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An eight-story-tall statue of Alexander the Great now towers over Macedonia
Square, the main plaza of Skopje, capital of the Republic of Macedonia. In 2009,
an attractive but small flower garden lay in its place (see Figures 1 and 2). The
Alexander statue, however, is not just another piece of public art. Rather, it
anchors a massive government-sponsored urban renovation plan named “Skopje
2014.” Begun in 2010, when the project is completed Skopje’s center will include
a new philharmonic hall, a new national theater, three new government buildings,
a new business center, a new church, three new museums, two new hotels, a
triumphal arch, two new bridges, and over 20 new bronze and marble statues of
national historical figures. In effect, Skopje 2014 aims to redefine the city’s urban
character in only four short years. New buildings—almost exclusively in baroque
and neoclassical style—will obscure the modernist construction of the socialist
period and the Ottoman-era architecture that indexes the city’s Muslim heritage
(see Figure 3). Instead, the project promises Skopje a new image, one that will
deliver Macedonia a properly “European” capital, at once attractive to outsiders
and worthy of national pride.

In its grandeur and purpose, Skopje 2014 represents much more than a postso-
cialist iteration of 19th- and 20th-century nation building. Although the structures
that constitute Skopje 2014 do symbolize a particular nationalist ideology, govern-
ment sponsors have portrayed Skopje 2014 as an investment in Macedonia’s inter-
national recognizability and competitiveness in a global marketplace. Specifically,
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FIGURE 1. Macedonia Square, 2009.

the project has been positioned as the cornerstone of broader government efforts
to construct a nation brand, and a positive image, for the country among desired
international publics. Through Skopje 2014’s architectural spectacle, Macedonian
political leaders seek not only monuments to their political authority at home but
also engines of economic value and “soft power” on the world stage.

In its expanse and expense, however, Skopje 2014 has generated notable dis-
content. The project has polarized residents in Macedonia since its commencement.
As a friend in Skopje characterized the situation—with no sense of hyperbole—
everyone in the city has an opinion about Skopje 2014, and everyone talks about
it loudly. On one side, the project’s many supporters celebrate the makeover,
praising both the general effort to redevelop Skopje’s city center and the muscular
display of national identity enshrined in the project. On the other side, an organized
collection of critics—students, architects, intellectuals, members of Macedonia’s
NGO sector—have formed in opposition to the project.1 Opponents of the plan
have offered numerous arguments against it: that it is too costly; that its monoethnic
narrative of Macedonian history will exacerbate ethnic tensions; that its flaunting of
Macedonian claims to antiquity will unnecessarily antagonize neighboring Greece;
that it bypassed proper public consultation; and that it will compromise the unique
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FIGURE 2. The Alexander statue on Macedonia Square, September 2011.

character of the city’s reconstruction, overseen by acclaimed Japanese architect
Kenzo Tange, that followed a devastating 1963 earthquake. Interlaced with these
economic and political criticisms, however, has been another major thread of argu-
ment: opponents charge that Skopje 2014, featuring a hodgepodge of anachronistic
architectural styles, is no more than kitsch. Rather than producing a “European”
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FIGURE 3. A 2011 view of the buildings under construction. Skopje’s historic Turkish market
lies in the neighborhood behind the new structures.

image for Macedonia, critics claim that Skopje 2014, as a counterfeit, a second-rate
copy of European originals, can only embarrass and marginalize the country.

In this article, I analyze the political dynamics that have centered on Skopje
2014 as dimensions of contemporary neoliberal statecraft. To date, most cultural
anthropologists have approached neoliberalism as a set of widespread but unevenly
distributed processes of marketization, state deregulation, and individual self-
management resulting in the respatialization of state functions across institutional
terrains, such as corporations, NGOs, and international aid and development ven-
tures. These processes reflect, and constitute, a broader reorganization of political
and economic geographies as economic globalization and the internationalization of
finance erode the 20th-century model of “national capitalism” that was premised
on an elective affinity between the nation-state form and industrial capitalism (Hart
2012). Anthropological investigations of neoliberalism (e.g., Ferguson and Gupta
2002; Ong 2006; Perry and Maurer 2003) have offered critical ethnographies that
examine nodal points in this reconfiguration of state, society, and economy.

