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Introduction
The Making of Illiquidity in Macedonia

WINTER 2017. Fog descends on Skopje like a deadly but merciful veil. A spec-
tral glow illuminates the streets for the few office workers walking quickly
between buildings along the city’s main arteries. Behind black, air-filtering
masks, blue, brown, and green eyes intermittently emerge. Cafes are open but
empty—like deep sighs between regular breaths. In the smog, buildings ap-
pear and disappear slowly, their silhouettes scrambled into a thousand imag-
inary shapes.

When Skopje regains its senses, it is not a relief. Neo-baroque fagades
spread like plastic parasites on the skeletons of socialist buildings. Bronze
statues of national heroes reverberate the sound of footsteps—echoing hol-
low promises of a grand future that are belied by the fragile shapes of de-
crepit schools and hospitals. A small triumphal arch points toward a patch
of cramped new buildings that have mushroomed in the eastern suburbs—a
win, perhaps, for the oligarchs and the government that sponsored Macedo-
nia’s urban expansion. For inhabitants, contractors, and citizens, it is a dis-
quieting testimony to their mounting debts.

Wounded, tired, doubtful—contemporary Skopje is recovering from a ten-
year-long construction hangover. Announced in 2010, the wave of urban ex-
pansion known as Skopje 2014 was supposed to keep Macedonia’s economy
afloat during the international recession that had followed the 2007 US mort-
gage crisis—an economic turmoil that, over the following decade, froze inter-
national credit markets and produced several mortgage and sovereign debt
crises in Europe. In theory, the sovereign loans that subsidized the Skopje
2014 plan constituted an investment that would prevent the spread of financial
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2 Introduction

Figure 1. The statue of Alexander the Great emerges from Skopje’s winter fog. Photo:
Author

instability in Macedonia, put the country on the map, and attract global capi-
tal. In practice, few companies ever saw any cash. Money seemed to evaporate
before reaching local businesses. Bills, however, did not.

As in many other global metropoles, the spirals of credit that made Skopje
2014 possible originated in the pool of liquid investments that sustain the fi-
nancial architecture of contemporary capitalism. Yet the timing was odd.
Global lenders had taken an interest in Macedonia precisely at a moment
when investing in construction all around Europe was considered unwise.
More important, their lending seemed to be targeting public agencies rather
than following the same indiscriminate patterns observed prior to the global
financial crisis. Paradoxically, the Macedonian government amassed debt
and, in theory, cash to spend, but Macedonian businesses and citizens found
it hard to get loans from private banks or even to be paid from public agen-
cies. For them, Macedonia was not a land awash with cash. Instead, it felt like
a country plagued by illiquidity and exploitative working conditions.

For those who had engineered the neo-baroque facades of Skopje 2014,
however, Macedonia’s construction and financial expansion had been highly
lucrative. Between 2006 and 2016, Nikola Gruevski, Macedonia’s prime
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minister; his cousin Saso Mijalkov, head of the country’s intelligence agency;
and a tight circle of politicians and oligarchs leveraged the resources provided
by international finance to seize assets and solidify their grip on Macedonia’s
state and society. The beat of sledgehammers covered networks of racketeer-
ing, forced acquisition, political violence, arrests, indiscriminate wiretap-
ping, and intimidation. With each euro that went into Skopje’s urban spaces,
Gruevski’s regime acquired a physical presence—appearing to be strong, real,
and inevitable.

Squeezed between a lack of money and an oppressive regime, most Mace-
donians felt powerless. Gruevski, by contrast, seemed untouchable, able to
control the country’s economy and parry any protests or scandals. Even when,
in 2015, the opposition released tape recordings that exposed the regime’s
crimes, Gruevski and his party, the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary
Organization-Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity (VMRO-
DPMNE), held on—emerging as the strongest party in the 2016 elections,
only a few seats short of a new majority.

And yet, when the regime seemed primed to survive yet another crisis, it
suddenly fell apart. Determined to prevent a (fragile) coalition from creating
anew government, the VMRO-DPMNE tried to stall, boycott, and ultimately
physically occupy the Macedonian Parliament by enlisting the help of an an-
gry mob of thugs and overzealous nationalists. In the chaotic moments of vi-
olence that followed, rumors of a coup spread like wildfire. Panicked friends
and interlocutors called me in New York. They feared the army would support
the regime, and they expected the president of Macedonia, Gjorge Ivanov, a
close ally of Gruevski, to declare martial law. A few chaotic hours passed, yet
nothing happened. In his speech, Ivanov called on everyone to remain calm.
Gruevski, from Vienna, followed suit. Finally the police intervened, removing
pro-VMRO-DPMNE protesters—and thus the aura of invulnerability that
had surrounded the regime evaporated.

How did Gruevski’s regime manage to subjugate the hearts and minds of
Macedonians and yet crumble so rapidly? And if the regime was so powerful,
why did it prove to be incapable of inciting overt, large-scale political violence
when it mattered the most? This book suggests that the pervasive and fragile di-
mensions of Macedonia’s authoritarianism are directly connected to the forms
of financial expansion experienced at the European periphery. The ethnogra-
phy of the Macedonian construction sector I put forward argues that Gruev-
ski’s regime flourished thanks to the geopolitical value that a small, peripheral
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country such as Macedonia acquired during the global financial crisis. Able to
access financial resources during the global credit freeze, Gruevski wove com-
plex layers of financial dependency into the urban landscape.

In the rebuilding of Skopje, financial schemes of forced credit and elusive
wealth became entangled with the formal and existential processes at the core
of Macedonia’s political life. Rather than being a function of calculative de-
vices or liquid capital, finance expanded through the intersections and strug-
gles of a plurality of actors. Financial flows followed the power play of figures
such as Gruevski, who was able to hijack both the expectation of profits held
by global financial actors and the desire for recognition expressed by Macedo-
nian citizens. The result, in a country subject to a legacy of financial margin-
ality, was a specific kind of illiquidity in which credit relationships expanded
but the flow of money remained centralized and restricted. For a decade, illi-
quidity allowed the Macedonian government to monopolize the money sup-
ply and force businesses and individuals to embrace illiberal politics. Am-
plifying rather than resolving the financial exploitation felt in Macedonia,
illiquidity disguised the regime’s structural dependencies—until the regime
was no more.

Embarking on a journey with failed entrepreneurs, indebted workers,
and aspiring bureaucrats, this book shows that the expansion of finance at
Europe’s margins transformed identities, values, and economic hopes into
means of subjugation. Each chapter offers an exploration of a different site
where finance and politics collided and intertwined. The narrative chroni-
cles how Macedonia’s authoritarian regime rode a wave of financial expansion
to deepen its reach into Macedonian society, only to discover that, like other
speculative bubbles, its domination was always on the verge of collapse.

Financialization and Politics

From food production to education, from everyday purchases to disease con-
trol and catastrophe prevention, most aspects of contemporary life are made
possible by financial credit and are entangled with the expansion or contrac-
tion of financial markets. Social scientists call this expanding relevance of fi-
nancial actors, markets, and modes of thinking “financialization”—a global
process that has been increasingly understood as a social, rather than eco-
nomic, phenomenon.!

While early studies of financial expansion focused on its technical and
functional dimensions, the global financial crisis made it increasingly obvi-
ous that financialization intersects with formal (but also everyday) politics.”
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As early as the 1920s, Marxist thinkers framed financial proliferation as
a class project in which ruling classes used state structures to further their
dominance. For Hilferding, financial expansion was caused by the emergence
of large-scale monopolies that saw a convergence of the interests of the richest
strata of the bourgeoisie with those of state bureaucrats.’ Faced with endemic
crises of overaccumulation, financial elites utilize political influence, legisla-
tion, and military force to open new markets and transform their productive
capital into financial profits. Consequently, financialization led to dramatic
political events that varied from wars to regime changes and (more or less
cryptic) forms of colonialism.*

The proliferation and increased liquidity of financial capital, however, is
also interconnected with more intimate political processes. Social scientists,
influenced by Foucauldian understandings of surveillance and discipline,
showed that finance affects collective and individual life by shaping how con-
tradictory social experiences become legible, providing a new ideological
framework to represent and help understand social interactions.’> Through
discursive and performative practices, mortgages, credit cards, and algo-
rithms recast “community and family relations as cogwheels into the global
speculative financial strategies.”® These new technologies of legibility reas-
sess “worth,” reconfiguring not only standards of evaluation but also the very
subjective processes through which citizens think about themselves and, ulti-
mately, their collective aspirations.”

The more finance becomes a constituent of social life, the more its origins,
pathways, and implications are shaped by specific historical, social, and eco-
nomic contexts.® In this contextual view, what defines financialization and
its political meanings is how it is appropriated, utilized, and moralized by
specific communities of actors.” This is, of course, easy to see among finan-
cial professionals, elusive central bankers, and hedge fund managers,'® who
are able to mold its infrastructure according to their worldview. But there
are many others whose activities are crucial in bringing finance to life: po-
litical leaders who invite or seduce global investors;'' managers and bureau-
crats who try to win, fulfill, or juggle credit-fueled contracts;'* workers who
hope to benefit from financial bonanzas or are forced to get crushing pay-
day loans to deal with financial bankruptcies;'* and mothers and wives who
are charged with investing in or protecting their family’s financial stability.**
These actors encounter, juggle, and shape finance in a variety of contexts, rid-
dled with moral dilemmas and contradictions, that are as much influenced by
their individual backgrounds or aspirations as they are limited, or framed, by
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the trends set by global financiers. It is these open-ended, unequal encounters
that make financialization real."®

This consideration leads to a conceptual dilemma: if financial expansion
is operated by a variety of actors, shaped by a variety of relationships, and re-
sults in a variety of political outcomes, does it still make sense to speak of fi-
nancialization as a real, singular, and coherent process? After all, most of the
scenarios emblematic of financialization (that is, taking out loans, contract-
ing debt, buying or selling stocks) do not involve individuals interacting di-
rectly with actual flows of money. In practice, encounters with finance involve
interactions with bureaucrats, debt collectors, business partners, credit scor-
ing systems, bank employees, and sometimes even software.'®

Should we answer this conundrum by abandoning the idea of financializa-
tion as an actual existing process in favor of “financialization effects,” much
like when scholars in the 1970s called into question the existence of the “state”
as an object of inquiry?'” Or should we overcome the concept’s ambiguous na-
ture by specifying its limits and use financialization only to refer to the intro-
duction of specific modes of calculation that subordinate financing processes
to neoliberal markets—what some have begun to call the “financialization of
finance”?'®

Neither of these perspectives is productive for places such as Macedonia.
Disposing of the concept of financialization, denying it any level of coherent
existence, or restricting it to technical dimensions would impair our under-
standing of financial expansion in peripheral contexts, where finance appears
in particularly contradictory forms compared to what is observed on London
or Chicago trading floors. In these global peripheries, financial expansion
can operate through different means of exchange and be directly connected
to the actions of a small clique of local political leaders who “operate state-
craft by deploying the methods and instruments of financial innovation.”"’
Rather than constituting an abnormality, these specific political forms play
out within the schizophrenic symphony of global credit and, in fact, unveil
political processes that make possible some of the very abstract financial in-
novations that regulate life at the core of the global economic system.

The kinds of finance observed in global peripheries suggest a third op-
tion among the analytical challenges of financialization—to move away from
the study of the technical dimensions of finance or the networks of its pri-
mary operators and focus instead on the political and economic landscapes
that accompany financial expansion. If financialization is “generated from
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heterogeneity and difference, and from varied pursuits of being and becom-
ing particular kinds of people, families, or communities,”*® then the tech-
nical, social, and cultural processes of financial elites constitute only one of
the many components that make up financialization. In this perspective, the
socioeconomic process of financialization is neither a social actor, nor char-
acteristic of a specific social group, nor a series of ephemeral effects. Rather,
financialization identifies, analytically, a political and economic conjuncture
that shapes, defines, supports, or structures financial expansion—the result of
more or less continuous interactions, relations, and struggles—mediated by
historical and material processes that intersect with statecraft efforts and re-
flect a society’s experience of the global economic system.**

Organic Political Economy

Understanding financialization as a political and economic conjuncture con-
stitutes both a theoretical and a methodological challenge. It means finding
adequate ethnographic and analytical spaces to investigate how global events
such as the global financial crisis interact with the political context of a periph-
eral society such as Macedonia. It also means giving voice to the ethnographic
evidence that shows that financialization is not a one-way process emanating
from New York, London, Shanghai, or Frankfurt and moving (un)evenly to-
ward the periphery. Like the forms of colonial capitalism described by Mintz,
Ortiz, and Coronil, this approach to financialization describes a dynamic of
interactions®*—a series of unequal relationships, clashes, and contradictions
between the core and the periphery, between liberal leaders and would-be dic-
tators, and between global financial institutions and local workers.

To analyze and reconstruct this interactive dynamic, I have disassembled
the process of financial expansion in Macedonia into five analytical compo-
nents, which describe its historical and geographical trajectory, its prolifera-
tion through multiple credit logics, and its entanglement with individual and
collective identities. These five analytical spaces not only provide different
ethnographic viewpoints but also identify various kinds of entanglement—
diverse relationships that weave financial forms into social life and generate
unequal but “meaningful connections between people.”**

To illuminate the relational nature of financialization requires a com-
bined effort, an approach where the expectations of profits of financiers is jux-
taposed with the experience of other social actors, such as distressed work-
ers and calculating political leaders. In the Macedonian context, this means
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understanding why international financial institutions such as Deutsche
Bank, Citibank, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) decided to in-

vest hundreds of millions of euros in Macedonia,**

in light of Gruevski’s
branding and legibility strategies; the growing ability of oligarchs to bank on
illiquidity in relation to the dreams of citizens stuck for decades in endless cy-
cles of economic stagnation; and the smooth integration of pernicious finan-
cial schemes on the blueprint of benign, socialist informal credit. Without
these parts of the story, it would be impossible to comprehend why financial
expansion sped up dramatically during the global financial crisis, giving birth
to elusive financial riches and a fragile but pervasive authoritarian regime.

Despite the analytical clarity that this approach presents, collecting the
data necessary to identify and research these five spaces of entanglement was
made particularly messy by the progressive expansion of authoritarian pol-
itics in Macedonia. In 2013-2014, when I conducted twelve months of eth-
nographic research in Skopje’s construction sector, the political contours of
Gruevski’s rule were very fuzzy. Interlocutors whispered of politically mo-
tivated beatings; of public contracts manipulated by the government; of the
possibility that businessmen and foreigners were actively surveilled by intelli-
gence operatives; and of homophobic attacks against the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer communities. These rumors fueled a widespread cli-
mate of fear and suspicion. Many complained—offering “philosophical” di-
agnoses of a political backdrop that they felt was increasingly oppressive—
but were reluctant to reveal names, sums, or, sometimes, concrete examples,
which might reveal their own involvement in illegal deals.

These suspicions made my fieldwork an extremely frustrating and anx-
ious experience. Was I being surveilled? Were my participants honest in their
accounts? Why did many keep on using fictional examples? Was it my short-
coming as an ethnographer? It was not until several visits later, after the re-
lease of tape recordings emboldened critics and the opposition, that I realized
that keeping conversations abstract and general had often been an act of care,
an attempt by my interlocutors to protect us both from exposing dangerous
details. More important, the spectral landscape they evoked became a cru-
cial analytical tool for understanding the intensely political and contradic-
tory nature of financialization and its connection to Gruevski’s rule. Vague
and yet perniciously suspended “across the line of the real and the fake,”*
these rumors accompanied every failed deal, conjuring Gruevski as a power-
tul shadow—not as that of a solid, autocratic state but as a regime built on elu-
sive contradictions.
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As I collected data, the expansion of Gruevski’s authoritarian government
permeated the study beyond my analytical concerns. Several companies who
had expressed interest in participating during my preliminary research re-
tracted their involvement, frightened of the political implications of describ-
ing their financial ties. Faced with a hostile landscape, I shortened stints of
participant observation in some organizations and decided to concentrate
on Construx, a middle-sized construction firm in financial trouble that re-
mained on the periphery of the VMRO-DPMNE political network. Spending
time on its construction sites, waiting with idle workers for deliveries of eva-
nescent materials, and accompanying some of its (would-be) subcontractors, I
listened to the laments of men who were trying to navigate a series of poor fi-
nancial choices. To identify the sources of their anxieties, I interviewed stake-
holders who played a role in building Gruevski’s financial schemes, following
the chains of financial flows that connected male workers to male adminis-
trators, managers, and professionals at several public agencies and ministries,
local and international construction companies, and domestic and global fi-
nancial institutions. Ultimately, these links brought me back to Construx and
its administrative offices, where I kept company with (or distracted) archi-
tects, planners, and assistants, whose female perspectives represented a rather
different side of financialization.

The resulting narrative begins with gendered accounts of workplace-related
dilemmas that help to explain the contradictory relationships embodied by fi-
nancial expansion.’® Gender aspirations, conundrums, and fears appeared to
animate often unrelated encounters that brought finance to life. To delineate
this intrinsic dimension of financial expansion, I utilized the disturbing ex-
periences of women as a lens through which to tell the story of a masculine
world where financial contradictions tied together Macedonian workers, bu-
reaucrats, and even Italian investors in mutual oppression. While this choice
meant giving a less direct voice to women, it enabled me to highlight a com-
mon experience in postindustrial contexts in which the privileges that defined
men’s identity evaporated, leaving them struggling to find new sources of so-
cial worth. In Gruevski’s Macedonia, the ability to access finance became both
a proof and a tool to overcome the feeling that workplaces and, more broadly,
society were becoming feminized—as if intercepting global finance could pro-
vide new avenues for predatorial, male domination.”” Unsurprisingly, it was
not hardened, working-class men who led the protest against Gruevski but
young women who, as figure 2 shows, faced oft against the riot police and de-
fied, physically as well as symbolically, Gruevski’s financial magic.
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Figure 2. One of the symbols of the Colorful Revolution: a Macedonian woman de-
fies the regime, using a policeman’s shield as a mirror. Photo: Ognien Teofilovski

This book contextualizes the gendered specter of illiquidity in a broader
historical and geographical context, engaging directly with the evolution of
Macedonia’s political economy. I spent significant time analyzing formal in-
dicators used by economists to describe the general state of the Macedonian
economy (and that of neighboring countries) and mining data from the Mace-
donian National Archives, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) archives,
and other similar sources to explore the past circumstances that framed
Gruevski’s regime and his financial networks. The book is deeply shaped by
comparative questions that were elaborated during dialogue with political
economists and financial professionals about my archival and quantitative
findings. The result is a syncopated narrative that intersects numerical and
comparative issues with the existential struggle of Macedonian workers and
managers—an organic approach to political economy, inspired by the crit-
ical philosophy of praxis present in much of heterodox Marxist literature®®
that describes the micro genealogies connecting everyday actions to macro
changes.?” In this relational perspective, ruptures such as the oil shocks of the
1970s, the postsocialist transition, or the global financial crisis of the past de-
cade are never just economic changes. Instead, they emerge from the ordinary
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occurrences of social lives, opening and closing spaces for political action and
imagination.*

Crucial to this story was the global financial crisis. To prevent it from
spreading, financial institutions extended precautionary credit loans to small,
peripheral countries like Macedonia. Gruevski leveraged those loans, increas-
ingly hard to get for independent companies, to capture the Macedonian
economy. Bad financial solutions and delayed payments consolidated the re-
lationship between authoritarian leaders and oligarchs and transformed how
workers and managers related to each other. Broke, isolated, and challenged
in their gender and professional identities, workers and managers tried to re-
construct their personhood on the bases of the illiberal moral values that the
VMRO-DPMNE utilized to rule Macedonia. One bad deal at a time, individ-
uals found themselves tied ever more tightly to the regime, a financial leash
that seemed to be everywhere but often failed to materialize.

Postsocialism and Financial Crises

To understand why finance became so important for Gruevski’s regime, it is
necessary to trace its roots in the Yugoslav political economy and its connec-
tion to the networks of power that mediated socialist Macedonia’s reliance on
global imports and aid. Between 1945 and 1991, Macedonia constituted one
of the least developed regions of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
(SFRJ), a country that also comprised Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Montenegro, and the two autonomous regions of Kosovo and
Vojvodina. Thanks to the Yugoslav state’s non-aligned status, which allowed
the SFRJ to deal with both the West and the Soviet bloc, Macedonia’s lack of
development was offset by accessing highly affordable business and personal
loans.

Yugoslav finance demarcated a space where political leaders, businessmen,
and intelligence operatives manipulated international credits in hard cur-
rency to keep domestic production alive and ensure that workers could ex-
perience a rise in their living standards. This financial bonanza slowed down
in the 1970s, in a climate of stagnation and inflation that was aggravated by a
sudden rise in oil prices and global interest rates—known as the Volcker and
oil shocks. As international credit dried up, European partners veered away
from Yugoslav products and, in the early 1980s, implemented a more restric-
tive lending policy. Unable to find new international loans, Yugoslavia found
itself crushed by external debt and hyperinflation, paving the way for bailouts



12 Introduction

orchestrated by the IMF and international creditors, in exchange for sweeping
austerity and structural reforms.

In the 1990s, with the collapse of the socialist system, Yugoslavia, and
Macedonia in particular, lost their geopolitical status and fell into a spiral
of financial contraction. Wild privatization schemes, prescribed by inter-
national organizations and enacted by former communist leaders, fragmented
the domains of political power and the country’s economic infrastructure.™
As Verdery and Humphrey noted, rather than bringing about liberal social
structures and virtuous cycles of economic competition, the transition from
socialism gave rise to a semi-feudal era, characterized by political segmenta-
tion and social decay.** This transitional environment was, by all accounts,
saturated by chaotic and dramatic conflicts. Oligarchs, mafia, and gangs com-
peted to assert power over the spoils of socialist states.” In the interstices of
these struggles, apparatchiks, international organizations, and common citi-
zens relied on old and new interpersonal relations to overcome economic and
bureaucratic roadblocks through illegal but moral compromises.** Pushed
to the brink of economic collapse by geopolitical instabilities and criminal
privatizations, these informal financial processes became particularly evident
in peripheral places such as Macedonia, where not only marginalized com-
munities but even state agencies came to depend on gray forms of finance and
kinship networks.*®

If Macedonia did not descend into the same kind of open war as did many
of its neighbors, it was thanks to the shrewd leadership of its first president,
Kiro Gligorov, and his consolidated networks of former socialist associates.
As a minister of finance, Gligorov had shaped some of socialist Yugoslavia’s
constitutional reforms and had negotiated debt restructurings during the late
1970s and early 1980s. These international connections helped Gligorov ob-
tain the peaceful withdrawal of the powerful Yugoslav National Army (JNA)
from Macedonia. But they also allowed Gligorov to deal with networks of for-
mer secret agents and import/export directors and supply Macedonia with
the resources needed to establish a reserve for its national banks and ensure
the supply of other crucial services, including drugs, fuel, and food previously
provided by other Yugoslav republics.

Gligorov’s influence, however, did not last long. After he was incapaci-
tated by a car bomb in 1994, Macedonia’s early years of transition saw the rise
to power of the Social Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDSM). Under the
leadership of Branko Crvenkovski, the SDSM sped up the process of indus-
trial privatization. Incompetent or dishonest managers, backed by the SDSM,
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bankrupted hundreds of companies and pocketed the revenues, leading to the
loss of thousands of jobs. Simultaneously, Macedonians found themselves cut
off from their regional and European markets by the Yugoslav wars and by
two embargoes imposed by Greece. On the brink of economic collapse, Mace-
donia faced Greece’s refusal to recognize its name,’*® Bulgaria’s denial of the
existence of a Macedonian nation, and Serbia’s opposition to acknowledging
the existence of an independent Macedonian Orthodox church. Isolated eco-
nomically and politically, Macedonian citizens who used to travel the world
freely thanks to their red Yugoslav passports discovered that their postsocial-
ist freedom was symbolically encapsulated in the smuggling of resources in
and out of the small country in which they were trapped.”’

While Macedonians tried to organize themselves in the informal econ-
omy, the political elites started following the advice of international organiza-
tions that argued for joining the European Union (EU) as the best economic
and political option to end the country’s financial stagnation. To become a
candidate for the EU, right- and left-wing governments reduced the coun-
try’s debt, implemented structural reforms, reduced public investment, and
harmonized the country with European legal and economic norms. By 2006,
when Gruevski was elected, the country was heralded as a poster child of neo-
liberal reforms in Eastern Europe and as the next North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) candidate. But in 2008, everything changed. At the NATO
summit in Bucharest, at the onset of the financial crisis, Greece vetoed Mace-
donia’s entrance into the alliance and signaled its readiness to do the same in
talks regarding accession to the EU. Humiliated, Gruevski changed his prior-
ities.*® The time of postsocialist austerity was over.

(INliquidity and the Regime
It is hard to evaluate whether the 2008 NATO summit fractured Gruevski’s
relationship with the West or simply sped up an authoritarian process al-
ready in the making. What is clear, however, is that living under Gruevski’s
expansive rule differed radically from what citizens had experienced during
the trajectory of political decline and financial disarticulation typical of the
early transition. Paradoxically, Gruevski’s regime resembled a process of par-
tial rebirth, where a particular brand of (oppressive) politics utilized financial
means to expand and centralize the Macedonian state and infiltrate intersti-
tial and informal relations that had become spaces of solidarity and meaning
in the previous decades.

This novel configuration of power was, partly, a result of Gruevski’s
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unstable hold on the state. During the 1990s, Gruevski’s political clique had
occupied a relatively marginal position. His family’s connections to the net-
works of oligarchs and secret service operatives that had emerged from the
transition had been undermined by the death of his uncle, Jordan Mijalkov.
Between 1997 and 2002, as a minister of finance, Gruevski managed to accu-
mulate personal contacts and resources to begin his own climb to power. Yet,
it was only with the global financial crisis that Gruevski and his clique had an
opportunity to overcome and mask their lack of centrality within Macedo-
nia’s postsocialist power brokers.

Unlike countries where a rapid financial expansion had made it easy to
contract unsustainable debt, the banking system of postsocialist Macedonia
had been very conservative. Before the global financial crisis, global inves-
tors, funds, and even organizations such as the World Bank and the IMF had
shown little interest in the country, preferring instead more lucrative markets
elsewhere—an isolation that led many to conclude that Macedonia weathered
the storm “with minimum impact on the domestic economy.”*® During the
global financial crisis, however, Gruevski’s neoliberal profile and his govern-
ment’s branding campaigns caught the attention of international investors.
While the architecture of global liquidity crumbled, the Macedonian govern-
ment found itself able to access investments from actors interested in diversi-
tying their portfolios or committed to preventing a Balkan-wide contagion of
the debt crisis that had begun to wreak havoc in Greece.

A significant portion of that new public debt was funneled toward large-
scale construction projects. Conceived as ways to stimulate a sector in crisis
and raise the international visibility of Macedonia, “kitsch” and “unproduc-
tive” urban projects such as Skopje 2014 raised concerns about Macedonia’s
ability to repay its debts. To maintain an appearance of fiscal discipline,
Gruevski and his regime devised clever strategies of delayed payments, forced
credit, and creative public (sub)contracting. For oligarchs, these conditions
worked well insofar as they offered opportunities for creative dispossession.
For managers and workers in smaller companies, however, Gruevski’s prom-
ises of enrichment often meant exploitative working conditions, which forced
them to lose both time and money.

The failed deals and elusive riches that punctuated this increasingly un-
equal context induced many businessmen to attribute all sorts of financial
hiccups, quasi-bankruptcies, and sudden fortunes to the VMRO-DPMNE
influence. As a dark operator of Macedonia’s finance, Gruevski’s regime ap-
peared to be a sprawling political entity, a spectral presence that had taken
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control and expanded the reach of the Macedonian state to the point where
it could affect every business deal. Fueled by both facts and rumors, illiquid-
ity came to be embedded in an aura of fear and hope that citizens attributed
to Gruevski’s regime, an economic expression of a palimpsest of collective ex-
pectations, credit trends, and political scheming.

At a basic level, the ghastly form of illiquidity experienced in Macedonia
reflected changes in the flows of international credit, from the private to the
public sector, that followed the global financial crisis. But Macedonian illi-
quidity also embodied a second, political process. Delayed payments and dys-
functional deals were understood as tangible proof of Gruevski’s authoritar-
ian presence in an array of everyday encounters—almost as a diagnostic tool
for his expansive power over Macedonian society. From the perspective of
workers, businessmen, and citizens living in Macedonia’s stagnant postsocial-
ist economy, illiquidity came to reinforce and amplify anxieties, contradic-
tions, and other forms of social precarity—a third, existential social dimen-
sion—by which illiquidity helped to saturate intimate relations with a sense of
oppression and desperate expectation.

These three aspects of illiquidity, reflecting a global rearticulation of credit,
a chain of political dependencies, and a series of existential doubts, defined a
post-postsocialist form of political magic—a political and economic conjunc-
ture—that made Gruevski’s regime real not despite but because of its contra-
dictions. The simultaneous presence and absence of money allowed Gruevski’s
authoritarian rule to become material, concrete, and unified; the promise of
financial reckoning with global powers, and its constant delay, made Gruevski
a necessary presence, or a scapegoat, an almost demonic entity whose finan-
cial ties kept Macedonians in a suffocating embrace. Prefiguring a gendered
vindication that could never be fully realized, illiquidity legitimized Gruev-
ski’s rule on an emotional level, an existential apogee that folded financial
and political misgivings within layers of extractive oppression. A desperate
situation, illiquidity turned Gruevski’s regime into the citizen’s last hope. By
submitting to him and the VMRO-DPMNE regime, Macedonians would be
pulled from the ditches of history.

What follows, then, is an account of the contradictory relations that al-
lowed Gruevski to piggyback on a particular form of financialization, in which
entangled, unwanted, and centralized flows of credit constituted “the norms
and operation of power.”*® If liquidity defines a knowledge process performed
by material techniques, discourses, or devices that normalize risk and “a false
sense of security and optimism,”*" illiquidity—understood not as a property
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of assets or a form of knowledge that allows assets to be sold on the market but
as a set of forced credit relations—framed a desperate, semi-lucid assessment
of Macedonia’s geopolitical context as a collision between the postsocialist pe-
ripherality and the global financial crisis.** In a landscape populated by con-
tradictions, illiquidity became an arrhythmic dance of ad hoc and exploit-
ative financial ties that did not fool anyone but were dramatically embraced
because there seemed to be no alternative. The existential hopes, fears, and
forms of dispossession pooling around illiquidity kept authoritarianism alive.
As a conjuncture of conjunctures, illiquidity became the condition of possi-
bility as well as one of the outcomes of Gruevski’s centralized rule, a financial
space between promises and reality, between the safety of paternalism and the
reality of violence, that allowed VMRO-DPMNE to seem to be forever—un-

til it was no more.

Chapter Outlines
Until 2015, Macedonia’s authoritarian regime received international coverage
largely in relation to the Skopje 2014 project. Consisting of hundreds of new
buildings and statues that celebrated a fictional Hellenic and neo-baroque
past, the project’s origin and rationale were a mystery. Since then, investi-
gations have tried to uncover how much it cost, which companies had won
contracts, and who were the architects who envisioned the plan’s kitsch aes-
thetics. Chapter 1 tells another, hidden story, one that sees shady business-
men collude with former secret agents, plot to ruin former socialist compa-
nies, and invest in a wealth of real estate developments in Skopje. The chapter
describes the financial networks that are at the core of Skopje’s construction
expansion, their connection to the socialist era’s need for foreign currency,
and their crucial role in supporting Gruevski’s political ambitions. Following
their trajectory through the transition, the chapter shows how the built envi-
ronment has become a magical device through which dirty money is made
clean and ambiguous power relations are recast as national identity.
Post-transition Macedonia is a country with few natural resources, high
unemployment, and few value-adding industries. Where did the money for
Skopje 2014 and other construction-related public investments come from?
Chapter 2 details the international conditions that favored and structured the
inflow of capital in Macedonia, focusing on two pillars of financial expan-
sion at the periphery (that is, the role of foreign direct investment [FDI] and
aid funds). It describes why international investors and agencies decided to
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provide funds to the Macedonian government, despite the lack of credit that
characterized the global economy. The chapter also follows the peregrinations
of a group of Italian businessmen who tried to escape global illiquidity by in-
tercepting international investments in Macedonia. Their stories portray the
domestic, rent-seeking structures put in place by Gruevski’s rule and illus-
trate how an increasingly unequal and subdivided EU generates financial pe-
ripheries and supports authoritarian regimes.

How did international loans translate into domestic power for Gruevski’s
government? In Chapter 3, I explore the characteristics of Macedonia’s do-
mestic financialization, focusing on the non-payment crisis that followed the
global financial crisis, which prompted a reemergence of in-kind exchanges,
locally known as kompenzacija. Outlining the trajectory of kompenzacija af-
ter socialism and its relation to the Macedonian banking system, the chapter
describes how politically disconnected companies receive payments in goods
they do not want. These objects, such as apartments or eggs, lose value, thus
obliging businesses either to absorb losses or oftload these properties onto
subcontractors and workers. By describing the political coercion and finan-
cial dispossession that ensues, the chapter shows that kompenzacija consti-
tutes a form of forced credit fully integrated within global financial flows. At
the periphery of European and global financial systems, the need to convert
value across means of payments allows authoritarian regimes to increase their
power by reaching deep into people’s social networks.

Time has long been recognized as one of the crucial forces that trans-
formed Fordist workplaces into tools of governance and shaped the existen-
tial experiences of work. In a financial context permeated by illiquidity, pro-
duction is not constant but rather is subordinated to the rhythms of debt
repayment. Chapter 4 focuses on the disruption of daily routines that takes
place once illiquidity makes manual work close to irrelevant. Based on a fine-
grained description of the actions, rituals, discussions, and pauses that char-
acterize work under illiquidity, this chapter details the strategies used by
workers to regain agency and meaning. The chapter narrates the poetic resil-
ience of workers and their capacity to generate spaces for empathy in the in-
terstices of financial uncertainty. Filled with potential for social transforma-
tion, the tempo of workers’ acts, jokes, and conversations does not remain
merely performative. Framed by financial precariousness, their tricky conver-
sations slide toward opportunism and reduce their moral capacity to oppose
the Gruevski regime.
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Iliquidity affects not only workers’ self-conception but also their collec-
tive identity. Chapter 5 shows how contemporary illiquidity renders hetero-
normative and patriarchal masculinity impossible, despite the regime’s insis-
tence on aggressive masculinity as a fundamental component of Macedonian
identity. The chapter follows a group of male Macedonian construction work-
ers as they try to restore patriarchal authority within their company, despite
being unable to provide for their families and faced with economically ascen-
dant ethnic Albanian males. Their failure, and the director’s refusal to assume
responsibility vis-a-vis their labor, leaves them exhausted. Scorn and mock-
ery emerge as hierarchical ways to keep male solidarity alive, forcing workers
to consume their energy in containing their increasing microaggression. The
chapter details the workers’ existential uncertainty as a new model of specu-
lative masculinity that parallels the docility and aggression typical of Gruev-
ski’s fragile authoritarianism.

In Chapter 6, the conclusion returns to the last breaths of Gruevski’s re-
gime to suggest a different way of reading the book. At first glance, the book
follows the (historical) trajectory of finance from global centers into Mace-
donia’s institutions and everyday life. The conclusion, however, presents a
different approach to financialization—one in which financial expansion is
the outcome of dialectical relationships—made and remade by different ac-
tors operating simultaneously, but with different capacities to act, within the
Macedonian political economy. Hijacked by an authoritarian project and
materialized in in-kind exchanges, monumental buildings, and existential
doubts, financialization amplified contradictions nested within postsocialist
Macedonia. This perspective suggests the usefulness of an expansive concept
of financialization, able to incorporate the different forms and shapes that fi-
nance takes at the periphery and core of the global economic system, rather
than limiting it to the “financialization of finance”—that is, to the increas-
ingly market-driven functioning of the financial market, now driven by reli-
ance upon equities rather than stock.*®



The Magic of Building

THE STATUE OCCUPIES the middle of the square and stands thirty-five meters
high. Atop a white marble fountain, defended by a cohort of bronze hoplites,
sprayed by water mists, and colored by disco lights that shift between red,
blue, and yellow tones, Alexander the Great casts his shadow over Skopje—a
shadow that blends with that of the Gruevski regime. In a city rebuilt follow-
ing the Skopje 2014 plan, Gruevski’s major urban investment, one can find all
sorts of historical figures of Macedonia’s contested historiography. With its
eighty marble and bronze statues and monuments, the plan does not distin-
guish between genocidal maniacs and national heroes—from Tsar Dug$an to
Goce Delcev, they are all welcome in the “capital of Kitsch.”

The new aesthetic of the city center is designed to repudiate socialist and
brutalist architectures and the crumbling dreams of progress they represent.
Most buildings that overlook the main square or nearby streets have already
been covered by neo-baroque balconies and columns of plaster, including the
seat of the executive government, a prize-winning piece of architecture that
Gruevski had physically and symbolically separated from the rest of the city
by an ornate iron fence. Other masterpieces of brutalist architecture met the
same fate. According to the most recent estimates, Skopje 2014 consisted of
137 objects, including twenty-eight buildings, five squares, eight multilevel or
subterranean parking lots, four bridges, two fountains, close to eighty stat-
ues and monuments, a triumphal arch, and a replica of the London Eye, at a
minimum total value of 683 million euro. Practically, Skopje 2014 looked like
a replica of Las Vegas, only in one of the poorest and least touristic cities in
Europe.

19
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Figure 3. Some of Skopje 2014’s neo-baroque and neoclassical buildings. Photo:
Author

As soon as the plan was disclosed in January 2010, architects, activists,
and common citizens took to the streets to oppose various phases of the proj-
ect. The protests began with a group of around 20 activists who were then able
to gather a further 100 urbanites and intellectuals. From that first “architec-
tural uprising,”> more people came to object to the VMRO-DPMNE’s urban
policies, and in 2015 and 2016 the project became a catalyst for daily protests
by tens of thousands. Middle-class citizens, some of whom initially thought
of Skopje 2014 as a project that added value and dignity to their decaying city,
came to see it as a loss—a loss of public money, public spaces, and finally, of
their own political agency. By 2013, 67.3 percent of the population opposed the
project.® In 2014, local organizations in the neighborhoods of Debar Maalo
and Karpos 4 started to organize to stop the renewed building spree that came
with it and threatened to transform parks and other parcels of land into resi-
dential buildings.* But the VMRO-DPMNE did not relent. More statues rep-
resenting dubious heroes from Macedonia’s past were erected; new fagades
were built, and more trees and public spaces were eliminated and replaced by
building sites—sometimes at night and under heavy police escort.

