one hand, the lion-flag could be seen as a potential future state flag, between the former state flag “killed” in the international contest with Greece, and the
unacceptable present state flag (ironically referred to as “the fan”). On the other hand,
the lion-flag might also be seen as a potential ethnic flag, between the two predominant flags, which, despite being state symbols, continue to struggle for the favour of
ethnic Macedonians who perceive them as ethnic symbols as well.
In other words, a number of ethnic Macedonians consider the term “Macedonian national awareness” ambiguous, interpretable both in civic and in ethnic sense, as
the present Republic of Macedonia flag could be viewed as an ethnic, as well as state,
symbol. Briefly, the “When is Macedonian Flag Day?” question might suggest either
“When is Macedonian Ethnic Flag Day?” or “When is Macedonian State Flag Day?”,
considering that the very term “Macedonian” is as ambiguous as the term “national”.
Both questions, however, remained unanswered, leading up to another obscure question – “Which Macedonian flag?”
Ambiguous Flags – Ambiguous Identities
While attempting to summarize part of my research results, I heard the sounds
of Narode makedonski coming from my balcony, marking the overwhelming triumph
of the VMRO-DPMNE coalition celebrated at the Skopje square69. I wondered if
68

According to one of the main arguments of ethno-symbolism, “the pre-existing components and
long-term continuities of ethnic communities and nations are cultural and symbolic rather than demographic” (Smith, 1999: 14).
69
In May 2008 there was a turbulent election campaign in the Republic of Macedonia, involving national rhetoric as an instrument in the political struggle between the Left and the Right. As in the
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these verses were also meant to include the “members of the communities” celebrating the election success. At all parallel celebrations of the Za podobra Makedonija
(For Better Macedonia) coalition in Skopje, Bitola, Štip, Veles, etc., shown on local
TV stations, apart from the present state flag, there was also display of the former
state flag, as well as the red flag with the yellow lion, and the predominant red-andblack flag with the little yellow lion – the victorious party symbol. On Election Day in
Skopje and the nearby villages I was stricken by the use of the state flag at the polls70,
and on lampposts, alongside a range of other party and municipal flags71. The state
flag was also displayed on several balconies, as well as from the open windows of a
decorated car leading a wedding procession72.
Even though most Macedonian nationalists believe that there is only one Macedonia, the public celebration employing several Macedonian “national” flags might
be seen as a symptom of a national identity crisis, a “multiple personality disorder”.
Nevertheless, there is a notable symbolic shift from the grand celebration of Ilinden,
which also suggested a split in the national identity73. Thus, at the Mečkin Kamen
celebration, one could hardly see the current state flag among the Prime Minister
Gruevski’s supporters74, while at the Pelince celebration it was predominant among
those of President Crvenkovski. Mere months following the public criticism towards
Gruevski, the state flag was much more evident both throughout the election campaign75 and at the victory celebration of the VMRO coalition. Still, even though the

1920s/30s in Sweden, the conservative Right claimed that the Social Democrats’ coalition is unpatriotic, that is, prepared to sacrifice the sacred constitutional name and the “national identity” for a NATO
membership invitation and a negotiations start date for the EU membership. As Lofgren deems that:
“…national arguments or national feelings are mainly activated in situations of uncertainty or anxiety”
(Lofgren 1989: 19).
70
The flag was on the election poster, the ballots and the ballot boxes.
71
Only in the Čair Skopje district Skanderbeg’s Albanian flag dominated the streets, alongside the DUI
and the DPA party flags, while the state flag was nowhere in sight.
72
Half an hour later, I noticed another wedding procession waving banners, but this time those with the
sixteen-ray sun.
73
One could ironically note that there are as many national flags as there are Ilindens.
74
According to an A1 TV reporter: “Except on the stage, alongside the EU flag, the official Macedonian state flag could not be seen among the attendees” (Gruevski: Ilinden e praznik na makedonskiot
stremež (Gruevski: Ilinden – Celebration of Macedonian Aspirations), A1, Aug 2nd 2007,
http://www.a1.com.mk).
75
The flag was evident in the You Are Macedonia campaign, as well as the VMRO-DPMNE party
convention and in the new Boris Trajkovski Sports Centre, in which the seats of a whole bleacher were
coloured to symbolize the state flag.
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present state flag with the stylized sun was notably more promoted and exploited by
the Sonce (Sun) coalition76, it ended up crowning VMRO-DPMNE’s success77.
At this point it is impossible to predict the future of the current Republic of
Macedonia state flag, and whether it would resist the numerous contests in its everyday use by the “Sun of Kutlesh”78 flag, the yellow-lion flag79, as well as Skanderbeg’s
Albanian flag80.
Considering the frequency of use, one might say that the Macedonian state
flag dominates the national symbol hierarchy compared to the national anthem and the
coat of arms. However, on the top of the hierarchy is the name “Macedonia” as the
national symbol par excellence. However, it can not be stated that the Macedonian
flag is the least internally contested national symbol81.
Despite all contests, though, despite not exhibiting distinct “folk” features, but
is representative example of a “invented tradition”82 (a symbol constructed in 199583),
the current state flag has become a “natural” segment of the Macedonian everyday
experience. It has been acquiring new meanings in its daily struggles against competing “national” flags, as well as in conquering new “territories” in public and private
spheres. Eventually, as new generations grow raised in the spirit of fostering and ob76