Expanding on these works, I draw on my ethnographic fieldwork in Macedo-
nia to interrogate an increasingly prominent but underexamined mode in which
governments have responded to economic globalization: nation branding.2 Nation
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branding consists of strategic efforts to formulate national identity as a branded
commodity (cf. Agha 2011) that can motivate and enhance the movement of capital
into a country.3 Especially in postindustrial contexts, nation branding represents
one technique by which state organs work to recalibrate the relation between
national political structures and internationalized economic processes.

I specifically examine the reorganization of statecraft and citizenship that
has emerged through nation branding in Macedonia. Treating Skopje 2014 as an
example, I begin my analysis by showing how nation-branding practices represent
a new modality of neoliberal governance in which the state is imagined as an
entrepreneurial subject (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009). With nation branding, the
state charges itself with the task of attracting outside capital as a means of wealth
creation, and it acts on this task by formulating national identity as a brand in pursuit
of foreign investment and tourism. Nation branding, based on the assumption that
countries must be marketable to international consumer publics, thus authorizes a
space of state governance concerned with regulating public space, public behavior,
and representational discourse on the nation (Dzenkovska 2005). Significantly, as
I illustrate with Skopje 2014, the Macedonian government’s pursuit of national
distinction before foreign capital has also enabled it to respond to internal and
regional challenges to Macedonian state authority.

To complement this analysis, I explore how Skopje 2014 as a nation-branding
project has reorganized popular expectations of state responsibility. Just as nation
branding places governments in a novel mediating role vis-à-vis an internation-
alized economic field, this reformation of government practice and function also
grounds a new idiom in which citizens can make claims on the state. In particular,
I demonstrate how Skopje 2014 critics, through charges against the project’s in-
authenticity and unoriginality, rearticulate a discourse of brand value to challenge
state claims to authority through nation branding. In contrast to the government’s
positive narrative for the Skopje 2014 project, critics advance a public discourse
that constructs the project as counterproductive national promotion and, as such,
both an economic and existential threat to citizen-subjects. The branding of na-
tional identity may thus provide a new rationale for the neoliberal state, but it can
also authorize citizens to demand responsible representation and to leverage the
branding process to agitate for alternative conceptions of the social order. As the
controversies launched by Skopje 2014 make clear, the formulation of nations as
brands can open a new space for politics when nation-brand images emerge as sites
of popular contestation.
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NATION BRANDING AND NEOLIBERAL STATE LOGICS

Over the last two decades, nation branding has become a widespread gov-
ernmental strategy. According to its practitioners, nation branding (i.e., crafting a
coherent place-based representational identity and targeting it to desired audiences)
offers governments a route to increased national competitiveness in the global econ-
omy (e.g., see Anholt 2007).4 The practices that comprise nation branding aim
to distinguish a particular nation as, for example, an investment site, a tourist
destination, and a trade partner. When these branding strategies are successful,
the nation brand produces economic value, that is, “brand equity,” “the productive
power of the social and symbolic relations that have evolved around the brand, their
ability to add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or a service” (Arvidsson
2006:133). Thanks to nation branding, industry insiders claim, Ireland became a
financial and commercial center; Chilean wines found new markets; and the once
crippled narcostate Colombia was reborn as a romantic tourist destination.

For Macedonia, which was part of socialist Yugoslavia until 1991, nation
branding has clear appeal. The post–Cold War advance of neoliberal, market-
oriented policies coupled with the collapse of state-supported industries resulted
in an upheaval in the practice and rationalization of governance in Macedonia.
Whereas the promise of Yugoslavia—and the Fordist United States—rested on a
20th-century model of the developmentalist state that figured national industries
as the primary route to wealth production, economic development in independent
Macedonia has typically taken the form of liberalized economic policy designed
to attract foreign investment and advance the country’s European integration.
Postindustrial statecraft of this nature posits the attraction of deterritorialized
finance capital as one key component of state policy (Comaroff and Comaroff
2000).