Why was the regime so invested in rebuilding the center of Skopje? What
was the meaning of its neo-baroque aesthetic, described by many as kitsch?
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This chapter argues that Skopje 2014 embodied a specific form of financial fic-
tion that simultaneously hid and showcased the contradictions of the political
and economic conjuncture that empowered Gruevski’s regime. Neo-baroque
urban forms masked and even improved Gruevski’s historically tenuous rela-
tions with socialist-era financial networks that had enabled the first wave of
Macedonian oligarchs. At the same time, the spectacular forms of urban re-
newal highlighted the growing inequality and murky politics of financial ex-
pansion at a time of global crisis. Caught between awe, fear, and absurdity, cit-
izens felt disempowered and paralyzed—not because they embraced the new
aesthetic but because of the contradictions it embodied.

Despite its antisocialist aesthetics, Skopje 2014 maintained an element of
continuity with the financial fictions of socialist Yugoslavia. Since the 1960s,
urban investments and currency tricks helped camouflage the structural de-
ficiencies of the Yugoslav and especially Macedonian economy in the eyes of
international partners. Starting with the rebuilding of socialist Skopje and
the growth of Macedonia’s construction sector, this chapter chronicles how
various financial practices permitted and masked the growth of a substrate
of gray, quasi-legal relations between the Yugoslav intelligence and business
communities—which, until the 1980s, kept the local economy afloat and, af-
ter the transition, influenced the trajectory of postsocialist oligarchs and of
Gruevski and his allies.

Unlike Vladimir Putin, a former high-ranking officer of the KGB, one of
the most well-known Soviet intelligence agencies, who could mobilize armed
support and discipline unruly oligarchs,’ Gruevski gained power unsteadily.
His family had accumulated political influence during the 1970s and 1980s,
largely through Gruevski’s uncle, Jordan Mijalkov, who worked as a direc-
tor for a large Macedonian import/export company and had extensive con-
tacts with the Yugoslav security apparatus. Their political trajectory derailed
quickly in the early 1990s, when an internal fight between former Yugoslav se-
curity forces empowered rival businessmen and the social-democratic party.
In a structurally fragile position, cut out from the negotiations between for-
mer socialist managers of import/export companies and socialist intelligence
agents, and reliant on a rural electorate, Gruevski found in Skopje 2014 a per-
fect project to buy the support he needed. At once, the renewal project of-
fered lucrative contracts for postsocialist oligarchs and had the potential to
enshrine Gruevski’s rule by making Macedonia a world-class city in the eyes
of both international investors and domestic citizens.

The explicit political dimension of urban financial speculations aligns
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Skopje with other postsocialist cities such as Batumi, Astana, Baku, Sofia,
Perm, and Moscow, where monumental buildings with a Disney-like aesthetic
supplanted the previous socialist urban fabric. In most of these cities, urban
transformations included extensive construction of fagades. In Batumi, Geor-
gia, and Astana, Kazakhstan, futuristic or neoclassical fagades were affixed to
older socialist ruins, contributing to a schizophrenic atmosphere of hope wed-
ded with cynicism.® A similar tone dominated conversations among Azeri cit-
izens, for whom the “technologically sublime” fagades of the new Baku, Azer-
baijan, combined hopes for the end of postsocialism with suspicions about the
provenance of the wealth of the new oligarchy.

As a spectacle or as a distraction, postsocialist facades reconfigure the re-
lationship between state and citizens, the latter finding themselves at once at-
tracted and repulsed by the grandeur and illicit nature of their new urban set-
tings. Against this common background, the stakes of (re)building different
urban aesthetics are dictated by the local political contexts. In Azerbaijan,
a country dominated by a single party/family since the fall of communism,
building a new capital diverted attention from the country’s dependency on
oil. In Bulgaria, an incoherent series of Vegas-like developments, known as
“Mafia Baroque,” signaled the rise of a new entrepreneurial class connected
to local bosses who supplanted architects as the main urban decision makers.?
In Uzbekistan, spectacular architecture filled the theatrical void of Karimov,
a ruler who embraced Soviet-era surveillance and bureaucratic practices.” In
Putin’s Russia, the shiny architecture of the new Moscow bolstered a cult of
personality that captured collective frustration and muted the explicit forms
of violence and social control enacted by the country’s new tsar.

In the case of Skopje, the entire city was designed to constitute a new fa-
¢ade—not only for the local citizens but for oligarchs, the regime, and inter-
national investors. Skopje 2014, with its neo-baroque, white plaster buildings,
allowed Gruevski to hide flows of money in and out of shell companies owned
by old and new allies. By engaging them in the rebuilding of a city, Skopje
2014 gave Gruevski the opportunity to offer established oligarchs profit in
tandem with symbolic legitimacy, whereby illicit deals of the past could be
converted and hidden through real estate investments. As an aesthetic form,
Skopje 2014 provided a way to reaffirm the symbolic belonging of Skopje on
the world stage while also suggesting a new narrative for the whole Macedo-
nian people—ethnically purged of Ottoman, Muslim, or Albanian influences
and rooted in a new historical continuity with Alexander the Great. Fagades
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transformed Skopje into Gruevski’s own backyard—one that at the same time
amplified his power and concealed his regime’s shortcomings.

But if this new financial fiction was effective in generating consent, it was
not only because of its spectacular, abstract, or affective characters.'® Certainly,
citizens felt that Skopje 2014 stripped them of their own city in a deep, existen-
tial sense that for many translated to a constant fear of the regime’s ruthless
machinations. That existential angst, however, stemmed directly from Skopje
2014’s materiality. Facades were a physical manifestation of the political and
economic contradictions of the regime and of highly personal forms of dom-
ination and corruption rather than of abstract, numeric financial flows. This
subjective process, however, did not become operational by introducing a third
layer of affective agency between citizens and the regime. On the contrary,
Gruevski’s neo-baroque fagades and other urban projects dislodged citizens
from their urban rhythms and forced them to inhabit new material spaces that
kept on evoking the regime’s crass corruption and their inability to change it.
In its plaster physicality, Skopje 2014 oversaturated urban life with a new na-
tional narrative and eliminated the existential distance between the nation and
the regime—not because it was successful at convincing the population that
they were all descendants of Alexander the Great, but because it forced them
to be trapped in an increasingly illiquid financial and urban landscape, com-
pletely separated from the glittering world of global finance."*

Unlike other peripheral cities, where citizens were captured by the seduc-
tive replication of innovative aesthetics,"” Skopje 2014 never managed to tran-
scend its own contradictions. Designed to literally encase Macedonians in a
new urban and national narrative, “reinventing the city character and tra-
dition through [a] globalist megaproject,”** Skopje 2014 appeared every year
more absurd in its scale, cost, and execution. Neo-baroque plaster fagades

failed as a “broker between being and becoming,™*

constantly reminding
Macedonians that Gruevski was giving them an urban facelift instead of func-
tional hospitals; that they, themselves, were often complicit with the crooked
planning schemes of the regime—a far cry from the idealized image of true,
rational European subjects. Rather than producing a credible global identity
for Macedonia, “facelifting Skopje” revealed the constructed and contradic-
tory dimensions of Gruevski statecraft—material proof of an authoritarian
state that citizens felt powerless to stop.

Over time, the atmosphere of incapacity, inconsequence, and unaccount-

ability fostered by the project gave way to a diffuse sense of anger. Citizens’
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struggles to inhabit ill-designed urban spaces and national narratives stopped
fueling fear of a ruthless regime. Instead of a quasi-magical tool for statecraft
that disguised and supplanted the frailty of Gruevski’s grip on power, urban
fagades became a rallying force, a target for protests against the regime’s bru-
tality, and a scapegoat for Macedonians’ collective shortcomings in opposing
the regime.

Construction and Power

If Skopje 2014 was so effective in monumentalizing Gruevski and his regime,
it was largely because of the secrecy and rumors that surrounded its finances.
Despite having drawn an unrivaled amount of criticism and scrutiny, the
price paid by the government and other public institutions for the Skopje 2014
project remains shrouded in secrecy. Initially, Skopje 2014 was described as an
innocuous Keynesian stimulus to the economy worth approximately 200 mil-
lion euro. In 2015, when daily protests had thrown the legitimacy of the re-
gime into an international crisis, journalists revealed that the project had be-
gun in January 2007, soon after Gruevski had gained power, and that by 2017
it had cost taxpayers over 683 million euro.

In interviews, economists close to the regime suggested that Gruevski’s
insistence in funding such a gigantic real estate scheme was an attempt to res-
cue a sector in danger of collapse. But the reasons Gruevski chose to invest in
construction are far more complex. Even more than other firms that worked
outside Macedonia, construction companies were a centerpiece of the social-
ist state. Giants such as Beton or Granit employed thousands of citizens, em-
bodying Yugoslavia’s aspiration to building a better future in a landscape of
international solidarity. Already in the 1960s rebuilding Skopje had been a
crucial part of the socialist state’s strategy to mask its own economic prob-
lems, attract more investments, and promote global and local consent. Aware
of their history, Gruevski utilized Skopje 2014 as a unique political bait: to
gain the support of oligarchs who had privatized the sector thanks to their
connection with the SDSM*® while appealing to citizens’ sense of nostalgia for
a lost global relevance.

On the other side of a T-shaped table, looking obliquely at a map of Macedo-
nia, sat a man in a carefully crafted blue suit. Unlike many other managers,
Dragi was at ease in his leather chair and smiled calmly as he welcomed us
into his office, at the core of Beton, a construction company I was interested
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in for its rumored connection to the government. Dragi was a hard man to
meet. [ had seen many managers who worked at Beton, but they had all been
afraid of participating in my study without his permission, which they were
too scared to ask for. After weeks of unanswered calls, Caci, a good friend,
mobilized a contact who occupied an important position in the city adminis-
tration. “They will have to respond to that; after all, they are the ones who give
them work,” she told me.

And there we were. The meeting itself was extremely cordial. I briefly
outlined my interest in the company, the kind of observations concerning
workers’ everyday experiences I hoped to conduct, and my intention to look
through the company’s archives to document socialist financial practices.
Dragi was particularly eager to explain the exemplary systems they had in
place to guarantee workers’ safety. He repeated at least three times that they
abide by each International Organization for Standardization (ISO) goo1 or
45001 standard norm. “Of course, you realize, we cannot just let you go into
the archives by yourself. We need somebody, say, a lawyer, to help you out,”
he suggested toward the end of the conversation. I assured him: I would only
operate with their agreement. Finally, we stood up. He gave me his card and
shook my hand. “I hope we became new friends today, and that we can remain
friends, whatever happens.”

In fact, nothing happened. For days, weeks, then months after our meet-
ing, Skopje 2014 continued to grow, and I continued to receive no answer.
Dragi was supposed to discuss the matter with the board of directors and
then get back to me, but he never did. After a couple of months, when I had
already started my work at Construx, one its chief engineers casually over-
heard a frustrated conversation I had with Caci and offered to call Dragi, an
old friend of his. The day after, the engineer looked at me with pity. “Did you
really have to mention financial practices?”

Like other financial aspects of Skopje 2014, Beton archives are shrouded
in secret—an active illusion that affirms rather than denies the agency of peo-
ple such as Dragi as gray eminences that could affect Macedonia’s everyday
life if they so wished. I started wondering: Was there anything in those ar-
chives that connected Gruevski to Beton as far back as the 1970s? Did social-
ist financial practices facilitate underground collaborations between oligarchs
and businessmen that eventually empowered the VMRO-DPMNE? Masking
the archives, like the masking of Skopje’s financial sources, made the regime
not only real but also expansive in both time and space.
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Indeed, Beton had been a politically significant company since social-
ism, when the Macedonian construction sector had enjoyed years of expan-
sion, encouraged by the twelvefold growth of Skopje during the twentieth cen-
tury.'® This rapid expansion had accelerated after 1963, when a devastating
earthquake severely damaged 75 percent of the city center. Capitalizing on its
unique position between the East and West, the Yugoslav leadership seized
this dramatic tragedy to direct flows of international aid, grants, and domes-
tic investment toward the rebuilding of the city. Thus Skopje “resurged,” mor-
phing its urban fabric from a “backward” regional center into a “city of sol-
idarity,” where companies such as Beton, Granit, Pelagonija, and Mavrovo
realized the plans of Kenzo Tange and other star architects and demonstrated
the (re)generative power of Yugoslav socialism.

By 1981, the Macedonian construction sector had expanded to 61,896 work-
ers, while Yugoslav construction as a whole occupied 689,297 individuals—the
third largest sector of employment after industry and agriculture.'” Together
with Pelagonija, Mavrovo, Ilinden, and Granit, Beton had become one of the
main companies active in rebuilding Skopje. When the reconstruction of
Skopje slowed down in the 1970s, Beton and other Macedonian construction
companies started to participate in projects abroad, generally as subcontrac-
tors of larger, Yugoslav import/export companies.'* Beton built over twenty-
five industrial plants, bridges, clinics, administrative buildings, and hotels
in the Czech Republic. The company was also active in Libya in 1978, where
it built two university complexes and various other residential buildings. In
1980, Beton built military installations and the Iraqi Ministry of Oil."* Offi-
cially, these construction operations were part of a broader strategy that po-
sitioned the SFR] at the center of the non-aligned bloc. Construction compa-
nies such as Beton participated in strengthening the defense, educational, or
housing capabilities of non-aligned countries in collaboration with the pow-
erful Yugoslav Army. A series of political collaborations and low-profit finan-
cial flows that approximated what Johanna Bockman calls “socialist finance,”
or the attempt to construct a different financial system, centered on ideas of
solidarity rather than profit.*°

But just like the reconstruction of Skopje, building ventures abroad did
more than “democratize international economic relations.”*! Instead, devel-
oping infrastructure in non-aligned countries sustained a global admiration
for the Yugoslav model, widely acclaimed as an economic success. The phys-
ical manifestations of socialist finance helped Yugoslavia shield its domes-
tic production problems from the sight of international actors and access the
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hard-currency payments and credit from international partners it desperately
needed.

In the 1990s, after the collapse of the SFR], Macedonian construction com-
panies had to radically scale back the size of their operations. Without the lo-
gistic support of the Yugoslav Army and the financial backing of Yugoslav
banks, companies such as Beton and Granit were unable to recuperate their
machinery and their investments abroad, which remained largely unpaid. As
Yugoslavia descended into chaos and war, Macedonian companies stopped
being a symbol of the country’s progress and became a testimony to its down-
fall. Without capital, international customers, or a sizable domestic market,
construction companies were preyed upon by unscrupulous investors who
took advantage of lax oversight of privatization schemes to buy workers out
for pennies on the dollar. Pelagonija went bankrupt shortly after its priva-
tization; Mavrovo collapsed in size and relevance and was recently bought
by the Croatian company with which it had historically collaborated. Ilinden
survived privatization but came to face enormous financial challenges and
shrank to a negligible size. Only Beton and Granit maintained a semblance of
their political and economic relevance in postsocialist Macedonia.

After socialism, Macedonian construction companies depended finan-
cially on their ability to profit from the transition of other Eastern European
countries. Beton, for instance, fired more than half of its 6,000 employees and
took on construction jobs in Bulgaria and Russia, Mavrovo in Ukraine and
Russia. Granit built heavily in Russia, Bulgaria, and Kosovo. Even Construx,
originally an offspring of Mavrovo, worked in Kosovo and Bulgaria and later
recruited workers who had gone abroad as independent contractors. Around
the time of the global financial crisis, however, work abroad declined abruptly,
plummeting from a value of 74.3 million euro in 2007 to 14.5 million euro in
2012.**> Without investments in productive processes and machinery, Mace-
donian construction companies found themselves unable to compete in a
global market wary of construction bubbles.

The critical situation of construction companies, which lost an estimated
5,000 jobs at the onset of the global financial crisis, created an opportunity
for the regime. It was only thanks to the Skopje 2014 project that the down-
ward trend was contained; the industry managed to retain approximately
40,000 jobs throughout the crisis and even to expand to 50,000 employees
after 2013.>> Companies such as Beton and Granit were literally saved by the
Skopje 2014 project. For Beton, owned by the magnate Minco Jordanov, the
project came to constitute almost the entirety of the company’s profits in 2011.
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Skopje 2014 also represented 30 percent of Granit’s profits, although the com-
pany’s overall income was complemented by other public investments that
took place concomitantly, such as the building or rehabilitation of Macedo-
nian highways.

A Baroque Network

Beton, like most other construction companies, had been privatized in the
early 1990s through murky practices that had taken place during the SDSM
government of Branko Crvenkovski. The cadres of Beton and Granit had cold
relationships with Gruevski’s VMRO-DPMNE before 2006. Having built
his fortune on the import and export of steel-related products, Jordanov had
earned notoriety as a deputy prime minister in a former SDSM government.
After buying Beton in 2007, however, Jordanov took a more conciliatory ap-
proach toward the VMRO-DPMNE—a move that allowed Beton to profit
enormously from the construction expansion promoted by Skopje 2014.

Like other construction moguls, Jordanov found himself increasingly en-
tangled in a small network of oligarchs who commanded both deference and
fear, in large part because of their connection to Gruevski’s family. Among
these businessmen, a key figure was without doubt Orce Kamcev. Son of a
powerful socialist-era manager, Kamcev owned a business empire, which in-
cluded the textile company Orka Holding, the bank Stopanska Banka AD-
Bitola, the private hospital Sistina, and the Ibis Hotel in the center of Skopje.
These business interests allowed Kamcev to gain significant international in-
fluence and enlist the help of powerful international politicians, including the
United Kingdom’s (UK) former prime minister David Cameron.**

The most influential oligarch, however, was not Kamcev but one of his
business associates—Sa$o Mijalkov, the head of the Agency for Security and
Counterintelligence (UBK).?* Described in urban folklore as a violent man,
Mijalkov joined the military intelligence in 1998 and immediately worked to-
ward solidifying strong personal connections between intelligence operatives.
When he became director of the UBK in 2006, Mijalkov deployed these con-
nections and turned the UBK into the surveillance arm of the regime. Under
his watch, the agency mounted a large-scale, illegal operation that wiretapped
20,000 Macedonian citizens, businessmen, journalists, foreign diplomats,
and even high-ranking members of the VMRO-DPMNE.*®

Mijalkov’s influence extended far beyond his official capacity as head of
Macedonia’s domestic intelligence. As the de facto owner of Security Group
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Services (SGS), a private security firm, Mijalkov retained an almost uncon-
tested monopoly over public contracts in the security sector.’” According to
my interlocutors, SGS extended their “protection” to private companies. Some
of those who declined SGS’s protection awoke to fires, broken windows, and
other mysterious accidents—a modus operandi shared with the famous Bul-
garian Multigrup during the 1990s.>® Even popular cafes known to be meet-
ing points for Skopje’s intellectuals, some of whom engaged in active protests
against Skopje 2014, were protected by SGS.

For many oligarchs, being in business with Mijalkov could turn into a
double-edged sword. The income (and fear) generated by the SGS racket al-
lowed Mijalkov (and Kamcev) to purchase profitable and strategic companies,
such as the agricultural company Pelagonija and the dairy factory Zdravje
Radovo, whose owners were secretly forced to sell their stakes to shell firms.*
Through companies such as Finzy and Eksiko, registered in the US or Belize;
owned by proxies in Cyprus, Switzerland, or the Czech Republic; and man-
aged by low-profile, unknown Macedonian directors, Mijalkov and Kamcev
amassed a small fortune. Between 2012 and 2015, Finzy and other companies
were involved in dozens of international triangulations, which allowed oli-
garchs close to the regime to supply overpriced goods to Macedonian institu-
tions and redirect their profits into their offshore accounts without leaving a
trace.*

But shell companies had a larger role that interested oligarchs more than
making money disappear. Finzy and Eksiko were crucial to bringing ille-
gal money back to Macedonia in the form of investments in real estate busi-
nesses. Over time, Finzy and Eksiko acquired stakes in companies owned by
Kamcev, including Beton Stip, one of the main players in Skopje 2014; the
Ibis Hotel; and the residential complex Panorama Residence, alongside other
fast-growing construction companies such as Iskra and Adora Grup.* In ad-
dition, Eksiko was linked to various construction and real estate moguls in
Prague, where Saso Mijalkov had resided for a significant amount of time.
Kosta Krpac, the only witness able to provide evidence of Mijalkov’s involve-
ment in this network of offshore and real estate investments, was found dead
in his home in April 2016, days before his scheduled appearance in court.

Foreign Currencies and Socialist Finance

For a decade Skopje 2014 diverted public scrutiny away from the networks of
business interests that supported Gruevski’s rule and toward issues of urban
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nationalism and contemporary corruption. The conspicuous absence of finan-
cial transparency reinforced a sense that neo-baroque buildings and plaster
facades were indeed part of a massive money-laundering scheme, which in-
volved building companies such as Beton, smaller subsidiaries, and ultimately
the regime. This sense of inescapable interconnection, however, largely exag-
gerated the regime’s strength and mystified contradictory relations with the
networks of businessmen and intelligence operatives—whose financial deceits
had kept the Yugoslav miracle and Macedonia’s precarious finances flowing
during socialism and the 1990s.

Cicko (uncle) Tito, as he called himself, had the gentle and clever manner of a
man used to facing difficult problems. He welcomed me into his home, a mod-
est two-story residence located in an ordinary part of Crnice, an expensive
neighborhood overlooking Skopje, with a glass of excellent rakija, a strong
kind of brandy. “I make it myself, you see, when I go to the mountains, where
I have a plot of land. It’s good for nothing, but at least I can distill good rakija
there.”

Given his connections to an import/export company based in Titograd
(today’s Podgorica in Montenegro) and Italy, I was curious to get Cicko Tito’s
perspective on the origins of Gruevski’s power. How did Gruevski and his re-
gime find the resources to set up these economic (and political) schemes? Ac-
cording to some sources, the network of shell companies utilized by the re-
gime was inscribed in Gruevski’s family’s longstanding association with the
world of intelligence and import/export companies. Yet others suggested that
Gruevski’s family had been relatively small fish, sidelined by oligarchs dur-
ing the early transition. How did Gruevski manage to gain support from oli-
garchs and postsocialist intelligence operatives? Cicko Tito suggested that to
understand how Skopje 2014 intersected the world of clandestine finance, it
was necessary to retrace the steps of Gruevski’s uncle Jordan Mijalkov, the fa-
ther of the UBK director Saso Mijalkov and a representative of one of Mace-
donia’s biggest textile companies, Makoteks, in the Czech Republic. Accord-
ing to Cicko Tito, it was not by chance that “managers like Jordan Mijalkov
became powerful. They had bank accounts in foreign countries, and when the
country collapsed, who knows what they did with that money.”

Directors and managers of import/export companies occupied a crucial
position in the economic structure of socialist Yugoslavia as the brokers who
kept the appearance of Yugoslav’s economic miracle alive. Between 1950 and
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1979, after abandoning Soviet-style policies, the Yugoslav economy achieved
an average annual rate of growth of 6.3 percent,’* elevating the living stan-
dards of citizens throughout the republics.*® Consumption per capita, dispos-
able household income, and real wages more than doubled over the thirty-year
period,** leading many, even in the West, to admire and study the Yugoslav
model of self-management.

This economic miracle relied heavily on foreign capital. Since the 1950s the
SFR]J had run a deficit in its balance of payments that was covered by foreign,
and especially American, grants and humanitarian aid.>® The expectation of the
Yugoslav leadership was that, over time, the country would become “economi-
cally responsible” and gradually replace international capital with home-grown
funds.*® But the Yugoslav economy never reached the pace necessary to over-
come its dependency on foreign finance. As early as 1961, Yugoslavia needed to
refinance its (hard currency-denominated) debt.*” By 1964, the country expe-
rienced another debt crisis when the bulk of domestic companies’ net income
ended up servicing foreign debt. Paradoxically, the situation seemed to ease
amid the general economic turmoil of the 1970s thanks to remittances from
the Yugoslav diaspora in Western Europe. After the 1973 oil shock, the SFR]
took advantage of the low-interest loans made available by Western countries
to subsidize stagnating growth and fuel domestic consumption.*®

The expectation that Yugoslav society would improve by introducing a slo-

** and indepen-

boden pazar (free market), regulated by “economic coercion”
dent from foreign capital, would prove particularly unrealistic in the Socialist
Republic of Macedonia, one of the least developed republics of the SFR]. Data
I collected show that the Macedonian economy was plagued by illiquidity and
losses from the 1950s onward, especially in the crucial agricultural sector. A
1956 report from the Secretariat for Commerce lamented that transporting
products from Macedonia to the Yugoslav border cost 30 USD per ton, while
“from the Yugoslav border or port to the furthermost unloading port abroad,
be it New York, Italy, Ceylon, Beirut, does not cost more than 20-25 USD per
ton.” Consequently, “while they are in season, one kilogram of tomatoes sells
on average for 40 dinars in Munich, while [if exported from Macedonia] . . .
the lowest price is 55 dinars, which means a loss of 15 dinars per kilogram.”*°
The old socialist infrastructure, which included non-refrigerated and poorly
ventilated railroad cars, left much of the produce to spoil, thus forcing toma-
toes, peppers, and similar produce to become much more expensive.

Things were not much better on the manufacturing front. In the SFR],
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most advanced industries and processing centers were located close to the
border with Western Europe. Bosnia, Kosovo, the south of Serbia, and Mace-
donia saw a concentration of mining, heavy industry, and energy production.
Large enterprises, such as the nickel plant Feni and the steel plant Zelezara,
built thanks to international loans contracted by the SFR] to promote devel-
opment in Macedonia, never recovered the sums that were initially invested—
in part because of planning mistakes, in part because they were completed at
a time when the global economic system favored small, light industry.** Out
of sync with the global economy, Macedonian manufacturing exports lagged
in quantity and quality and were not supported by a strong commercial net-
work. In 1983, after thirty years of investment, Macedonia had the third high-
est percentage of foreign debt in relation to social product and the third low-
est percentage of export in relation to foreign debt in Yugoslavia, better only
than Kosovo and Montenegro.**

In a context of growing international debt, the SFR] depended heavily on
import/export companies to buy the foreign technologies needed by domes-
tic manufacturers*® and to sell abroad products that were (sometimes) incon-
sistent in quality and (often) overpriced.** While the rebuilding of Skopje had
offered diplomatic cover for negotiating assistance without ruining the coun-
try’s international reputation,*® the problem became increasingly pressing for
Macedonian companies. In 1975, the Federal Currency Inspectorate (Savezni
Devizni Inspektorat or SDI) of Skopje reported significant problems with
companies getting payments for exported goods. Because Macedonian com-
panies had “little creditworthiness and low financial capacity,”*° their prod-
ucts were often defective, and foreign partners did not want to pay without
significant discounts. Consequently, Macedonian businesses were forced to
increase their presence abroad, sending directors or managers “to secure pay-
ments and solve other issues.”*’

Payments in foreign currency rendered import/export companies struc-
turally crucial for the functioning of the Yugoslav economy. Dependent on
foreign imports, Yugoslavia relied on its reserves of deutschmarks, US dol-
lars, and other foreign currencies to stabilize the country’s currency and
maintain a (fictive) exchange rate that could reassure international lenders
even if its balance of payments was not always positive.*® When exports de-
creased, it was the creative practices of import/export managers who manip-
ulated currency flows that inflated the apparent health of the Yugoslav econ-
omy. Between 1970 and 1973, companies such as Jordan Mijalkov’s Makoteks
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sold Macedonian textile products, including faux leather jackets and other
leather goods, to their own branches in Germany, Austria, and Italy—where
large sums of foreign currency disappeared. Other import/export companies
such as Agromakedonija reported large unpaid contracts—or at least, sums
of “foreign currency that were not brought into our country.”** Investigators
suspected that these accounting practices signaled forms of corruption that
allowed import/export directors and managers to hide foreign currency. Ag-
romakedonija, for instance, had over twenty international debtors, includ-
ing its own branch office in Belgium, which pocketed half of the commission
earned representing the German company Frisch, approximately 500,000
deutschmarks. Agromakedonija Sofija utilized annexes to increase the price
of goods and appropriated the difference.*

All sources suggest that import/export companies systematically bypassed
Yugoslav currency regulations. Some companies would import products from
the Eastern Bloc, re-export them to their companies in Western countries in a
fictitious sale, and then sell them within Yugoslavia, thus obtaining hard cur-
rency instead of klirinski dolari, a fictive currency used for intrasocialist ex-
changes.® Others did the opposite. They declared their imports as originating
from Western countries to access import subsidies, while they were buy-
ing lower-quality products from the Eastern Bloc, often via a clearing agree-
ment.” False invoices, underreporting imports or exports, whereby products
were paid for but not imported or exported but unpaid for, were so extensive
that some claim that Yugoslav aggregate statistics became totally unreliable.*®

From the perspective of inspectors in Skopje, these manipulations of for-
eign currency damaged the Yugoslav economy and meant that Yugoslav com-
panies were, de facto, “providing credit and financing foreign companies.”**
Cicko Tito had a different interpretation. To him, fictive sales were crucial to
support the Yugoslav economy and keep the confidence of international part-
ners alive. Fake invoices allowed a certain amount of currency to disappear
from official circulation. That foreign currency would then be sold at a much
higher exchange rate than allowed by the Yugoslav banks, either domestically
or abroad. The profit realized would balance the export company’s account or
would be used to support other struggling companies. In fact, as various re-
strictions limited the amount of imports to a percentage of exports (typically
around 8o percent in the 1970s), companies were incentivized to export at a
loss if that allowed them to import parts crucial to the production processes
of their Yugoslav partners.
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Supplanting Yugoslav institutions as “the intermediary between the for-
eign contractor and the domestic producer,”® import/export companies, their
financial directors, and foreign representatives engaged in financial practices
that kept alive the illusion of the Yugoslav miracle and enabled the survival
of domestic companies, especially in Macedonia. This is where foreign repre-
sentatives acquired esoteric powers. Instead of condemning unviable Mace-
donian businesses to bankruptcy, foreign representatives transformed the
losses of overpriced exports into gains by regularly converting, disappearing,
and transforming foreign currencies on the global market—enabling Yugo-
slavia to preserve its inflated exchange rate and maintain access to interna-
tional loans.

These financial illusions started to crumble during the 1980s. The second
oil shock (1979-1985) put Yugoslavia under tremendous pressure from inter-
national creditors. Foreign lenders forced the SFR] to adjust its currency ex-
change rate to a real value,’® making imports costlier. Desperate to “raise hard
cash by hook or by crook” to avoid the collapse of the dinar, the Yugoslav
currency, and the blockage of foreign loans, federal organs of control started
to shift their oversight strategies. Import/export companies were encouraged
to export massively, even if that meant circumventing official regulations or
generating losses.’” At the same time, the inspectorate escalated its controls
aimed at individuals. In 1981, the SDI found 9,173 code violations (up 20 per-
cent from the previous year) and implemented a “stricter fining policy.”*® At
this point, concert halls, tourist agencies, sports clubs, and even circuses and
fairgrounds were subject to investigation.>

In a memo dated August 23, 1982, and classified as top secret, officers
in Skopje were instructed to control banks that issued foreign currency ac-
counts. The memo states that banks were supposed to deposit 15.9 or 20.9 per-
cent of foreign currency inflows into a special foreign currency account of the
National Bank of Yugoslavia—to “secure payments for gasoline and cooking
oil, settle down the obligations of the federation, and to secure the necessary
resources to settle fixed and guaranteed liabilities with foreign countries.”®°
The tone was urgent. Without foreign currency, the survival of the entire Yu-
goslav federation was at stake.

Men of (Many) Services

While the import/export directors’ sleights of hand delayed Yugoslavia’s eco-
nomic disaster, they were ultimately not able to avoid it. By the mid-1980s the



The Magic of Building 35

Yugoslav economy was paralyzed by a skyrocketing 19 billion USD in foreign
debt, falling imports, and alarming rates of inflation of over 3,000 percent in
1990.°" In 1991, Slovenia and Croatia declared independence, plunging the re-
gion into a bloody civil war. Yet for import/export companies this fragmented
landscape represented an opportunity. With access to personal connections
in multiple countries, flush with liquid cash in hard currencies, and accus-
tomed to financial tricks to navigate blurry networks of financial relations,
import/export directors such as Jordan Mijalkov were in a prime position to
become crucial economic and political players. But there were other actors
who were working to provide former Yugoslav republics with access to foreign
currencies, foreign accounts, and business networks—many of them tied to
the powerful Yugoslav security apparatus, especially the Agency for State Se-
curity (Sluzba za Drzavna Bezbednost or SDB) and the Yugoslav Army Coun-
terintelligence Service (Kontraobavestajna Sluzba or KOS).

Many rumors circulate regarding Jordan Mijalkov’s political career. What
is known for certain is that after his stint as director of Makoteks’s Prague
bureau, he was appointed as minister of the interior in the first government
of independent Macedonia in 1991, where he rejoined family friends such as
Minister of Justice Gjorgi Naumov and Prime Minister Nikola Kljusev. While
this Stipska vrska (the connection through their hometown of Stip) is cer-
tainly important, it is rather bizarre that a crucial role in the new government,
which included responsibility for managing powerful security structures such
as the Yugoslav secret services, was entrusted to a civilian with no prior ex-
perience in police activity. Reports published in newspapers throughout the
1990s suggest that there was more to Mijalkov than met the eye—including
connections to the powerful KOS.

The first thing I noticed about Eva were her eyes—benign and lively as if they
belonged to a young adolescent rather than a former KOS agent. Yet when I
introduced my research into our conversation, her smile faded almost imper-
ceptibly, and I found myself looking at the enigmatic face of a marble statue.
Now her eyes, as clear as a pristine mountain lake, were locked on my ev-
ery expression, scorching my skin as they judged my intentions. Somehow, I
forced myself to continue. I had been told by a former employee of Makoteks
that Jordan Mijalkov was known to receive SDB operatives in his office even
before his post in Prague. Others placed him within the circles of those right-
wing sympathizers who formed the core of the VMRO-DPMNE—a group
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that operated largely underground during the socialist period. Eva lowered
her voice and suggested that “if this is true, and if he was working with the
services as well as the nationalists, then he must have been a double agent, a
dvojnik.”

I exchanged glances with Nikola, a Macedonian scholar who had been
helping me in this delicate phase of my research. Eva was the first to men-
tion that Jordan Mijalkov could have been working as a double agent—either
for nationalist groups, or, as others suggest, for other countries. But who were
these other entities? Eva was not sure: deals that involved the army involved
KOS personnel, but she was not well positioned to help us further in civilian
issues. Makoteks was surely within the SDB domain.

It was not until we met with Cicko Vanco, a former SDB operative, that
we gained other insights into Mijalkov’s career. A well-dressed man, Cicko
Vanco appeared comfortable telling us pikanterii (spicy anecdotes) and de-
tails of operations that involved long-deceased people—he was the opposite of
Eva, who carefully cultivated a nondescript, evasive demeanor. After a couple
of hours of conversation, I asked him if Jordan Mijalkov was indeed a collabo-
rator with the Yugoslav secret services. “Pa da,” he erupted. “Of course, he was
our collaborator! He has a dossier taller than himself!” His candor took us by
surprise. Nikola jumped at the opportunity and pushed it further. Was he a
dvojnik? Cicko Vanco hesitated a little. “Well, he worked for KOS, so we kind
of let the army deal with him.” According to Cicko Vanco, the SDB kept tal-
lies on most directors of companies that worked outside of the country.®> The
agency did not control the companies’ operations per se, but “we knew what
they did. Mijalkov was a small fish; he sold currency on the black market. But
we tolerated that because it did not hurt the country.”

There might have been other reasons why the Yugoslav secret services tol-
erated (or possibly protected and encouraged) such schemes with foreign cur-
rencies, at least after the services were reformed in the late 1960s. For instance,
they could have leveraged import/export companies as covers for illegal oper-
ations either to steal foreign technology or to smuggle weapons, alcohol, and
drugs (especially amphetamines) in exchange for much-needed US dollars or
deutschmarks—a documented occurrence in the Bulgarian socialist-era secu-
rity services.*®

Similar schemes popped up throughout the region during the wars of the
1990s and the early phases of privatization.®* Socialist Yugoslavia, however,
did not need to utilize underground channels to trade with Western countries



The Magic of Building 37

or with the non-aligned bloc. The SFR]J routinely struck weapons and con-
struction deals with non-aligned countries in exchange for dollars or nat-
ural resources.®> Since the 1970s, however, reports from the SDI repeatedly
referred to crni fondovi—unnamed black funds possessed by foreign repre-
sentatives of Yugoslav companies. Former directors suggested that such funds
were made up of small amounts of gold and foreign currencies available for
the discretionary expenses of top managers. The SDI seemed inclined to be-
lieve that black funds were the result of embezzlement or fraud on the part of
rogue directors. Cicko Vanco believed that most black funds were utilized by
the Yugoslav secret services. In his narrative, unaccounted for and untrace-
able stashes of cash, as well as accounts in German, Swiss, or other Western
or Eastern banks in the name of Yugoslav firms, were necessary to run covert
operations between the East and West.

The different functions of black funds did not need to be exclusive. Even
more than in Bulgaria or Romania, where the security services were known
for their repressive tactics, collaboration with the Yugoslav secret police im-
plied a two-way relationship. KOS, SDB, and their various incarnations pro-
vided their collaborators with useful services, ranging from “expediting ac-
cess to the tangled bureaucracy to overlook . . . smuggling operations,”*® in
exchange for viable information. Indeed, import/export directors recount
tense but convivial relations with intelligence operatives. After all, they op-
erated in similar ways: import/export directors were accustomed to moving
and manipulating currency through relationships, while for Yugoslav secu-
rity operatives, relationships were quite literally currency.®” This convergent
way of seeing and operating in the world made import/export companies nat-
ural vehicles for covert operations—a nexus that made security agencies cru-
cial to the myriad companies entangled in the fiction of Yugoslav currency
manipulation.

With the rise of regional and ethnic tensions in the 1980s, intelligence op-
eratives started to position themselves for a potential economic and politi-
cal meltdown, which reconfigured the relationships between security services
and import/export companies. As Yugoslavia fell apart and pivoted toward
a gray-market economy in the early 1990s, these entangled collaborations
evolved toward productive business enterprises, often in a ragtag fashion and
without explicit planning. Cicko Vanco himself understood that his way of
doing police work was outdated for the current political scenario. Like many
of his colleagues, he left the agency and started various businesses in which he
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utilized his network of former contacts and colleagues to build (more or less)
successful business ventures.

Macedonian operatives from KOS, however, were not so lucky. Between
1992 and 1996, news outlets such as Plus and Fokus exposed alleged KOS plans
to generate incidents that could justify a Serbian invasion of Macedonia. In
these allegations, the well-known supranational character of KOS and for-
mer Yugoslav Army officers was turned into proof of ethnic ambiguity. Af-
ter the breakup of the SFR], former Yugoslav officers were recast as foreign
agents plotting against the Macedonian people. Soon enough, these cam-
paigns prompted political action, whereby the new government cleansed po-
lice, intelligence, and army ranks of these occult influences, firing, demoting,
or “eliminating” various Macedonian officers who had served in the Yugoslav
Army and security services.®®

Plus and Fokus never published names or plans linked to the other main
Yugoslav spy agency, the SDB. According to most of my sources from the in-
telligence community, this was not an accident. Instead, the selective publi-
cation of names in the Macedonian press indicated a collaboration between
Kiro Gligorov, the powerful communist leader and first president of inde-
pendent Macedonia, and the SDB to decapitate the leadership of the newly
formed Macedonian Army, including its intelligence department.®® This was
the natural outcome of decades of close interaction between the SDB and local
political leaders, who after the 1960s were able to “control the selection of re-
public SDB directors and fully control the activities of lower level SDB offices
within their purview.””® More important, liquidating the former cadre of the
KOS allowed Gligorov and the SDB, now called the UBK, to become the only
players who could influence international networks of trade and smuggling
and the primary interlocutors for any aspiring Macedonian oligarch.