In the interview SDSM e na stranata na Makedonija (SDSM is on Macedonia’s Side), the leader of
the Sun coalition Radmila Šekerinska metaphorically used the state symbol in order to legitimize her
coalition: “All Macedonian progressive and pro-European forces united under the Sun flag” (the Forum, May 30th 2008, http://forum.com.mk).
77
Part of them celebrated their triumph by singing Macedonian songs, among which the popular Zajdi,
zajdi jasno sonce… (Do Set, You Bright Sun), which acquired a completely new meaning at these elections.
78
Following the recent Greek veto in Bucharest, the anti-Greek protests throughout Macedonia involved huge banners with the Sun of Kutlesh, and there were also suggestions to restore the former
state flag as a countermeasure.
79
After VMRO-DPMNE’s considerable triumph over the Sun coalition, one of the “target groups”
might find it necessary to eclipse the rival “suns” on the national flag with the lion as symbol of the
continuity of the “Macedonian national awareness”.
80
According to the political agreement between Gruevski and Ahmeti, the Law on the Flag of the Republic of Macedonia entered the list of laws to be passed on the Badenter principle, that is, by the majority of MPs not belonging to the largest ethnic community as well.
81
Contrary to the remark of Geisler: “In fact, at least internally, the flag tends to be the least contested
among national symbols” (Geisler 2005: xxii). However, the Macedonian state flag is more contested
internally than the anthem.
82
As Geisler elaborates, national flags are modern symbols created by artists and intellectuals, and
“seem to support the theoretical views (of Eric Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson) considering the
nation a relatively recent and socially constructed phenomenon” (Geisler 2005: xxiii).
83
According to the reported Spase Šuplinovski, the current flag has no author, since the creator Miroslav Grčev renounced his authorship on moral grounds. As to Šuplinovski, the author was inspired by
photographs of churches and icons “portraying Jesus Christ with an eight-ray halo, illuminating him as
he leaves his grave as well” (Šuplinovski, Spase, Zabludi i vistina za znameto (Truth and Fallacies
about the Flag), the Dnevnik, No. 1321). Nevertheless, in Macedonian political context, the current
flag has not been widely contested as the “Jesus Sun”, that is, a symbol with strong religious undertones.
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serving state symbols, the flag with the eight-ray sun shall amass its “symbolic capital”84. As often it is reproduced, in as many spheres as possible, the more influential
national identity marker it becomes85.
As noted, in the battle for symbolic predominance in public and private lives,
the main rival of the current flag is the former state flag with the sixteen-ray sun, not
the “Macedonian lion” flag86. A major drawback of the gold-lion flag is not that it was
adopted as a VMRO-DPMNE party symbol, but the fact that the lion is the symbol on
the Bulgarian national flag87.
For the moment, the present state flag cannot convincingly play the role of
“flashback reminder of our collective history as a nation” (Geisler 2005: xix) as the
flag with the Vergina Sun or Skanderbeg’s flag can. Still, after mere 12 and a half
years of use, the official state flag has a prominent place in the collective imagination,
and a prominent role in forming the Macedonian collective identity. An impressive
representation of the flag as a collective identity marker was offered by the academic
artist Aleksandar Stankovski at his May 10th 2006 exhibition at the Macedonian
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