Such policies produce a context in which “the represented function of liberal
democracies” has increasingly become “to build national space in such a way as to
produce surplus values for national citizen/subjects” (Povinelli 2000:505). Nation
branding expands the means available to accomplish this goal. National identity,
formulated as a brand, becomes a resource to be managed and developed by state
and commercial projects alike. Such projects draw on the affective labor of culture
producers (i.e., marketing professionals) and culture consumers (i.e., consumer
publics) that result in brand value in seeking to create national wealth (Arvidsson
2006; Foster 2007). The Skopje 2014 project conforms to this nation-branding
logic: it targets investor and tourist publics in Europe and North America and
seeks to garner attention for Macedonia that can be transformed into economic
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advantage. In stark contrast to the Yugoslav state, which had been committed
to developing a worker-managed, industrial means of production, current policy
in independent Macedonia favors brand management to create value within an
affective order of production.

Enter Skopje 2014.

SKOPJE 2014: NATION BRANDING AND NEOLIBERAL

NATIONALISM

The launch of a new brand is often accompanied by spectacle, and Skopje 2014,
as a project to rebrand Macedonia, was no different. Although previous speculation
existed about the project, a February 4, 2010 press conference brought the full scale
of the project to light and introduced its brand name: Skopje 2014. In conjunction
with the press conference, a CGI-video premiered to promote the project. In its six
fantastical minutes, the video depicted each and every one of Skopje 2014’s many
planned additions to the capital’s cityscape, presenting a virtual but forthcoming
reality of an utterly transformed Skopje (see online supporting Figures 4 and 5;
http://production.culanth.org/supplementals/229-counterfeiting-the-nation).5

The video, a media artifact in the branding process, aired repeatedly on
Macedonian television during the following months and was distributed on the
Internet and to international news organizations. To the degree that the project
sponsors wanted to gain exposure for Skopje 2014 and for Macedonia, the video
constituted an important first step. More than a construction project, Skopje 2014
has been a campaign, an organizational structure for events (e.g., dedications,
press releases, promotions) designed to continually sculpt and advance Macedonia’s
brand image.

Macedonian government officials’ embrace of public relations to raise inter-
national attention about Macedonia, however, is not new. For many years, the
Macedonian government has contracted advertising and marketing firms to pro-
mote Macedonia abroad. Targeted to select audiences in Europe and the North
America, government-sponsored campaigns such as “Invest in Macedonia” and
“Macedonia Timeless” celebrated Macedonia as a land of business opportunity and
tourist delight through advertisements in the likes of the Wall Street Journal and
Financial Times, and on CNN International.6 As one media professional involved in
the tourist-oriented “Macedonia Timeless” explained to me, the general goal of the
campaign was to present a creative and distinctive vision of Macedonia that would
positively influence outsiders’ view of the country. In line with these previous
campaigns, Skopje 2014 was designed as material extensions of the government’s
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desired brand image for Macedonia, one meant to appeal to consequential inter-
national audiences by establishing a new (and better) set of associations for the
capital.

Furthermore, the expansion of nation-branding strategies in Macedonia were
consonant with a broader political and popular concern with the country’s inter-
national image, or as it is called in the Macedonian language, its imidž. Elsewhere
(Graan 2010), I analyze how political actors in Macedonia positioned themselves
in positive relation to the country’s imagined international image. The concept of
international image, in this context, projected a social imaginary of world politics
whereby a country’s image was believed to mediate the goodwill afforded to states
and their representatives. In Macedonia, cultivation of the country’s image was thus
viewed as a prime way for Macedonians to influence the otherwise unresponsive
political and economic processes that were understood to determine the country’s
future. Indeed, the most frequent praise that I heard for Skopje 2014 centered
less on the project’s specific vision for the city than on the perception that the
government was finally “doing something” to improve the country and its interna-
tional image. In this way too, nation branding allows governments to claim (and
domestically profit from) an agentive mediating role in relation to international
political and economic structures.

Not surprisingly, foreign audiences figured as a key component of project
sponsors’ promotion of Skopje 2014 in Macedonia. For example, at the initial
press conference, Koce Trajanovski, the mayor of Skopje celebrated how Skopje
2014 would produce a city that was “functional, recognizable, and attractive to
tourists” (Večer 2010).7 Vladimir Todorovikj, the municipal head of Skopje’s central
district, added that Skopje 2014’s redesign would “give the city a new image, the
style of a European metropole” (Večer 2010). In these examples and others, the
foreign recognition to be achieved by the project was posited as a central part of
its value to the nation.