In the early 1990s, international networks of gray trade were crucial to the
economic and political life of Macedonia. Unable to trade with its most im-
portant partner, Serbia, because of the various embargoes that followed the
Yugoslav wars, and then paralyzed by a Greek economic blockade, indepen-
dent Macedonia desperately needed access to foreign markets. On the institu-
tional level, the Macedonian National Bank needed hard-currency reserves to
stabilize its currency, while the state needed hard currency to import crucial
goods, including drugs and military equipment. Thanks to the alliance be-
tween the UBK and Gligorov, Macedonia’s former network of security officers

and import/export companies turned into an infrastructure for smuggling
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oil, cigarettes, and weapons throughout the Balkans—allowing whoever
managed it unprecedented influence in the country.

Gruevski and his family did not have a prominent place in Gligorov’s
plan. In December 1991, after only nine months as minister, Jordan Mijalkov
died in a car accident. Newspapers began drawing associations between the
VMRO-DPMNE, Mijalkov, and the KOS, suggesting that Mijalkov had been
involved with anti-patriotic and pro-Serbian plots.”* In 1994, Mijalkov’s party,
the VMRO-DPMNE, lost the parliamentary election, leaving free rein to Gli-
gorov and his successor, Branko Crvenkovski, the leader of the postcommu-
nist SDSM, who rose to power after a car bomb injured Gligorov in 1995.

With the support of the UBK, Crvenkovski completed the first wave of
privatization, paving the way for a first generation of “legitimate” oligarchs.
Under the permissive SDSM government, managers were able to privatize
companies indiscriminately. By 1995, half of the socially owned companies
had been sold to private investors, who paid, on average, 6.5 percent of their
estimated value.”> Among the businessmen who emerged, Trifun Kostovski
and Minco Jordanov came directly from the import/export world, where they
worked in Poland and Russia for the company Technometal Vardar—a com-
pany described by Yugoslav-era security operatives as one of their primary
hubs for undercover operations. International networks were also at the root
of the fortunes of other tycoons, including Sterjo Nakov, owner of the televi-
sion channel Alfa, the winery Skovin, and the transport company Fer$ped;
Hari Kostov, director of the Komercijalna Banka; and Velija Ramkovski,
owner of various media including the television channel A1.

The first Macedonian oligarchy did not come into being without heated
contestation. Between 1994 and 1998, newspapers reported daily scandals,
bankruptcies, and layoffs that resulted in staggering unemployment, eco-
nomic stagnation, and daily strikes. Increasingly frustrated with this level of
corruption, Macedonian citizens punished Crvenkovski and the SDSM in the
1998 election, which consigned a majority to the VMRO-DPMNE. Things,
however, did not take a turn for the better. Indiscriminate privatization con-
tinued to be allowed, and Macedonia became the main entry point for smug-
gling oil, weapons, drugs, and other resources in and out of Serbia during the
NATO bombings in Kosovo in 1998-99.”

At this critical juncture, Gruevski and a group of trusted associates ex-
ploited his position as minister of finance to regain a foothold in the gray land-
scape of oligarchs and intelligence operatives.”* Opposed by the early oligarchs
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connected to the SDSM camp, Gruevski and his clique began reactivating Jor-
dan Mijalkov’s connections inside the Macedonian intelligence community,
accessing crucial information about the deals between import/export compa-
nies, secret services, and other oligarchs.”” Some suggested that Gruevski did
more than amass compromising information and utilized murky schemes to
appropriate capital from three medium-sized banks, Eksport-Import Banka,
Almako Banka, and Rado Banka; the latter ultimately went bankrupt and lost
over 50 million euro of capital.”

While it is hard to evaluate these rumors, it is not unthinkable that
Gruevski and his new allies from the Macedonian security services utilized
Makedonska Banka or the other failing banks to orchestrate movements of
capital and create or consolidate old and new business networks in the Bal-
kans. Dimitrov, for instance, suggests that it was common for former se-
cret services in Bulgaria to utilize failing banks to move capital abroad.”” At
least one of the failed Macedonian banks, Makedonska Banka, systematically
channeled its funds toward Euroaksis Banka, a Russian entity opened with
Serbian capital and owned by a controversial Serbian businessman.”® While
no conclusive evidence has been provided in relation to this case, there are
signs that these bankruptcies might have allowed the VMRO-DPMNE to
build partnerships with a host of foreign security services, including the Ser-
bian Security Agency. Perhaps for that reason, agents of the Serbian Security
Agency were among the mob that stormed the Parliament in 2017.”°

Kitsch, Finance, and Urban Speculation
Security operatives inhabit a landscape in constant twilight, where truth,
facts, and relationships are not starkly defined but dance and shift like shad-
ows. In this world of penumbra, socialist networks of import/export manag-
ers overlapped with the Yugoslav security apparatus and shaped the trajectory
of postsocialist oligarchs. As a minor player from a peripheral country, Jordan
Mijalkov opened the door for his son, Saso Mijalkov, and for Saso’s cousin,
Nikola Gruevski. Now it was up to them to cast their own shadows on the gray
landscape that had been created by already established oligarchs. To do that,
they needed a strong, blinding light—something like impressive neo-baroque
buildings and gigantic bronze statues.

Skopje 2014 built on the socialist legacy of financial schemes to create new
alliances between Macedonia’s first oligarchy and Gruevski’s tight circle of as-
sociates. Most of the powerful oligarchs of the early 2000s had been linked to
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the SDSM and felt little enthusiasm for Gruevski. On the other hand, these
oligarchs were enticed by the potential profits to be made from urban spec-
ulation. They knew that unresolved denationalization practices or bankrupt-
cies had collapsed the value of land plots in Macedonia. Those parcels that did
have private titles were often in the hands of individuals who did not have the
capital needed to exploit them.

While this context presented prime opportunities, those oligarchs who
had invested in real estate started to fear that a collapse of the market might
reveal the origins of their fortune. Others were cautious about investing,
afraid of inviting additional scrutiny by national and international authori-
ties. The best scenario for appeasing the oligarchs” anxiety was a flurry of in-
vestments in the construction sector. Skopje 2014, with its spectacular, kitsch
dimension, went beyond even the rosiest prediction. Acting as a branding de-
vice, the plan’s excessive aesthetics allowed oligarchs to exploit gaps between
current land prices and future profits, based on the growing cost of housing
and land rents. With a little bit of luck, the renewed exuberance surrounding
Skopje’s urban fabric could hide or even erase the origins of their fortunes.*

Besides hiding the frailty of the regime and providing an avenue for ur-
ban speculation, Skopje 2014 was designed to reconfigure how working- and
middle-class citizens experienced their urban surroundings. With the pre-
text of making the city more beautiful, the gargantuan urban redevelop-
ment plan limited what people could do within the space around them and
anchored Macedonia to the masculine figure of Alexander the Great and to
the melancholic aura of pre-war Central Europe. Skopje 2014 unsettled ur-
ban sentiments about the city and the nation’s identity, revamping an aes-
thetic irredentism that appealed to working-class citizens but not to urban
elites. When workers fell out of love with the excess of Skopje’s 2014 design,
Skopjani found themselves engulfed in spaces they did not recognize, part
of a national narrative they could not appropriate and in a surreal landscape
that made them feel trapped and worthless. This new context prompted fear,
doubt, and suspicion—not about the origins of the money involved in urban
investments and the networks of oligarchs but about citizens’ own urban be-
longing. As an existential and physical process, urban speculation started to
corrode citizens’ sense of autonomy and convinced them that Gruevski’s gov-
ernment was not a small, fragmented oligarchy, but rather an invincible and
omnipotent regime.

The National Archives was built to project a European aura and stake
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Figure 4. The basement (and depository) of the Macedonian National Archives after
a water leak. Note the binders of documents on the floor, close to water marks. Photo:
Anonymous

claims on Macedonia’s ancestral heritage. Yet just like most of Skopje 2014,
the building was designed poorly and constructed cheaply. Despite its hefty
price tag of 42 million euro, the facade featured a very thin layer of marble
and a lot of polyester. Bathrooms for an entire floor had no running water and
were built with second-rate stained marble or ceramics. The building’s com-
plex ornaments provided a comfortable abode for hordes of pigeons who left
evidence of their habitation on the building’s white exterior. The basement,
which was supposed to host the Archives’ actual depot, flooded regularly—
forcing workers to utilize the older depot and manually transfer documents
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(see fig. 4). Considering workers” complaints of insufficient sunlight and air
circulation, along with a flimsy door and windows and a poorly designed inte-
rior space, the Archives building did not sound like a great investment.

Most Skopjani seemed more affected by the symbolic and material weight
of the Archives and the other buildings of Skopje 2014 than by the poor qual-
ity of construction. According to middle-class residents, the project forced
them to assume uncomfortable positions and severely restricted how they
circulated through, inhabited, and imagined the city. Through the new ur-
ban semantics of neo-baroque monuments and nationalist heroes, citizens
were told that their city was now bigger, better, and more European. Yet they
could no longer stroll along the riverbanks, now occupied by monumental
buildings such as the National Archives, nor in proximity to the Government
Building, which was now enclosed by fences. If they wanted to rest on public
benches close to the old train station, they could no longer sit in socialist-era
small parks but had to circumnavigate shiny new white facades and sit on the
benches around the new VMRO-DPMNE headquarters.

Most of the people who inhabited the center, especially middle-class citi-
zens, resented Skopje 2014. “This is not my city,” young professionals and older
retirees told me repeatedly. Interlocutors who had spent their youth sitting in
grassless parks or sliding down decrepit concrete banisters knew the ins and
outs of the modernist city where they circulated, greeting people at every step.
In the words of scholar and architect Srdjan Jovanovic-Weiss, these Skopjani
had identified beauty in their environment, even in the midst of abandon-
ment, because “some of its most futuristic public spaces are in such wonder-
ful neglect that they remain what they are no matter what happens to them.”®!
In Dorina Pojani’s study, longtime city dwellers adored the “dark beauty” of
Skopje. In its 2014 incarnation, however, the city made them feel ““choked,
‘stuck, ‘usurped, or ‘suffocated.”®* Instead of propelling citizens toward an
(unreachable) future, neo-baroque buildings chained Skopjani to a set of an-
tique symbols that spanned from 1930s Serbian-built neoclassicism back to
Alexandrian Greece. The result of these urban interventions was to glue a new
layer of plaster identities on older socialist symbols, fracturing the relation-
ship between people and space—in ways that evoked the forms of violence
through which gentrification expelled residents from urban centers.*®

For working-class citizens, however, Skopje 2014 had a different appeal.
The speculative building spree that had accompanied the project allowed
cash-strapped citizens to access housing through various credit schemes, thus
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Figure 5. One of the most famous spaces of “wonderful neglect,” inhabited and
repurposed by young adults in Skopje. Photo: Author

redressing some of the difficulty that workers had encountered in accessing
adequate housing since the socialist era.** As Dimova’s work shows, the bom-
bastic and unique character of kitsch aesthetics mimicked but also distorted
the world of European luxury—a form of symbolic revanche that appealed to
workers who had been disenfranchised by the postsocialist transition.*® “Be-
fore, you had nothing to see in Skopje, nothing to take pictures of,” a worker
summarized—as if posting an Instagram of her daughter on a neo-baroque
lion constituted a small but important moral victory.

Construction workers found that Skopje 2014 brought back blemished
memories of their importance during the socialist period. Workers from Be-
ton and Granit whom I interviewed were all critical of the regime and espe-
cially of the overall cost of the project, yet they found its aesthetics interesting.
Buzo, a specialized construction worker, commented that “making some of
the electrical wiring inside the bridge was hard. We were working suspended
in very uncomfortable positions. But it was also interesting. It is not often that
you get to create such a different project, so I enjoyed it.” One of the architects,
whom I will call Konstadin, was candid: “It was a hard project. It had differ-
ent surfaces, different materials, and we needed to use particular techniques.
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I enjoyed the challenges of the project; it was stimulating.” As a follow-up, he
continued to tell me about some makeshift solutions he had to come up with,
and then he suddenly shifted to other ingenious fixes he had utilized in the
past during the Yugoslav era.

These voices capture how Skopje 2014 foregrounded an “intensive political
desire for world recognition”—a recognition that workers had lost in the af-
termath of the postsocialist transition.*® Yet as time progressed, these desires
proved to be somewhat fleeting. Lights and singing fountains were great for
taking pictures and for pretending to live in a beautiful city. My interlocutors
found them less pleasant when they were attacked by swarms of mosquitos
or flies that proliferated in the wet, luminous environment created by Skopje
2014. Pictures also did not look good in the copious “fog” that, since 2013, had
become a constant of winter life in the Macedonian capital. Caused by high
levels of particulate matter (PM;o and PM,.s) in the air, this fog had led to
weeks of flight cancellations and even a sizable number of premature deaths.
According to the Macedonian Institute for Public Health (2015), “Approxi-
mately 1,350 deaths per year in the country are due to particulate air pollu-
tion. . .. The pollution particles cost the Macedonian economy about 253 mil-

lion euro or 3.2 percent of GDP in 2011.”%’

Uncomfortable Communities

An electric energy permeated the streets of Skopje in the summer of 2016,
when thousands of people marched daily, demanding the resignation of
Gruevski. “Today is the day, we are going to occupy the Parliament,” com-
mented a woman. “Enough! Support to the Special Tribunal,” chanted an-
other. Following a different path each time, the protest always terminated at
one of Skopje 2014’s landmarks. When assembled, protesters utilized home-
made elastic slings to throw paint bombs against the Parliament or other gov-
ernment buildings or water pumps to spray the new, neo-baroque fagades of
monuments and ministries with colorful dyes.

The idea of coloring the fountain below the statue of Alexander the Great
with red paint, symbolizing the blood shed by the VMRO-DPMNE regime,
had surfaced at least a year earlier in a meeting attended by no more than a
dozen activists. The mood was somber and the room filled with doubt, suspi-
cion, and fear. “We should blow up the whole damn project,” said one of the
women seated, exaggerating her own exasperation. Others listened to her out-
burst, uncomfortable, as she continued to lament the lack of reactions among
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the citizenry. Despite years of protests against the regime and its urban poli-
tics, activists had very little success in thwarting Skopje 2014. Over the years,
the government was not prevented from cutting trees, erecting new statues,
and procuring doubtful subcontractors. “But what can we do? The [Macedo-
nian] people are just an aimless herd. We lack a critical mass, that is the prob-
lem,” finished the activist, before turning away and lighting up a cigarette. In
that meeting and many others that preceded it, activists turned from consid-
ering possible actions to voicing endless critiques that targeted not the regime
but themselves and their fellow Skopjani—in particular, their inability to act
collectively.*®

From the activists’ perspective, their inability to act was a direct conse-
quence of the sheer materiality of Skopje 2014. Not unlike the urban theat-
rics implemented by other authoritarian or fascist regimes,*” neo-baroque ur-
banism enforced a strict division of the city’s urban space that reoriented the
Macedonian nation along ethnic lines.”® Despite significant protests,”* statues
of hoplites, Christian icons, and controversial anti-Albanian leaders filled the
city center—a bubble of Macedonianness within the older socialist city that
erased non-Christian Macedonians from the nation’s memory.

But Skopje 2014’s pernicious effects also extended to those subjects who
were included within the new definition of Macedonianness. At the core of its
nationalist bubble the project placed the historical VMRO movement, an anti-
Turkish group of rebels active during the nineteenth-century Balkan wars
whose heritage was claimed by the VMRO-DPMNE. In propaganda materi-
als such as the publicly aired documentary series Skopje Prodolzuva (“Skopje
Continues”), the building of a new Skopje was presented as a necessary out-
come of the Macedonian struggle for independence, finally achieved thanks
to the VMRO-DPMNE. The Macedonian nation was led, or rather men-
acingly escorted, to its new home by Gruevski, Mijalkov, and the VMRO-
DPMNE inner circle—a scene that was depicted in the fresco commissioned
by Gruevski to adorn the VMRO-DPMNE headquarters.

Despite its socialist-realist style, the painting was strikingly accurate. Just
as in other authoritarian states in Eastern Europe,”> Mijalkov and Gruevski
were, in effect, at the center of a kinship system that generated Skopje 2014
and its network of shell companies. Nikola Kljusev, the first prime minis-
ter of independent Macedonia, was kum (best man) to Jordan Mijalkov. Saso
Mijalkov, Jordan’s son and Gruevski’s cousin, was kum to Zarko Lukovski,
who owned Eksiko, one of the shell companies that directed investments



The Magic of Building 47

throughout Macedonia. Saso Mijalkov was also kum to Orce Kamcev, owner
of Orka Holding and co-investor with Eksiko in multiple shell companies and
the richest person in Macedonia.”

Creators, profiteers, and ideologues of the new Skopje, Gruevski and Mi-
jalkov used Skopje 2014 to promote a new urban and national identity that
was saturated with their own family. Initially, this definition of Macedonian
identity appealed to newcomers and working-class citizens. But what kind of
honest Macedonian could feel truly at home in a city, and by extension a na-
tion, that seemed to belong to a single family? Instead of fostering a new, uni-
fied national identity, the sheer scope of Skopje 2014 and its failure to mask
corrupt deals made more evident the constructed nature of Macedonian na-
tionalism—together with the class, gender, and urban cleavages that frag-
mented the ethnic Macedonian community.

Activists and second- or third-generation Skopjani found themselves ques-
tioning their ability to connect with fellow Slavic-speaking, ethnic Macedo-
nians who appeared to embrace kitsch aesthetics. In activists’ discussions,
Skopje 2014 seemed to have unleashed a right-wing, working-class apocalypse,
the worst in Macedonia’s troubled postsocialist history. Could activists ex-
pect anyone, and especially disenfranchised working-class citizens, to oppose
Skopje 2014’s new national identity, whose promises were literally being carved
in stone-like plaster? “Maybe, Skopje 2014 is what we deserve,” suggested some
activists—as if a kitsch, made-up identity might be well suited to what they
had naturalized as their inability to act.

The symbolic incorporation of the Macedonian nation within Gruevski’s
lineage effected by neo-baroque monuments and facades dissolved in 2015,
when damning recordings exposed the regime’s oppressive tactics and its
widespread violence. Suddenly, facades were not perceived as proof of the re-
gime’s omnipresence but of its crass brutality—a material manifestation of
Gruevski’s contradictions that empowered waves of protests. When activists
threw barrels of red dye into the main fountain and started painting its plas-
ter monuments with impunity, the VMRO-DPMNE became an object of rid-
icule—a fragile political structure unable to stop the desecration of the urban
spaces that it had invested with so much meaning. That act of defiance ener-
gized other protesters, who quickly took up painting and defacing Skopje 2014
monuments as a distinctive symbol of the new, colorful revolution. It was as if
coloring and soiling the white neo-baroque surfaces broke the regime’s aura
of invulnerability. In the words of a close participant, “It was like a weight had
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Figure 6. Skopjani take to the streets during the Colorful Revolution. Photo: Vanco
Dzambaski

been taken off our back. We took to the streets, threw paint and dyes against
those monuments, and suddenly it was like an explosion of energy, and joy.”

To Disneyland and Back
There is little doubt that finance follows the global laws of profit. Once it inter-
sects with the lives of human beings, however, finance becomes part of a com-
plex web of social relations.”* Financial products such as mobile money, mi-
crocredit allowances, and mortgages are entangled with and shaped by the
lives of customers and citizens who use them to produce or contest bound-
aries, even in face-to-face interactions.”®> With the Skopje 2014 plan, the in-
terweaving of finance with social life assumed a monumental shape. Incar-
nated in neo-baroque facades, gigantic statues, and a host of dense, subpar
residential buildings, financial speculations unsettled the urban rhythms of
Skopje by enveloping citizens in a new, decidedly uncomfortable national nar-
rative—one that helped reify Gruevski’s regime.

At first, many Macedonians, especially working-class citizens, appreciated
the kitsch nature of Skopje 2014. As an aesthetic of excess, kitsch seemed to
embody their demand for recognition—one that working-class citizens felt
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extended to the entire nation.”® But that feeling changed with the proliferation
of statues and the worsening of atmospheric pollution. By 2014, most interloc-
utors felt constrained by the boundaries of the new, financialized Skopje, its
dysfunctional architecture, and its poorly planned spaces. Instead of affirm-
ing Macedonian identity and celebrating Gruevski’s family, Skopje 2014 came
to be perceived as a veneer for corruption—a testament to Macedonians’ in-
ability to trust one another and to act collectively.

Behind the neo-baroque fagades lay a series of rather unpatriotic rela-
tionships. Skopje 2014 was the recipient of an impressive flow of public in-
vestments, explained to international investors and donors as an innocuous
Keynesian stimulus to offset the global financial crisis and support domes-
tic companies cut off from global markets. Instead, the Gruevski regime uti-
lized Skopje 2014 to funnel public investments to companies offshore and
strengthen its network of allies.

When Gruevski took power in 2006, the VMRO-DPMNE government did
not control enough economic resources to compete with other Macedonian
oligarchs. Mijalkov’s family, the most prominent in the regime, had operated
in the import/export world during socialism—a sector that had achieved con-
siderable influence thanks to Yugoslavia’s structural dependency on foreign
technology and currency. Under the watchful eye of Yugoslav security agen-
cies, managers such as Jordan Mijalkov stretched the limited amount of for-
eign currency gained by Yugoslav exports to cover the increasing needs of
Yugoslav businesses and institutions. When Yugoslavia fell apart in the early
1990s, Mijalkov and other oligarchs-to-be were caught in the fight between
former Yugoslav intelligence agencies—the beginning of a decline that lasted
until the election of Gruevski as prime minister. By the time the VMRO-
DPMNE regained its foothold in the Macedonian security services, a strong
oligarchy had coalesced around the SDSM. By that point, Skopje 2014 invest-
ment schemes proved to be a useful political instrument. The speculative ur-
ban bubble allowed the VMRO-DPMNE regime to enlist the support of other
Macedonian oligarchs, who could now cleanse their gray capital through in-
vestments in real estate.

This historical context highlights the political causes of urban specula-
tion in Macedonia. Inside the Skopje 2014 bubble, however, Yugoslav currency
manipulation, postsocialist thefts of property, and current-era extractive fi-
nancial schemes were partially hidden from the public eye. Shady socialist
financial networks and fictions were replaced by a hyper-real construction
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Figure 7. A man looks, perplexed, as workers assemble Alexander the Great’s horse.
Photo: Author

landscape that forced Skopjani to inhabit uncomfortable physical and exis-
tential positions. While Gruevski imagined neo-baroque aesthetics as a glori-
ous narration of his family’s role within a revanchist, grand Macedonia, older
middle-class residents of Skopije felt threatened by the very fabric of their own
urban communities—whose unity Skopjani could recognize in the Skopje
2014 landscape but could not identify with.””

Somewhat akin to socialist financial schemes, where currency specula-
tions and urban redevelopment had helped disguise the country’s economic
weakness and broker international aid, Skopje 2014’s deception was directed
toward Macedonian citizens. Through the project, Skopjani experienced “the
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visible normality of apparently unrestrained power—of grandiose plans, loose
commitments, illegal actions.””® Faced with their own powerlessness, citizens
did not question the legacy of the project but wondered who among their fel-
low Macedonians was profiting from it and why they had failed to support
each other against Gruevski’s aggressive urbanism. Paradoxically, the failure
of neo-baroque fagades to produce a coherent, credible “all-encompassing na-

tion-building mechanism”*’

over time did not empower critics of the project.
Instead, knowing that a veneer for shady deals among postsocialist oligarchs
such as Skopje 2014 continued to exist impelled activists and citizens to turn
an increasingly critical and disquieting gaze on themselves. It was as if Skopje
2014 prompted both economic and existential speculation—an epistemic co-
nundrum in which critical questions about citizens” complicity or incapacity
to resist the regime hid the fragility of Gruevski’s power.

To build such a speculative real estate bubble required significant and con-
stant investment. Luckily for Gruevski, the global financial crisis had pre-
pared a fertile international audience interested in new, low-risk opportu-
nities for investment—including speculations in Skopje’s urban landscape.
Making Macedonia readable to international finance, the Skopje 2014 real es-
tate bubble allowed for the convergence of two separate sources of financial
flows—one rooted in Yugoslav-era illiquidity, currency manipulation, and
secret deals, the other mediated by global illiquidity. More complex than a
“subordinate” relation, this encounter became a crucial part of the VMRO-
DPMNE regime and its extractive landscape.
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Seventeen companies announced they will build factories in Macedonia; we are in
close contact with all of them. They are working actively to prepare the projects and
everything else they need to build the factories. The investments that are already in
place, such as Drixlmaier, Johnson Matthey, and Johnson Controls, have produced
11,000 jobs and many more indirect ones. Those we just announced will create
13,000 new jobs combined. There is significant interest for more investments. Every
week I, or someone from the foreign investments team, meet with at least one or two
companies that want to come [to Macedonial].

Nikola Gruevski, November 22, 2014

WHEN FINANCE MOVES from the center to the periphery, it rarely follows abstract
calculations of profits. Instead, it embodies dreams, expectations, or night-
mares. In thriving Eastern European cities, mortgages or consumer loans ex-
press middle-class appetites for consumption and cosmopolitanism. In more
depressed parts of the periphery, finance becomes enmeshed with subterra-
nean histories of stagnation in which hopes of profit and realities of loss are
often two sides of the same deal.

In this chapter, I highlight the social paradoxes that led Macedonia to be-
come a destination of international financial speculation. From the perspec-
tive of global investors, until the global financial crisis there were very few
reasons to consider investing in Macedonia, a country that had been trans-
formed into a financial wasteland through decades of political and economic
instability. To reverse this trend and put Macedonia “on the map,” Gruev-
ski’s government launched a branding campaign that seemed to reflect the
developmental priorities outlined by international organizations: transform
the country into a labor reservoir for companies interested in relocating pro-
duction. Conjuring an onrush of greenfield investments in manufacturing,
Gruevski’s pompous speeches and inflated statistics portrayed Macedonia as
a country awash with international investment opportunities—implying the
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existence of a productive renaissance that promised to become a financial bo-
nanza for savvy global investors and Macedonian citizens alike.

To an extent, Gruevski’s branding campaign was successful. Between 2006
and 2015, several global companies started to invest in Macedonia, propel-
ling the country into the top ten best economic reformers. Financial organi-
zations followed suit, offering loans to strengthen the country’s infrastruc-
ture and betting on its continuing openness to foreign finance. Between 2007
and 2015, Macedonia’s public debt had tripled in absolute terms from around
1.3 billion euro (20 percent of gross domestic product [GDP]) to 4.10 billion
euro (46 percent of GDP)'—a much faster increase compared to other coun-
tries in the region.?

Yet global investors were much more cautious when it came to the private
sector. Most found Macedonian business practices illegible, and started ration-
ing credit lines to companies in anticipation of financial instability. Exclud-
ing a few multinational groups, most foreign businessmen I met in Macedonia
were not the international billionaires or global managers evoked by Gruevski’s
speeches. Cash-strapped, hurt in their personal and professional lives by the
European crisis, male entrepreneurs came predominantly from countries that
had slid toward the European periphery and saw Macedonia as their last resort.
Instead of bringing jobs and money, these foreign micro-“investors” brought
anxious hopes—dreams of wealth fed by the inflow of European aid, loans, and
investments that had fostered Gruevski’s government’s building spree.

Once in Macedonia, however, foreign businessmen quickly realized that
intercepting international finance was a painful and sometimes dangerous
process. Micro-investors found themselves in a chaotic landscape, cut off
from larger European corporations or institutions and surrounded by busi-
ness partners who tried to scam them out of money they did not have.

If micro-investors found themselves as targets rather than beneficiaries of
financial extraction, it was often thanks to Gruevski’s manipulation of Mace-
donia’s subterranean history of economic decline. Once part of socialist Yu-
goslavia, a country at the political and financial heart of Europe, Macedonian
businessmen and administrators had seen their social lives unravel since the
collapse of socialism. Greek embargoes, criminal privatizations (see Chap-
ter 1), and ethnic conflicts had excluded Macedonians from accessing the sud-
den and potent inflow of cheap money that had benefited the middle classes in
countries such as Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece, and Spain (derogatorily re-
ferred to as PIIGS).
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By 2010, this social context seemed about to change. The global financial
crisis exposed the vulnerability of rising Southern and Eastern European
countries. Micro-investors moved further eastward, searching for cheaper
labor, sensual pleasures, and public contracts, and triggering new hopes in
the stagnant Macedonian economy—as if their arrival constituted a sign
of wealth to come. Banking on the decade-old thirst for social recognition,
Gruevski and his regime fueled these expectations and painted European in-
vestors as cash cows to be squeezed for rent—but only under the patronage of
the VMRO-DPMNE regime.

What ensued were tortuous encounters mired in different expectations of
profit, a rentier landscape where businessmen and administrators from Mace-
donia and the EU tried to utilize their geopolitical positions to extract mon-
etary and existential benefits. Unlike classic examples of rent, which refers
to unearned income generated by ownership, the friction that different pred-
atory hopes generated within the circulation of finance became politically
productive for the regime—precisely because of their contradiction.’ Instead
of fueling processes of abstraction, where financial flows disembedded eco-
nomic relations from their social contexts, encounters between European in-
vestors and functionaries or local businessmen and administrators generated
a chaotic environment filled with physical violence and exploitation. Exposed
to unpredictable and constant threats, larger investors and European insti-
tutions entered into tense, conflicting, but ultimately symbiotic relationships
with the VMRO-DPMNE regime—a cultural and political convergence that
amplified the rentier approach already fundamental to European aid. Distant
from sudden riches or the proverbial wall of money, financialization at the
European periphery unraveled a collection of failed deals and more or less fic-
tional rents that framed the emergence of a powerful and yet fragile authori-

tarian regime.

Leaving the Sinking Boat: Italian Hopes for an Eastern El Dorado

It was a strange request. The director of Construx, the construction company
where I did most of my research in 2013 and 2014, wanted me to come to his
office. His assistant wouldn’t say more on the phone, but it had something to
do with Italians.

In the director’s office I found Marco and Giovanni, two middle-aged
businessmen from the Italian northeast, accompanied by Nikola, a Macedo-
nian associate who acted as their translator. Sitting close to the director, I lis-
tened to Nikola discuss the thermal and acoustic insulating mortar material
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that the Italians had developed. The director, nicknamed Moustache by his
workers, seemed unimpressed by Nikola’s chatter. Yet every time that he
asked Marco and Giovanni directly, in slow but accurate Italian, to see certif-
icates that proved the characteristics of the materials, Nikola would jump in
and dodge the question with some vague answer. “Then we’ll talk again after
we see them. Meanwhile, you’ll be in touch with Fabio—he’s my right-hand
man in these matters,” concluded the director. “Find out what you can about
them,” he whispered in my ear as we walked out. “I trust you.”

After the conversation, the director forgot about the Italians. Marco and
Giovanni, however, took him at his word. The following week I received a call
from Marco. They were nearby, finishing the external flooring of a new eight-
story residential building together with a crew of young Albanian men from the
nearby city of Tetovo, and they wanted to meet to explore possibilities of collab-
oration. I could do little for them, but we decided to sit down for a drink of sa-
lep, a typical winter drink of Turkish origin, while talking about their business.

Marco had moved to Macedonia after the Italian company he worked for
at home went bankrupt in 2010. First working as a consultant, Marco had re-
alized that Macedonia had abundant supplies of high-quality sodium carbon-
ate, which he could develop into a proprietary material with excellent thermic
and acoustic isolation capabilities—something that construction companies
in Macedonia would be very interested in purchasing. In 2012, he moved to a
city in the western part of the country. There he found an intermediary who
could work for him, mixing products he bought through resellers from differ-
ent mines in the region—a complex arrangement necessary to preserve the se-
cret of his formula and circumvent the monopoly held on sodium carbonate
by international companies who owned the Macedonian mines.

Marco was telling me how he had enlisted Giovanni to help him out with
the logistics when Giovanni interrupted us, pulling Marco’s arm and point-
ing outside. “I saw him . . . there, behind . . . I think it is him.” Marco looked
worried for a second, then he waved his hand, “No, it is not. Come on.” Still
worried, Giovanni shrugged his shoulders and took over the narrative. “I was
selling electrical stuff, you know, everything from lighting systems to décor
and chandeliers. But with the crisis I had to close down, so here I am.” In the
winter of 2013, they had not yet started full-scale production of their material
and worked mostly with small quantities. With the help of Nikola, their local
partner, the pair took on some small jobs, mostly related to giving the final
touches to external paving and flooring, which would help them develop their
contacts. That side of the business was curated by Lollo, who had previously
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worked in Italy and who acted as their “insurance” thanks to his close con-
tacts with the local police.

At first, Marco and Giovanni seemed to embody the quintessential expres-
sion of the logic of capital. Coming from a country at the core of the global
economy, the duo had moved east to look for new opportunities as profits
within the Italian market fell. In Macedonia, they had developed a new prod-
uct with materials they did not own, hoping to turn a profit by exploiting the
country’s inexpensive workforce.

And yet the duo were fundamentally different from most of the investors
who typically do capital’s dirty work. They had no money. Like thousands of
other Italians, both Marco and Giovanni had recently lost their jobs and had
faced periods of precarious underemployment as the country experienced a
growth in unemployment (12.5 percent in 2013, with peaks over 40 percent for
those under twenty-five years old).* The crisis had been particularly impactful
in the Italian northeast, where Marco and Giovanni lived—where the region’s
network of small and medium-sized enterprises, once one of the economic en-
gines of the “third Italy,” turned into a landscape of economic devastation.’ In
the period from 2007 to 2016, Italian industrial production decreased 22 per-
cent and the country’s public debt increased from around 100 percent of GDP
in 2007 to 130 percent of GDP in 2014.° From 2008 to 2013, over 59,000 compa-
nies closed, with an average of two bankruptcies every hour.”

In the depressed economic climate of postcrisis Italy, entrepreneurs such
as Marco and Giovanni had no place. They were too old to be considered for
entry-level jobs, too young to retire, and too unqualified for some of the high-
tech ventures where new positions were available. Faced with the need to sup-
port his family, Marco had taken technical positions with companies operat-
ing abroad—leaving behind his partner and two children. Giovanni, on the
other hand, had jumped from odd job to odd job, building up frustration that,
over time, estranged him from his wife and daughter.

Rather than money, then, micro-investors such as Marco and Giovanni
brought to Macedonia a set of hopes and aspirations. For them, Macedonia
represented a second chance—a frontier where they hoped to turn around not
only their economic fortunes but also their social ones. For micro-investors
like the Italian duo, the low standard of living in Macedonia meant that, even
without much capital, they could afford to mingle with other entrepreneurs,
attend parties, and have a respected role in society—as entrepreneurs rather
than unemployed citizens.
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To properly succeed as businessmen and gain the respect they felt they de-
served, Marco and Giovanni were interested in more than money. Like many
other expats working in Eastern Europe,®* Marco and Giovanni were partic-
ularly troubled by their inability to affirm their manhood in Italy. In Mace-
donia, instead, they could boss around (underpaid) workers or casually hang
out with other male, foreign investors. There, their Europeanness, status,
and small investments allowed them to engage in flirtatious encounters with
Macedonian women, who embodied their ideal of white, European, or Medi-
terranean beauty—all with relatively little competition.

One night, I accompanied Marco and Giovanni to the opening of an ex-
clusive lounge bar that aspired to attract some of the nouveau riche close to
Gruevski’s government. As I squeezed past the mass of tightly packed bod-
ies, Giovanni pulled unceremoniously at my shirt. “Look at him,” pointing at
Marco and his housekeeper hitting it off. “Now I have to get lucky too,” he in-
sisted. I followed his glance as it scanned the room and landed on the gener-
ously filled dress of a striking middle-aged woman. Shortly, Marco, his house-
keeper, and a friend left to get a drink at another place. Giovanni, however,
insisted I stay on as his wingman, as he scribbled his number on a piece of pa-
per ripped from a cigarette package and prepared to make his move. Still, he
hesitated. That small, fragile piece of paper carried the weight of a world in
disarray.

Unable to force his feet to move, Giovanni started to confide in me—as
if speaking about his family could dissolve the images that had just filled
his mind. Giovanni told me about his tense relationship with his daughter
and about the difficult life that Marco had back in Italy with his family. For
a moment, he even took his eyes away from his Macedonian crush, lost in a
labyrinth of thoughts. Finally, his arousal triumphed. He walked up to her,
struck up a conversation, delivered the piece of paper with nonchalance, and
walked away. In our taxi, he was exhausted. Had it been a good idea? Would
she call? Had he been too direct? We continued to examine all the possibili-
ties until we reached a Cuban bar, where Marco was dancing avidly with his
housekeeper and their other Italian friend was working his charms on three
very young girls. Hugging Giovanni and me in a friendly gesture, he intro-
duced us all and then ordered one more bottle of white wine. “Pretty good,
ah!” he screamed to us, his face red. “Oohohoooo!” answered Giovanni,
his glass in hand. I raised my glass, a shadow of shame lurking in my half-

smile.
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lllusions and Infrastructure of Finance

Marco’s and Giovanni’s gendered trajectory offers a complicated view of what
happens when finance expands at the periphery. Their profiles are very dis-
similar from those of financial investors—if not in their predatory aspira-
tions, at least in their ability to harness global finance. So what makes micro-
investors agents of financialization, if they have no significant sums to invest
in Macedonia? This constitutes one of the first paradoxes of financial expan-
sion at the periphery: financial expansion can, in fact, feed oft the presence of
cash-strapped investors, because financialization is not premised on the ac-
tual transfer of capital but on its illusion.

In productive processes, adding value and generating profit takes place
through the transformation of capital and labor into services or products.
In the case of finance, however, it is not necessary to produce anything to
generate value. In fact, quite the opposite is true. Less capital can increase
the monetary value of stocks or other financial products. As Karen Ho fa-
mously demonstrated, stakeholders’ evaluations can push stock value up dur-
ing downsizing when the productive parts of a company are dismantled.’

As investors suggested during my interviews in both Macedonia and the
US, similar sets of expectations frame how financiers decide whether to invest
in a country. It is not so much the quantity of capital or its productive context
that makes a country attractive for investment. Rather, it is the expectation
that other investors will also be investing in it, driving up the value of early fi-
nancial moves. What is needed to generate financial expansion, then, is an in-
frastructure of dreams, expectations, and hopes that are articulated around
a specific understanding of what counts as value—a sort of cultural infra-
structure of both words and appearances' that, given the right material cir-
cumstances, can turn a peripheral economy into a legitimate destination for
investment.