84

In the book Mojata tatkovina Makedonija (Macedonia, my Motherland), mostly intended for the
emigration, there is a diary entry made by a second-grader named Marija, after asking her father’s help
for her homework on “Macedonian state symbols”:
- Daddy, do all countries have state symbols? – I wondered.
- Of course – he answered.
- And what’s the Macedonian flag like? – I asked again.
Dad took a sheet of paper and two crayons: yellow and red. He drew an eight-ray sun, coloured it yellow, covering the rest of the sheet in red. “This is the Macedonian flag,” – he said
– “the friendliest flag in the world. It warms the hearts of all Macedonians.”
(Mojata zemja Makedonija, Emigration Coordinative Agency, Skopje, 2007, p. 91).
85
As Lofgren indicates, “identity as a dynamic process of construction and reproduction over time, in
direct relation or opposition to specific other groups and interests” (Lofgren 1989: 9).
86
The eight-ray sun still falls behind at sports pitches, being far less used as a fan flag, at radical nationalist rallies, but in gift shops as well. “The Verguna Star” is a far more lucrative symbol, at least
according to the shop keepers from Kočani, Kumanovo, Strumica, Bitola, Ohrid, Struga and Skopje I
have interviewed.
87
Even though biased, Roudometof’s claim might offer some insight into the disapproval of the lion as
a Macedonian symbol: “Given the strong and ambivalent relationship between Bulgarians and
Macedonian Slavs, Macedonian national identity should probably be understood in negative terms –
that is, as a denial of Bulgarian identity” (Roudometof 2002: 66).
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New- Macedonians
The painting entitled Novomakedonci (New-Macedonians) displays serious
and enraged faces holding a large flag with the eight-ray sun; faces individuality of
which is lost in the nationalist crowd.

Old-Macedonians
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The Staromakedonci (Old-Macedonians) painting represents another “angry
mob” with several physiognomies reminiscent of personalities from the Ilinden/Macedonian pantheon, who, in a nationalist zeal have their grip on a flag with the
Vergina Star.
Despite the blatant semantic difference in referring to the collective identities
as Old and New Macedonians respectively, both of Stankovski’s paintings display far
more similarities than differences between the two nationalist mobs shielded by the
two different flags. Both canvases might be seen as representing the face of the “nation”, and the role of the flag in both might be interpreted as the catalyst of forming
and expressing “national” identity as a group phenomenon, in which personal identity
and individual idiosyncrasy are lost. Presenting both types of crazed collective “Macedonian national identities”, visually distinguished by two predominant “national”
flags, Stankovski portrayed the decade-long symbolic war between the two leading
nationalist camps which, by using the “national” flag, attempt to control the collective
imagination, as well as the collective political action.
Symbolic Construction as Ongoing Process
As the flag as a symbol politically constructed in 1992 cannot be grasped
without analyzing the symbolic war between the communists and the nationalists of
those days, so the meaning of the 1995 state flag could hardly be construed without
deep insight into the new symbolic wars: the “cultural war” between the Republic of
Macedonia and the Hellenic Republic, still in progress; the new symbolic war between the reformed communists and the reformed nationalists, as well as the symbolic
war between ethnic Albanians and ethnic Macedonians.
On the outcome of the political confrontation between the party elites depends
whether the Constitutional Court distinction between ethnic and state symbols (and,
consequently, between the ethnic and national identity) will prosper in the wider political and cultural context. Whether Macedonian citizens will keep the privilege of
living in the only country in the world with two names and two flags depends on the
ability of political forces to control the symbolic public space and on the outcome of
the international struggle for symbolic recognition.
Therefore, Macedonian nation building at symbolic level is still an ongoing
process. Will ethnic Macedonians get their own Macedonian Flag Day, or will such a
day be observed by all citizens, regardless of their “belonging to a community”? Will
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the distinction “ethnic” versus “civic Macedonians” be implemented in practice, or
will the process of symbolic equivalence between “Macedonian” in ethnic and in civic
sense continue? Several factors could affect the resolution of these dilemmas: the pace
of the EU and NATO integration process conditioned with the resolution of “the name
dispute”; the current party power struggles; potential political tectonic shifts; the political actors’ ability to face symbolic and identitary paradoxes, as well as their possible resolution through a consistent implementation of the civic/ethnic, that is, individual/collective rights distinctions.
In brief, enormous political efforts must be made for the “friendliest flag in the
world” to start “warming the hearts of all Macedonians”, their ethnic background
notwithstanding.
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