With the claim to improve both Macedonia and its image, the government
agenda expressed in Skopje 2014 represents a variation on what Derya Özkan
and Robert J. Foster (2005) call “neoliberal nationalism.” According to Özkan
and Foster, neoliberal nationalism constitutes “a mode of defining the nation in
terms of its capacity to compete on par with other modern nations in the global
economy.” Within this imaginary of international competition—one in which image
matters—the ability of consumer-citizens to enjoy “world class” commodities, and
of local exports to achieve “world recognition,” mediates the affective dimensions
of national identity. Skopje 2014 sought to realize both of these goals in building
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Macedonia a “European” capital that would also appeal to (i.e., be recognized by)
foreign tourists and investors.

To achieve the desired recognition for Macedonia, Skopje 2014 drew on
architectural styles deemed to index a chronotope of Europe that would anchor
the country’s national and brand image. Importantly, the chronotope of Europe
that Skopje 2014 sought to materialize was tinted with nostalgia for the presocialist
period. For example, Skopje 2014’s use of baroque and neoclassical architecture
referred to historically haute styles of European modernity. Additionally, notable
Skopje buildings that had been constructed in revivalist style in the 1920s and 1930s,
but that had been destroyed in the 1963 earthquake, were scheduled to be rebuilt
as part of the project. Skopje 2014 would thereby literally reconstruct a presocialist
moment of the city’s history (Lafazanovski 2006). These choices resound with a
broader postsocialist concept of the “normal” (Fehervary 2002) that positions state
socialism and its legacies as something to be overcome or erased.

The project’s emphasis on the neoclassical also appealed to a relatively new
strand of Macedonian nationalism linked to two moments in Macedonia’s re-
cent history. First, neighboring Greece still refuses to recognize Macedonia’s use
of the name “Macedonia,” claiming that it expresses irredentist ambitions over
Greece’s similarly named province. Greek agitation on this issue saddled Mace-
donia with the infamous “temporary name,” “the Former Yugoslavia Republic of
Macedonia,” in the United Nations and has obstructed the country’s Euro-Atlantic
integration. Greek nationalists typically justify the Greek stance on the naming
dispute by deriding the authenticity of the Macedonian nation-state, asserting, for
instance, that ethnic Macedonians were a “political invention” of Tito, the Yugoslav
leader.

Second, Macedonia experienced an armed conflict in 2001, during which
ethnic Albanian insurgents and the ethnic Macedonian-dominated state security
forces clashed. At question during the conflict was whether Macedonia could
house a multiethnic state project. Fortunately, the conflict did not escalate and
a peace treaty was reached that strengthened Macedonia’s power-sharing struc-
tures. Nonetheless, political competition remains over how to square ethnic Mace-
donian dominance in the country with ethnic Albanian claims to inclusion and
distinction.

The “European” Macedonia presented by Skopje 2014 thus not only draws
on a model of Europe that has been particularly valorized in a postsocialist, Euro-
peanizing context, but this vision is also organized against the backdrop of Greek
and ethnic Albanian challenges to Macedonian state legitimacy. The preference for
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neoclassical buildings and sculpture, epitomized by the Alexander statue, presents a
narrative of ethnic Macedonian identity that roots national distinctiveness in inheri-
tance from ancient Macedonia (see Brown 2003; Vangeli 2011). Macedonian Prime
Minister Nikola Gruevski, who is widely recognized as the force behind Skopje
2014, has repeatedly privileged this narrative of national identity in his policy on
public works. Known popularly, if derisively, as antikvizacija (antiquization), this
policy defies Greek assertions to monopoly control over the ancient past.8 Fur-
thermore, monuments to Albanian and Muslim historical figures are not included
among the structures that comprise Skopje 2014. The project thus constructs the
center of Skopje in monoethnic, national terms, and suggests that neither Albanians
nor Muslims have a place in the European metropole it will bring forth (Janev 2011;
cf. Asad 2003).