In countries such as the US or elsewhere in Eastern Europe, risky eco-
nomic practices can become productive opportunities to extract rent through
the deployment of specific technologies of evaluation. In the work of Mar-
tha Poon and many other sociologists of finance, credit scores, rating stan-
dards, and other similar calculative tools allow international investors to
make equivalences between debt products and to calculate profit margins
on domains of life that are, by themselves, completely disparate."* With ade-
quate models of forecasting, investors can feel confident about betting on the
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chances of rainfall in Paraguay, the profitability of housing bonds in Sacra-
mento, or the likelihood of Ebola prevention in Sierra Leone.'?

The kind of data needed to construct reliable evaluation tools was mostly
unavailable in postsocialist Macedonia. Afraid of high unemployment and
political and economic tensions, financial institutions had been historically
cautious with liquidity requirements for lenders and interest rates for new
loans, resulting in a rather depressed formal financial landscape. In the early
2000s, despite a need for new housing, only 2 percent of Macedonian house-
holds possessed mortgages," relying instead on a variety of formal or infor-
mal financial arrangements such as pooling family credits or rescheduling so-
cialist loans. By the mid-2000s, the economic situation was so fuzzy that it
was impossible to utilize credit-rating tools or even more conventional met-
rics based on property to showcase the country’s readiness as a destination for
international finance.

To counter the opacity of Macedonia’s economy, Gruevski had run on a
platform of transparency and economic reform that had been widely praised
by the international community, especially for its intention to open Mace-
donia to foreign investment. At the beginning of his mandate, Gruevski cre-
ated Invest in Macedonia, an agency dedicated to marketing Macedonia as a
safe haven for global finance. Staffed with a team of at least twenty-five eco-
nomic promoters under the direct supervision of the prime minister, Invest
in Macedonia regularly scouted international fairs abroad, dedicated person-
alized attention to foreign companies interested in relocating, and prepared
the terrain for the government’s roadshows, where Gruevski directly brokered
business deals—with the goal of bringing to Macedonia at least 138 factories
and 62,700 new jobs, for a total of more than 3.8 billion euro of investment."*

To capture the attention of global investors, the agency had spent heavily
on a rebranding campaign aimed at improving Macedonia’s international
reputation.”® Invest in Macedonia regularly bought airtime on major inter-
national channels such as the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), put
up billboards at international airports (including Istanbul Atatiirk), and
created and circulated dozens of video clips showcasing Macedonia’s natu-
ral beauty. These clips, directed by the world-acclaimed artist Milcho Man-
chevski, presented Macedonia’s history as a continuum between the empire
of Alexander the Great and Gruevski’s Macedonia. Leveraging the new his-
torical and kitsch architecture of neo-baroque Skopje, Macedonia was pre-

sented as an exotic and yet sensually futuristic tourist destination, reachable
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through inexpensive flights. Unbeknownst to the public, Gruevski subsidized
Wizz Air, a low-cost Hungarian airline specializing in Eastern Europe, and
struck a questionable deal to renovate the Skopje Alexander the Great Air-
port. Airlines such as Turkish Airlines, and more recently, Alitalia, Qatar Air-
lines, and Emirates, began to offer worldwide flights to Macedonia via Istan-
bul, Paris, Milan, Venice, Doha, Dubai, and other cities.

But the focus of Invest in Macedonia’s promotional material was the coun-
try’s high-quality, skilled, yet inexpensive workforce. In pamphlets, graphs,
and charts, the agency went out of its way to signal that Macedonian workers
were not only cheap but also skilled and educated—ready to be exploited for
any entrepreneur savvy enough to take advantage of the four special economic
zones built in Skopje, Stip, and Tetovo, or the nine more planned throughout
the country. Companies that decided to invest in these zones could take ad-
vantage of a ten-year tax break, discounts on utilities, up to 500,000 euro in
construction incentives, and land with ready-to-use infrastructure. Compa-
nies paid no VAT (value-added tax) or customs duties if producing for export
and no personal or corporate tax for the first ten years, after which they would
be subject to a 10 percent flat tax rate.®

To an extent, portraying Macedonia as an accessible and commodified la-
bor reservoir was a strategic decision that utilized a well-known global indica-
tor, FDI, as a predictive measurement of the financial opportunities and future
profits.”” Branding Macedonia as a destination for FDI in the manufactur-
ing and software sectors reinforced global fantasies about Eastern Europe—a
space at the same time “primitive” enough to constitute one of Europe’s fron-
tiers but closer and easier to navigate compared to other developing countries.

Despite this global resonance, Gruevski’s highly publicized investments
in urban renewal and his branding campaign worked only partially. Gruevski
managed to attract a few larger international conglomerates: Johnson Con-
trols produced car seat covers; the Belgian Van Hool produced buses; and the
multinational chemical firm Johnson Matthey produced emission control
catalysts in Macedonia and has become the most important exporter of goods
from the country. By and large, however, Gruevski’s strategy attracted entre-
preneurs such as Marco and Giovanni who came from other European pe-
ripheries with very little financial capital to invest.

Over his ten years of government, this inflow of small-scale investors led
to only 579 million euro of FDI in Macedonia, one-sixth of what Gruevski had
expected.'® Instead of constituting a crucial source of financing as it had in
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other Eastern European countries,” this kind of FDI-driven financialization
cost the Macedonian state over 159 million euro in subventions and promo-
tional activities. Companies invested 92.1 million euro in salaries and pock-
eted 235 million euro of profit. Practically speaking, “Macedonian taxpayers’

money [was] used to generate profits for the foreign companies.”?’

Peripheral Financialization Between East and West

In the decades that preceded the global financial crisis, many European en-
trepreneurs had reacted to financial challenges by relocating their activi-
ties abroad, investing first in the southern edges of Europe and then further
east in former socialist countries. Macedonia had been a latecomer to the
game of attracting foreign investors. Other European countries such as Ire-
land, Greece, and Spain had seen mirages of riches materialize and achieved
dreams of self-realization almost a decade before Gruevski’s branding cam-
paign. So why had entrepreneurs such as Marco and Giovanni moved to such
a peripheral space—one where the construction boom paled in comparison to
the Spanish or Irish real estate bubble? What kind of cultural tools prompted
micro-investors to imagine Macedonia as a ready-to-be-exploited, feminized
frontier replete with potential wealth and sensual pleasures?

The strange appeal of Gruevski’s Macedonia had its roots in yet another
financial paradox, namely the increased inequality that had come to plague
the domestic and international life of countries within the EU. Contrary to
the popular perception, most of the problems that European economies faced
in the second decade of the twenty-first century were not only a result of the
global financial crisis. Instead, the experience of peripheral countries such as
Macedonia shows that the global financial crisis amplified forms of inequal-
ity that had spread since the 1990s—when a bifurcated path separated a core
and a peripheral Europe based on countries’ ability to access, manipulate, and
profit from financial deregulation.

Officially, the European reforms that began with the Maastricht Treaty
(1992) were designed to support the bloc’s political and economic integration
and an (ongoing) process of eastward enlargement. Together with the intro-
duction of the euro as the union’s common currency and the subsequent Sta-
bility and Growth Pact signed in 2011, these reforms promised to bring polit-
ical stability and economic prosperity to the whole continent. Yet the newly
integrated mechanisms did little to address the different economic capacities
and performances of its member states. In fact, imposing specific limits on
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public spending and relying more on market dynamics, the EU actively fol-
lowed a path that empowered the economies of certain member states at the
expense of others. What looked like economic stability for Germany meant
austerity and economic stagnation for countries at the Southern and Eastern
periphery—economic policies that led them to be vulnerable to the crisis and
facilitated the subsequent rise of populist leaders.*

Centered on maintaining a strong euro and fostering competition, EU reg-
ulations introduced in the 1990s benefited export-driven economies such as
Germany and financial tax havens such as Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and
the UK.** Reliant on large companies that could invest in advanced technolo-
gies, Germany consolidated its export primacy and allowed its companies to
accumulate record profits that eclipsed EU competitors thanks to a politics of
stalled wages. In Southern European states (PIIGS), however, small and me-
dium enterprises started to lose ground to their Northern European competi-
tors—whose size allowed them to amplify their profits on financial markets.*®

But if Northern European conglomerates were able to gain record profits,
it was precisely thanks to the economic decline of Europe’s Southern bloc. En-
abled by permissive EU regulations, Northern European banks loaned their
newfound money to their Southern neighbors,>* whose increasingly uncom-
petitive private sector, especially households, began to rely on growing lev-
els of debt.”® Amid cuts to public investment demanded in the name of finan-
cial stability, the common currency area facilitated unrealistically low interest
rates on debt and fueled a perverse form of financial unification based on debt
bubbles in the South and profits and capital in the North.*

When their speculative bubbles imploded, Southern European countries
were thrown into an ongoing political and economic crisis—the very crisis
that Marco and Giovanni had experienced in Italy. Instead of addressing the
structural inequalities and lending practices that facilitated the expansion of
debt bubbles, postcrisis EU economic policies addressed only in a “limited,

piecemeal and incremental fashion”*’

the dominance of Northern European
financial interests.”® Under threat of financial capital flight*® and in a regula-
tory environment characterized by revolving doors and intense lobbying by
financial institutions,*® the European Central Bank (ECB) started to purchase
public debt through a mechanism called quantitative easing—providing some
relief to highly indebted countries by paying creditors rather than reducing
debtors’ burden. Meanwhile, in agreement with other international insti-

tutions, the EU forced disciplinary austerity packages upon Ireland, Spain,
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Portugal, Greece, and to a certain extent Italy—supporting the rise to power
of conservative leaders and unleashing a wave of stagnation and bankruptcies
among small- and medium-sized enterprises.*!

In this context, Marco and Giovanni had few incentives to relocate from
Italy to other Southern European countries. Instead, they looked east, in-
trigued by the opportunities opened up by the eastward enlargement of the
1990s. The incorporation of Eastern Europe in the EU had sped up a massive
decline in production, wealth, and prosperity in former socialist economies.
Shock doctrines and criminal privatizations, imposed on postsocialist states
by international organizations and supported by the EU, led to the disman-
tling of much of the socialist economic and political infrastructure. Faced
with rising unemployment and mounting debt, Eastern European countries
turned to foreign, and especially European, investors—an opportunity for en-
trepreneurs looking for cheaper labor that widened rather than diminished
the economic gap between the East and the West.

The economic and material decay of postsocialist Europe unearthed the
region’s longer history of subordinate entanglement with Western Europe*—
a peripheral status that marked Eastern Europeans as semiprimitive, crimi-
nal, hypersexual, prey, or predators.*® These perceptions were aggravated over
time by a series of policies that transformed cultural biases into legal discrim-
ination. For instance, even after joining the EU in 2007, citizens of Romania
and Bulgaria were subjected to work restrictions; when these limitations were
officially lifted in 2014, individual EU countries (including the UK, France,
the Netherlands, and Belgium) maintained special requirements for Roma-
nian and Bulgarian citizens, including special applications for work per-
mits.** Unsurprisingly, Eastern European citizens found themselves the target
of widespread racism on the part of their “civilized” cousins—a relationship
that some increasingly describe as neocolonial.*®

On the economic level, Eastern Europe found itself dragged onto the bifur-
cated path of its Western cousins. Postsocialist countries that had geograph-
ical ties to Central European economies such as Poland, Hungary, Slovakia,
and the Czech Republic received significant industrial investment, especially
from German car and telecommunication manufacturers.’® Baltic econo-
mies (including Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia) that had undergone sweep-
ing hyper-neoliberal reforms instead attracted interest-bearing capital from
Germany, the Netherlands, and other Northern European countries, feeding

a significant expansion of consumer credit and, in particular, mortgages.*’
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By the early 2000s, European finance had re-created in Central and East-
ern Europe many of the same financial vulnerabilities that had emerged in
Southern European countries. Only Yugoslav republics, especially places such
as Serbia, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia, distressed by ethnic wars and
fragmented into small, dysfunctional markets, had remained marginally in-
tegrated in European financial flows—a peripheral position that turned into
an asset in the wake of the global financial crisis when countries that had ex-
perienced forms of mass financialization started to show signs of financial
instability.

When household debt and non-performing loans skyrocketed in Croatia
and Slovenian banks appeared to be on the verge of collapse, international in-
stitutions started to become more interested in households in less leveraged
countries such as Macedonia and Serbia. From 2003 to 2010, Macedonian and
Serbian households increased their credit portfolio from 2 percent and 4 per-
cent of GDP to 18 percent and 20 percent of GDP, respectively (see fig. 8).>* As
shown in figure 9, Macedonian bank assets grew from 38 percent of GDP in
2000 to 60 percent of GDP in 2008 and 75 percent in 2014, demonstrating
a later but continuous accumulation of financial capital in the country when
compared to others in the region—one that was perhaps too timid to catch
the eye of global developers and hedge funds but that investors from other pe-
ripheralizing areas of Europe hoped to capitalize on.*’

Household debt (percentage of GDP)
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Figure 8. Household debt as a percentage of GDP for selected Eastern European
countries. Source: IMF
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2000 2014
Poland 61 89
Hungary 67 100
Russia 32 109
Croatia 63 123
Serbia 53 85
Macedonia 60 76

Figure 9. Bank assets as a percentage of GDP for selected Eastern European coun-
tries. Source: Raiffeisen RESEARCH, NBRM

Paradise Lost: The Dangers of Authoritarianism

Motivated by the timid expansion of consumer finance, the promises of state
investments, and the branding of the country, European businessmen like
Marco and Giovanni tried their luck in Macedonia, often armed with semi-
workable ideas and little savings. Once they began to invest in Macedonia,
however, businessmen realized rather quickly that to generate profits from
the country’s financialization, they had to face dramatic contradictions spon-
sored by an increasingly oppressive regime.

During our last evening at the bar, Marco and Giovanni offered me a ride
home to Italy for the Christmas holidays. As December progressed, however,
the two Italians kept postponing their departure and finally stopped answer-
ing my calls and texts altogether. Not until March of the following year was
I contacted by Marco, who claimed to have lost his phone and invited me to
visit his new company in Struga, a city in the western part of the country.
When we met, he was with Besart, an enthusiastic and charismatic Albanian
investor who ceremoniously drove and introduced Marco around as the brain
and soul of their new joint venture. In private, Marco told me that it was all a
necessary charade:

Do you remember when Giovanni was nervous, in the café? Well, he thought
he had seen our Macedonian partner, Nikola. Some months before meeting
you, we closed a deal for almost 50,000 euro, but neither Giovanni nor I had a
registered company in Macedonia. So, we talked to Nikola: we would use his
company’s name to take on contracts, and he would be in charge of finding us
clients—you know, everybody gets a cut, everybody is happy. After a couple
of months our workers told us that they had never been paid! We went to the
developer and he showed us the receipts of his deposits into Nikola’s account!

The bastard did not pay us, not even the workers! As it turned out, Nikola had
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massive debts and his bank had blocked his account. We gave him an ultima-
tum, and he finally scraped together some money in cash, some in euro, even
Swiss francs and US dollars. . . . He probably went door to door to his friends

and relatives to get it!

That was just the beginning of their misadventures. Since then, Nikola tried to
steal some of the tools they worked with, organized the meeting at Construx
behind their backs, and harassed them when Marco and Giovanni decided to
cut him out of the small job they were working on when I met them. Although
it was a small amount of money (around 5,000 euro), they desperately needed
the cash to pay for materials consumed on bigger projects. Plus, it was Christ-
mas, and they had no money to pay for gas and go back home.

Finally, on December 24, Marco and Giovanni were paid. With the 5,000
euro in hand, they drove back to their house to pack a few things and try to
make it to Italy before the Christmas celebrations. In the middle of the high-
way between Skopje and Tetovo, a black car cut them off. It was Nikola with
two thugs. “They got out of the car, beat us, and took the money, plus our
phones and watches. You know I was in the military, right? I did not react
because I was scared that they had a gun—so I let them beat the hell out of
me.” Marco and Giovanni immediately went to their partner and friend Lollo,
their insurance. “And by the end of the day, they found them! You know, with
our money, in cash, our phones, everything they had stolen from us! And
you know what they said? Lollo and his friend in the police can’t do anything
about it. And then I understood. They fucked us.”

Without money, without work, without even the gas to reach Italy, Marco
and Giovanni were broken—physically and mentally. They talked to Besart,
who gave them some money to go home and forget all about their business.
Giovanni quickly took his advice. He had no interest in fighting with Lollo or
other Macedonian partners. Unable to mobilize support from the Italian em-
bassy, Macedonian courts and institutions, or other international organiza-
tions, Giovanni felt that they had hit the limits of what the Macedonian mar-
ket and society could offer them; remaining there would have put them in
danger without any certainty of profit.

Marco, however, had invested too much in Macedonia. Emotionally, he
had rediscovered pleasures and sides of himself he thought he had lost. Plus,
his material was almost ready and could make a big splash in the construction
market—or so he convinced Besart, who welcomed him to Struga and into
the Albanian social world. “You know, here among Albanians I feel protected.
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They have my back, for real. And I know Besart sent word to Nikola and oth-
ers not to mess with me again.”

Besart did everything he could to present Marco as his revered guest and
partner, partly to make him and everyone else forget about his past misfor-
tune (and gullibility) but also to cement their partnership. Besart not only fi-
nanced the production of Marco’s material and inserted him into his own
business network, but he also started to build a factory for chemicals and
other related products. Besart’s eyes lit up when he brought me to see the fac-
tory’s construction site and he sparkled with pride and joy, noting that twenty
years earlier he had nothing to eat, and now he would own a factory that pro-
duced things. Adding a fancy Italian technician to his deck of cards added
prestige, if not immediate returns, to his expanding business vision.

Conflicting Expectations

Conlflicts such as those experienced by Marco and Giovanni were not un-
heard of for other Italian investors who operated in Macedonia—although
they rarely escalated to explicit forms of violence. After a period of idyllic he-
donism, many investors reported being subjected to scams or having to nav-
igate expectations of additional payments—a hostile climate that had forced
some to abandon the country.

At the center of most of these disagreements were divergent evaluations
regarding how to properly share the often meager profits captured by the in-
flow of European finance. Macedonian partners expected international inves-
tors to contribute additional sums of money that went beyond what was estab-
lished in official agreement—payments that they considered legitimate given
the country’s decades of postsocialist peripheralization. For international and
Italian businessmen, however, these rents constituted proof of corruption in-
herent to Macedonian society.

“Why is it that a cubic meter of cement costs the same in Macedonia and
in Italy? We know that here in Skopje you pay workers 300 euro per month,
while in Italy it is four times that. But the price of the cement is the same.” I
did not have an answer to Gennaro’s question. After all, he was the expert: he
had been managing the Macedonian office of an Italian company that special-
ized in the supervision of public works for a year now, after periods in Cam-
bodia and Uzbekistan. I had just spent twelve hours under the summer sun
following him on the construction site of a major infrastructural project, and
we were both tired enough to share some pearls of wisdom in a run-down
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parking lot. “Because certain costs,” said Gennaro, rubbing his thumb and in-
dex finger in a very Italian gesture alluding to money, “cannot be squeezed. In
other words, here you pay less for labor, but you have added costs for . . . you
know ... 2"

Barely able to listen, I looked at him with empty eyes. Bothered by my lack
of reaction, Gennaro shrugged and decided to speak plainly.

I mean that you have to bribe them. That money you cannot recover. And it is
not just the bribes for getting the contract. It is all that comes with that! We
recently participated in a call for offers regarding an important project. We
offered a low price, by our standards. The company that won offered one-third
of our sum. For them it makes sense: once you are the supervisor, you decide
if a finished work is approved. You can withdraw approval, say, if the contrac-
tor uses a certain product. Usually you need to provide technical reasons—
like, one product has a given mechanical set of properties that the other does
not offer, or it can guarantee better performance over time. But sometimes
the products are equivalent, and you can still force the contractor to choose
one if the company that sells that product pays you something under the ta-
ble. So even if you lose money on the contract, as a supervisor you have other

ways to make money.

Expecting payment to authorize one product instead of another equivalent
one; extracting money for having obliquely facilitated deals; requesting bribes
to access construction materials; for Gennaro, Marco, and Giovanni, these
expectations of profit constituted illegitimate practices because they did not
create new value. Instead, they appropriated, skimmed, and diminished the
worth of existing contracts. Italian investors understood rent as unproduc-
tive, unearned, and pernicious “return independent from labor”*'—generated
by their partners’ abilities to monopolize not land or means of production but
access to the social and political infrastructure needed to monetize one’s par-
ticipation in Macedonia’s tight financial landscape.*?

Macedonian businessmen with whom I spoke admitted that a strange at-
mosphere of hostility had come to surround international investors and that
some of the means utilized, such as rigging the system of international grants,
were indeed illegal. And yet many justified these actions. What were a few
thousand euro for international businesses who were about to earn millions
thanks to public grants given to Macedonia? Even if they wanted to act, there
was little that Macedonian subcontractors could do: calls for projects were
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rigged from within the Macedonian Ministry of Finance, a ministry that was
tightly controlled by Stavrevski, one of Gruevski’s closer allies.

Officials who worked within public institutions agreed. VMRO-DPMNE
officials had fostered a hostile approach to international partners, business-
men, and more broadly, financial opportunities. An administrator in charge
of EU projects, for instance, recalled that colleagues “who bought the regime’s
view of doing things” were encouraged to take advantage of their position
and liberally use EU resources for questionable expenses. My interlocutor was
forced to approve vacations as European-funded study trips or team-building
exercises. Officials from a different ministry recalled being lined up, screamed
at, and then fined for up to 30 percent of their salary for sharing informa-
tion with international funding partners. Instead, as former VMRO-DPMNE
ministers told them, they should have squeezed their EU partners so hard that
“they wouldn’t even know how to get out of the meeting room.”

In a work environment that had lost its veneration for European gover-
nance, several administrators found playing hardball with international in-
stitutions enjoyable—as if extracting rent from international partners could
make up for decades of unfulfilled promises and paternalistic lecturing about
“proper” economic practices. Extracting rent allowed Macedonian business-
men and administrators to take advantage of their unequal partnership with
Europe and turn their subordination into profit—a game that Gruevski and
his clique encouraged Macedonians to see as zero-sum, in which their own
existential or material desires for (normal) wealth and political recognition
could only be expressed through desperate forms of scams or extractive ac-
tions that necessarily collided with foreigners’ own aspirations.

Landscapes of Extraction

The extractive landscape encountered by international investors in Macedo-
nia constituted a new paradox of Gruevski’s strategy. The international inflow
of foreign investors was crucial for the regime as it inflated statistics about
jobs and employment in Macedonia, contributing to a general sense of open-
ing of the Macedonian economy to neoliberal reforms that made the country
more appealing for international donors and agencies. So why was Gruevski
so keen on making international investors’ lives complicated, exciting Mace-
donian administrators” and businessmen’s hopes of wealth and pitting them
against their international partners? What was gained by transforming finan-

cialization into a game of positions, a trench warfare of rentier anticipations?
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As it turned out, the misadventures of micro-investors such as Marco and
Giovanni were politically very productive—not for Macedonian partners but
for the regime and, to a lesser extent, for large and institutional investors.
Stories of micro-investors’ vulnerability circulated broadly among the inter-
national community, leading even international managers to feel exposed to
unpredictable and constant extractive expectations. To avoid these looming
misadventures, international investors and managers of larger companies
agreed to enter into complex relationships with the VMRO-DPMNE regime.
As Gennaro told me,

You saw how it was the other day on the worksite. You know they are going
to screw you. You just have to decide what to pick on and what to allow. What
you will accept and what you will not because you'll be too ashamed to tell
your children about it. For instance, you saw the plant they wanted to use to
provide us with concrete. It was barely functional. They had no capacity to de-
liver a consistent standard. And I would need to use that material for a capital
infrastructure? Now the contractor called the ministry, for whom I supervise
the site, and now they are telling me that it is okay. Of course, nobody would
ever write it down in an official letter. . . . It is all this formal, but really infor-

mal, way of saying things, so that you will be the one who makes the decision.

“There’s a constant pressure,” he continued—a pressure that Gennaro felt was
becoming personally unbearable. Bribing and pressuring others was not what
he wanted to do for a living. As he went deeper into his history, Gennaro then
took a deep breath and settled back in his black leather desk chair. “I requested
a transfer from my company. I was about to go, but then the whole Ukraine
thing happened, and I couldn’t move there anymore. But you see, my prede-
cessor couldn’t take it either. You either move, or you end up like him, with
three lovers, spending every other weekend in Thessaloniki to fuck them.”

Tullio, a manager of another Italian company that had worked on a po-
litically sensitive urban redevelopment project, was also very troubled by the
increasingly extractive dimension of Macedonia’s economy—a concern that
verged on paranoia. In the middle of one of our meetings, he lowered his
voice, leaned heavily on our table, inviting me to come closer. In a conspira-
torial tone, Tullio said,

You have to be careful. See, the other day I was in Gevgelija, on my way to
Greece, to take a break from this mess here in Skopje. I enter a grocery shop
and it turns out that the owner’s daughter speaks Italian. She tells me that she
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is working for the Ministry of the Interior, translating conversations of Italian
businessmen in Macedonia! Our phones are under control, you see! And yet,
I receive calls from the Ministry of Transport or the Ministry of Education,
in which the ministers themselves tell me to come, meet the person they want
me to hire if I get the project, or how much money I should give them both! It

is so in your face, so transparent!

While at the time I dismissed these concerns, Tullio was right. Phones
of international businessmen were indeed under surveillance, as recordings
leaked to the press confirmed several years later (see Chapter 1). Unlike mi-
cro-investors such as Tullio or Giovanni, businessmen who collaborated with
the regime faced more direct threats, which allowed them to devise strategies
to deal with dodgy collaborators. As Tullio admitted, the forms of extraction
that larger investors faced in Macedonia’s economy were “transparent.” He
knew which calls for projects were likely to be rigged, and thus he could de-
cide whether to avoid them or, conversely, decide to participate—not to win,
but to drive down the price of public contracts and screw over their Macedo-
nian “partners.”

Knowing with relative clarity when administrators requested bribes or fa-
vors, Tullio or Gennaro had options and, paradoxically, benefits. Those who
paid gained extensive access to the VMRO-DPMNE regime. Some large-scale
investors had the prime minister’s mobile phone on speed dial. But even inves-
tors such as Gennaro or Tullio who did not have these perks were able to use
their “transparent” extractive relationships with the regime to cut out the likes
of Marco and Giovanni, who were stuck in violent tugs of wars with other des-
perate businessmen. Instead of having to compete for financial opportunities,
large-scale investors could find common ground with members of the regime
in parallel rentier endeavors—endeavors that fit comfortably under the um-
brella of the EU and its assistance to candidate countries such as Macedonia.

Rentier Aspirations in the European Project

Between 1992 and 2017, Macedonia received a total of 3.2 billion euros in assis-
tance projects, mostly through low-interest loans, trade credits, development
grants, and structural European funds—assistance capital that the govern-
ment paraded as proof of its growing success in and commitment to attracting
foreign investors. To this, the government added significant loans from organi-
zations such as the IMF (234 million euro), the World Bank (277 million euro),
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (229 million
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euro), and other private national and international banks—organizations that
had a wealth of eyes on the ground and were all very well informed about the
regime’s way of doing business. So, if the international and especially European
institutions knew about the regime’s penchant for extractive and authoritarian
methods, why did they continue to support Gruevski, funneling aid and funds
that helped the regime last for over a decade?

In a moment of candor, Tullio gestured toward a convergence of ap-
proaches and interests between EU aid, Gruevski’s authoritarian regime, and
large Italian investors—an extractive closeness that was as uncomfortable as
it was evident. “Look,” he told me, “I am an Italian, right? It’s not like these
kinds of things don’t happen in Italy.” Not everywhere, I remember thinking.
But before I uttered my dismay, I realized that his remark was not express-
ing a stereotype about Italians but constituted an actual commentary about
the kind of work that investors like himself did in Macedonia—a kind of ex-
tractive work that was not all that incommensurable compared to the expec-
tations of rent fueled by VMRO-DPMNE officials.

Despite having a larger portfolio than Marco and Giovanni, Tullio (and
Gennaro) were not in Macedonia to invest and create greenfield ventures out
of their own money. Their investments were conditional on intercepting Eu-
ropean grants, international aid, or Macedonian public contracts. But to do
so, managers such as Tullio and Gennaro relied on the surprising and some-
times conflicting collaborations between businessmen such as themselves,
Eurocrats, and Gruevski’s regime—relationships that were predicated on fu-
eling and excluding micro-investors, while, at the same time, supporting the
rise of an increasingly authoritarian regime.

Managers such as Marco and Giovanni felt betrayed by this apparent con-
vergence, which they suggested explained why Italian institutions seemed so
unsympathetic toward their problems. But for businessmen such as Tullio and
Gennaro who managed mid-sized portfolios of investments, this collabora-
tion was crucial. Preliminary calculations of Instrument for Pre-Accession
Assistance (IPA) funds disbursed between 2009 and 2011 suggest that only
54 out of 460 million euro were contracted directly to Macedonian beneficia-
ries, institutions, and companies. By and large, contractors from Germany
(52 million), Austria (19 million), Spain (16 million), France (15 million), the
UK (10 million), and Italy (8 million) benefited the most from EU funds in
Macedonia, excluding a 200-million-euro highway contract won by a Greek
contractor, and around 20 million euro of cross-border and local investments

obtained by Bulgarian contractors.*®
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Maintaining these tense yet symbiotic relationships was at the center of
the Eurocrat’s mandate. Accustomed to inhabiting a space of competition be-
tween peripheralizing political and economic systems, Eurocrats understood
their financial aid as a tool to generate visibility and produce profit for the EU
while also benefiting the specific country who had won the project—a game
that different European countries played in symbiosis with Gruevski to gener-
ate economic returns, more than stability.** This could only be done if Mace-
donian officials were satisfied—a circumstance that led to very close interac-
tion and collaboration, often fraught with tension, around the management
of myriad projects aimed at strengthening and harmonizing Macedonian in-
stitutions. Both the tension and close collaboration between Eurocrats and
officers of the Gruevski regime resulted in one of the final paradoxes of fi-
nancialization in Macedonia—a syncopated resonance between the extractive
strategies of Macedonia’s regime and those of European countries, as exem-
plified in the “Sustainable Fishing Project,” an IPA-funded initiative between
the “Maritime Ministries” of Rome and Skopje.*®

The Sustainable Fishing Project was conceived as an opportunity to ex-
tract economic and existential value from European aid for the periphery. For
the project’s manager, Antonio, that opportunity concerned primarily his fu-
ture career opportunities. With about seven years of experience in the Italian
Maritime Ministry, he was a young, energetic, and hardworking official who
had already served in other European postings. To convince his Macedonian
counterparts to select the Italian proposal, Antonio had lined up renowned
Italian experts on fishing—packaging their expertise along with a stream-
lined project and an opulent post-pitch dinner. After all, Antonio was “the
biggest paraculo around,” as he liked to remind me—a manager able to adapt
to unexpected challenges and manipulate others and still land on his feet. It
was that paraculo attitude that the Italian Maritime Ministry counted on to
generate extractive synergies with Macedonian bureaucrats and find mutu-
ally beneficial ways to access further European funds.

Once in Macedonia, Antonio hired Martina, a manager/assistant, and So-
fija, a female translator; as he told me, he had hired women because they were
“easier to work with, more precise,” and more accepting of hierarchical roles.
But that gendered statement was not the only way in which Antonio affirmed
his authority. In the first of many scuflles, he defied the Macedonian minister
who had promised the jobs to protégés. While they were willing to compro-
mise, the Italians were still in charge.

Most of the team’s activity consisted of flying experts from Italy to Skopje
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to help Macedonians design legal instruments that regulated and promoted
fishing. This meant scheduling seminars, organizing field visits, and enter-
taining Italian experts in Macedonia. For Antonio, however, the value of the
project exceeded its technical or even financial aspect. He had in mind a much
more ambitious plan for the team, which corresponded to Rome’s idea of uti-
lizing the project to showcase the new direction of Italian international co-
operation in the Balkans. While the team worked hard to promote changes
in the legislation on sustainable fishing, Antonio, Martina, and their other
collaborators tried to make the project a reference point for broader invest-
ments between Italy and Macedonia—a crucial effort to allow Italian institu-
tions to be part of talks about financial flows that moved between the Balkans
and Europe. Antonio quickly grew close to the new Italian ambassador, who
suggested contacts and consortia to involve at cocktail parties, opening cere-
monies, and international cultural events. Most important, he socialized with
both Italian experts and local administrators, bringing them to clubs or din-
ners and making sure that their wishes were fulfilled.

While other Eurocrats were offended when collaborations hinged on fa-
vors or “benefits,” Antonio banked on these expectations and their emotional
dimension. After working on other European projects, he had realized that
encouraging and satisfying some of the material desires of local administra-
tors was the most effective way to move his own agenda forward. Without
deep cultural connections to the local society,'® Antonio relied on Martina’s
cultural (and often organizational) sensibilities. Charming and energetic,
Martina spent much of her time smoothing over the misunderstandings that
arose from opposite extractive expectations of Italian and Macedonian col-
leagues—a managerial and emotional labor that was compensated by a some-
what generous salary (by Macedonian standards) but especially by the op-
portunity to be independent from the rapacious control of VMRO-DPMNE
officials. Taking active part in cultural events and diplomatic soirées, Martina
felt part of an exclusive circle of global elites—a taste of a diplomatic lifestyle
that perhaps could give her a chance to showcase her true worth. Putting up
with odd hours, overtime work, and the occasional flirtatious passes of Anto-
nio was a small price to pay to reset years of economic disadvantage.

In general, Macedonian beneficiaries appreciated and exploited Antonio’s
strategy. The team’s effectiveness, along with Antonio’s and Martina’s antici-
pation of local administrators’ wishes, allowed them to develop synergies for
legitimate as well as extractive purposes. But Antonio had to be careful not to
be too generous. Administrators with an irredentist view of European finance
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could easily push the extractive envelope too far—asking him to pay for com-
pletely random expenses or to create a scene over other colleagues’ benefits.
These conflicts were particularly acute for those events that embodied the
power hierarchy between European countries—such as study visits. Going to
Italy on a visit reversed the roles of hospitality between Macedonians and Ital-
ians. For once, it would be the Macedonian experts and not the Europeans
who would be pampered as guests of honor—an opportunity that VMRO-
DPMNE administrators would not give up, even if that led to conflicts so bit-
ter that the entire visit had to be cancelled.

Besides appeasing Macedonians, Antonio and his team had to reckon with
other sets of expectations. For Rome and Brussels, the fishing project offered
opportunities to extract strategic, political profits. Rome sent “important” ex-
perts to Skopje, a reward that came with generous travel allowances and VIP
treatments paid by the project’s funds. The Maritime Ministry wanted the
project to succeed so that they would have better chances of winning future
projects, securing money from Brussels, and maintaining political influence
in European circles. EU officials, on the other hand, placed significant empha-
sis on the project’s visibility strategy. The project had a budget for things such
as mugs, agendas, calendars, and other promotional material with EU flags
and titles of the project, but it could not invest in productivity tools such as
smartphones or research. In a way, the EU conceived of the project as a means
to legitimize its own presence, claiming a civilizing value that hid the other
extractive processes promoted by the inflow of assistance capital.

Backed by this institutional support, the project provided managers who
led it with a degree of success. Macedonian beneficiaries within the Mari-
time Ministry and beyond loved both the project and Antonio to the point
that they requested him for two follow-up projects lasting two years after the
original contract expired. Most of the team remained to work with Antonio,
while Martina utilized the experience to begin a career in international devel-
opment abroad. Antonio impressed his superiors in Rome and created a net-
work of contacts that allowed him, when he returned, to move up the minis-
try’s hierarchy—although not without a significant dose of delay, frustration,
and struggle.

Financial Extraction and Recursive Peripheralization

Developing an idea to avoid bankruptcy and remake one’s manhood; inter-
cepting European grants; transforming European aid into prestige and po-
litical visibility—these different, sometime conflicting goals pushed Italian
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businessmen, investors, and Eurocrats toward Macedonia’s construction boom
in the hope of intercepting the financial capital that had flowed toward one of
Europe’s last economic peripheries.

Ranging from existential dilemmas to rational calculations, these extrac-
tive aspirations capture the social context that accompanies financial expan-
sion at the periphery—a tortuous path by which Italian investors tried to flee
the European crisis eastward. The movement of European investors and busi-
nessmen was favored by Gruevski’s branding of the country as a safe haven
for international capital—a well-timed effort that ultimately failed to attract
large sums of productive investments in the form of FDI. Instead of wealthy
financiers, cash-strapped adventurer “investors” moved to Macedonia—not
to bring a wall of money but to try and intercept European assistance capi-
tal contracted by the Macedonian state to build Skopje 2014 or other projects.

Within Macedonia, however, the hopes of international entrepreneurs col-
lided with the extractive dreams of local businessmen and administrators—
founded on experiences of loss stoked by the VMRO-DPMNE irredentist
posture and made possible by what appeared as a radical transformation of
the EU. After decades of economic and social stagnation in the postsocial-
ist world, the global financial crisis had finally demonstrated that it was not
only Eastern Europe that had been ravaged by unscrupulous privatizations
and deals. Speculative endeavors had fractured the very core of the European
project, magnifying inequalities between different productive systems and
punishing the economic fabric of Southern economies in a purgatory of aus-
terity. Finally, during the global financial crisis, being at the periphery had
turned into an asset—one that Macedonians could use to extract material and
moral benefits from their international partners.

The tensions produced by such different expectations of profit and rent con-
stituted the existential ground of financialization that the VMRO-DPMNE re-
lied on to recast its own regime as inexorable and oppressive. For foreign en-
trepreneurs as well as local administrators, financialization corresponded to a
landscape of reciprocal exploitation saturated with pressures and scams, hard
to avoid because they originated from many, often unpredictable, directions.
In this loosely identifiable but existentially oppressive atmosphere, the regime
seemed to be everywhere, anchoring Macedonians and foreigners alike to mu-
tually corrosive relationships.

If these rentier expectations proved politically useful, it was precisely be-
cause they were often impossible for individuals to realize. Managers such as
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Marco and Giovanni who fled the economic ruin in Italy and followed the
trail of money that led to Macedonia managed only to see it dissipate behind
what they understood as the regime’s machinery. Their bad deals and par-
tial successes bolstered the illusion that there was copious financial opportu-
nity—one needed only to join the VMRO-DPMNE to reap its benefits. But
even those who did manage to gain access to international finance thanks
to their new positions in the VMRO-DPMNE administration were under-
mined, conflicted, and often unable to gain real privileges. After all, being
a member of the regime did not solve the piecemeal, insufficient, and highly
controlled character of financial deepening in Macedonia.*’

Eurocrats and managers of larger European companies found creative ways
to benefit from the oppressive dimension of financial expansion in Macedo-
nia. Officials from the Italian state realized that they had a lot in common with
VMRO-DPMNE administrators, particularly when it came to skimming EU
funds for their personal or political interests. Closing an eye to or even bank-
ing on the VMRO-DPMNE’s extractive approach, Eurocrats and larger Euro-
pean investors were able to limit the international competition for European
grants—a convergence common at the European periphery, where financial-
ization brings together different extractive aspirations in an uncanny, uncom-
fortable symbiosis. Riddled with conflict and deceit, such interdependency
showed the parallel, somewhat recursive dynamic of financialization—a pro-
cess that, as will be explained, was rooted as much in monetary gains as it was
in existential paradoxes.

These uncomfortable ties and aspirations also constituted a limit to Gruev-
ski’s power. Similar to the geopolitical structure of Putin’s Russia, centered on
incorporating and sabotaging the political viability of rival states, including
Ukraine, Georgia, and more recently, the US,*® Gruevski’s central technology
of domination appropriated the dysfunctional characteristics of financial ex-
pansion at the periphery. The VMRO-DPMNE regime turned EU-promoted
financial deepening into a landscape permeated by extractive hopes but de-
prived of the consequent liquidity—a scenario of aspirations that could only be
tulfilled by Gruevski himself. Until Macedonians believed in Gruevski’s quasi-
magical power and pervasive threats, and international actors found it conve-
nient for their own strategy, the regime continued to manipulate the inflow of
foreign finance and turn it into domestic forced credit. Once the equilibrium
fell out of sync, however, Gruevski found himself with little solid ground to
support his authoritarian machinery.



Forced Credit and Kompenzacija

DURING THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS, most countries that had experienced a con-
struction bubble were in total disarray. In Spain, Greece, and Ireland, con-
struction sites stood motionless while investors and mortgagers scrambled to
avoid bankruptcy. Yet Skopje’s real estate and financial sectors began to thrive
precisely at such a critical moment, when most global finance steered away
from crediting construction enterprises.

There was an additional oddity to Skopje’s financialization. Unlike other
real estate bubbles, Skopje’s thriving construction industry did not trans-
late into widespread wealth, increased salaries, or even massive availability
of credit. Contrary to what happened in other financialized economies such
as Spain or the US,' where cheap loans and mortgages temporarily increased
wages, living standards, and the amount of money circulating in the econ-
omy, in Macedonia salaries stagnated and inflation went negative. Most of the
businessmen I interviewed lamented that Macedonia’s economy was widely
illiquid (nelikvidna), and that such illiquidity caused the business sector to
rely upon in-kind payments called kompenzacija.

On the surface, kompenzacija could be understood as a form of barter,
whereby companies supported each other by exchanging goods during a crit-
ical time of crisis. This was the common starting point for narratives offered
by the managers of many companies, including Construx’s director. After a
long explanation of his profit margins, he suggested that the smartest way
to conduct business was to exchange apartments for services. With kompen-
zacija, contractors and subcontractors could help each other and bypass the
transaction costs imposed by Macedonia’s famously hawkish banking sector.

78
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As I continued collecting accounts of kompenzacija, however, this benev-
olent image became sinister. Construx’s financial director confided that kom-
penzacija was utilized as a reverse path to gain money, rather than exchange
services, even by his own company. First you identified who had money, then
you tried to find an exchange sequence that allowed you to convert labor, and
goods, into money.

“Kompenzacija?” asked Ilco, a businessman I had just interviewed. “Oh,
we need to sit down for a whole day to talk about this.” He continued:

You can’t imagine how often I did kompenzacija with other people. But most
of the time, when someone mentions kompenzacija, you immediately know
that something is wrong. I did it myself, you know, I also screwed people with
kompenzacija. But let me tell you this: If people who owe me money want to
give me, say, toilet paper, well that’s okay. I can sell toilet paper in a second.
I make a couple of calls, and bam, it is gone. No problem at all. But nobody
wants to give you toilet paper. They could sell it themselves. You get stuck
with other things. ... What do you do then? Listen now—once I did the worst
kompenzacija ever. I had sold some stuff to this guy, but for about six months
he hadn’t paid me; he always had something coming up—some problem with
the bank, some issue with the family, something. One day I go to his house,
and I tell him that I can’t wait any longer. I also have my own problems, and
I'm about 100,000 euro in debt to other people. So, I tell him that I really need
to get paid now. He has no money, he tells me. But then he says, “I can give
you some stuff, we can do kompenzacija.” I ask him, “What kind of things?”

“Eggs,” he says.

At this point Ilco stopped, turned to me, and passed his hand over the sweaty
surface of his bald head.

Can you imagine that? Fresh eggs! I get the eggs in the van, there might have
been thousands of them, and I start driving back home. But you know how
our villages are—it was far from Skopje, in the middle of the mountains, and
the road was so poor that . .. You can’t imagine the condition my van was in
when I got back here. Half of the eggs were broken, and I spent more to clean
the van than the whole load was worth. [He paused briefly, then he stared at
me.] THAT is kompenzacija.

Ultimately, most businessmen agreed with Ilco. While kompenzacija as a term
was often used to describe an elastic continuum of relationships, including
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beneficial, horizontal exchanges, by 2013 it generally designated forced trans-
actions that often devalued the labor of those who received goods. If you were
paid in kompenzacija, my interlocutors insisted, you were likely to end up
with things you did not want, which would make you lose money.

If kompenzacija was such a pernicious kind of exchange, what made it so
ubiquitous? This question is even more puzzling given that economic aggre-
gates seem to suggest that the country was not facing a major liquidity cri-
sis. Official data shows that Macedonian banks were well capitalized. The na-
tional banks, and some companies, had substantial reserves of cash both in
Macedonian denars (MKD) and in other foreign currencies. Companies I
worked with, however, were unable to get paid, faced constant cash-flow prob-
lems, and were often part of kompenzacija deals—especially if they were not
connected to the VMRO-DPMNE regime.

In this chapter, I analyze kompenzacija deals to understand how financial-
ization can operate without widespread money. Monetary scarcity in Gruev-
ski’s Macedonia had a longer history that stemmed from socialist-era under-
development and Macedonia’s peripheral role in the global economy. While
Macedonian businesses experienced the worst of the global credit squeeze,
the Macedonian government had expanded access to global debt. Gruevski
and his allies utilized this money, meant to stabilize Macedonian finance, to
force companies into poisonous deals that were not paid on time or were paid
with goods—resulting in monetary credit to the regime and associated oli-
garchs in exchange for in-kind, depreciating, and unwanted goods. Extending
the extractive landscape in the business sector (see Chapter 2), kompenzacija
allowed the VMRO-DPMNE to monopolize the money supply and to cement
the idea that in Macedonia there was no money—an illusion of illiquidity, to
paraphrase Nesvetailova, whereby the VMRO-DPMNE regime appeared un-
avoidable and omnipresent.”

In part, kompenzacija became so toxic because it had been a normal feature
of the Macedonian economy since the socialist era. As a peripheral country
with a scarcely competitive economic system, Macedonia had suffered through
multiple incidents of economic collapse. While kompenzacija had emerged
at different critical junctures, its meanings and implications differed widely.
During socialism, kompenzacija facilitated production. In the early years of
postsocialism, kompenzacija distributed capital accumulation and helped net-
works of informal transactions survive the dramatic fragmentation of polit-
ical and economic life. Under Gruevski, kompenzacija allowed the VMRO-
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DPMNE regime to transform international credit, a consequence of postcrisis
mitigation measures, and turn international loans into domestic forced credit.

Many Shades of Barter

Most of the anthropological analyses of in-kind exchanges focus on two spe-
cific economic processes—“primitive” money and barter.* The first body of lit-
erature suggests that, rather than constituting a rudimentary and backward
means of exchange, primitive money such as brass rods, cloths, and cowries
takes part in very complex payment systems. Often some of these kinds of
money are utilized only for specific types of exchanges (pertaining to sub-
sistence or prestige) and coexist with other means of exchange employed in
other spheres.*

In the context of capitalist societies, however, anthropologists have gener-
ally understood the reemergence of in-kind exchanges and barter as an alter-
native, rather than a complement, to general-purpose, fiat money. In Eastern
Europe, Latin America, and more recently Southern Europe, the resurgence
of networks of in-kind and favor exchanges has been explained as a conse-
quence of political and economic crises. In economies where cash is suddenly
unavailable, barter becomes a means to ensure everyday survival.®

Asaclass of in-kind exchange practiced by equal and free partners with in-
commensurable interests, barter allows people to match their wants through
competitive, rational, and self-interested calculations.® While it fulfills market
needs, the cultural evaluation of the intrinsic quality of objects is what matters
in barter transactions. By contrast, when exchanges are conducted through
impersonal currency, the specific qualities of the objects exchanged are erased
by the abstract value of a currency that can be used to purchase any object.”

In this perspective, barter is construed as the opposite of financial debt.
“One of the possible schema used for the distribution of what economists
would term goods and services,”® financial debt identifies a hierarchical pro-
cess of social death, which eliminates the communal relationships of human
economies.” Abstracting communities from their ancestral land or subjecting
a country to the economic rationality of a balanced budget inevitably leads to
devastation, as cultural forms of reciprocity are eradicated in favor of mone-
tary interests.'

Yet an increasing number of ethnographic studies show that the differ-
ence between in-kind and financial debt might be exaggerated, insofar as nei-
ther financial debt nor in-kind transactions require abstraction to generate
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oppression. In their studies of convertibility across different means of pay-
ment and commodities, both Ferry and Rogers note that monetary and non-
monetary forms of debt can coexist to reproduce international hierarchies
and reinforce the precariousness of vulnerable populations.'' In other words,
converting material or even immaterial forms of value across different sys-
tems of payment provides opportunities for profit and political power to those
who can monopolize the process—a point that is increasingly evident in the
emerging literature on payment platforms.'?

The same is true for financial debt. As Stout argues, mortgages can be in-
scribed in moral relationships that, simultaneously, reiterate systemic in-
equality.”’ In fact, financial debt is often central to social relationships, which
makes it circulate and stick to different communities. For instance, as Palo-
mera demonstrates, the progressive indebtedness of low-income migrant
households in Spain was made possible by the informal knowledge shared by
migrants of similar ethnic backgrounds."* Similarly, studies of microcredit
show that poor women “have absorbed the work of seeking out and repaying
credit into existing regimes of domestic labor,” often working themselves into
unsustainable levels of debt to fulfill gendered expectations."®

As a type of in-kind transaction that is directly connected to monetary
credit, kompenzacija inhabits the space between abstract financial debt and
socialized barter. Being forced to accept unwanted eggs or apartments is tan-
gible, personal, and often ambiguous—a pernicious bond that can make em-
bedded debt even more insidious.'® As a form of payment, kompenzacija in-
terrogates the nexus between worth, value, and labor and highlights how
financialization provides political and economic elites with a multiplicity of
tools to arbitrarily decide on the “deserved recompense for labor.”"’ Its ca-
pacity for connecting and translating social and financial logics is framed by
broader political and social processes, which, in the Macedonian case, made it
progressively exploitative as the country pivoted from the Yugoslav model to-
ward an increasingly neoliberal and authoritarian political economy.

Socialist Kompenzacija

Since 1945, in-kind exchanges constituted an important part of the interna-
tional trade of socialist countries and were generally classified in three differ-
ent ways. The first was classic barter, in which goods were directly exchanged,
“as in the case of 5,000 British passenger cars for Hungarian manufac-
tured articles.”*® The second was sometimes referred to as “switch trading”
and was aimed at rebalancing accounts between countries that had clearing
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agreements. In cases such as Yugoslavia and Albania or Austria and the USSR,
the two countries had agreed to directly exchange goods whose cumulative
value would cancel itself out over a given period. When that was not possi-
ble, one of the countries would sell a “clearing unit” to a third country that
was willing to buy goods from the deficit country. The last type of in-kind ex-
changes was kompenzacija.

A third category of barter, known as “compensation” trading, generally calls
for the Western supplier to be paid partly in cash with the balance in coun-
ter deliveries of goods. This type of barter arrangement has been used with
increasing frequency in contrast with the declining use of the two previ-
ously mentioned forms. According to recent reports, it is not uncommon for
a Western partner to accept 10 percent or 15 percent of the value of its sales in
counter purchases. . . . A variation on the compensation-type transaction . . .
involves a combination of credit and barter. Thus, the Western supplier ex-
tends a medium- or long-term credit to the Eastern partner and is to be repaid
partly or wholly in goods, often goods produced from the plant and equip-

ment provided on credit."’

Sometimes referred to as “buy-back” agreements by analysts,”® kompenzacija
complemented monetary and financial payments between socialist and cap-
italist countries. In fact, kompenzacija constituted an in-kind exchange and
accounting practice that completed circles of outstanding credit. Certainly,
countertrade increased during the period of financial crises, especially during
the 1980s, when it helped Eastern European countries save a crucial amount
of hard currency and reduce their debt.*" Yet kompenzacija was never a re-
sidual practice. Rather, it appeared to be a method to reduce market uncer-
tainty and overcome export fluctuations—so popular that “in Europe, mer-

22 even during the period of

chant banks [had] compensation departments
credit expansion in the 1970s.

While CIA documents stressed its relevance in mediating international
exchanges,”® kompenzacija also had an important role to play in the Yugoslav
domestic economy. A solution to companies’ problems with receiving pay-
ments, kompenzacija helped the socialist system survive its sluggish produc-
tivity and awkward integration within the global economy without cutting
back on salaries and benefits provided to workers.

Like most socialist economies, Yugoslavia suffered from significant oscil-
lations in its production. Unlike Romania or the USSR, however, these fluc-
tuations were not the result of a rigid economy that forced directors to hoard
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materials to avoid being punished if they failed to meet the (unrealistic) ob-
jectives stipulated by a plan.** To a greater degree than other Eastern Euro-
pean countries, Yugoslav fluctuations depended on the country’s integration
within and dependency on international financial and commodity markets. It
was the availability of cheap credit, the flow of international remittances, and
the price of light-technology imports that made Yugoslav companies’ produc-
tion uncertain.

As I traced in Chapter 1, the Yugoslav economic system was unable to de-
velop at the same pace as Western economies. In need of constant injections
of hard currency, Yugoslav companies tried to manipulate currency restric-
tions and accounting rules. These elaborate ruses, however, were not success-
ful at the systemic level and possibly decreased the overall solvency of the
country during the 1960s and 1970s, as the international economy approached
a global slowdown.

Macedonian policy makers were particularly concerned with “the prob-
lem of liquidity,” both at the federal and republic level.*® In April 1971, the Ex-
ecutive Government of the Socialist Republic of Macedonia noted that the
global economic slowdown had reduced the liquidity of the Yugoslav state. As
a consequence, Macedonia, part of the Yugoslav periphery, received fewer new
federal investments than other Yugoslav republics (15 percent yearly increase
against the average of 32 percent), often through programs that were “not se-
cured with the necessary funds”*® and that were disbursed with increasing
delays.”” The federal funds that did get to Macedonia tended to be tied up in
the reconstruction of Skopje or to flow back to other countries in Yugoslavia,
where the most technologically advanced companies were located.”®

During interviews, former directors of socialist companies suggested that
it was this reduction of Yugoslav investments that plunged companies and
banks into illiquidity. Indeed, documents suggest that fluctuations in the
SFRJ credit and investments affected banks’ ability to fund payments between
companies. Because banks could periodically run out of cash,”® 22,000 Mace-
donian workers experienced problems with payments in 1970,>° while in the
first three months of 1971, 4,500 workers received reduced, minimal, or no in-
come. Even major Macedonian companies such as Zelezara (6,300 workers),
Metal Zavod Tito (1,800 workers), the chemical factory Ohis (2,800 workers),
and the large factory Alumina Skopje paid workers’ salaries with a delay of be-
tween two and fourteen days.

If banks were illiquid, however, the main cause was not a lack of federal
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funds and credit. Between 1965 and 1970, the amount of credit present in the
Macedonian economy had almost doubled. Instead of being funneled toward
productive investment, however, this money was utilized to cover the losses
of Macedonian companies—paying workers’ salaries or providing them with
cheap consumer loans or mortgages.*" These practices, needed to guarantee
employment and a rising standard of living, crippled Macedonian companies’
ability to pay their suppliers and invest in technological developments. De-
pendent on technologies from other republics, Macedonian firms continued
to import more than they exported and had increasing difficulty in generating
profits.** In 1969, one-fourth of Macedonian companies, largely agricultural
firms, operated with some losses*® and produced 8 percent of the losses of the
entire SFR] while contributing only 5 percent of its overall income.**

Unable to pay their debts, Macedonian companies had no choice but to
grow increasingly indebted to one another, tying up a cascade of resources in
unsold stock, unpaid buyers’ claims, and losses. Zelezara, for instance, owed
180 million Dinars to suppliers, yet it was also owed 300 million Dinars by
buyers. These mutual debts decelerated the circulation of assets in the Mace-
donian economy, which was the lowest among the republics (with an index of
3.5 against an average of 4.6),> and tended to decelerate further as companies
resorted to bills of exchanges and acceptni nalozi (I0Us).*®

In the assessments of Macedonian authorities, something needed to be
done before the serious and possibly growing delay in payments®” turned into
a widespread “psychosis of illiquidity.” To try and stop companies’ cadres
from wasting “a dozen days every month” finding ways to “secure funds to pay
for workers’ individual salaries,”*® the communist leadership turned to an in-
genious set of clearing agreements—what they called multinateralna kompen-
zacija. Because payments between enterprises were not processed by banks
but transacted through the Public Accountancy Office (SOK),*® Yugoslav lead-
ers could identify chains of debts that started and ended with the same com-
pany—thus settling them centrally without the need for monetary payments.

While the Yugoslav state conceived of kompenzacija as a tool to keep pro-
duction alive and workers employed,*® individual managers I interviewed had
quickly understood the potential for profit embedded in these clearing circles.
When a new wave of kompenzacija was due, well-connected managers inflated
their own claims and thereby ensured a windfall of not-so-socialist profits
that helped pay off other debts or increased their own individual income.

When kompenzacija could not be done through a simple accounting
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mechanism, things could get messier. The case of the Metallurgic Kombinat
Smederevo shows that, in some cases, the socialist state directly organized
intricate schemes of in-kind payments between firms.*' Like other, similar
heavy industries, the Kombinat was supposed to receive technical upgrades
that would transform it into an industrial gem of the Yugoslav production
system. Meanwhile, the partially worked iron slabs it produced were sent to
other Yugoslavian steelworks so that they could refine them and send them
back for the final polish.

Unsurprisingly, this intricate exchange of goods between companies grew
financially unsustainable. Banks (that were owned by public enterprises)
started lending money at almost negative interest rates. When this again
proved insufficient, the Socialist Republic of Serbia imposed agreements on
other companies to buy even defective products or to compensate the Kombi-
nat with materials, such as ore, spare parts, or hard currency—the only gate-
way to foreign technological fixes.

As the case of Smederevo shows, the socialist leadership utilized kompen-
zacija to redistribute risks and revenues in the economy. Profitable companies
were called upon to offset the losses of unprofitable firms, either with money
or goods. The assumption was that the total value of labor would not decrease
and that the state would balance debts and credits accumulated by different
companies. As directors of socialist companies liked to say, the state would
“close the circle” of credits between companies and decouple salaries, wages,
and even profits from the availability of money.*?

Kompenzacija and Transition

The transition from socialism generated a peculiar kind of illiquidity: if, on
the one hand, the dismantling of the productive system caused a nightmar-
ish scenario for unemployed workers, on the other hand, the privatization
process allowed managers to strip former state-owned companies of their as-
sets. Faced with heightened expectations for consumption but a fragmented
market, Macedonia saw a resurgence of kompenzacija as a form of exchange
through which an emerging class of petty urban entrepreneurs could bank on
gray cash and informal relations to accumulate capital.

It was simple. My dad [a Macedonian entrepreneur] knew that he could very
easily sell toilet seats here in Macedonia. But he did not have the money to buy
them. So, what he did was to go to Serbia, where he found a company that sold

toilet seats. This company was interested in getting door handles—so he went
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around until he found another company who would sell him door handles on
credit. He got the handles, went to the first company, exchanged the handles
for the seats, brought them back to Macedonia, sold them, paid back the han-
dles company . . . and so he became the King of Kompenzacija.

According to his son’s account, the King of Kompenzacija was able to engage
in in-kind private transactions precisely because of the dismantling of the
SERJ. In this case, two companies were interested in goods of different kinds
but could not rely on the socialist infrastructure to exchange them. Entre-
preneurs such as the King of Kompenzacija were able to match desired goods
in different national markets to generate profit. This was particularly impor-
tant in Macedonia, a country with an underdeveloped consumer industry. Be-
cause Macedonia had maintained a neutral position during the Balkan Wars
and had reinforced its strong connections to Serbia in the aftermath of the
Greek embargoes, kompenzacija flourished alongside other kinds of informal
trade and smuggling that connected Skopje to Ni§ and Belgrade.

The fall of the socialist system was crucial to this new set of kompenzacija
exchanges in another sense. As former socialist companies had been priva-
tized and stripped of their assets by unscrupulous managers, workers were
either laid off in droves or often paid with goods such as barrels of cheese,
coupons for purchases in grocery stores, or knitwear. As more and more com-
panies had their accounts blocked and stopped paying their suppliers or sub-
contractors,*> many citizens, including most of Construx’s workers, decided
to keep stacks of cash, often converted into more stable foreign currencies
such as the deutschmark—an extreme measure justified by the fear that some
Macedonian banks might soon collapse. Kompenzacija thus re-emerged as a
way to get by, whereby a fragmented economic system could convert goods
into money through informal relations.

This kind of postsocialist kompenzacija ensured liquidity in the same
way that barter did in other parts of Eastern Europe by matching desires and
transferring values at a time of political fragmentation.** It also constituted
a way for close businesses to help one another, extending credit through in-
kind exchanges. Kompenzacija equivalences also relied on “differences,” but
not between different moral spheres of value and evaluation. They relied on
different markets, on the different availability of supply and demand, or on
the different monetary price paid for a good across newly established national
boundaries.

Kompenzacija made possible the social rise of many small entrepreneurs
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who had no monetary or economic capital but were able and willing to en-
gage in chains of non-monetary transactions that eventually let them join the
ranks of petty capital owners. Through informal channels tolerated by the po-
litical elites, kompenzacija became a socially acceptable alternative to money
that could generate profits in the absence of a functioning state.

Early 2000s: Kompenzacija and Precariousness

In the early 2000s, kompenzacija assumed a very different form. Rather than
being a survival mechanism, kompenzacija became part of a centripetal push
in Macedonia’s economy. Under these conditions, kompenzacija signaled a se-
ries of forced credit relationships that became increasingly exploitative de-
pending on a company’s distance from the VMRO-DPMNE regime.

I met Marko the first day I arrived on the construction site. He was hang-
ing around outside the elevated container where the supervisor’s office was lo-
cated. Over the next few days I would often see him coming and going, hav-
ing been called in to solve some problems by Toni, the supervisor, or simply
stopping by as a courtesy, his roaring voice filling the air. Most strikingly, he
seemed to have a joke ready for everyone: all the other managers or direc-
tors of subcontracting firms spent time laughing with him and telling sto-
ries. Just below the elevated container, Bobi had a different opinion of Marko.
“I worked for him about six months,” he told me while anxiously smoking a
cigarette, “and he never paid me. He promised me 500 euro per month, but he
was never on time. ‘I do not have the money, he kept telling me. ‘Here is an
advance of 100 euro’—and it’s been three months that I haven't gotten any-
thing. I am not insured, nor do I claim taxes and social insurance. What am
I supposed to do?”

Ultimately, Bobi left the company. He joined another firm working on the
same site, along with seven of Marko’s former employees. Reduced to only five
operatives, Marko suddenly disappeared from the site, visiting only on oc-
casion and unannounced. Instead, he intensified his virtual presence in the
company’s office to solve his kompenzacija issues. He was scheduled to receive
an apartment for the work he had done on two different buildings. But as his
main company was currently in financial trouble and the bank had blocked
his account, he begged Construx (the contractor company) to pay him via a
different account belonging to a subsidiary he owned.

For Marko, kompenzacija constituted a problem, although it was not as
acute and urgent as it was for Bobi. On the one hand, he would become the
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owner of a relatively coveted and stable good, the apartment; on the other,
it was unclear when, how, or if that would happen. Almost a year after that
first encounter, I sat down with Marko as he hopelessly explained his diffi-
cult situation.

You see, I was supposed to get money for the deal. Then they said, “Can we do
kompenzacija?” I couldn’t really say no, so I accepted. Now it turns out that
the apartment is used as collateral from Construx, and I cannot get the offi-
cial papers, so I cannot sell it! So I decided, no more kompenzacija. I could

not keep my employees, I needed to restructure the whole company.

Kompenzacija jeopardized Marko’s financial stability and strained his re-
lationship with Bobi. His company had already performed half of the work
when Construx offered to pay him with apartments. While he had a contract
for a monetary amount he would not disclose, he agreed to Construx’s terms.
In part he felt he ought to support Construx, a company that had been very
loyal to him in the past and had a good reputation. But this moral obligation
also had darker roots: Marko knew very well that if he did not comply with
Construx, he risked being cut out of the circle of preferred subcontractors. In
a small country such as Macedonia with raging unemployment, falling out-
side of this circle could be the equivalent of business exile. Unsure about how
else he could recover at least some of the money he was owed, Marko decided
that kompenzacija was his best bet.

After all, kompenzacija was easy to do. Many interlocutors recalled deals
done over dinner or drinks. Indeed, for many of them kompenzacija had a
distinctly human flavor that corresponded to the informal and sometimes
mutually beneficial deals they had struck so many times during the years of
the transition from socialism. Accountants and lawyers agreed—from their
perspective, kompenzacija simply meant balancing the contractor’s debt with
a transfer of ownership of an asset, generally an apartment, to the creditor.

And yet, in most of the accounts of kompenzacija I collected, there was
a sobering point—a moment when convivial agreements turned sour. While
a monetary payment would have been the end of a transaction, with kom-
penzacija it was only the beginning of a series of other conversions that of-
ten failed to materialize. Subcontractors had to wait for the company to finish
building the apartments. Then they had to receive legal ownership, a complex
and lengthy process, as the real estate registrar was in the middle of a dig-
italization process, and apartments had to be released by the banks, which
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generally had control over them since they were used as collateral for loans.
Finally, subcontractors such as Marko had to sell the apartments in a market
where housing prices were increasingly volatile.

Between 2007 and 2015, Macedonia’s construction sector expanded dra-
matically. If one excludes civil engineering works, a sector that doubled in
2013 and tripled in 2015 when compared with 2010, Macedonia’s housing sec-
tor in 2015 had productivity of about 180 percent of what it was in 2010—the
exact opposite trajectory of other EU countries that were experiencing the im-
plosion of the financial real estate bubble of the early 2000s.*®

Macedonia’s intense construction activity did not always translate into
profits.*® Early analyses*” stress that the construction sector was increasingly
indebted; sales of apartments were increasingly rare, pressing companies like
Construx to rely on promotional discounts. The average price of apartments
also decreased steadily. Despite the government’s efforts to subsidize hous-
ing mortgages for young couples, buyers seemed unable to afford the nominal
price of around 1,200 euro per square meter in a decently located, averagely
constructed building.

In 2013, receiving an apartment as kompenzacija was a liability. This not
only forced the subcontractor to spend increasing amounts of time and en-
ergy to sell the apartment, but its value was destined to decrease rapidly. In-
stead of an exchange of equal goods, kompenzacija was an exchange between
one good (labor), the value of which was supposedly constant, and another
(apartments), the value of which was shrinking. Kompenzacija promoted a
new relationship between labor, goods, and money that generated losses in the
absence of the political connections needed to unload goods quickly.

At worst, Marko’s company, and most of the companies I examined
throughout my research, could off-load the burden of kompenzacija onto
workers. That meant firing workers—often hired without regular contracts
anyway—or keeping them at work with the simple promise of future pay
while providing them just enough money to survive and come to work. If,
for company directors, kompenzacija meant exposing their businesses to the
precariousness of a falling bubble market, workers experienced kompenzacija
as an even greater mechanism of precarity—one through which they entirely
lost control over the monetary value of their labor.

Krste and Bosko, both workers at Construx, were just a few of the many
employees in the construction sector who directly experienced the effects of
kompenzacija. For Bosko, kompenzacija was about a car:
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I worked for an architectural firm that got a contract with an important pol-
itician. One day the manager of the company calls me: “Come out,” he says. I
go, and I see him with three black, medium-sized cars. “Choose one,” he tells
me, “it is yours.” Instead of my fee, they turned up with those cars! Eventually

I had to close down my own private activity because of kompenzacija!

Had he not accepted kompenzacija, he would have had no way to retrieve the
money he was promised. Courts were simply unhelpful without the right po-
litical connections, and because his client was an important man, he was per-
tectly positioned to manipulate the legal system. Not only did Bosko stand no
chance of fighting through institutions, but he was also afraid for his physical
safety in going against a member of the VMRO-DPMNE regime. Unable to
mobilize political support, Bosko was eventually stuck with property that he
did not need and did not want, which eventually led him to the brink of per-
sonal bankruptcy.

In some cases, kompenzacija was embedded with more explicit forms of
violence. At 1.60 meters tall, Krste was known throughout the construction
site for his gentle manner. But after a year of begging his previous employer to
pay him his six months of overdue salary, he had enough. He went to the com-
pany’s office and sat in the sales room. “Every quarter you make today sell-
ing things, I will take it. And if you do not sell anything, I will take stuff from
your store until the debt is repaid.” His face turned red as he recalled the inci-
dent, and his body movements became increasingly nervous as he continued:

And then I started provoking my former employer. I insulted him and his
family. And so he punched me in the chest. But then—BAM—I hit him
straight in the face and he fell to the ground. His brother tried to stop me, and
s0 he was able to flee. But I went after him, pushed him down in the street and
then BAM BAM, I kept on kicking him until he was all covered in blood!

Eventually Krste got some money back—by transforming a labor relationship
into violence, he was able to avoid the threat of kompenzacija and actually
convert blood into money.

There is more violence embedded in kompenzacija than the (rare) phys-
ical assault or the (much more common) psychological and existential inse-
curity reported above. With temperatures as extreme as minus fifteen and
plus forty-five degrees Celsius, workers operate on ten- to twelve-hour shifts
in which they are required to complete physically demanding tasks with very
rudimentary technological help. Despite the dangerous and unsafe conditions
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that they work in, health insurance comes only with a regular monetary
wage—if a company does not fulfill its tax obligations, the state cuts all the
workers’ benefits, including insurance and pension payments.

Kompenzacija transfers the burdens of social security and safety from the
employers onto workers” shoulders. Workers paid in kompenzacija or em-
ployed by a company that gets involved in it cannot access public health care,
a service that they desperately need because of the risky nature of their labor.
While the government has recently tightened controls over the construction
sector, with the goal of reducing hazards to workers” health and combatting
workplace accidents, it is clear that the main purpose is to collect fines from
companies that employ undeclared labor or do not pay taxes regularly. Be-
cause almost every company is at fault in some of these areas, inspections be-
came the main political weapon to hit entrepreneurs who were firm in their
lack of support for the VMRO-DPMNE. Companies such as Construx were
periodically inspected and lived with the constant fear of incurring charges
and fines. Yet the deaths of construction workers that have occurred in major
government-supported projects have been completely ignored.

Kompenzacija and the Global Financial Crisis

For most Macedonian construction companies, kompenzacija was a neces-
sary evil that allowed them to access government contracts in a climate where
few other sources of funding were available. Partly this was a consequence of
Macedonian banks’ hesitancy to lend money in a notoriously volatile econ-
omy. Since 1992, when accounts in hard currencies such as dollars or deutsch-
marks were confiscated by the Macedonian government to fund its reserves,**
the country had experienced a proliferation of delinquent debts.** In 1994, bad
loans amounted to 8o percent of the portfolio for Stopanska Banka, the larg-
est bank in Macedonia, which was then owned by the state.>® In 2000, 26 per-
cent of total loans were overdue, while intercompany arrears “emphasized the
problem of lack of liquidity” and totaled 32 billion MKD.>* Around the turn of
the century, several small banks defaulted, including Eksport-Import Banka,
Rado Banka, and Almako Banka.

These fears lessened in the early 2000s, when European, especially Greek,
financial institutions took over Macedonia’s banking system. Between 2005
and 2008, credit grew an average of 40 percent each year.>> And yet, at the
first sign of global turmoil, the European financial institutions that owned
Macedonian banks reevaluated the structural weaknesses of the Macedonian
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economy and decided to shift their lending toward customers that they con-
sidered safe—even if they had financed most credits from domestic depos-
its rather than junk derivatives and other risky financial products.>® In 2013,
credit to enterprises grew almost zero percent, while collateral requests soared
to around 300 percent of the loan value>* Instead of crediting enterprises,
Macedonian banks preferred purchasing public debt, increasing their portfo-
lio from 3 percent in 2011 to 10 percent in 2015.>

At the precise moment when they needed financing, most independent
construction companies began having problems getting loans. Companies
that had a good reputation or enjoyed ties with the government, on the other
hand, could repackage existing impaired loans as new loans—a move that cir-
cumvented reserve requirements for banks and stabilized non-performing
loans (NPLs) at an unrealistic 11 percent of the total loans.’® The same was
true for individual citizens. Newly hired public employees told me that the
most important benefit of their positions was the option of converting secure
employment into a credential for private consumer loans or mortgages. Indi-
vidual loans were even more important for those who, before being awarded
a permanent contract in a public institution, were asked to volunteer without
pay for extended periods of time—sometimes even years.”’

While the global financial crisis drastically reduced the credit available to
private enterprises, it became a boon for Macedonia’s public finances. Since
2008, regulators, central banks, and international organizations grew increas-
ingly weary of the repercussions of credit freezes on public debt. Faced with
the specter of multiple public debt defaults, Mario Draghi, director of the
ECB, announced his commitment to buy public debt from European coun-
tries under speculative attacks—the famous “whatever it takes” speech that,
together with the quantitative-easing policies of other central banks, made
cheap money available to global markets and encouraged investments in long-
term public debt.*®

Paradoxically, this geopolitical context, plagued by uncertain global credit
and potential public defaults, offered Gruevski the opportunity to access and
monopolize international credit and turn kompenzacija into a political tool.
Until 2007, Gruevski had been rather reluctant to engage with international fi-
nancial institutions, continuing instead with austerity policies and neoliberal
reforms. In 2008, the collapse of foreign investments, European remittances,
and a worsening trade balance forced Macedonian regulators to burn through
their reserves and replenish them with external borrowing to maintain the
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Macedonian denar pegged to the euro.’® By early 2010, as the global financial
crisis was increasingly affecting European economies, the IMF and other Eu-
ropean institutions grew increasingly preoccupied with the regional stabil-
ity of the Balkans and offered Gruevski economic support. In 2011, Gruevski
signed a Precautionary Credit Line (PCL) with the IMF worth 480 million
euro with the explicit goal of off-setting potential spillovers from the Greek
debt crisis—a scenario not so remote given that major Macedonian banks and
strategic companies, including the country’s main refinery, were owned by
Greek investors.

In the IMF’s plans, the PCL constituted a mechanism of last resort in
case of economic catastrophe, destined to help Macedonia reassure markets
and investors. In March 2011, only two months after signing the agreements,
Gruevski called for snap elections and drew 220 million euro from the PCL.
Officially, the money was used to face the challenges of political instability
that came with the election. In practice, it helped finance parts of the Skopje
2014 project—together with a further 130 million euro, partially guaranteed
by the World Bank, which Gruevski raised in November 2011 from Deutsche
Bank and Citibank.*

Suddenly, international private investors began to be interested in Mace-
donia’s public debt, which offered higher returns and relatively low risk in a
global climate of extremely low interest rates. By 2015, the government em-
barked on routine road shows and held meetings with major investors to place
treasury bills and euro obligations on international markets—managing to
triple the country’s debt in absolute terms from 1.3 billion euro (20 percent of
GDP) in 2008 to 4.36 billion euro (47.9 percent of GDP) in 2015.%

While the global financial crisis facilitated the honeymoon enjoyed by
the VMRO-DPMNE and international investors, average Macedonians
found themselves in a rather different situation. Salaries stagnated at around
350 euro per month; inflation remained relatively low; and savings continued
to be negative, with a low of 15.4 percent in 2007.°> With the notable exception
of construction, pensions, and hiring in public administration, the Gruevski
government did not invest much in social welfare and froze funds allocated
in the budget.

The Macedonian government could not spend all the money it raised on
international markets. To fuel the extractive schemes that enriched oligarchs
through unproductive real estate (see Chapter 1), Gruevski had to earmark
the remaining money for debt servicing. This led to significant government
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Figure 10. Public-sector arrears as a percentage of GDP for Macedonia. Source:
World Bank, International Debt Statistics, NBRM. Courtesy of Gani Ramadani

arrears, including VAT refunds, which the IMF estimated at 2 percent of GDP
in 2014,” but, when also including payments for public contracts, were un-
doubtedly higher (see figure 10 for estimates from a combination of other
sources). Even construction giants such as Beton and Granit that were con-
trolled by businessmen close to the government experienced significant de-
lays in government payments. Smaller companies such as Construx waited
more than twelve months to be paid or to receive their VAT refunds. In 2012,
the problem escalated to involve international contractors, with diplomatic
tensions surfacing in the IMF’s yearly report, when a conservative estimate of
government arrears listed them at 5.6 billion MKD.**

By 2014, contractors with limited access to bank credit quickly ran out of
money whenever public investments stopped, propelling toxic circles of inter-
company debts.”® “We’re stuck—it’s like they turned off the faucet,” the direc-
tor of another construction enterprise told me. There was a veritable strug-
gle to turn on the government’s faucet and enter the circle of contractors that
worked with government institutions. Companies knew very well that a fixed
bribe of 10 percent of the gross value of the project was needed to win major
tenders. But there were other burdensome financial constraints needed to in-
tercept public investments, which often included forced credit, delayed pay-
ments, and forced donations of infrastructure or public installations.

In the right-wing, ethnically Macedonian municipality of Aerodrom in
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Skopje, such payments have taken a surprising form: the donation of churches.
As one of the fastest growing neighborhoods, Aerodrom has been the des-
tination for many investments from both local government offices and pri-
vate investors. Recently, a Turkish holding called Cevahir erected the first of
four 4o-story towers—a record in seismically cautious Skopje. Immediately
afterward, the municipality sped up the installation of Christian symbols—
including a 20-meter-high iron cross—in order to discourage Muslim buy-
ers and maintain the ethnic primacy of Slavic-speaking, orthodox Macedo-
nians in the municipality. Meanwhile, private developers and construction
companies have started to build churches. In an area of about one square ki-
lometer, construction companies have “donated” eight churches over the past
ten years.*®

“Mito (bribery)—that’s what it is,” commented the director of Construx,
who, like many other professionals in the sector, had no doubt about how to
interpret these donations. He himself had been forced into building a church
in a different neighborhood. “It was either that, or money. But at least a church
is useful for people,” another employee at Construx clarified. Donating a
church was compensated by favors from the local and central governments,
which included receiving tenders or being able to buy denationalized land at
a lower price. But more important, a church could directly appeal to prospec-
tive ethnic Macedonian buyers interested in the newly developed complexes.