The Skopje 2014 project, then, houses a cascading set of state goals, each
targeted to different audiences: it aims to sculpt Macedonia’s image and boost its
international visibility, to “normalize” and “Europeanize” the capital, and to assert
(ethnic) Macedonian identity against factors perceived to be threatening (i.e.,
Greeks and ethnic Albanians). By proactively establishing Macedonia’s “European”
character among international publics via branding strategies, Macedonian leaders
hope to secure economic advantages and also to trump regional and internal
challenges to state authority and national authenticity. In short, if recognized by
the foreign consumer public to which it is addressed, Skopje 2014 can establish a
valued Macedonian nation brand and also demonstrate and vindicate Macedonian
identity at home and abroad.

AGAINST THE WALL OF KITSCH: COUNTERPRODUCTIVE

BRANDING AS NATIONAL HARM

The government’s turn toward nation branding in Macedonia, however,
not only authorized a state project that hinged economic and political goals to
recognition by an international consumer public, but it also structured a new
set of expectations that citizens held for the state. Echoing the government nar-
rative, supporters of Skopje 2014 have justified it as a necessary step to en-
sure Macedonia’s distinctiveness and competitiveness in the global economy. The
critical reactions to the project, in turn, seize on this argument, but invert it.
Opponents of Skopje 2014 too charge the government with the responsibility to
productively represent Macedonia before consequential international audiences.
But, in Skopje 2014’s barrage of neoclassical and baroque buildings and monu-
ments, critics see not the basis of a European metropole, but laughable kitsch.
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The sentiment that Skopje 2014 will transform Skopje into a joke of a city, thus
undermining Macedonia’s national image, has motivated a wellspring of protest
against the project as well as counterrepresentations of what Skopje and Macedonia
could be.

The arguments that opponents have offered against Skopje 2014 have been
many, but the project’s expense and its perceived negative impact on the city’s and
the country’s identity are first among them. As one Skopje resident complained
to me, the project’s many new buildings and significantly altered public spaces
have yielded a city unrecognizable to the people who live there. Another friend
in Skopje described a collective numbness produced by the surreal experience of
walking through once familiar and cherished parts of the city now “transformed
into Las Vegas and Disneyland.”

Beyond the personal unease that many feel toward Skopje 2014’s effects on the
city’s built environment, opponents have also been alarmed over how the project
threatens to affect Macedonia’s image abroad. One Skopje resident with whom I
spoke, a midcareer professional living in Skopje, thus expressed her view, “The
new buildings look like plastic. They are kitsch. [The government] says that [Skopje
2014] will attract tourists, but they won’t come. Those that do will look at the
city and laugh, at our expense.” Similar arguments holding that the kitschiness of
Skopje 2014 would damage Macedonia’s national image and embolden critics of
Macedonia’s national authenticity have emerged as a central tenant of opposition
to the project. Importantly, such reactions against Skopje 2014 routinely draw on
discourses of marketing, tourism, and image, thereby internalizing the presumed
necessity of appealing to prestige audiences.

For example, one of the first groups that mobilized against Skopje 2014,
the Prva Archi-brigada (First Archi-Brigade, or PAB), condemned the project
on the basis of its perceived aesthetic shortcomings and their presumed negative
effects on Macedonia’s image.9 In a public statement, titled, “Against the Wall of
Kitsch” (Protiv dsidot na kičot), the PAB argued against the project’s ability to craft
a distinctive Macedonian identity that would appeal to audiences abroad:

The very people who liked the [Skopje 2014] CGI-video have commented
that Skopje will finally look like a European city: Paris, Rome, Venice. They
recognize the architectural elements that form the historic cores of those cities,
but so collapses the whole story—about our Macedonian history, our heritage
and authentic Macedonian architecture—that the government wants to sell
with the video. Those who defend the government’s project as an unveiling
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of Skopje say that you do not need to “copy/paste” modern buildings from
Europe and that, rather, we must focus on designs based on our traditions.
They forget that in reality the project is a “copy/paste” of European historical
styles. [PAB 2010:50]

Instead of producing a unique and valued national image for Macedonia, the
PAB argued that Skopje 2014 would render Macedonia derivative and indistinct.
Taking this point to its brand-logical conclusion, the collective elaborated how
the imitative dimension of the project would undermine its appeal to tourists and
reflect poorly on the nation. They claimed that Skopje 2014’s, “strange caricatures
of so-called ‘ancient’ or ‘baroque’ buildings will have absolutely no architectural
value, neither for us nor for any eventual tourists who want us to show them
the ancient past . . . [T]hey will never be ancient buildings, but only a mark of
frustration” (PAB 2010:53). In short, the PAB argued that outside observers would
judge the architecture of Skopje 2014 inauthentic, as poor imitation, and thus an
embarrassment to the country as a whole.