Pyramids of Forced Credit

Oligarchs who tolerated the regime’s conditions were in turn allowed to ex-
ploit subcontractors by imposing kompenzacija and other dubious deals with-
out legal consequences. In one of the many examples I came across, the super-
visor of a project that formed part of the Skopje 2014 plan explained how hard
it was for a subcontracting company to do business with an investor close to
the government.

The deal is for 100,000 euro, and it is 70 percent kompenzacija. Some of
the apartments that the subcontractor will receive are already built close to
Vodno [the mountain that overlooks the city], the rest are still to be built.
But here is the catch: the elevators are from Germany, and the factory there
would not take kompenzacija. The subcontractor has to take out a loan using
the kompenzacija apartments as collateral, and then he has to use this cash to
start paying for the elevators, waiting and hoping that the rest of the money

will come in time to pay back the loan.
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Because of the possibility, or illusion, of receiving at least some cash, com-
panies were willing to take on significant risk. Businessmen I worked with
quickly dismissed the idea that the kompenzacija they were experiencing
was akin to older, win-win forms of barter exchange. Instead, they suggested
that the “mafia-state”®” was strangling them through these extractive deals.

Rather than being an “informal,” moral®®

way to get by and create some of the
interstitial structures observed in Serbia®® or in Bosnia,”® kompenzacija forced
contractors or subcontractors to provide credit to companies closer to the
government that could save their monetary resources for other investments.

In the elevator deal, the subcontractor took the financial risk by leveraging
the apartments he received as kompenzacija. The contractor, an oligarch close
to the VMRO-DPMNE, unloaded his portfolio of hard-to-place apartments”*
and kept most of his money as proverbial bait for other desperate subcontrac-
tors. Unsurprisingly, the proliferation of kompenzacija was one of the reasons
the top 1 percent of earners increased their share of wealth from 6.8 percent in
2007 to over 12 percent in 2014, the highest in Europe.”

Even building companies opposed to the VMRO-DPMNE, such as Con-
strux, participated in such exploitative practices. As a company that could
access cash by selling apartments, Construx could impose kompenzacija on

other subcontractors.”®

We offer them kompenzacija,” one of the managers
of Construx told me. “If they do not accept . . . well, do you think they have a
choice?”

As T exited the restaurant where I had been conversing with Construx’s
managers, I remembered a conversation I had had a few months earlier with
the director of a different, successful construction company. Sitting at a café,
he looked at me with glassy eyes, wary of sharing details about his business.
The kinds of questions I was asking, focused on finance, were suspicious. His
fears were understandable. While I was not a spy, an undercover agent, or a
member of the SDSM opposition party, he owed his fortune to the regime,
from whom he had received substantial investments. For him, the global fi-
nancial crisis did not exist. Concerned that I would not get an actual answer,
I made a passing comment about the housing market being prone to bubbles.
“The market?” he started laughing. “Do you think I am crazy? I would never
invest in a free market!”

That sentence captured a common feeling in Skopje. Most businessmen re-
fused the idea that the urban real estate market could behave independently
from the government. Macedonian interlocutors of different political sides
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agreed: Skopje was dominated by “an urban mafia,” “an octopus that stran-
gles you,” or “a system that drags you down.” Indeed, the multiple layers of vi-
olence and oppression found in kompenzacija show that businessmen’s inter-
pretations were rooted in actual experiences of dispossession promoted by the
Gruevski regime. And yet buying into poisonous kompenzacija deals and rep-
licating them further was not always a necessity—nor always Gruevski’s fault.

Many of the issues that framed Macedonia’s illiquidity predated the
VMRO-DPMNE regime. Since socialism, the Macedonian economy had
been peripheral in both the global capitalist system and Yugoslavia. Mace-
donia had then been devastated by the postsocialist transition in the 1990s
and unsettled by a succession of economic and political emergencies until
the global financial crisis. Because of this larger historical context, Gruevski
could take advantage of the sudden freeze of international loans available to
companies and the sudden availability of funds for governments and consum-
ers. With projects such as Skopje 2014, his regime could conjure a mirage of
profit before a business sector in crisis and normalize the kinds of exploitation
that ensued once the specter vanished.

In this subtler sense, kompenzacija did more for the Gruevski regime than
simply siphon value away from the periphery of the Macedonian political
economy and toward his allies and relatives. As this “psychosis of illiquid-
ity” spread, companies that could have paid in cash tended to resort to kom-
penzacija and force subcontractors to accept toxic deals. Blaming the gov-
ernment for reciprocal forms of exploitation, Macedonian companies found
themselves increasingly interconnected in new financial binds, sometimes
as victims but often as perpetrators of forced credit relationships—a rather
stark departure from other financializing economies, where loans were of-
fered rather than imposed.”

Unlike the early days of the transition from socialism, by 2013 citizens
could not pay bills, taxes, or groceries with kompenzacija. Macedonians still
needed money as a means of payment for most of their daily transactions—
no one wanted to be an outlier stuck with unwanted goods. As recipients of
kompenzacija tried to force others into similar deals, Macedonians’ illiquid fi-
nancialization recalled pyramid schemes in which investors received profits
based on new entrants’ quotas rather than actual returns from their capital.”
To keep the scheme running, companies sometimes increased their prices 20,
30, or even 40 percent. Keeping costs high for building companies, subcon-
tractors ignited an upward spiral of virtual prices that created further prob-
lems for vulnerable construction companies.
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And yet kompenzacija was a much more dangerous pyramid compared
with other speculative endeavors such as Ponzi schemes. The failure of a Ponzi
scheme is typically dictated by its inability to produce profits and generally
leads the entire pyramid to collapse once no new members can be found. Kom-
penzacija, instead, thrived in the absence of profits. Because the global finan-
cial crisis made construction-sector financing and profits increasingly hard
to achieve, companies were stuck with unwanted credit. But because it was
rooted in labor exploitation rather than fictive investments of financial capi-
tal, kompenzacija did not have an obvious breaking point. As long as workers
and businessmen could eat and were convinced that there was no alternative
to the VMRO-DPMNE regime, their labor could be continuously mobilized
to provide additional credit to politically connected companies. And in a
world that was increasingly seen as completely saturated by Gruevski’s ten-
tacular regime, it did not make much sense to try and look for alternatives.

Forced Credit and Power

When I asked the son of the King of Kompenzacija what his plans were for the
future, he sipped his imported beer and looked out the window for a moment.
Then he answered:

I tried to work with my dad. But it is impossible. He does not realize that he’s
just losing money. We now have three apartments that we do not know how
to use, and we can’t sell them to anybody. And look, you see my black [Volks-
wagen] Golf car parked outside? That was also kompenzacija. He got it be-
cause he knew the guy would never pay him back. I tried to stop him from
doing more kompenzacija; he did not realize that all his work, all his capital
spread around, all his energy spent not sleeping at night and spinning around

has a cost. You work more, and you barely break even.

These words sum up the role that kompenzacija played in Gruevski’s Mace-
donia. It constituted an agent of a specific kind of illiquidity whereby a pow-
erful authoritarian state intercepted international flows of capital and turned
them into forced credit. In-kind payments as conducted through kompen-
zacija configured a relationship whereby more and more input had to be pro-
vided in order to generate some kind of output.

In such a system, the conversion of labor into money via goods follows un-
equal rates. Many realized the nefarious effects of kompenzacija only too late,
when they accumulated an overwhelming amount of monetary credit, which
would be paid in goods they could not sell. Until then, kompenzacija had a
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dream-like quality; like a future derivative, it was just a sign on paper that bal-
anced a column of minuses with a single plus, a handshake with a smile, or a
disquieting afterthought with a witty joke. After the deal was in place, how-
ever, kompenzacija transformed labor into cars, apartments, and churches—
past testimonies of success and status that, during the regime, hid dramas of
monetary loss and forced labor.

Companies literally fought to get into poisonous kompenzacija deals that
carried some mirage of money. In this sense, kompenzacija signaled not a
fragmentation and proliferation of different and smaller political authorities,
as most of the literature on postsocialist exchanges has suggested,”® but the re-
constitution of a party-state-like structure that dominated Macedonian life
economically and politically. Built upon the emotive and material legacies of
socialist in-kind payment systems, this new political economy was a hybrid
combination of socialist and neoliberal techniques of power whereby in-kind
exchanges wove financial flows into the Macedonian fabric.

Rooted in some collective expectations of state paternalism without hopes
of equality, kompenzacija anchored a quasi-pyramid construction expansion
to labor exploitation and political patronage. For some, this was a relief. The
director of a company close to the VMRO-DPMNE commented aptly that
only fools rely on the market. He, and many others, chose political domina-
tion over illiquidity. For others, it became a useful expedient. Construx was
no “fool,” but it had been pushed further and further away from the politi-
cal-economic center. Faced with a difficult market, Construx tended to rely
more and more on kompenzacija. After all, if the government was preying on
them, why should they not do the same to their subcontractors? The result was
a cascade of risks, uncertainty, and unwanted goods that fell on the shoulders
of those who found themselves at the bottom of the political and economic
pyramid.

When my interlocutors were faced with kompenzacija, they felt powerless.
Most of them knew, or figured out quite early, that kompenzacija would force
them to lose money and time. They also felt they had no other choice. Kom-
penzacija threw businessmen against the proverbial wall, where they were
face to face with the specter of financial collapse. As Construx’s director put
it, his subcontractors had already de facto invested in the company by work-
ing or providing materials for future pay—if they did not accept kompen-
zacija, they faced the risks of financialization alone. If they did accept kom-
penzacija, on the other hand, they became directly involved in the destiny of
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the company—a Faustian bargain that could lead to even further economic
disaster, but that companies such as his could leverage while blaming their
bad choices on the government.

This constant and exaggerated reference to Gruevski’s capacity to force cy-
cles of kompenzacija played into the hands of the VMRO-DPMNE govern-
ment. Convinced that the economy was completely controlled by the regime,
entrepreneurs joined the VMRO-DPMNE’s pyramidal system for reasons
that went beyond economic opportunism. It became a way to find an existen-
tial footing against the tidal wave of illiquidity and financialization, even if it
was precisely the VMRO-DPMNE system that made it so threatening. As the
director of Construx put it, “There’s no way to survive outside of [the system].
But once you're in it, God help you.”
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ON MACEDONIAN CONSTRUCTION SITES, few moments are as enjoyable as October
afternoons. Warm sunlight paints in earthly tones the glittering swirls of
dust that adorn workers’ silhouettes. An aeration unit waits, silently, to be
painted over with a new coat of leftover red—close, but not quite the same as
its original tone. Gorast appears carrying a once-yellow ladder kept together
by far too many metal nails and patches—practically a cyborg, as far as lad-
ders go. “You see, this,” panted Gorast, picking up a hammer from the tool-
box, “should have been thrown away years ago. But no, here I am fixing it once
again.” Then he stopped, a moment of gravity amid the surreal quiet of the
site. “This, my friend, is what Macedonia is.”

Macedonia, a broken ladder. Gorast’s diagnosis was witty, funny, and yet
deeply caustic. A ladder that keeps on breaking conveys a distinct despair
about the future, a sense that small acts of care, such as repairing defects or
retouching details, are doomed to fail and to become detrimental to one’s so-
cial and individual growth. Instead of being tools for building the future, bro-
ken ladders immobilized workers in the present—consuming their energy in
attempts to fix a wrecked environment that was becoming progressively more
fragile.

Damaged ladders, leftover paint, and other similar failures infused the
workplace with an atmosphere of futility—a sense of disarticulation between
workers’ actions and their consequences, between their existential aspirations
and the political and economic conjuncture they lived in. By October 2013,
several Macedonian construction firms found themselves entangled in a web
of financial debts and were focused on fighting against the credit squeeze and
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political pressures of Gruevski’s government. Instead of purchasing materi-
als and paying subcontractors, companies like Construx dedicated their re-
sources to finding new buyers—even if that meant stalling the current con-
struction projects or delaying all other payments. Gradually, funds dried up,
bringing construction sites to a slow, painful halt. Workers who had prided
themselves on being productive citizens, capable of transforming inert ma-
terials into hospitable homes, found themselves completing menial tasks or
altogether idle—waiting for money, for materials, for an explanation—any-
thing that could help them decipher their future.

Isolated on the construction site, workers felt increasingly useless—not
only because they were unable to complete any job properly but also because
whatever they did seemed to have little effect on Construx’s direction. Stuck
between a desire to quit and a fear of finding worse conditions elsewhere,
workers wondered whether their entire existence was plunging into a sort of
nothingness, a melancholic phenomenological condition “of mourning, grief,
and loss” unleashed by their structural inability to patch together present ac-
tion and future outcomes.' In that gray, uncertain place their dusty lives felt
like a trap—outcasts stranded in a bubble of anomalous slothfulness while the
world around them ran after dreams of financial speculation.

Localized and circumscribed, the sense of nothingness of October 2013
felt very different compared with other moments of disruption that had been
common in socialist and postsocialist working places. Since World War II,
Macedonian companies had been known for fluctuating production rhythms
that affected their exports’ quality and cashflow. Occasionally, salaries and
promotions would also be held up—delays that caused significant individual
problems and yet were not powerful enough to disrupt the overall sense of
forward motion of social life (see Chapters 1 and 3). That correspondence be-
tween the rhythms of the workplace and the direction of the wider society had
continued even during the hyperinflation of the 1980s and the economic col-
lapse of the early 1990s, when Macedonian workers had faced a more radical
sense of uncertainty.

With the disintegration of socialist Yugoslavia, the Macedonian produc-
tive system fell apart. Without markets, without resources, without credit, so-
cialist companies closed, stopped paying salaries, and went into disrepair—
often after being privatized for pennies on the dollar. Faced with rapidly
spreading deindustrialized workplaces, workers found that the path toward a
liberal, progressive society had been washed away by a deluge of botched free-
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market reforms. Macedonia now resembled a muddy wasteland with no way
in or out.

Unlike Gruevski’s illiquidity, the stagnation that followed the transition
had been a collective experience characterized by a sense of overwhelming
change rather than individualized passivity. Rather than feeling like an “end
to life,” an existential condition where working-class professions and lifestyles
had lost all meanings,” the collapse of factories had pushed workers to mobi-
lize—first as workers, then as ethnic groups, then through kinship networks.
Contesting their uncertain working conditions and the loss of a better future,
workers experienced factory floors and construction sites as spaces of social
articulation. Through belligerent mobilization, first, and later through more
private complaints, workers and citizens often took time off work, creating
complex entanglements that elaborated the transition as a collective experi-
ence—one that had trapped the entire country in a hole.?

In 2013, the crises I observed at Construx (and other) workplaces felt very
different. Gruevski’s investments in real estate had prompted a selective re-
vival of construction activities and working-class identities. Companies with
the right connections profited enormously from the climate of uncertain pay-
ments made possible by the regime’s ability to manipulate global credit dur-
ing the financial crisis. Throughout Skopje, buildings mushroomed; crews
of masons transformed bricks into homes and sweat into money—scattered
patches of hope of progress and wealth that had suddenly sprung to life.

But not at Construx. Construx workers wondered, Why were they stuck?
In the 1990s, being idle when everyone was struggling was difficult. But being
frozen, physically and economically, while others seemed to be able to move
forward, called into question their individual ability to leave a mark on the
world—a literal crisis of presence that left workers feeling disconnected with-
out a clear sense of what had happened and what could be done to fix it. Was it
Gruevski and his regime who plunged Construx into a financial hole? Or was
it the company that had made investment mistakes? Should they blame the
global financial crisis or the greed of bankers that starved Construx of needed
credit? Questions without answers were fuel for the sticky, corrosive nothing-
ness that crept slowly into their lives.

In October 2013, Construx workers had started a low-intensity, pervasive,
and yet invisible fight to contain their growing feeling of futility—and it is
those struggles that I chronicle in this chapter. To reinvent a semblance of

practical and individual normality in uncertain times, workers manipulated
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one of the few resources they could control—their time. Adjusting the pace of
their work helped them feel in control of their own working rhythms and in-
terrupt the sequence of constant worries about their future and that of their
tamilies. Slowing down, stalling, or speeding up the tempo of their social in-
teractions allowed workers to take ownership of uncertain moments and to
transform them into spaces of potentiality and empathy. Their temporal craft-
iness constituted a “woven time,” a temporal space that not only threaded dif-
ferent kinds of “activities together into a single tapestry of the everyday” but
also reaffirmed workers’ creativity in the material and relational world.*

Weaving time expressed a “creative impulse . . . in a waiting arena.”®
Through these rhetorical and agential strategies, workers found ways of acting
even amid uncertain prospects—a hard thing in post-Fordist workplaces’—
that helped minimize the most serious psychological damage associated with
precarious workplaces.” Yet it also generated more uncertainty, which wors-
ened their tentative working conditions. Cracking a witty joke at the right
moment could amuse a disgruntled buyer enough to prevent a lawsuit—until
the next delay. Reminiscing and daydreaming allowed workers to feel in con-
trol of their own working lives—but not of the building, whose completion in-
evitably slowed down even more, breeding more resentful buyers.®

Perhaps, had they not been manual workers but financial investors, weav-
ing time could have turned uncertainty into profit—creating opportunities
for hedging risk against future rewards.” In their current predicament, how-
ever, gentle temporal tricks only exacerbated the asynchronies of finance, life,
and work that already plagued their working days. Then weaving time took a
darker turn. As workers felt themselves slipping into nothingness, their tem-
poral tinkering shifted from creative acts to nihilistic gestures, where agency
became synonymous with political submission.

Incongruities Explained: Temporal Cycles Falling Apart

The first time I set foot on a Macedonian construction site, I was struck by its
liminal beauty. Everywhere lay iron, bricks, and sand—materials waiting to
become something else. For most of my middle-class interlocutors, however,
the idea of visiting construction sites and dealing every day with workers was
rather unappealing. Unfinished plots of not-yetness unveiled the messy un-
derbelly of their own fragile social ascent—as if the very view of the site, espe-
cially of construction workers, fractured the illusion of having, finally, moved
on from the alienation of their postsocialist condition.
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Unsurprisingly, construction workers did not like being examined and ap-
praised by urbanites. The mere sight of “civilians” plunged even warm Octo-
ber days into a glacial silence accompanied by heavy and suspicious stares.
And yet this chilly welcome could melt into vigorous handshakes and thun-
dering laughter when visitors recognized the workers’ creative presence. La-
boring with bricks instead of massaging data, construction workers had em-
bodied Macedonia’s hopes to literally build a better future. But that dream
had evaporated in the 1990s with the collapse of socialism. By 2013, in a coun-
try that was trying to reinvent itself as a land of internet technologies and dig-
ital experts, being a construction worker looked increasingly out of place.

Being liminal, however, had its advantages. Workers could appropriate
the construction site as their place—performing short stories, songs, or lim-
ericks that suspended the “normal” order of things and celebrated through
ridicule their peculiar looks and smells. At Construx, that indulgent out-
of-placeness even produced a fictive language, “the construction speech,” a
mocking, improvised idiom that workers hammered and crafted from their
own northeastern dialects. An unfinished language, for those who dwelled on
the unfinished.

Unlike middle-class citizens, accustomed to consuming objects and spaces
already completed, Construx’s workers identified themselves with the process
of building—a transformative mastery of the built environment that inscribed
their own grind in a long history of masons, master craftsmen, and artisans.
For half of these workers, the legacy was both a gift and a curse, passed on
from father to son for several generations, as their families had moved from
villages in the eastern and northern parts of the country and made the pe-
riphery of Skopje their new home—the last migrants since the 1950s to claim
a land made vacant by the (more or less forced) departure of Yugoslav Turks.

Expressing their control over the not-yetness, the process of building made
workers proud—not an aggressive pride but a fulfilling centeredness, a way to
reclaim their place in history and society, infusing sweat and drudgery with
dignity and gravitas. The ability to subdue matter and themselves through
a transformative discipline helped them justify their liminal existence as a
foundation of society—a process that workers loved to recall in its relentless
rhythms. The taxing pace of life that disciplined their physical tasks as early
as 5:00 a.m.'® became, by itself, the key to their existential realignment with
“civilian life,” even when it was precisely this temporal discipline that forced
them to miss so much of what happened beyond the workplace.
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Confined to their workplaces and disciplined by a rigid temporal schedule,
workers found other ways to embed their days, and especially their breaks,
within the seasonal life cycles of the country. During the summer, workers
supplied the 11:00 a.m. lunch break with tomatoes, zucchini, and peppers. In
the fall, they brought homemade wine or rakija that most of them distilled
during weekends, eliciting lunchtime stories of camaraderie in rhythm with
the season. During the winter, chestnuts, pickled cabbage, or even pork rinds
appeared as early as 7:00 a.m.—especially in the exciting days that followed
the slaughter of domestic pigs.

These incursions of social time into their working routines attenuated the
cold darkness or savage sun that accompanied their duties. Managers encour-
aged, or at least tolerated, occasional breaks to have a drink and celebrate rit-
ual occasions and household saints (slavi). Almost every week, a few boxes
of napolitanki (wafers filled with cream) or peanuts from the discount store
celebrated someone’s birthday or a household event—markers of time that
gave depth to workers’ liminality and reconciled their work life to their so-
cial world.

“It came through? IT CAME THROUGH! YESSSS! HOORRAAAY!” With
that scream, the sleepy atmosphere of the October’s afternoon shattered like
a cloud broken by a single ray of sunshine. Workers anxiously emerged from
their hiding places, almost trotting to hear from Folco, getting hugged and
shaken in the process. Infected with the euphoria, a couple of comrades ran
to the local discount store and bought juice, wine, and cookies (see figure 11).
When they returned, a dusty plank and a wheelbarrow had been arranged—
an improvised altar around which workers sang and danced the Oro, arms
locked and feet oscillating a few steps ahead and a few steps behind.

Folco’s impromptu celebration had been triggered by one simple word:
plata—salary—a word that they had been anxiously awaiting. For the pre-
vious two months, workers had called almost daily to find out whether their
company, Construx, had paid their salaries. Ima Nesto? (Is there something?),
they asked on the phone and then to each other. Nisto (nothing), they were
told—a painful avowal that echoed throughout the silent site as a whispering
cloud of corrosive anxiety.

Without money, workers had begun to economize on little things. Cook-
ies, wine, and drinks had been the first to succumb. And yet, over time, the
nothingness had expanded. Two months into the delay, celebrating slavi or
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Figure 11. Workers celebrate the payment of their salary. Photo: Author

other festive occasions had begun to feel out of place or had become too ex-
pensive. When six months of irregular funds disrupted the supply of build-
ing materials, workers started to feel caged—in a workplace that neither paid
them nor allowed them to work properly. Eight months into the delay, nisto
had taken on a heavy connotation that threatened their own families, their
own future, and the very meaning of their lives. With tears in his eyes, Nico
recalled the sense of humiliation that encompassed the workplace. “I always
buy myself a new shirt for Easter. That is not much, but I do it every year.
This year . . . this year I could not afford it.” The low hum of defeat inhabited
the silence that followed. “And this weekend is my daughter’s birthday. What
am I supposed to do? You know, a cake costs money. What can I get her? Not
to mention a party! But she’s a kid, how can she understand that I have no
money?”

In the empty time that punctuated their days, workers obsessed over that
question. How could the rest of the world understand them—now that they
had no money to justify their liminal work life or their prolonged absences
from their families? How would their friends and relatives accept their sud-
den withdrawal from festivities or marriage celebrations? How could they, the
workers, accept working on small, menial tasks without pay—when all around
them construction sites buzzed with activity? Nisto, they repeatedly answered
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to each other. There was nothing they could explain or do, an admission of
financial powerlessness that corroded other aspects of their lives—a painful,
slow nothingness that threatened to swallow them alive.

Finance and Clock Time

The protracted emptying of meaning and activities from construction work
constituted a temporal manifestation of Gruevski’s illiquidity—a temporal-
ity “suspended between everyday survivalism and the far horizons of a mil-
lenarian future” that had taken by storm even prudent and solid companies
such as Construx.!!

Founded in 1991 by two friends who, according to the director, “met in a
dark basement, with two broken chairs and a bucket,” the company had been
for almost twenty years a model of slow and constant growth. In the 1990s, the
company had designed small projects, working mostly as a design studio and
hiring external crews. That work had led to larger deals for local banks and
foreign embassies, which convinced the managers to hire a permanent team
of workers before launching into self-funded multi-dwelling units and infra-
structural work in one of Skopje’s fastest growing municipalities.

With Gruevski’s rise to power, Construx faced a dilemma. Unwilling to
support the regime, the company received fewer public contracts and less ad-
vantageous conditions from creditors. At the same time, the seemingly mas-
sive construction spree launched by the VMRO-DPMNE government had
galvanized the expectations of builders all around the country. Every day, in-
vestors with no experience in the sector created new companies and started
new (more or less legal) housing projects, hoping to capture either public
funds or buyers with access to first-homeowners’ loans (see Chapter 3). That
left Construx with few alternatives. With so many new competitors and ex-
cited buyers, its managers considered that their best hope for survival was to
go all in and ride the construction boom—rather than being overwhelmed by
a wave of low-quality but cheap apartments. In 2011, after rising to the atten-
tion of the Macedonian public as the fourth-fastest-growing and most suc-
cessful construction company in Macedonia, Construx abandoned long-term
contracts from international investors to develop more lucrative residential
buildings for the local housing market.

By October 2013, the company had built several nine-story buildings and
had three more under construction, for which they hired thirteen new high-
level workers (four engineers, three land surveyors, one architect, two finan-
cial experts, and three planners)—effectively doubling its administrative
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cadre. The “Den,” in Skopje’s newest residential neighborhood, was receiving
the finishing touches; the “Pool,” located in one of Skopje’s historic neighbor-
hoods, was expected to be completed shortly; the “Nest,” a continuation of an
older eight-story building, was scheduled for completion during the summer
of 2014 but was only finished in late 2016. With so many “fronts” on which
to operate at once, Construx decided to shift its policy of hiring contractors
only for specialized phases such as electrical, plumbing, or steelworks. If it
wanted to stay ahead of the competition, Construx had to be fast—hiring
more subcontractors, including companies with a friendlier position vis-a-
vis the Gruevski government but still run by relatives of Construx’s directors.

To support this heightened pace of investment, the company decided to
increase its credit lines and rely more heavily on banks. Thanks to building
plots bought cheaply at the onset of the global financial crisis, Construx had
no problem obtaining loans and beginning construction. But as the crisis
deepened and international investors who owned the Macedonian banking
sector grew stricter with deadlines and less flexible with payments,'? this ex-
posure turned into a liability. Alpha Bank, one of Construx’s major partners,
almost ceased to finance the company’s operations. Stopanska Banka, one of
the largest banks in the country, increased the required collateral and forced
Construx to offer an ample portion of the buildings under construction as
collateral. Under these new arrangements, proceeds from sales of apartments
first went toward paying back Construx’s loans, which deprived the company
of liquidity and income in the early phases of the construction process.

By the end of 2013 the situation was increasingly dire. Construx had very
few cash reserves, three buildings to complete, and significant competitors
supported directly or indirectly by the government.'* Forced to privilege debt
repayment over investment, the company began to saddle subcontractors,
suppliers, and even workers with their accumulating arrears. With time, sub-
contractors stopped working or became so sloppy that they could not com-
plete their tasks without jeopardizing Construx’s reputation for quality build-
ing. Suddenly, the company’s “near future” looked evanescent—disappearing
into the trap of Gruevski’s illiquidity.**

So the company turned to its own workers. Forced to abide by the tight
schedule of loan repayment, Construx hoped that it could get its own maistori
(masons) to speed up the completion of the buildings, asking them to work
longer hours than usual. But without the financial infrastructure to compen-
sate for their labor or procure materials, these efforts were fruitless. During
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the winter of 2013 and the early months of 2014, Construx became less and
less able to coordinate the timing of its own work and that of its financial ob-
ligations—completely upsetting the temporal horizon that regulated the con-
struction site. The more the pressure of repaying financial obligations ori-
ented Construx toward the progressive goal of skimming money, marketing,
or paying penalties (or interests) for their delays, the more erratic its work
schedule became.

Uncertain Waiting

On the construction site, an increasingly fuzzy near-term future was replaced
with a series of emergencies, disruptions, and delays that filled the work-
ers’ waiting with peculiar, if opposed, challenges. At first glance, the illiquid
workplace appeared empty—emptied of time and meaningful tasks, an island
of eerie silence in Skopje’s construction bubble. And yet this nothingness was
also full—of doubts, of rumors, of problems to solve without certainties to
rely on.

The immediate problem was that most workers had debts—generally small
consumer loans or house improvement loans, with a few larger debts for
health-related issues."” In all but two cases in which workers had been forced
to use their houses as collateral, these loans had been conditional on their sta-
ble employment and Construx’s own reputation. Now that the company was
facing financial challenges and workers needed credit more than ever, banks
started to harass them with daily calls inquiring about the repayments they
had missed. Insisting and disparaging, calls and letters from credit institutions
or telephone providers made workers feel personally guilty for something they
had no control over—yet another proof that, in financialized Macedonia, post-
socialist survival strategies, such as accumulating unpaid bills and keeping a
small plot with produce, chickens, or pigs, were not enough to survive.

To appease creditors, workers cut back on every expense not directly
needed for survival. They eliminated presents for their young children, ne-
gotiated the purchase of university supplies, and stopped buying clothes, al-
though they tried to keep some pocket change for weekly bets on soccer re-
sults. When these measures became insufficient, workers started to take on
private side jobs, something that they had done in the past but had dropped
during the recent construction boom. Long days and weekend shifts with
Construx became not only meaningless but also real impediments, a noth-
ingness that chained workers and caused them to lose tangible income.
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Matei provides a case in point. Without a father and with a retired mother,
he needed extra income to support the family now that he was not being paid
regularly. He tried to make a living out of betting on sports events—especially
soccer. But that did not go as well as planned, and after a few months he lost
count of his own profits or losses. Then he started waiting tables at a local res-
taurant specializing in weddings and other celebrations; this meant he had to
work until two or three in the morning on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays.
Working at Construx seven days a week with shifts of ten hours a day (eight
hours on the weekends), for the whole summer and for a good part of the win-
ter of 2013, he was exhausted.

Matei slept only two or three hours per night. Yet he was never late. He
did not complain, nor did he cease gliding around the workplace with the
quickness and dexterity of a cruise ship waiter. But not everyone was able to
maintain such high morale, and over time the preoccupation with money af-
fected workers’ productivity. Inevitably, workers ended up pacing their shifts
of labor-intensive activities increasingly far apart in order to save the core of
their energy for their free time, when they would actually be paid for their ef-
forts. “We work, but let’s be honest, we do not really work,” one of the workers
admitted, as they all discussed the option of going on strike.

Saving energy during the workday to invest in after-shift private jobs was
a common temporal tactic in the Macedonian construction industry, espe-
cially among ethnic Macedonians. Most of the big, formerly socialist com-
panies such as Beton or Granit paid skilled workers as little as 150 euro per
month (9,000 MKD) for eight- or nine-hour shifts without any additional
money to cover lunches or transportation. Workers suggested that a family of
four needed about 500 euro per month (30,000 MKD) to survive. The reason
they kept these jobs was, as they told me, that they granted health insurance
and pensions, while the side jobs paid for their survival.

Workers could have left Construx and tried their luck with a successful
company such as the one that I will call “Imagine.” “I thought about it, I asked
around, you know,” confided Marko to me on a cold night in January. “But
there you do not count for anything, the owner bullies you, you have no ma-
chine to help you bring heavy weight up and down. There, you're just a piece
of meat that moves.” In a climate of financial uncertainty, managers of com-
panies who did have access to money gained tremendous power over their
workers. Imagine, for instance, was known for its brutal working conditions
(see figure 12). On a new construction site, their work began at 5:00 a.m. and
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Figure 12. Workers without harnesses stand on scaffolds while they lower materials
manually at a work site of one of Construx’s competitors. Photo: Author

continued without interruption until late in the afternoon, even when temper-
atures skyrocketed over forty-five degrees Celsius. When the owner showed
up, an Imagine worker confided, he shouted orders and insults at workers,
pushing them to work faster—or to hide, afraid, in a dark corner.

Most of these companies combined legal and illegal work. Many of their
workers had no contracts, benefits, vacation leave, or insurance. Some em-
ployers declared only part of their workers’ income to tax agencies. Typi-
cally, whatever exceeded the minimum wage of 9,000 MKD was paid in cash.
While such an arrangement would have solved some of Construx’s workers’
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immediate problems, it would have created additional problems further down
the line, as the undeclared salary would have cut into their pensions or made
them ineligible for health insurance.

Compared with working at these companies, working at Construx was like
being in paradise. Until 2013, the company had paid workers handsomely, at
least by Macedonian standards; unskilled workers made 300 euro per month,
while skilled maistori had salaries up to 500 euro per month. More impor-
tant, the company declared the whole salary for tax purposes, which meant
that workers received welfare benefits based on the 500 euro once they re-
tired. Even when workers lost their health insurance,'® Construx offered to re-
imburse their health expenses and kept paying dues for their pensions.

This specific context added to the many doubts that had invaded the un-
certain days of Construx’s workers. On the one hand, they felt attached to
the company, which had been until that point very honest with them, led by
an owner they respected. And yet, on the other hand, they could not ignore
the repeated signs of obvious decline. Stuck in a schizophrenic wait, with no
information and filled with anxiety, the workers’ outlook changed daily. At
times they seemed convinced that it was best to keep their current jobs, where
they felt unappreciated but could save their energy for private work. At others,
they seemed ready to join successful companies, where decent salaries and
recognition for their skills would entail brutal working conditions and cost
them their future pensions.

Pushed by financial uncertainty and ready to trade heightened exploita-
tion for ready money, some younger workers chose to try their luck on the
job market. Without retirement in sight, they felt they had nothing to lose
and found it untenable to sacrifice their present for an uncertain future. Af-
ter dealing with increasingly delayed wages for six months between April 2014
and April 2015, seven of the youngest workers resigned. One found work as a
truck driver, another in a gas station, two migrated to Germany and Slovenia,
and one found a job in a foreign-owned company that produces vehicles. Two
more, however, changed their minds and went back to Construx one day later.
They resigned again in the fall of 2015 but were back to working with Con-
strux in the summer of 2016. In contrast, older workers who could envision
retiring in their (not-so-distant) futures decided to stay and “wait out” the cri-
sis’” in pursuit of a safe pension—a necessary anchor to traverse the dark and
uncertain future ahead, even if that meant working additional side jobs in the

present.'®
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Bending the Present and Weaving the Future

Workers who decided to stay at Construx remained troubled by their me-
dium-term building failures and tormented by doubts about what to do in
the long run. Day after day, their time spent on the construction site was filled
with trivial emergencies that diverted their energies from more important
construction tasks—a “chronic impermanence” that short-circuited their
aspirations and turned their work into empty performances—mock-work, in
Rajkovic’s brilliant definition.*® As delays continued, workers felt they were
drowning in an existential nothingness, a muddy uncertainty that halted any
forward progress in their work, emptying their physical tasks of meaning and
purpose.

In this context, small acts of ordering the world around them, giving it
a density or direction, took on deeper meaning. Meal-time rituals allowed
workers to embed a degree of normalcy in their working schedules. Manip-
ulating breaks, suspending work, and pacing it to their moods granted some
degree of control—if only over the ability to conjure alternative futures with-
out fear of being erased by financial consideration.

Despite its warm colors, by autumn 2013 the Pool had become a deeply dis-
quieting building, especially at sunset, when its shadow expanded like a mon-
ument to Construx’s own powerlessness. It had been weeks since Construx’s
management had assured buyers, managers, and workers that the building
was done. Almost everything was there—roof, air systems, cabling, even fa-
¢ades and air conditioning—it was all ready. What it did not have were a few
crucial services such as running water, electricity, and waste disposal pipes—
invisible systems whose absence made the majestic building completely unin-
habitable. Every day, workers turned away angry buyers who could not under-
stand why they were fixing small details instead of addressing the structural
problems that prevented over sixty families from taking possession of the
apartments they had purchased.

Inside the building the atmosphere was not much better. Dusty and silent,
the only sign of life was the stale smell of cigarettes, tangible proof that some-
where a worker was taking a break. In an entrance several floors up, Folco, the
team leader, was lying down, his eyes closed, while his partner Dino lingered
on a nearby balcony ruminating about his own misfortune. For a while nobody
spoke. Finally, voices from the outside broke through the clouded atmosphere,
bringing them back to the tedious task of placing laths on fissures between
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wooden floorboards and on other surfaces. Folco, the more experienced of
the two, measured sizes and angles; Dino molded lath with his circular saw,
cursing the building and everyone who worked on it for its poor floor level-
ing, which forced them to cut, shape, and sculpt each piece countless times.

Like a silent ghost, Aleksandar appeared suddenly behind our backs. For
a good half an hour, we talked about Dylan Dog, Corto Maltese, and other
comics he read and published in Macedonia, digressing to his work as an au-
thor and his past as an unlucky hotel manager. I felt a bit uneasy chatting
for so long, but Alex reassured me. Unless Construx had the money to hire
plumbers and electricians and get the municipality to move forward, these
pauses would not make any difference.

By 10:40 a.m., I joined the other seven manual workers present on site in
the small, bare shop that served as both changing and eating room. There,
exposed bricks and handmade wooden coat hangers framed a worn table
carved by cohorts of workers and a multitude of makeshift places to sit. Over-
turned plastic buckets, wooden benches, or old chairs covered with rust; a
stack of tiles or parquet flooring, a stone, a step—anything could serve as a
seat as long as it was covered in plastic. Putting a piece of PVC or plastic under
our buttocks, workers told me, was the only way to shield us from dust—the
workplace’s natural pest. But like efforts to take control of time, keeping the
pernicious particles at bay was a failed endeavor. Food, clothes, fingernails—
everything tasted and smelled like dust, a distinct staleness that could not be
washed away but only pushed out of one’s mind.

Matei, the deputy warehouseman, organized the meal, taking most minds
off musty thoughts and feelings. A cinnamon box filled with salt, vegetables
from someone’s garden, and white plastic food containers appear together on
the table, moving around accompanied by jokes and frivolous observations.
Methodically, we unwrap our food. Someone, usually Alex, fills everyone’s
cups with a round of unbranded soda regardless of what people paid for—
it’s hard when some can’t afford to pay for drinks, but it’s harder when some
drink and others don’t.

Eating lunch imparts order and direction to the working day, a revelation
celebrated with a dedicated swish of wrappers and the occasional grunt ac-
companying a kebapcinja’s (ground meat stick) fall to the floor. Those who
eat soup break their bread with self-deprecating gravity, while those who or-
dered cheap cold cuts dip into the sour cream. Soon the meal is done: we look
at each other, relieved. Sometimes there is homemade wine or rakija from last
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year, although many have already bought grapes for this season. It is easier
to talk after a glass, and the conversation pivots to politics, sports, or the old
days. Sometimes Igor, an older man who used to be a professional waiter, tells
of his time in Tito’s guard. Regardless, Matei always has the last word. First,
he shares sporting bets results, then he calls our names to collect the money
we owe him for the meal, with a special eye for Igor, who can’t write and read
properly. Often, Dino lies on the bench, pretending with admirable determi-
nation to rest or sleep. Sometimes he is so determined that he snores—only
to wake up abruptly as the final political argument descends into thunder-
ous laughter.

After the dense sociality of lunch, walking out of the nurturing space of
the “office” and stepping up into granite halls feels alienating. Empty, white
apartments seem to reject workers’ presence—they can neither afford them
nor complete them. Sometimes, in partly furnished rooms, strange imaginary
dialogues ensue. That afternoon, Folco and Dino could not understand why
the owners decided to build a closet over the doorbell. Pondering the situ-
ation, Folco sits on a chair and looks around. “No sense in having the table
here,” he says. “Well,” answers his partner Dino, “it depends on where the TV
is—see, if you put it there”—he moves to where the TV should be—“then . . .
No, you can’t really see it. So stupid.” They wander around and touch every-
thing in that apartment that they could never afford. “Sit,” Folco tells me. “It
does not matter what we do. It is useless now.”

I sit, wondering how much human energy, time, and life has been in-
fused into those empty apartments. Unlike customers who see these spaces
as empty, workers know their history and can recognize signs of their own
presence—marks that will need to be erased in order for the apartment to be-
gin its destined life. And yet, in these suspended moments, sitting on plastic-
wrapped chairs, Dino and Folco cannot stop wondering—what if they were
owners rather than workers? They embrace the stillness of the moment to tin-
ker with this image of themselves and ponder alternate existences rooted in
something more than empty time and plastic containers. Dino seems to enjoy
it so much that he loses all interest in work. Folco eventually turns back to the
floorboards and speaks out loud some new lath measurements. Dino insists:
“No.” He throws a piece of lath on the floor, now shouting, “NOOO!” Folco
stands up and grabs him by the ear, beginning a mock fight. “Come on, don’t
be stupid, it is late. Where were we? 176, 170. Come on now.” Dino laughs and
turns on the saw. Back to “real” time.
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Like Dino, other workers enjoyed manipulating their time, weaving imag-
inary futures into their working routines or holding on to the present with an
additional joke or an extra cigarette. Deprived of the possibility of identify-
ing with their work, their capacity to slow their productivity and dictate their
own tempo became an expression of their own agency—a space for claim-
ing meaning for themselves. Stretching time and deviating from the “normal”
flow of work meant embracing the uncertain temporality created by the dis-
crepancies between construction and financial times. The deep care given to
their ceremonial meals and their constant attempts to sit on “clean” plastic
surfaces are a testament to their attempts to impose a new temporal hori-
zon by directing the flow of time toward new social goals or by letting their
dreams, fears, and presence fill the emptiness of the space around them—a lit-
eral reversal of the “crisis of presence” engendered by financial uncertainty.*

Weaving Time, Weaving Relations

Temporal strategies that expanded, contracted, or redirected the flow of events
did not mediate only the relationships between workers, their surroundings,
and their future selves. Weaving time was also utilized in more interactive
settings such as conversations. When buyers or subcontractors arrived an-
gry and threatened to sue the company, workers tried to defuse the emergency
by manipulating the timing that regulated their interactions. Paradoxically,
changing the tempo of their chats and connecting future hopes and past ex-
periences resulted in an acceptance of uncertainty, in which buyers, workers,
and subcontractors shared a mutual horizon of possibility.

Both Toni and I were still shaking. When we first saw the middle-aged
woman enter the site, we assumed she was one of the many buyers concerned
about their apartment. But when we realized that there was no hesitancy in
her step as she marched into Toni’s elevated office, we felt queasy. She was an
inspector sent by Stopanska Banka to verify the conditions on the work site
and confirm that the work was proceeding according to plan. Based on her
report, the bank would approve or deny the release of the last tier of the credit
that Construx relied upon to continue its activities. Given its recent troubles,
Construx could not afford to be behind schedule and miss this much-needed
injection of cash. But they were behind, and when the inspector called her
boss to confirm that everything was fine, it seemed that Toni had performed

a miracle.
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The building had neither electricity nor running water, partially owing
to Construx’s own delay but mostly as a consequence of the uncertainty that
hovered over how and where the infrastructure would be dug, and by whom.
The paperwork and plans that described where the existing systems were lo-
cated had been lost in the 1990s. While Construx and other investors in that
area had paid the infrastructural tax** and used a plan approved by the mu-
nicipality, the mapped designs did not match what was found on the ground.
In the following weeks, the municipality’s engineers and planners would ask
us what they were supposed to build. To everyone’s dismay, they had no idea
how to connect Construx’s building to the existing street network or even
where the infrastructure should be located. When they ultimately found some
sort of solution, the pipeline they built was placed at the wrong level. Build-
ings on the south side of the street were unable to connect their canalization
because their pipes were too low, while buildings on the north site had pipes
built too high. Now Toni, the Pool’s site manager, was forced to come up with
a solution.

With all the financial constraints that Construx was experiencing, accept-
able solutions were hard to find. I would often see Toni sitting at his desk,
slowly smoking a cigarette with a blank stare. Suddenly, he would discuss an
idea or a joke—as if those words would dispel the numbing atmosphere of
nothingness that had crept into the room. For those buyers who had already
sold their former homes and had nowhere else to go, Toni had cobbled to-
gether makeshift electric and water arrangements—a quite literal temporal
bubble which allowed some “lucky” (or desperate) buyers to find themselves
in furnished living rooms while everywhere else the building lagged behind
schedule. It was one of these time-warped apartments, which resounded with
chatter and the aroma of homemade dishes, that Toni and I visited with the
inspector—knowing full well that if she poked her head into any of the adja-
cent units, it was “game over.”

Inspector (I): So what about the lights?

Toni (site director) (T): As you saw, there’s electricity in the apartments.

I: But there was no electricity in the hall—are there lights in the hall?

T: I don’t know, maybe something happened to the fuse.

I: What about in the other halls? If I go, will I find electricity there? Let me go
to the next door and see [starting to move].

T: I don’t know, I don’t know much about the electricity, but there might be
no light.
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I: So there’s no electricity in the halls or apartments, right? You didn’t pro-
vide electricity there?

T: We didn’t provide electricity there.

I: But there is electricity in the apartments that are inhabited.

T: That’s right, we only provided electricity to the apartments that are
inhabited.

I: So, how many are those?

T: T don’t know.

I: Just give me a number so I can tell them . .. some [nekolku]?

T: Some.

I: Ok, so then let me go now . . . Oh, give me your number.

T: Hereitis. ..

I: Not you, him [pointing at the anthropologist].

Fabio (F): Oh, ok, soitis...

I: So ok, so if I contact you then . . . you're together, right?

T: Yes, he’s my right-hand man. I don’t want him to leave Macedonia, I'll

never let him leave!

As the inspector left, we paused for a second, sweating in some sort of ecstatic
trance. Suddenly, Toni turned to me and crossed himself, his eyes to the ceil-
ing. “Ilie, how much I lie.. . . let me cross myself again. Oh my God, I can’t lie,
I don’t know how to lie . . . and you helped me! Just so you know, you helped
me a lot, talking about Italy—how she could contact you to help her niece
who’s studying there. . . . [ was thinking, okay, let them talk about Italy!”
Toni structured the entire conversation as a desperate attempt to stretch,
shorten, and connect the temporality of the exchange to turn the interaction
away from the empty apartments and toward a mutually beneficial future. For
Toni, this meant weaving three temporal dimensions at once. First, he ma-
nipulated the tempo of the dialogue. This included changing topics, conjur-
ing personal and intimate temporalities, and shortening or lengthening the
time that the inspector had to request more information. Second, he isolated
or connected past and present, rediscovering promises long forgotten or in-
stead confining them to the remote time of history while evoking a future full
of possibilities. Third, he produced a shared space of uncertainty, which both
he and the inspector could uncomfortably inhabit in the realization that its
undisclosed potential was better than its (potentially?) catastrophic reality.
In the first instance, Toni wove the tempo of the conversation to pre-
vent the inspector from wandering into other rooms, dark and waterless. He
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used his powerful laughter as a way to interrupt the professional examina-
tion of the building and jumped on any reference to personal topics that could
lighten our exchanges and shorten the inspector’s window of opportunity to
ask questions. As soon as he learned that she had a niece studying in Milan,
he introduced me into the conversation, asking me questions to showcase my
usefulness as an Italian academic.

Then he tried to co-opt the inspector’s own language and reservations to
make her complicit in the exchange. With a calculated reluctance, Toni ad-
mitted that “they did not provide electricity” to the halls, a partial admis-
sion of negligence that appeased the inspector’s curiosity while preventing her
from discovering that they had no electricity at all. The end of the conver-
sation is indicative of woven time’s results in Macedonia: both parties set-
tled on an (un)comfortable middle ground of uncertainty. Not all the apart-
ments have light. But some do. The reasons are unclear and they’ll both leave
it at that.

On the way out, Toni eavesdropped on the inspector’s phone call in which
she mentioned a restaurant she planned to go to for dinner. As soon as she
finished, he praised the establishment: “Oh, that one? It is a great place to eat
frogs’ legs. You should go there right away—you know, you can’t waste any
more time here, frogs’ legs can’t wait.” Conjuring the intimate and personal
temporality of a relaxed family dinner with an admiring and almost jealous
voice, Toni wove the inspector’s future into our present and gave her a good
reason to leave the site without additional inquiries.

Toni’s skillful intertwining of multiple temporal directions was the most
seamless of many instances where workers or managers who were asked to
deal with precarious working relationships fell back on uncertainty as a rhe-
torical process of coproduction. Subcontractors waited for hours in front of
the Construx director’s door without being told if the director was going to
receive them or even if he was actually there. When they met, the director of-
fered vague answers to their pleas for payment. Buyers, uncertain about the
status of their apartments, presented themselves at the construction site with
Turkish delight (lokum), coffee, and sodas. Toni joked and talked about the old
days and the weather, about anything except for what they wanted to know.

I was surprised to learn that, in most cases, strategies that postponed con-
frontations or professed ignorance were effective. Claiming not to know was
concurrently unrealistic (in Toni’s case, he was the construction site’s direc-
tor) but also morally acceptable. Reminiscent of earlier socialist times as well



122 Illiquid Times

as postsocialist uncertainty, “I don’t know” (ne znam) could be used as a last
resort to demonstrate one’s powerlessness within the company’s hierarchy.
It evoked a shared sense of nothingness that opened a window of empathy
between the two parties built on practices rather than official policies (even
though Construx’s internal policy was to refer every question up the chain of
command).??

But why would anyone accept uncertainty? If it was clear why Construx
used uncertainty to keep its creditors at bay, why did creditors buy into it?
Why would the inspector accept uncertain answers when her interests were
certain? On her way out, she pressed questions that, without a doubt, she had
had since the beginning. But she raised them only when it was too late to
get complete answers. Toni mobilized uncertainty as a discursive trope again,
claiming not to know enough about electricity. At that point, it became clear
to me and Toni that the inspector had understood our ruse, but instead of
pushing it further, she offered Toni a way out, as she did when suggesting
that “some” of the apartments had lights. She preferred the (un)comfortable
and uncertain middle ground in the form of an Italian contact for her niece
to backing Toni against the proverbial wall. Weaving time bought Construx
some breathing space while providing the inspector with some potential fu-
ture benefits—a moment of mutual recognition that temporarily dispelled the
sense of nothingness generated by financial troubles.

I witnessed many other construction managers trying their luck in sim-
ilar fashion. They would stalk Construx’s managers at the office or at their
favorite restaurant and talk to them for hours. The conversations often de-
veloped as I expected. Construx’s director led them round and round, while
the inquirer seconded him until he or she found a way to present his or her
requests. Yet these inquiries sometimes succeeded. I saw Mr. Construx pick
up the phone to authorize payments for at least some of the sums requested.
Weaving time together, interlocutors in Macedonia conducted elaborate ne-
gotiations in which both partners participated in the production of uncer-
tainty, albeit with different agendas and interests. Construx’s director gave
in to some of these cunning rhetorical plays, evocations of a shared past or
promises of future joint ventures. In the same way, the inspector accepted a
vague answer, took my number, and set off to eat frogs’ legs. Weaving time is
“what you do,” confirmed a director of another company. “You go there, pray,
cry, and they might give you something.”

I suspect that there was something else in the inspector’s decision to accept
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uncertain answers. Perhaps the inspector recognized Toni’s desperate attempt
to weave time as a symptom of an increasingly oppressive political and eco-
nomic conjuncture. Neither Toni nor the inspector was at ease with uncertain
terrain; yet they recognized their common interest and vulnerability in weav-
ing time—a transformative and generative space that, perhaps, allowed com-
mon citizens to navigate the increasingly exploitative and unequal landscape
of financial obligations promoted by Gruevski’s regime if they cut each other
some slack.

The Unexpected Consequences of Weaving Time

Holding on to moments, taking extensive breaks, and manipulating the tempo
of conversations constituted attempts to weave uncertainty within relation-
ships and provide existential repair through new spaces of potential empathy.
Despite their best intentions, however, weaving time failed to alter workers’
structural dependencies, their company’s obligations, or the feeling of decay
that accompanied their empty working days. In fact, weaving time even posed
new moral challenges.

Take Toni, for instance. A sixty-four-year-old engineer, one of eight chil-
dren of an Orthodox priest, Tony struggled to justify his own behavior with
buyers, subcontractors, and even the inspector. He placed a high value on work,
and he genuinely enjoyed discussing the technical difficulties he had faced in
the course of his long career. The way he saw it, what he did at Construx dif-
fered greatly from the fixes he had deployed to solve urgent problems in so-
cialist construction companies. Alternative solutions under socialism aimed
at making a progressive system work. In present-day Macedonia, his fixes rep-
licated a landscape of exploitation to which there was no solution. More im-
portant, solving an immediate problem did not reconcile the imperatives of
financial profit with that of work. Today’s gimmicks cheated buyers or work-
ers—lies, as he called them after the inspector left. And he did not like lying.

Other workers faced similar issues. Makeshift rituals of sociality, from se-
quencing meals to imagining ownership of empty apartments, went only so
far in imposing a temporary structure of meaning on their everyday activi-
ties. When their tools broke and they had to fix them yet again or when they
begged to know more about the company’s predicament and were told to shut
up and work, their faces darkened with a brewing sense of humiliation. In-
stead of centering them within a larger social world, the financialized work-
place shattered their illusions and revealed their own superfluousness.
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Being trapped by economic forces they could not control is how financial-
ization, under Gruevski, impacted the lives of construction workers. These
feelings reflected structural changes brought about by the regime. Lack of po-
litical connections translated into financial hardship, which forced companies
such as Construx to prioritize financial considerations over productive ones.
As their working days became more erratic and meaningless, workers faced
very hard choices regarding their future. Unable to change their predicament
or to make truly informed future decisions, they were left with clever solu-
tions, rhetorical sleights of hand, and other temporary arrangements—that is,
uncertainty as a space of action.

Paradoxically, these arrangements resulted in an increase in uncertainty.
To counter the sense of nothingness that was fostered by macroeconomic re-
structuring and illiquidity, workers utilized temporal tactics reminiscent of
socialist and postsocialist times®* that aimed at domesticating uncertainty.
They took breaks, professed ignorance, worked two jobs, and adapted to ex-
tended work time when needed—expressing a level of agency and meaning in
a temporally schizophrenic landscape.

It was not always clear how two interlocutors evaluated their attempts to
produce and domesticate uncertainty. Trapped between the negative conno-
tation of opportunism and the positive one of getting the job done, weaving
time generated a suspicious space of potential collaboration whereby individ-
uals could manipulate empathy. Rather than falling prey to the vagaries of fi-
nancial markets or other impediments to action,”® Macedonian workers tried
to infuse uncertainty with existential and relational dimensions and turn it
into a new temporal dimension—a woven time that gave meaning to work
both inside and outside of Gruevski’s regime through acts of improvisation.*®

From the perspective of woven time, uncertainty was not the opposite of
action. It did not negate the past or make the future impossible. Rather, un-
certainty was produced by an intersubjective act of connecting past and pres-
ent and prefiguring action in new forms that defied the expectations of lin-
ear progress, a phenomenon observed in other societies plagued by financial
crises.”” When workers wove their time on the construction site where I con-
ducted research, they often crafted holes in it—carefully including ambiguity
in their time continuum. Uncertainty provided room to maneuver and to re-
claim their value as persons and agents, a value they had lost in Macedonia’s
increasingly rigid and hierarchical political-economic scenario.

Uncertainty and woven time were effective in creating temporary spaces
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of empathy that acted as existential defenses against the increasing useless-
ness of work under authoritarian financialization. Yet they failed in a material
sense to help individuals or their companies regain a healthier position in the
financialization process. Financial obligations stipulate a very clear schedule
of repayment, and while uncertainty might postpone the inspector’s negative
report or a worker’s demand, it did not lead to substantial debt restructuring.
Toni was successful in deploying uncertainty on this occasion, but financial
constraints were not amenable to being undone by means of uncertainty; in
the long run, Construx was obliged to increase the amount of resources desig-
nated for paying back financial obligations.

Deprived of more and more liquidity, workers continued to experience un-
certainty in the absence of its potentiality. While weaving time created spaces
of action and meaning, the even slower rhythm of work did not help Con-
strux’s overall situation. Uncertainty began to look more and more like pre-
cariousness, a labor relation of intense economic deprivation that oppressed
workers well beyond the potential opportunity it presented. Failing to change
their condition over time, weaving time came to embody yet another existen-
tial failure, proof that workers were doomed, inherently flawed, and unable to
resolve their issues without the help of an external force.?® That external force,
all-powerful and encompassing, was the VMRO-DPMNE.

Providing an appearance of existential meaning and control, weav-
ing time directed one’s activity toward unproductive actions that exhausted
people’s energies in attempts to postpone catastrophe rather than prevent it.
When the temporary space of empathy dissolved, workers found themselves
increasingly drowning in the nothingness of the construction site—ready to
do anything to change and closer to the ideology of the VMRO-DPMNE re-
gime, which had made opportunism and lack of productivity the hallmark of
its administration. Instead of directing workers to seek radical change, weav-
ing time “worked both ways . . . as a strategy for social betterment [and] as [a]
process of co-optation for maintaining power.”** The more workers relied on
weaving time, the harder they found it to think of their suspended temporal-
ity as a space for solidarity or alliances.*® Instead of opening spaces for ques-
tioning their condition, the illusory nature of weaving time pushed workers to
embrace Gruevski’s authoritarian ideology. After all, was there much differ-
ence between submitting to a regime and drowning in nothingness?
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PERHAPS IT WAS THE DUST. Perhaps it was the endless repetition of meaningless
gestures. Perhaps it was a nostalgic pull of their youth, when life was hard but
endowed with a sense of social progress. The more workers felt they were los-
ing control over their working days, the more they daydreamed—imagining
a glass of rakija in their hands while sitting on the porch on one of Skopje’s
famously warm evenings. These imaginary escapades offered a sense of ful-
fillment and ubavina (literally, “beauty”) that seemed to put workers back in
the center of a social world—their social world—inhabited by male friends
and comrades. Ubavina was embodied in a symphony of roaring, baritone
laughs—a sense of untamed presence—accompanied by the aromas of freshly
cooked food and the tinkling of (empty) bottles being tidied in the back-
ground by their industrious wives.

That male-centric world and its convivial plenitude felt miles away on the
night I visited Krste in his new role as Construx’s night watchman. It was not
a hard job, he contended. Yes, he had to stay awake all night, but its odd tim-
ing allowed him to take on extra “private” contracts during the day. In his lit-
tle makeshift cabin, the crackling sound of a discolored Turkish TV program
kept him more or less awake. And when he did doze off, he told me, he could
curl up on his uncomfortable plastic chair, which he had made less so with a
small cushion and an old rug.

Krste really needed that private gig and the extra money it generated. He
and his wife had been trying to conceive a child for years, and they wanted to
talk to new doctors to understand why it was taking them so long. “The stress
at work does not help,” he admitted, lowering his voice and eyes, perhaps

126
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ashamed of his multiple failures—at generating work, value, and life. “Regard-
ing the delay with the salary, all my colleagues do is talk. They don’t do any-
thing—no strike, no action, nothing. But if you disagree, you've seen them,
they treat you like a dog.” Flustered and frustrated, Krste’s words echoed
off the exposed bricks and bare steps that led to the building’s upper floors.
Slowly, we let them fade away in the dark night.

When Krste was chosen as the new night watchman of the Nest, most of
his colleagues turned against him. Suddenly, the shared meals and social ritu-
als that workers relied on to endow their uncertain lives with a sense of mean-
ing were torn apart by barely concealed masculine frustration—a diffuse and
disruptive hostility I had sensed before but never with such an intensity. As
Construx’s crisis deepened, however, workers’ moments of friendliness be-
came rarer and were increasingly interspersed with subterranean suspicions
that fractured their longed-for male-centric plenitude into myriad covert
confrontations.

This chapter reflects on the gender paradoxes that permeated Macedonia’s
workplaces as finance (and Gruevski’s regime) expanded, focusing on the dif-
ficult choices that workers faced trying to be “men” in a hostile economic and
political landscape. As financial considerations gained precedence over phys-
ically demanding tasks and manual labor, male construction workers found
their masculinity eroded. In this illiquid climate, workers’ expectations of be-
nign patriarchy were challenged by female colleagues who appeared primed
for prominent roles, by ethnic Albanians who had an ascendant economic
trajectory, and by their very own directors. The cause of and solution to these
anxieties, which workers interpreted as a societal push to transform them
into queer subjects,' was the regime—whose ethnomasculine politics seemed
an anchor for working-class men amid a chaotic landscape of existential and
(failed) economic speculation.

Construx’s case reflected an overall trend in contemporary economies in
which the expansion of finance reconfigured not only work regimes but also
gender ideologies.” Until the late 1960s, the gender hierarchies in both West-
ern and socialist states were articulated on the Fordist model of large-scale,
vertically integrated industries geared toward mass production.’* While its ac-
tual characteristics and social relevance in society are debated,* it is widely
accepted that, ideologically, Fordism “created a labour force that was highly
segmented by gender,”” naturalizing the hegemonic position of men as bread-
winners and obscuring the crucial contribution that female workers made to



128 Speculative Masculinity

economic and social progress.® Fordist workplaces, in other words, reserved
unionized and relatively stable jobs for men, while women found themselves
relegated to lower-paid, unskilled positions or to the domestic economy.

This gendered hierarchy started to shift with the acceleration of technolog-
ical innovation. Beginning in the early 1970s, manufacturers moved their fac-
tories to the periphery of the global world system and started automating the
most mechanical parts of their production processes. Physically demanding
jobs evaporated in large parts of North America and Europe, replaced by ca-
reers in the service sector or precision-oriented tasks, which, because of their
grueling working conditions or more precarious nature, were generally of-
fered to women.” The boardrooms of these “innovation”-driven sectors, how-
ever, remained dominated by male managers who were increasingly attracted
by speculative rather than productive opportunities. Connected to lawmakers
and corporations through personal ties and lending relationships, a growing
class of male financiers with their aggressive, risk-taking ethos emerged as the
hegemonic figures of the early twenty-first century—popularizing a new kind
of gender ideology that affirmed finance as a new, partially disguised medium
for masculine domination.

With its insistence on microcredit and a new array of products and careers
directed precisely toward women, financialized capitalism seemed to promise
new opportunities for gender equality through access to credit and entrepre-
neurship for the female workforce. Yet beneath its inclusive veneer, the em-
powerment provided by financialization was generally “configured so that it
[did] not threaten men’s position of authority.”® In financialized economies,
women appeared as subjects of financial exploitation® or as stewards of “car-
ing” or “emotional” speculations'® unable to significantly benefit from global
speculative opportunities. This increased visibility of women, and the occa-
sional success of some upper- or middle-class women or non-heterosexual
males who, against all odds, had managed to attain prominent positions, gen-
erated widespread anxiety for those working-class heterosexual males mar-
ginalized by financial expansion. Unable to progress and yet embedded in
ideologies of masculine hegemony,'' many working-class men perceived fi-
nancialization as a reversal of gender roles—a downfall in which they felt
robbed of well-deserved privileges and forced to become passive, feminized,
or queer subjects.’?

This gendered resentment is often identified as one of the “cultural” fac-
tors that led a disgruntled working class to develop a visceral aversion toward
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Figure 13. A worker, preoccupied, considers his future. Photo: Author

Western, urban elites and their financial and queer values."® Indeed, in dein-
dustrializing Macedonia, the contradictions between the hegemonic expec-
tations and dispossessed realities of male, blue-collar workers provided fer-
tile ground for authoritarian politics. While internationally Gruevski painted
his regime as meritocratic, pointing at high-profile female political figures or
gender-sensitive legislation, his domestic policies were directly targeted at a
revanchist male audience. Under the VMRO-DPMNE government, millions
of euro were devoted to construction projects that glorified the masculine
roots of Macedonia—populating the center of Skopje with dozens of statues of
male heroes, warriors, and priests.

And yet it would be misguided to understand the regime’s appeal among
male Macedonian workers as a form of “cultural backlash” in which aggres-
sive forms of financial masculinities translated into simple ethnic and gen-
der boundaries. If anything, Gruevski’s gender ideology did not reduce the
contradictions of working-class men to simple epistemological dichotomies
but amplified them. Instead of reconstructing a simpler social world, cen-
tered on workers, Gruevski imposed a model of patriarchal domination that
most workers could not embrace because of the regime’s financial schemes.
Without pay or jobs—in a context where female colleagues had been forced to
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stop curating workers’ relationships—male construction workers found their
manhood eroded, transformed into an empty signifier, which they tried to fill
by speculating not about future gain but about who was to blame for their fail-
ure.'* In this increasingly tense landscape, manhood began to generate rather
than solve paradoxes—a schizophrenic relational space that, instead of en-
abling men to engage in counter-hegemonic solidarities,'® allowed the regime
to live off the social contradictions it had helped create.

More Equal Than Others? Manhood During and After Socialism

In a major speech delivered on January 31, 2015, Prime Minister Nikola Gruev-
ski publicly denounced Zoran Zaev, the leader of the main opposition party,
as a traitor. According to Gruevski, Zaev had conspired with foreign intelli-
gence agencies to obtain or forge recordings of phone conversations that dam-
aged government officials. Gruevski painted Zaev as an immoral coward who
had resorted to blackmail when he realized he could not beat Gruevski in the
open terrain of political elections. The VMRO government would never stoop
to such plots, concluded Gruevski: “Because we are Macedonians, not little
Macedonians” [nie sme Makedonci, ne Makedoncinjal.

Gruevski’s insistence on his true Macedonian spirit reflected the fragile
geopolitical history of the country and its multicultural character—a circum-
stance of great anxiety for Macedonians forced every day to confront the arbi-
trariness of their own national belonging. In 2006, the VMRO came to power
pledging to restore dignity to Macedonia and its people against the claim of
any neighboring country.'® With his urban renewal projects, Gruevski re-
newed political tensions with Greece and provided a clear, visual narrative
of who the “real” Macedonians were. Like Alexander the Great, Macedonians
were masculine, aggressive warriors who fought their enemies and protected
their defenseless motherland—represented by a few statues of female charac-
ters, mostly in nurturing poses.

This is the image that Gruevski evoked in his televised speech. In the
VMRO-DPMNE camp stood the true Macedonian patriots, ready to fall into
rank side by side with their leader and fight the nation’s enemies. Zaev, on
the contrary, was a “little” Macedonian, an emasculated subject who secretly
plotted to subvert the political order chosen by the people—with the help of
foreign powers. A little scoundrel like Zaev, in short, was not a Macedonian,
and by extension not a man at all—a fact that VMRO members and sympa-
thizers ascribed to his socialist roots, as if being a leftist necessarily meant
disavowing one’s masculinity.
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Indeed, critiques that questioned how masculinity was embodied by so-
cialist subjects were hardly unheard of in Macedonia, even prior to the 1990s.
In the SFRJ, intellectuals, and even their semisatirical representations such
as those in the film series Tesna KoZa, suggested that the bureaucratic praxis
of Yugoslav socialism betrayed the goals of gender (and economic) equality,
forcing certain men to assume feminine, dependent roles. At a deeper level,
however, these analyses suggested that socialist discourses of gender equal-
ity, often framed as issues of women’s emancipation, implied a subordina-
tion of women throughout society. In the more or less explicit critiques that
were voiced during the 1968 protests, students and Yugoslav feminists argued
that the country’s patriarchal structure made it “ideologically impossible for
women to achieve real equality.”"” Indeed, the responsibility for domestic life
was left almost entirely to women, yet they were also encouraged to take part
in the workforce, where they were hired in the lowest-paid professions (such
as textile work).'®

Despite these gendered hierarchies, socialist rhetoric and rights were not
just a facade. Women had access to political and economic rights, including
childcare and paid leave, that were comparable to if not more substantial than
those available in the “first world.”*® If gendered hierarchies allowed men to
maintain control over women’s public life, this was often justified on the ba-
sis of socialist equality and morality—supposedly a blank slate that welcomed
all identities into a transformative process toward a new kind of (wo)man. In
films, leaflets, parades, and even sporting events, Yugoslav propaganda cele-
brated male and female athletes, both professional and amateur, whose bod-
ies were considered not as sexual subjects but as mechanical harbingers of so-
cialist progress.>

Not all men and women, however, were celebrated at the same level by the
SERJ. Socialist men and women attracted varying degrees of scrutiny and op-
portunity based on their ethnic identification. Rural Muslim women, for in-
stance, were particularly encouraged to take part in amateur sports because
their double markers of “marginality” needed to be “integrated” into the Yu-
goslav socialist project. Macedonian male workers, symbols of a contested but
geopolitically important country, enjoyed instead a central position within
the boundaries of a Pan-Slavic and socialist brotherhood.**

The treatment of citizens who expressed different gender and ethnic iden-
tities reflected a crucial component of the SFRJ’s governance. Even more ex-
tensively than in other Eastern European countries,” the decentralized struc-
ture of Yugoslav socialism affirmed (but also limited) identities that were
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generally ethnic and gendered in nature. That continuous balancing act be-
tween socialist equality and ethnic and gender hierarchies was synthesized in
the slogan Bratsvo i Jedinstvo (brotherhood and unity)—a recognition of eth-
nic differences subsumed in unity.*®

By proclaiming equality and unity, brotherhood, rather than sisterhood,
identified a hegemonic position and verified the predominance of (certain)
male ethnicities in the very fabric of collective progress. For those male,
Slavic, industrial workers, Yugoslav socialism was not only a space of priv-
ilege but also a space of altruism. Macedonian male workers could think of
themselves as abstract socialist subjects, united by brotherhood and unen-
cumbered by gendered or ethnic identities, while also maintaining a degree of
symbolic superiority over women and members of the other ethnic groups—
precisely because of their symbolic commitment to a system that, in part,
aimed at creating collective progress. The camaraderie they felt was symbolic
as well as practical; as many of Construx’s older workers suggested, it encom-
passed both comrade Tito and their unskilled (male and Macedonian) col-
leagues. It was this feeling that was evoked again and again in those moments
of ubavina—a “just” and “progressive” order, where workers’ sociality was be-
ing nurtured by a paternalistic state and the caring attention of their wives.

Postsocialist Challenges

The financial crisis of the 1980s in Yugoslavia brought to the surface older eth-
nic tensions, tearing apart the feeling of hegemonic harmony that had char-
acterized the experience of male Yugoslav workers. Instead of abstract sub-
jects who were custodians of the collective progress, male workers had to face
mass unemployment, sanctions, and ultimately, bloody wars. Unable to claim
their manhood through work and overwhelmed by ethnic conflicts, men
came to think of their masculinity in exclusionary ethnic terms. Understood
as their ability to protect or violate the feminine body of the nation against
ethnic others, the hegemonic masculinity of postsocialist Yugoslavia aban-
doned any pretense of social progress and relegated women to objects of sex-
ual fantasies.**

That masculinity had become increasingly intertwined with ethnic con-
cerns was clear also in Macedonia, a country that had avoided the worst of
the Balkan conflicts. The chaotic economic context of the 1990s allowed mar-
ginalized subjects such as Albanian men to leverage earlier survival strategies
such as their vast international network of émigré relatives to gain political
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and economic power. The result was that, while most Macedonian males were
experiencing acute bouts of illiquidity and severe unemployment, foreign re-
mittances allowed Albanian men to increase their level of consumption, start
their own companies, and become investors beyond the ethnic niche—a rel-
ative economic mobility that made Macedonian men look and feel like “little
Macedonians.”*

“You know, I feel sorry for Macedonian men,” Gani told me in 2014 while
driving to Skopje from western Macedonia. An Albanian businessman, Gani
had worked abroad for twenty years, starting as a dishwasher and ultimately
buying a property in the early 2000s. Forced to return to the Macedonian Al-
banian community by the crash of the European real estate market, he felt

that business opportunities were blooming all around him.

Here, people have money. See that guy? He has 10,000 euro in his pockets
right now. If I need cash, I just need to ask. It is not always legal money, but
we will put it down for each other if there is a good idea. Thirty years ago, we

were poor, we had no running water. Now we can build a new future.

After several years of dealing with foreign companies that produced construc-
tion materials, Gani had decided to produce his own products in Macedonia
with an initial lump sum investment that was significantly larger than most
Macedonian businessmen I knew could hope to gather over several years. He
could not understand why Macedonian men were so angry with their Alba-
nian counterparts. Successful Albanian entrepreneurs such as himself cared
more about money than nationality—sure, he admitted, they did not always
operate by the book, but neither did their Macedonian partners. What was the
point of hating them?

After that question, he paused for a second, watching the road in silence.
“Imagine that their girls, you know, twenty, twenty-one years old, they go
with me, a fifty-year-old Albanian, just for 2,000 MKD (35 euro). I can basi-
cally fuck any young Macedonian girl, if I want to.” I must have displayed a
shocked or skeptical face because Gani pulled out a phone, connected it to the
car speakers, and flipped through his contacts. Soon, a Macedonian female
voice answered. Gesturing at me to be quiet, Gani excused himself for not
having called her recently but promised that they would meet over the week-
end. Then he said, “But you have to tell me that you like me more than all of
the others.” After the woman answered that she did, Gani sighed, said good-
bye, and turned to me, with a distinctly sad expression.
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They would come with me for anything, I only have to give them some
money—so they can eat, so to speak. And it is a shame. It is really sad that
such young girls do this, and there are many of them. Now look at the irony:

they despise me, as an Albanian, but I fuck their girls.

The scenario in which regular, young Macedonian women had sex with older
Albanian men for small gifts corresponded to some of the worst nightmares
for Macedonian workers. As the economic chaos of the 1990s undermined
their ability to affirm their manhood in public, male workers had turned to
the more intimate space of kinship to regain existential mileage—not as work-
ers but as comrades and patriarchs. Darko, for instance, recalled the informal
working conditions of the early transition as bonding experiments when his
connections with colleagues, neighbors, and managers allowed him to sur-
vive the country’s economic devastation. Through fictive, quasi-kin relation-
ships, he managed to get odd jobs as a subcontractor, first in Macedonia and
then in Russia and Ukraine, where his masculinity was validated in many
sexual encounters with impoverished local women.

Once home, Darko and others lost much of their economic and social
charm. In Construx, they found an ethnically homogeneous space that they
were able to control thanks to the comradely connections they forged abroad.
To expand these spaces of uncontested manhood, construction workers
heightened their symbolic control over the relational lives of their wives and
daughters—a form of retraditionalized manhood that relied on monopolizing
women’s emotional and/or sexual attentions to prevent challenges posed by
interethnic intimacies.”® And yet, as Gani’s story demonstrates, without sta-
tus and money, that patriarchal dream proved impossible. Without that illu-
sion of control over their kinship networks, Macedonian men felt increasingly
emasculated, forced to face their own frailty.

Managing Masculinities in the Workplace

In practice, the postsocialist reemergence of patriarchal masculinity de-
pended on women’s unrecognized labor. To ensure that construction sites or
the intimate spaces of the household constituted uncontested spaces of male
authority, wives, coworkers, and even daughters added a “third shift of gover-
nance work to their usual double shift of professional and domestic labour.”*”
At the Nest, Construx’s newest and most difficult site, managing workers’

masculinity fell to Natalia, the site manager, who had a long history of helping
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workers navigate their conflicted patriarchal aspirations. And yet, in a climate
of illiquidity Natalia found it increasingly hard to reconcile workers’ conflicts
without infringing upon the company’s hierarchy and jeopardizing her own
financial stability.

A woman in her mid-fifties, Natalia had over thirty years of experience di-
recting sites. Workers used to call her “auntie,” teasing her for her tendency
to speak quickly in a single breath. And yet, she was highly respected and lis-
tened to carefully, even when what she had to say caused significant disagree-
ment. Unlike male managers, Natalia did not avoid conflict. When problems
arose, she called workers into her office one by one and addressed their issues
directly. “I try to help them,” Natalia told me after one of these events.

Some of them are hotheads, and you need to take them apart little by little.
And once they leave the office, they don’t even know their names! But they
know I mean well! If they need an extra job, and somebody from the neigh-
borhood comes and sees me about a problem, I hook them up. What can I do?

They are my workers!

A strong woman who singlehandedly saved her household from bankruptcy
after her husband lost his job, Natalia saw her management style as that of
a postsocialist mother. When “her workers” needed help, she came to the
rescue—not by indulging their performances but by finding ways to con-
front them that leveraged and reinforced their sense of (male) responsibility.
Thanks to Natalia’s often invisible labor, workers remained focused and disci-
plined, while her negotiating skills ensured that some materials trickled in so
that workers could still maintain a semblance of dignity—an unending task
of foreseeing, recombining, and strategizing about workers and buildings that
often gave her headaches but that she thought of as her inescapable burden.