This counterargument on Skopje 2014’s kitschiness has not been limited to
activist critiques of the project but extends across everyday talk and dominates
popular writing on the project. Throughout, the indictment of Skopje 2014 as
a kitschy knockoff of other nations’ architectural styles has been linked to anx-
ieties over the project’s reception among consequential outside audiences. For
instance, urban planning expert Jasmina Siljanovska wrote in opposition to the
project:

What we are offered through the computer-generated vision of Skopje 2014

lacks a modern vision. It is a kind of historical eclecticism which assembles
and interprets the classical architectural elements in a strange way. It all looks
like a collection of souvenirs from different space-times. [2010:29–30]

As she argued, the eclectic mixing of classical styles was not only architecturally
suspect, “a collection of souvenirs,” but it threatened to attract the wrong kind of
audience: “This [project] . . . may support those who oppose our cultural identity.
. . . After all, only new states and nations must reach out for someone else’s
time, expressions and styles, or for nostalgic return to past times.” The perceived
inauthenticity of Skopje 2014 could, she feared, negatively affect how the nation
was recognized by target audiences of the project and also bolster hostile claims,
such as those presented by Greek nationalists, that Macedonia was an illegitimate
“invention.”
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Another critic, Skopje architect and professor Jovan Ivanovski, contended that
Skopje 2014’s aesthetic qualities would counteract previous efforts at branding
Macedonia. He writes: “[Skopje 2014] is a project that won’t only undermine the
local urban identity, but it is also an anti-product in relation to the global attempts
we’ve made to promote ourselves as a country that is an eternal cradle of authentic
city life, priceless art, unique aromas, and unrepeatable sights” (Ivanovski 2010:
27).

Moreover, given the project’s purported lack of originality, Ivanovski
continued:

One cannot but notice that with the pressure to drive a new product on the
market, the authors who developed [Skopje 2014] did not have enough time to
thoroughly study the complexity of the great historical styles of architecture.
. . . To the obvious delight of some and the regret of others, [Skopje 2014]
offers nothing more than hollow stylish interpretations of architectural styles
. . . that completely lacks the temporal, geographic, political, and economic,
as well as the cultural and social context that would have generated the so
very coveted Western image. [2010:27]

Ivanovski worried not only that Skopje 2014 as a nation brand artifact would
damage Macedonia’s image, but like Siljanovska, he was concerned that this failure
would be taken up by antagonists on the battlefield of image politics.

The criticisms that have been leveled against Skopje 2014 thus suggest that the
project will result in the wrong sorts of recognitions among its audiences and that
Macedonia’s nation brand will index an unintended set of associations. Rather than
an authentic European capital, critics fear that a post–Skopje 2014 Macedonia will
be taken up as counterfeit, as an unauthorized reproduction of European “originals,”
by the international publics imagined as the primary audience for the project. This
outcome, they argue, will damage Macedonia’s appeal to outside capital and fuel
hostile rhetoric against Macedonia’s legitimacy as a nation-state. One visual artist
channeled this sentiment in the form a postcard parody in which the Alexander
statue had turned Skopje into a desert. The postcard’s droll caption read: “Skopje
2015: We Achieved It!” (see Figure 6).

In addition to the polemics against Skopje 2014, the concern over how to best
represent Macedonia has also manifested in numerous actions that offer alternative
representations of the city. For instance, the PAB followed their public demon-
strations against Skopje 2014 with guerilla art installations in which alternative
designs were posted on the fences of construction sites. The group also organized
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FIGURE 6. A parodic postcard, mocking Skopje 2014, in which the Alexander Statue has
turned the city into a desert. The caption reads, “Skopje 2015: We achieved it!”

an international conference in early 2011 that discussed citizen-based approaches
to urban development in Skopje. More recently, the group has used its website to
create and publicize an archive of Skopje architecture and the battle over Skopje
2014. Their website (http://pab.blog.mk/) now includes a history of the PAB
and its citizens’ “uprising” against Skopje 2014. It also features an essay on Kenzo
Tange’s plan to rebuild postearthquake Skopje. In highlighting the city that resulted
from the Pritzker Prize–winning architect’s plan, the essay recuperates a narrative
of Skopje as an already “world class” and international city. Significantly, both texts
are written in English, suggesting an international addressee.

Other project opponents have engaged in similar practices of collecting,
performing, and publicizing contrasting visions of Skopje. One group, the Razpeani

Skopjani (Singing Skopjeans), repeatedly gathered in central spaces in the city,
including before the Alexander statue, to sing old children’s songs with new
lyrics that parodied Skopje 2014 (Janev 2011; Mattioli n.d.). Two scholar-activists
published an English-language volume, provocatively titled Skopje: The World’s

Bastard (Mijalkovic and Urbanek 2011), which critiques Skopje 2014’s spatial and
representational politics. Instead, the book constructs a lived history of building
and residence in the city that lauds popular bricolage in the face of official urban
planning efforts. Such acts work to wrest control over memory and representation
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in the city from the government and to circulate countervisions of Skopje and
Macedonia.

To the dismay of project critics, work on Skopje 2014 has continued unabated
and even expanded since its 2010 announcement. This notwithstanding, what is
crucial to note here is how critical reactions to Skopje 2014 have been premised
on an engagement with the logic of international image and nation branding that
undergirds the project. Whether arguing against Skopje 2014 as flawed and harmful
nation branding or authoring alternative conceptions of Skopje, opponents work to
position Skopje, Macedonia, and Macedonian identity in ways parallel but counter
to government policy. Antiquization is answered with cosmopolitianism; alleged
provincialism, with a recuperation of Skopje’s international history. The opposition
to Skopje 2014 thus manifests a counterpolitics that works not against brand, but
through it (cf. Coombe 1996). Across critical commentary on the project, Skopje
2014—the statues, the buildings, the ads, the very idea of it—has emerged as
a collection of counterfeit brand artifacts that pale in an international regime of
authenticity. The accusation is not that nation branding is bad, but that in offering
“copies” as the brand artifacts of the nation, Skopje 2014 constitutes a state failure
to answer the neoliberal imperative to market the nation.

CONCLUSION

All these “[architectural] creations” of the Macedonian political leadership are
but the masks that ignorant provincial thieves wear while running through the
department store of European history.

—Miroslav Grčev, architect and Skopje 2014 critic, 2010

In understanding the attraction of foreign investment and tourism as a state
mandate, nation-branding projects cast success in appealing to outside capital as an
economic, political, and even ethical necessity. In an age of neoliberal nationalism,
national representation is thus increasingly realized as an economic function (i.e.,
representation in the service of attracting foreign capital), rather than as a political
function (i.e., representation in the service of citizens’ myriad and heterogeneous
interests). Moreover, nation branding assumes that the former function can fulfill
the latter.

However, as suggested by Miroslav Grčev’s (2010:87) acerbic comment,
when the nation is construed as commodity, it matters whether one is perceived as
an authorized, metropolitan vendor or as a provincial thief. The anxieties that have
been voiced against Skopje 2014 turn on this point: critics question whether the
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project can produce an authentic subject for the nation brand and thereby secure
the desired brand audiences and the rewards to follow. The feared consequence of
Skopje 2014 is that its product will render “Macedonia” a negative brand, at best
recognized as kitsch, at worst recognized as essentially inauthentic and counterfeit.

The opposition to Skopje 2014 thus does more than indict the government’s
taste; it articulates a novel discourse of harm rooted in the logic of the nation-
branding project. In contrast to the government’s narrative of value-production via
the branding spectacle of Skopje 2014, opponents have crafted a counternarrative
suggesting that the branding project will damage Macedonia’s national image to
the detriment of its citizens. They argue that Skopje 2014’s inability to achieve
recognition as an authorized instantiation of European modernity will create sig-
nificant disadvantages for the people of Macedonia, in economic, political, and
cultural terms. According to critics, the state’s failure to represent Macedonia
in value-producing ways will not only “tarnish” Macedonia’s brand image, but it
will also exile Macedonia from the world class and distance it from contemporary
financescapes (cf. Ferguson 1999). The opposition to Skopje 2014 thus represents
an effort to hold the Macedonian government responsible for successfully linking
the brand artifacts of the nation with a capital- and recognition-producing global
imaginary.

If the rise of consumer citizenship has generally been associated with depoliti-
cizing effects, brand nationalism, so to speak, creates the conditions for a new
consumerist politics of citizenship. Insofar as nation branding and its brand artifacts
anchor a consumerist conceptualization of government responsibility to “represent”
the nation, brand nationalism also reframes the type of claims that citizen-subjects
can make on and against the state. Nation brands, then, not only reinvent statecraft
in a neoliberal nationalist mode but also organize a politics of consumer citizenship
that is articulated through a brand logic, rather than against it. In this constellation,
the politics of national representation take the form of a complex and charged
demand. Going beyond modern nationalism’s call to provide for and grow the
commonwealth, brand nationalism issues a different charge: Market us.

ABSTRACT
This article analyzes the political dynamics centered on Skopje 2014, an urban
renovation project sponsored by the government of the Republic of Macedonia, which
is linked to efforts to define a distinctive nation brand for the country. Examining the
project and the controversies it has generated, I argue that the form of nation branding
represented by Skopje 2014 indicates a new modality of neoliberal governance in which
the state functions as an entrepreneurial subject within a competitive global marketplace
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oriented to the attraction of deterritorialized finance capital. I show how promoting a
national brand image defined a field of state management where the development project
was imagined to mediate Macedonia’s relationship to foreign investment and tourism.
However, as illustrated by the Macedonian case, nation branding not only rationalizes
a new state project but also grounded an idiom of popular claim-making on the state.
Through portrayals of the Skopje 2014 project as an inauthentic and counterfeit copy
of other European cities, critics have constructed counterproductive national promotion
as both an economic and existential threat to citizen-subjects. The article therefore
explores how nation branding can open a new space of politics when nation-brand
images emerge as sites of popular contestation. [nation branding, national identity,
representation, citizenship, neoliberalism, Macedonia]
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1. To my knowledge, no demographic data exist on Skopje 2014 supporters and opponents. By
local stereotype, project supporters are seen as likely to be rural, older, and male; ethnic
Macedonian supporters of Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski and his right-leaning party. In
contrast, project opponents are seen as likely to be urban, young, educated, and left leaning,
or as members of the country’s minority groups.

2. This article draws on ethnographic material gathered for a larger research project on Macedonian
political language. Since 2003, I have conducted 20 months of field research in Skopje, including
a visit in June 2010, a few months after the start of Skopje 2014. I organized later interviews
over Skype with individuals involved in Macedonian nation branding. I also incorporate material
gathered from frequent communication with friends and colleagues in Skopje, as well as from
a review of print and online forums that housed critical debate on Skopje 2014.

3. The critical literature on nation branding remains small. However, see Aronczyk 2007; Co-
maroff and Comaroff 2009; Dzenovska 2005; Jansen 2008; Kaneva 2011; Mattern 2008 for
important beginnings.

4. See Kaneva 2011 for a review of the professional literature on nation branding.
5. The complete video can be viewed at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iybmt-iLysU. Last

accessed on February 4, 2012.
6. These campaigns continue. See “Invest in Macedonia” (http://www.investinmacedonia.com/)

and “Macedonia Timeless” (http://www.macedonia-timeless.com/). Each was last accessed
on February 4, 2012.

7. All translations from Macedonian language sources are by the author.
8. For more on the politics of antikvizacija in Macedonia, see Brown and Stefoska 2010 and

Neofotistos 2012.
9. The PAB, primarily consisting of architecture students from the University of Skopje, formed

in 2009 to protest a proposal to build a church on Macedonia Square. Infamously, during a
March 28, 2009 demonstration, members and supporters of the PAB were attacked by thugs
while the police officers present did little to intervene.
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ter: A mirror for the country], 14314. February 6. http://www.
vecer.com.mk/?ItemID=85BF0DE7A3FB4E408458006C20B44C0E, accessed
April 28, 2011.

179