As a woman on the construction site, you are disadvantaged. You need to
know twice as much as a man knows in order to be taken seriously. And it is a
constant fight! Oh, oh—you can’t imagine the labor [maka] that it entails. My
brain has to go twice as fast, and I need to be one step ahead of them. I need to
know beforehand what they will think once I give them directions! Over the
years, I have learned how to do it and how to play the game. You know, con-
struction workers play games all the time. Did you notice? With you too! They
test you all the time—but I have learned how to play their games, and now I

can turn them around on their heads if I want to.
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It was true. The workplace was a constant tease where one’s masculinity was
often called into question based on imaginary metrics. “Hey Fabio,” the Kape-
tan (foreman) once asked me while we were all sitting idly after (or before) a
break. “So, do you like sex with men? You know, gnaca gnaca gnaca” (hitting
one hand closed as a fist with the palm of the other open hand, as to signify
anal intercourse). Suddenly, all the workers turned to me with slight smiles
on their faces. Embarrassed, I laughed. “I don’t know. I've never tried! If you
want, we can go and find out together. Shall we?” There was a second of sus-
pense while ten pairs of eyes swung back to the Kapetan’s surprised face, and I
wondered if my spicy rebuttal was, in fact, too direct. Then everyone laughed.
Amused, the Kapetan patted me on the shoulder and shook my hand approv-
ingly. “You know I am joking, right?” Others echoed the sentiment: “We’re
only joking.”

Sometimes salacious, these jokes were the markers of workers’ social in-
timacy, a space reserved for those willing to respect workers’” aspiration for
(male-centric) equality. Western anthropologists, local workers, temporary
subcontractors, passing buyers, even Natalia, the site supervisor—everyone
who spent enough time in the workplace was tested in the same way: “They al-
ways try to get me drunk. They pass me rakija and watch to see if I drink,” Na-
talia told me. “So, I drink. A little sip. But then they pass it to me again—and
then I do not drink. I fake it.” The ruse, Natalia admitted, did not fool work-
ers, but that was not the point. The point was recognizing their performances
of masculinity and letting them have symbolic wins that quietly reinforced
the gendered hegemony of the workplace—allowing workers to feel like true
men while simultaneously avoiding the trouble they got into by drinking too
much unsupervised.

Natalia was convinced that the main reason workers respected her (and, to
her surprise, me) was that she had taken on the burdensome and silent task of
managing their masculinity—embodying perfectly the retraditionalized gen-
dered roles of the postsocialist workplace. That relationship, however, limited
Natalia’s ability to express herself on the construction site. As an auntie, Nata-
lia had to curb her femininity and reserve it for private occasions.

When I was younger, I wanted to dress nicely. I wanted to look gorgeous. But
I was on construction sites every day! How can you dress pretty here? It is
not just because of the dirt, although of course you do not want to ruin your
dresses like that. You cannot wear a skirt around here. You see them? How

can I be respected with a skirt? Or with a sleeveless blouse? You know what
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they would say or think? I can’t do that—and over time I lost the habit of
dressing up. Now I only dress up at weddings.

In her youth, Natalia sometimes came to work with heels and went straight
from the construction sites to cafés, where she was often the only woman.
During my research, she wore a long gray apron and woolen sweatshirts that
her husband had been paid with and that they had not been able to resell to
others. Instead of affirming herself as a middle-class professional as she did
during her youth, Natalia hid her body—a mixture of calculation and resigna-
tion that removed any symbol of untamed independence from the workplace.
Her old sweatshirt camouflaged Natalia’s alterity from the workplace, allow-
ing her workers to imagine the site as an oasis of manhood—where she fig-
ured not as a professional manager, nor as an object of male conquest but as

their unswerving, nurturing guardian.®®

Sorosoides, Women, and Other Gay Things

In the mid-2000s, women’s rights organizations, supported by international
funds including USAID and UNWOMEN, pressured the Macedonian gov-
ernment to take action against gender gaps in Macedonian society. Happy to
project itself as a neoliberal champion of meritocracy, the VMRO-DPMNE
passed antidiscrimination laws and set forth national strategies that included
gender-sensitive measures.”” This led to a surge of women in politics. Between
1990 and 2006, the number of women elected to Parliament increased from
less than 8 percent to over 34 percent in 2014, with some rising to promi-
nent positions in the inner circle of Gruevski’s regime.** Slowly, more and
more women appeared in management roles in private companies—an in-
creased visibility that made women’s contribution to public life more evident
and, paradoxically, threatening.”

These affirmative steps, too small to be significant, nonetheless provided
ammunition for the VMRO-DPMNE regime’s ideology. In speeches that
targeted dispossessed working-class males, the VMRO-DPMNE magnified
women’s gains as a “wave of emancipation coming from Western countries”—
a dangerous attack against Macedonia’s customs and families.>* In Gruevski’s
2015 speech, the clash assumed civilizational proportions—an epic struggle
between the traditional gender values of “real” Macedonians and the queer,
feminine influence of “little Macedonians” and their foreign allies.

The VMRO-DPMNE’s gendered paranoia blamed the experience of dis-
possessed male workers especially on international actors, paradigmatically
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summarized in the defamatory campaign against George Soros, a Hungarian-
American Jewish financier known for his global speculation and philan-
thropic work—ironically criticized by both left and right for funding “open”
market societies and democratic participation. In the regime’s propaganda,
Soros and “Sorosoid(es)” (literally, followers of Soros) became derogatory
terms used to describe the dispossession felt by male workers—a way of blam-
ing Macedonian workers’ worsening economic and social conditions on a lin-
gering queering of society. As a label for anyone who criticized the govern-
ment, the term Sorosoid leveraged the gendered anxiety of male workers to
suppress voices of dissent as threats to the Macedonian nation® and its patri-
archal order.

On construction sites, fears about queer and feminine influences reso-
nated among blue-collar workers, fueled by experiences of economic margin-
alization. As the company became increasingly entangled in financial debt,
blue-collar workers found it harder and harder to find meaning within their
pointless workdays or to justify their labor to managers or even to their fam-
ilies. Paid with continuing delay, workers felt they were drowning in an exis-
tential black hole where they failed as breadwinners, husbands, and fathers—
losing their reputation daily while the company seemed to shift its interests
toward urbanism or architectural design divisions, sectors where most of the
employees were women.

It was understandable that Construx workers felt this economic shift as a
crisis of masculinity. While construction sites stood still, the offices of Con-
strux’s designers were bustling with activity, accompanied by the rhythmic
drumming of hurried heels and female voices. In these locales in the center
of Skopje, most new deals were inked, additional capital was raised, and new
calls for projects were announced. There, Construx’s female sales managers
convinced young couples or pensioners to invest their hard-earned savings
or to wait a few more months before suing the company for their postpone-
ments—a massive amount of emotional and relational labor that administra-
tive, legal, and financial assistants provided to the management to keep the
company afloat in spite of the bad decisions of its male directors.

Construx’s blue-collar workers resented being left out of the action. But
they were especially troubled by how the breakdown of the company’s male
hierarchy destabilized the construction site’s position in the imagined mas-
culine order of the construction world. If the company was going under, they
reasoned, it was the director’s patriarchal responsibility to let them know, man
to men, as had happened many times before in their postsocialist adventures.
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Since the beginning of the delays in salaries, however, Construx’s male di-
rectors were hiding—barricading themselves in their offices or hiding be-
hind administrative excuses. In these circumstances, blue-collar workers la-
mented that even (female) cleaners and administrative assistants who worked
at the company’s offices knew more about the future than they did—a pederski
(queer) approach in which financial debt seemed to have subverted the very
gendered foundations of their company.

If workers ascribed the company’s crisis to queer, feminine influence, Na-
talia and Veronika, Construx’s office manager, offered a different explanation.
Indeed, the two women remarked that Construx’s administrative and mana-
gerial roles were occupied by more women than in the past. But that was not
why the company had broken its promise of male reciprocity. Women such as
Natalia and Veronika were heavily invested in nurturing workers” manhood
and largely subscribed to workers’ postsocialist vision of construction as a
male-dominated space—so much so that they both had often shielded male
workers from the chaotic challenges of economic disruption. So the problem
was not that women had more power than in the past; it was that women
in power were structurally prevented from helping workers. In Construx’s fi-
nancial predicament, Natalia and Veronika had found their decision-making
power increasingly tied up by male managers—put in double binds, where
caring for workers’ manhood pitted them against the wishes of the directors
and jeopardized their own financial future.

Since November 2013, Veronika’s responsibilities had expanded. Answering
phones, directing guests and clients, tending to Moustache’s volatile whims,
she was the first to arrive and the last to leave, forced to run between state agen-
cies, clients, and suppliers with whom Moustache did not want to deal. Like
most women in managerial positions, Veronika had access to crucial infor-
mation about the company’s financial standing, which, in the past, she would
have slipped to workers—directly or by “facilitating” the director’s commu-
nications. Yet in a climate of increasing illiquidity, her communications were
being heavily scrutinized. Subjected to verbal abuse when something was go-
ing wrong and fearful for her job, Veronika refrained from supporting workers
and had become the scapegoat for the male directors’ own silence.

For women such as Veronika and Natalia, financialization meant hav-
ing to reevaluate the postsocialist “cultural norms and negotiation of social
obligations” that had identified them as stewards of the male-centric work-
place.’* Trapped in positions in which caring for their families meant limiting
how they cared for workers, women such as Veronika and Natalia were often
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overwhelmed by guilt. Natalia could see her workers struggle, increasingly an-
gry at each other, as their masculine world fell apart around them. And yet,
if she told them what she knew or suspected, she could be fired—an outcome
that she could not afford.

Like Natalia, most of the Construx female workforce had to take care of
unemployed husbands or sick relatives. Unable to either quit or shape the
company’s policies, they felt a constant remorse for their silence—a silence
that was imposed by their male directors precisely because of the women’s
growing importance for the company’s finances. Sometimes they would come
back from Moustache’s office, where they had just discussed new plans to win
external contracts that could provide a lifeline for the company’s other invest-
ments, with red eyes and their makeup slightly smudged—marks of a hand-
tul of tears, of shame or anger, that had fought their way through their stoic
smiles.

Speculating on Letters and “Little Men”

By December 2013, workers had started to become very anxious about the con-
crete possibility of economic, existential, and masculine collapse from con-
tinuing delays on the construction site. As the company’s financial maneuvers
failed to yield any results except more illiquidity, workers started to anxiously
scrutinize the workplace and each other for signs—speculating on what could
predict the impending crisis or who was to blame for the continuous decline.

»35

“Fueled by a heightened state of anticipation,”®* most of these specula-
tions revolved around manhood as an existential space and language that al-
lowed workers to express and negotiate their increasing precariousness. As
their male-centric world fell apart around them, workers’ banter and jokes
turned into bitter exercises of masculine denigration. For a moment, call-
ing into question another worker’s manhood chased away their sense of exis-
tential nothingness—until it evaporated, feeding a desolate climate of suspi-
cion and resentment. The more workers engaged in threatening and abusive
exchanges, the more they were forced to spend time defusing and negotiat-
ing anger and resentment—an emotional labor that, without Natalia’s active
participation, consumed their energies and eroded the possibility of collec-
tive organization. As Krste put it, his male colleagues seemed to suffer from
a schizophrenic condition in which their apparently idle stances hid brewing
hostility that teetered on the brink of explosion through their own muted acts

of compassion.
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Take, for example, stories about sexual prowess. I witnessed countless mo-
ments in which male workers shared graphic details of their sexual lives to
create horizontal bonds among themselves and seal their common belong-
ing to the male-centric ecosystem of the construction site. By late 2013, how-
ever, this sedimented experience of masculinity was filled with suspicions. In
the context of illiquidity and meaningless work, sexual anecdotes appeared to
single out “lesser men.” The result was indeed a schizophrenic atmosphere in
which denigrating each other’s masculinity was immediately followed by hur-
ried attempts to defuse tensions and cap their mounting rage.

“Have you ever fucked a black woman?” asked Risto, an otherwise re-
served worker, his expression somewhere between a smile and lust. Before
any of those present could answer, he shrugged his shoulders (“Of course you
haven’t,” he added) and went on to brag about his manly exploits.

Back then during the transition, that was a good time. I was in Ukraine, work-
ing for a construction company there. You know, they were so poor and hun-
gry, with literally nothing to eat. But the women—ulftf, they were so beautiful!
Slender, tall, blonde . . . and they would come with you just for a piece of bread!
We used to go to a restaurant, throw the bouncer a few dollars, and close it up
for the night. And then women would come, and we could choose whether to

let them in or not.

As exaggerated as this account might have been, it prompted other workers
to rant about their past sexual adventures with impoverished Ukrainian or
Russian women, accompanying their stories with giggles and gestures toward
Kutliac, a worker who had been very silent and seemed visibly uncomfortable.
Maliciously, Risto taunted him until a flustered Kutliac felt compelled to as-
sert his own male prowess.

I too had a lot of women when I worked abroad. I was working for a very
important construction company, Ilinden. Did you see the Olympic games?
There, we worked in one of those cities. And back then I was responsible for
feeding them all, you know, I was the cook there. But, oh man, we would have
weekends free, we would sail in a boat across the Black Sea, and you can imag-
ine the girls there! Oh! I fucked there as well!

“Yeah right, you did,” commented other workers, not too impressed with
Kutliac’s story, moving on in scorn. Risto, however, was not done. A “gypsy”
like Kutliac had no chance of sleeping with beautiful Russian women, he said
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in a mocking tone. Clearly distressed, Kutliac started mumbling—he was not
a gypsy, what did they know, he was not a gypsy! “Don’t believe them, Fabio,”
he finally managed to articulate amid a long litany of heavy breaths and in-
distinguishable slurs. Suddenly, workers around us dispersed, amused or wor-
ried. Darko, after exchanging reproaching glances with Risto, called Kutliac
back to work with a dry and hurried gesture. Relieved as much as insulted,
Kutliac continued to mumble as he disappeared into the comforting depth
of the Nest’s dusty underground, dragging his wounded manhood with him.

By 2014 insinuations of ethnic and gender impurity such as those ad-
dressed to Kutliac proliferated. Often these slurs targeted workers who stood
out because of phenotypical or behavioral characteristics. Another common
target was Gjorgj, the union representative, who also had a darker skin tone.
Gjorgj had a technical degree, the same qualification that Natalia held, which
helped him land private jobs; unlike other workers, he always had some spare
cash. Both Kutliac and Gjorgj tried to downplay these slurs at first. But af-
ter several months of being taunted as gypsies who “liked to take it from be-
hind,” they were on the verge of exploding. Often only the intervention of a
colleague, who jumped in with a joke, a pat on the shoulder, or fictive requests
for help, helped them avoid physical altercations.

Arguably, defusing tension constituted a form of care through which
workers helped one another avoid the escalation of conflicts. And yet, unlike
the efforts of Natalia, this emotional labor did not restore the trust eroded by
each insult. In an increasingly tense workplace, repairing relationships high-
lighted Kutliac’s and Gjorgj’s dependency on other workers’ mediations—a
strange form of care that neither erased individual blame nor left individual
agency intact. And yet, other workers reasoned, what else could they do? If
they were not ready to quit, there were few alternatives for avoiding open con-
frontations—even if these acts of care ended up undermining, rather than en-
couraging, collective solidarity.

Increasingly nasty challenges and poisonous forms of care made it harder
for workers to build on their shared manhood to make collective decisions
and support each other at critical moments. After a trip abroad, I had re-
turned to the worksite on a cold day in January 2014, right after the Ortho-
dox New Year, which, by chance, coincided with a meeting where workers
planned to discuss their delayed payments and weigh their options. The at-
mosphere was not very positive. “How come you are back, and you have noth-
ing for us?” Kapetan barked, with a tense voice. “You should offer a round
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[treba da ne chastis]!"” Unprepared, I mumbled that I had no idea and did not
know where to go. Several pairs of eyes looked around the room, silently won-
dering about the “coincidence.” Why had I shown up, empty-handed, on that
day? Was I informed by someone? Had Moustache sent me to spy? As the si-
lence became more awkward, Dino, one of the least proactive workers, offered
to come with me and supervise my purchase—a welcome end to increasingly
tense speculations.

Laden with four liters of wine, sodas, snacks, and other sweets, we came
back just as the Kapetan finished summarizing the company’s recent troubles
and their impact on workers’ precarious lives. Then the union’s representa-
tive, Gjorgj, took the floor, reading two letters he had written. The first letter
officially convened the workers’ assembly; the second was a statement, written
in legal and union-standardized language, in which workers demanded to be
officially informed of the status of the company’s finances by the director and,
in particular, why they were experiencing delays in payment.

Gjorgj had barely finished reading when an inarticulate hubbub rose from
the audience. Darko jumped in: “This is too strong. We cannot make de-
mands; it is his company. We cannot impose things!” Natalia, torn between
her roles, made the same point: “Exactly, this is absurd. We need to ask him,
but not in such a confrontational way!” The Kapetan agreed: “Yes, indeed, we
need to beg him [da go zamolime] to tell us.” Uneasy, Gjorgj looked around
and, seeing that most of the workers agreed, walked out to smoke a cigarette.
Eventually, Bojan sat down at the table, took the pencil, and said, “How about
this. Respected Director, we depend on you.” The sound of positive affirma-
tions came from around the room, while workers, now comfortable with hav-
ing toned their demands down to a language of benevolent patriarchal re-
lations, offered alternative formulations. The atmosphere quickly became
cordial and jovial, and workers unanimously (and chaotically) applauded the
final text. “Respected Director, we depend on you. We all have families [ fami-
liarni lugje] and debts. We know that you are temporarily in crisis, but we beg
you [ve zamoluvame] to tell us when you will pay us.” As they slowly walked
out, Darko told me: “You see? That is the problem with having a union in a
private company. It simply does not work; the patron [gazda] is the one who
decides, and we simply work for the money.”

With the patriarchal spirit of the letter, Darko, Kapetan, and others tried
to reconcile their conflicting experiences of what they felt was required from
them within an increasingly oppressive political and economic landscape.
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Despite their dwindling role, workers felt entitled to being recognized and
acknowledged as the creators of the new Skopje—a role some suggested they
needed to take back with highly masculine and aggressive stances. In prac-
tice, however, that was impossible. There was little that workers could do to
take control over their lives—except challenge one another and then spend
considerable labor containing their growing frustration.

In this chaotic landscape, Darko and Kapetan appealed to patriarchal
solidarity, a form of masculinity that they had utilized in the 1990s to navi-
gate difficult labor relations and forge the hierarchical dependencies that had
brought them to Russia, Ukraine, and ultimately, Construx. Darko, Kapetan,
and others reasoned that a surfeit of economic and social pressures prevented
them from being “real” Macedonian males. Yet they could be men—vicari-
ously, through the director. If workers were increasingly unable to come to-
gether on their own, the letter provided a glimmer of hope that Moustache
would reinforce their common bonds of dependency. Through these bonds,
workers might reinstate an aspect of their manhood—reconstituting a mas-
culine bond through their shared dependence on his patriarchal authority.

This time, however, the plan backfired. Instead of reinforcing vertical and
horizontal bonds, the letter revealed workers’ vulnerability and disorganiza-
tion—an open wound in their collective identity that could be exploited to
discourage them further. In an exaggerated performance, Moustache called
Gjorgj and pretended to be furious about their use of the word “crisis.” How
did they dare betray him and the company, spreading such vile accusations?
Progressively losing sight of the purpose of his performance, an increasingly
angry Moustache promised to fire Gjorgj if he did not reveal who wrote the
letter. Under pressure and tired of being challenged and questioned, Gjorgj
cracked. Natalia, Darko, and the Kapetan were promptly summoned for a
meeting. “So Gjorgj, the coward, implicated me, and us, you see, even if we
were the ones who tried to calm the waters,” Natalia told me. “We went, and
the Moustache started shouting, aggressively, before daring us to quit, right
there and then, if we had no stomach for work.”

The incident left workers even more confused and vulnerable. What-
ever patriarchal reciprocity and interdependence they had hoped to reinstate
through their letter had broken down in myriad humiliating challenges—
confronting them with the unacceptable option of quitting. Back in the work-
place, things were even worse. Instead of helping solidify a unique space of
interdependent or horizontal manhood, months of increasingly nasty jokes
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had broken lines of communication and solidarity apart. Some workers, in-
cluding Gjorgj, snitched on others, and Kapetan and Darko were determined
to make them pay—as if that could eliminate the toxicity of their work en-
vironment. But was Gjorgj the only villain? Other workers began to doubt
their leaders’ intentions. After all, Kapetan and Darko had championed the
letter—and they advised everyone to think individually, rather than collec-
tively, about what to do next.

Suspicions and rumors spread like wildfire. Some suggested that Gjorgj
had not only spied but also stolen money from their common union fund
right before leaving to work abroad. Others argued that Darko and the Ka-
petan had intentionally given bad advice to push other workers out and in-
crease their chances of being paid. Finally, everyone turned on Krste, the new
night watchman, whose job was rumored to be a reward for having spied on
them. Increasingly casting blame on or being suspicious of one another, work-
ers independently dismantled the few spaces of collective action and solidarity
that had begun to emerge. Krste suffered a nervous breakdown. A few others,
including Gjorgj, left. Meanwhile, those who remained blamed each other for
their failure to act together and advocate for change—a situation that, most
workers agreed, left them very few opportunities to be “real” Macedonians.

Impossible Manhood and the Regime

For over a year, I took pictures of workers’ lives on the construction site. In
retrospect, these snapshots detail the daily changes in the tenor of workers’ re-
lationships in their attempt to deal with the challenging environment created
by illiquidity. In the early phase of my research, their hardened, sometimes
massive bodies met the camera in comradely hugs and playful postures—at-
tempts to enchant an everyday working routine that they felt slipping out of
their grasp (see Chapter 4). But as winter descended on Skopje, convivial mo-
ments became increasingly interspersed with resigned smiles and bitter re-
flections, with idle gazes that wandered around empty, bare rooms, meeting
only the steam of their own breath.

By early 2014, delays in salaries and the lack of meaningful work had dis-
rupted the idea that Construx’s blue-collar workers were, in fact, contribut-
ing meaningfully to the company’s activities. Unlike other postcrisis con-
texts such as in Egypt*® or Ukraine,”” where workers’ inability to express their
manhood had prompted them to participate in nationalist movements, Mace-
donian construction workers seemed stuck—unable or unwilling to contest



146  Speculative Masculinity

their precarious economic conditions, especially if that involved anything
more than appealing to their managers’ benevolence. Such refusals to act col-
lectively, however, were the result of deeply gendered conflicts—a chaotic re-
shuffling of gendered hegemony that workers tried (and failed) to inherit, in-
habit, or improvise.

Since the collapse of socialism, Macedonian workplaces had seen a retra-
ditionalization of gender roles, where men identified a “safe” space of mas-
culinity in the household or the firm. Yet as financial opportunities turned
into illiquidity, blue-collar workers found that forms of socialist or postsocial-
ist homosociality were proving inadequate in addressing the declining im-
portance of their work. While workers tried to appeal to their managers’ pa-
triarchal duty, which had helped them get lucrative jobs abroad in the 1990s,
there was little the directors could do to return dignity to their roles. And yet,
despite the failure of their masculine world, workers struggled to see them-
selves through the revanchist forms of manhood cultivated by the VMRO-
DPMNE. While receptive to the regime’s denunciation of queering forces,
blue-collar workers could neither dismiss their previous socialities nor recon-
cile ethnomasculine manhood with their precarious conditions.

Stuck in uncharted and dysfunctional labor relations, workers grew frus-
trated as they experimented with multiple ineffectual modalities of manhood.
Unable to embrace their male identity as an asset that propelled them into a
future of wealth, prestige, or even normalcy, men’s speculation turned inward
to torturing ruminations and poisonous suspicions. Confusing, exhausting,
sometimes even exhilarating, this form of speculative masculinity meant cre-
ating and defusing conflicts in a landscape where no one quite knew what
being a man really meant, except that it implied an endless fracturing and
mending of relationships—a much harder task than building or tearing apart
brick walls.

Just like the forced-credit pyramid scheme described in Chapter 3, in
which collaborative relationships of in-kind exchanges turned into forms
of dispossession, workers’ constant doubts about one another’s masculinity
transformed their spaces of solidarity into moments of social exclusion that
undermined their own capacity to support each other and act collectively.
Meanwhile, women and non-heterosexual males found themselves thrown oft
balance.*® Often brought into the spotlight, women such as Natalia and Ve-
ronika were targeted as the causes of male workers’ troubles—feminizing or
queering the workplace, not because of what they could do but because of the
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caring acts they were forced to abandon. No longer stewards of male-centric
workplaces but increasingly dependent on the director’s whims, Natalia and
Veronika now bore another burden in addition to their unrecognized domes-
tic, workplace, and emotional labor: guilt.

As this speculative landscape corroded existing gendered paradigms and
relationships, one social institution emerged as solid and invulnerable: the
VMRO-DPMNE regime. Paradoxically, men who had been struggling to
make ends meet because of the regime’s economic and political hierarchies
found themselves cherishing the idea of becoming its dependent. It was not
that Construx’s workers hoped to suddenly solve all their problems through
the regime. Certainly, some imagined that they would be paid more regularly
and would be spared (some of) their constant emotional turmoil if Construx
joined Gruevski’s political circle.

Most, however, knew that companies in Gruevski’s circle were plagued by
other forms of precarity—based on labor rather than on financial exploita-
tion. When workers evoked Gruevski’s regime, then, it was to avoid blaming
each other or to excuse their own powerlessness. Pointing fingers at Gruevski
as the ultimate guilty party in their own miserable circumstances, workers re-
cast themselves as pawns in a pyramid of manhood and agency—one where
Gruevski occupied the uncontested summit, an anchor of sorts that granted
workers some respite from their already schizophrenic male sociality.



Finance and the Pirate State

GENTLE HILLS, covered by ripening grains and vineyards; stalls and stalls heaped
with tomatoes, sold by the bagful; long lines of rakija glasses and juicy meats
roasting on charcoal. These sensuous pleasures, offered within a splendid
landscape that echoes with distant tales of Ottoman intrigue and heartfelt
laughter, define the Republic of Macedonia as a remote but hedonistic land—
free from the competitive anxieties of Wall Street hedge funds or the dramatic
stories that permeate the credit associations of shantytowns often studied by
anthropologists of finance. Beneath Macedonia’s bucolic landscape, however,
simmer deep tensions. Rooted in a long legacy of financial scarcity and debt,
these economic contradictions came to a boiling point during the global fi-
nancial crisis and became a crucial tool for Gruevski’s authoritarian regime.
Consider the following joke:

There is a German, an Italian, and a Macedonian worker. The German tells
the others that he gets 2,000 euro per month; 1000 he spends on rent and
food, and 1000 he doesn’t know what to do with. The Italian earns 1500 euro
per month; 1000 he spends on rent and food, and he doesn’t know where to
spend the other 500. Then the Macedonian jumps in. “Hey, my friends. I earn
250 euro per month. Each month I spend 500 on bills and food, and the other

1»

250, I don’t know where they come from

Just like the workers in the joke, most of my interlocutors had a cynical at-
titude toward their financial troubles. Many claimed not to know how they
scrambled enough money together to survive. Certainly, it was not through
official employment. Their declared salaries were either too low or uncertain,
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as companies seemed increasingly unable to pay each other and their employ-
ees. To cover their everyday expenses, many workers contracted debt, which
they did not know when or if they would be able to repay—especially if they
lacked some degree of patronage from the VMRO-DPMNE government.
Their employers, however, were not all doing so poorly. After consolidat-
ing Skopje’s urban mafia, a handful of oligarchs had been prospering—proof
that workers’ debts were part of a larger process of dispossession intrinsic to
Nikola Gruevski’s authoritarian rule.

Who these oligarchs were, where their money came from, and how they
made it disappear were questions that lingered in the air—creating a whirl-
wind of suspicions that, for a decade, empowered the regime rather than its
opposition. Few citizens believed that Skopje 2014, with its nationalist statues,
neo-baroque fagades, and usurped public parks, was in the public interest;
even fewer believed the “coincidental” nature of accidents happening to op-
ponents of the regime, whose buildings were sometimes blocked, shut down,
or even destroyed by inspectors, or whose participation in protests was dis-
rupted by mobs of “spontaneous” counterprotesters. Escalating a sense that
the regime was involved in every domain of social life, these public stunts
and the rumors that accompanied them undermined citizens” confidence that
they could do anything to stop a government determined to literally bulldoze
anyone who stood in its way.

Sustained by an “attempt to divine and manipulate the visible and the in-
visible™ political and financial workings of the regime, this climate of self-
defeating speculation reached a paradoxical apex on April 27, 2017. On the
night that a new SDSM government was to be installed, after two years of po-
litical crisis,” the VMRO-DPMNE let a mob of paid thugs and angry citizens
storm the Sobranje (Assembly), Macedonia’s legislative chamber. In dramatic
videos, members of Parliament could be seen jumping from balconies, bar-
ricading themselves behind doors, or preparing to fight for their lives, while
police officers stood idly by and refused to intervene. Outside the building, a
surreal climate of fear and anticipation muflled the city’s noises while incred-
ulous citizens following the spotty coverage were inundated with rumors of
an impending coup.

In the following months, I discussed the incident with several people who
had been inside the Assembly. Some of them had hidden in dark hallways
or crawled under desks. There they had waited, trapped, counting the min-
utes before they would be discovered and beaten. Others had tried to put up a
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fight—what they described as a last heroic stand before a grim ending. Almost
in tears, these seasoned men and women could not yet believe that they had
made it out alive and, in most cases, unscathed. Why on earth did Gruevski
allow the police to come to their rescue after initially refusing their calls for
help? And why did the president, a close Gruevski ally, back down from de-
claring martial law after having completely outplayed them?

Similar feelings of powerlessness were ubiquitous throughout my research.
Construction workers and failed businessmen insisted that their economic
fortunes were controlled by Gruevski’s whims and financial schemes. Indeed,
Gruevski had been able to attract international credit lines as well as low-risk/
high-reward investments, finding himself flush with (borrowed) money at a
time when most of the country’s businessmen were deep in debt. However,
Gruevski’s regime had revealed surprising limits—atypical for other authori-
tarian governments in the region. Companies such as Construx that were not
aligned with the regime had managed to hang on to their businesses, despite
finding themselves marginalized by public investment. Even if, as my inter-
locutors suggested, Gruevski had utilized the secret police to wiretap compa-
nies, organize money-laundering schemes, and demand racket payments, he
had been unable to stop those facts from resurfacing in the public sphere—a
marked ineptitude in mobilizing the deep state and its violence, which hardly
put Gruevski’s regime in the same league as the police states of Recep Tayyip
Erdogan (Turkey) or Vladimir Putin (Russia).

In this book, I have suggested that in order to understand the character-
istics and flavor of Gruevski’s authoritarian power, it is necessary to exam-
ine its ability to latch on to and manipulate Macedonia’s financial expansion.
Gruevski was inept at mobilizing state violence in part because his regime
was not rooted in the deep structures of the state, including the intelligence
community. Instead, the regime radiated an aura of power thanks to its abil-
ity to manipulate an ecosystem of unpaid debt, delayed materials, and unsa-
vory deals. This infrastructure of relationships depended on the international
conjuncture that had emerged during the global financial crisis, when inter-
national investors suddenly turned to “hostile” places such as Macedonia.’?
Gruevski rode this specific financial wave to generate a pervasive but fragile
political domination, where dysfunctional credit relationships amplified the
regime’s grip on the country even when its economic benefits remained elu-
sive. Behind the shiny fagade of neo-baroque buildings lingered unstable eco-
nomic schemes based on recursive exploitation—hardly the kind of rock-solid
foundation that could lead to a coup d’état.
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Relational Finance

The surprising contradictions of the VMRO-DPMNE regime stemmed from
its increasing reliance on financialization to generate unstable social relation-
ships. In that economic landscape, state power and financial processes inter-
mingled with personal connections—a stark departure from the antiseptic,
impersonal forms of violence generated by economic abstraction in Western
economies.* In the Macedonian case, the violence of finance did not emerge
from people’s livelihood’s being regimented by mechanical processes, such
as credit scores, but from new dependencies between people with differen-
tial access to economic resources—between the regime and oligarchs, be-
tween would-be investors and local bureaucrats, and between employers and
workers.

Undoubtedly, Macedonia is a small country where the relational dimen-
sion of finance is made particularly manifest. Relying on personal connec-
tions rather than black-box algorithms to contract consumer/public debt or
forced in-kind exchanges, Macedonia hardly constitutes an example of the
high-tech environments where increasingly exotic debt products define a ba-
roque relationship between finance and the real world. But does finance be-
have very differently in more complex environments? As recent studies in sci-
ence and technology demonstrate, algorithms replicate the social biases of
their creators.” And aren’t machines and calculations deployed to fulfill the
needs and interests of managers (or sometimes, engineers) in the most sophis-
ticated contemporary hedge funds? Wall Street speculators do not operate in
a social void. Instead, financial brokers often make decisions about hedging
debt-based products that are based on geopolitical or even emotional consid-
erations. These products then travel across the globe and are utilized or ne-
gotiated by individuals or communities who aim to fulfill different relational
needs—from caring for one’s family, to affirming one’s gendered and personal
identity, to influencing a community’s political future.®

If, then, finance has a strong relational component, it is crucial to under-
stand its variations. Different processes of financial expansion engender dif-
ferent relational landscapes in different cultural, historical, and geopolitical
contexts. It is clear, for instance, that Macedonia was perceived by foreign in-
vestors as a “frontier” landscape—a context that enticed certain desperate EU
businessmen more than successful ones. For distressed entrepreneurs, Mace-
donia was ripe with a promise of masculine profit, a predatory attitude that
was not achievable elsewhere. For workers, however, the inflow of finance
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appeared as a process of feminization that disrupted their centrality to the
production process and restructured the patriarchal responsibilities on con-
struction sites. Couched in predatory attitudes toward women, financial ex-
pansion framed encounters between different groups of men in crisis and
resulted in fractured collective identities—often one of the spaces of social pa-
ralysis that amplified the attraction of Gruevski’s regime.

These gendered contradictions involved collusion between international
investors and the regime but also conflicts within the local community—a
palimpsest of gendered interactions that demonstrates how Macedonia’s fi-
nancial expansion was, from its inception, radically shaped by deep so-
cial relations. The ascent of Gruevski’s regime was not, then, a process of re-
embedding relationships in a landscape whose sociality had been emptied by
finance—a Polanyian double movement that authors such as Miku§” have as-
sociated with the rise of far-right politics in Croatia. Instead, both the preda-
tory expectations of international actors and domestic workers and the pro-
cesses of financialization were guided and enmeshed with expectations,
hopes, and dreams that were enabled by a particular political conjuncture.

In the wake of the global financial crisis, it is increasingly urgent to ac-
count ethnographically for the uncanny political landscapes that generate or
follow financial expansion.® Anthropologists have a rich canon of political
economic approaches to draw from, spanning (post)Marxist to feminist per-
spectives.” If the Macedonian case teaches us anything, it is that we ought to
reinterpret these approaches to focus on both the structures that shape our in-
terlocutors’ actions and imaginations and the generative forces of financial-
ization—whatever their uncertain routes and forms might be.'® The dramatic
and surreal tensions between investors, political leaders, and workers high-
light more than “friction” between global capitalism and local reality. Instead,
the moral quandaries and paradoxes of financialization are indicative of the
emergence of entirely new political processes, kicked into existence by the en-
counter between finance and a variety of social actors."*

Weaving together different layers of the social fabric, the expansion of fi-
nance creates new opportunities for situated interests, actors, and sensibilities
to shape a society’s politics—both at the existential and the physical level. Fi-
nancialization interacts with material mechanisms of power—allowing a few
individuals who control the flow of credit and money to dictate taxation rules,
shape infrastructural development, and manipulate the value and mean-
ing of labor in both economic and social terms. As it allows for a growing
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centralization of power, financial expansion is fueled by new social imaginar-
ies and expectations—hopes and dreams that reflect a country’s geopolitical
status and can enchant their dispossession, making citizens active partici-
pants or, as in the case of Macedonian workers, confused supporters of in-
creasingly oppressive and authoritarian political structures.

Rentier Aspirations and Enchantment at the Periphery

Since the spectacular collapse of the global financial firm Lehman Brothers
in 2008 and the ensuing global credit crunch, the illusory character of finan-
cial speculation has come under heavy scrutiny. Many public commentators
rushed to expose the absurdity of Wall Street greed and the economic strat-
egies behind social inequality. For these commentators, the absurdity of the
crisis centered on the ruthless expansion of the credit supply. Helped by years
of stagnant salaries and a weaker social safety net, commercial banks, mort-
gage companies, and other financial institutions worked hard to offer new fi-
nancial products to an ever-expanding range of consumers. The more debt
they underwrote, the more virtual assets they could sell to the financial mar-
ket. Repackaged as credit-based products that would yield streams of future
profit, financial instruments such as mortgages, derivatives, collateral obli-
gations, and credit default swaps circulated among algorithms and traders
in London, Tokyo, Singapore, Frankfurt, and New York—fueled by the self-
reinforcing conviction that value would continue to increase as long as mar-
kets existed, independent of the creditworthiness of their origins.

Anthropologists, however, noted that one does not need to be particularly
greedy to join the dangerous dance of speculative finance. Financial profes-
sionals have rather banal motives when entering into complex and predatory
financial schemes that range from the willingness to do a good job to the sat-
isfaction with earning large sums of money. Rather than eccentric “wolves of
Wall Street,” brokers and traders resemble office employees—numb to the risk
implied by future credit instruments, normalizing their participation in spec-
ulative trading as just another aspect of their daily routine.'?

But what about common citizens? Why do we seem so willing to buy into
speculative credit schemes and believe their promises of otherworldly wealth?
Perhaps, anthropologists suggest, the expansion of financial markets is akin
to magical thinking, where occult beliefs of future wealth obscure the dispos-
session suffered at the hand of a continuously evolving “casino capitalism.”"?
How else could we explain the proliferation of Ponzi or pyramid schemes in



154  Finance and the Pirate State

which investors are promised exceptional rewards paid for by the capital put
in by new members rather than by actual profits? “Bridg[ing] the gap between

present and future”**

in places that are experiencing social transitions, fast
money schemes embody hopes for financial returns that vindicate a society’s
perceived flaws, including its postcolonial marginality, through the quasi-
mystical action of political, and sometime religious, leaders."

Similar social aspirations, rooted in Macedonia’s deep-seated history of
peripheralization, coalesced around Gruevski’s regime and his financial
schemes. Plagued by an unproductive economy since World War II, social-
ist Macedonia’s access to subsidized credit fueled and limited the possibili-
ties of progress. When Yugoslavia collapsed and the Macedonian economy
imploded, citizens found themselves in a devastated social landscape. Over-
night, common Macedonians mutated from employed and proud socialist
subjects to jobless embodiments of Europe’s exclusionary politics. Stuck in
a politically contested country and ignored by the same international finan-
cial flows that had nurtured them under socialism, Macedonians came to in-
teriorize their struggle for economic survival as proof of their inherent flaws
as a nation.'

Things started to change at the time of the global financial crisis. Un-
like other European citizens, Macedonians had not had the luxury of accu-
mulating financial debt during the 1990s. This (enforced) clean slate turned
into an asset during the global financial crisis, when central banks were mak-
ing money increasingly cheap but the markets were dominated by instability.
Suddenly, the commitment of international organizations to extending pre-
cautionary aid to small, peripheral countries such as Macedonia attracted a
host of speculators, investors, and businessmen eager to cash in on the com-
paratively higher returns offered by Macedonian bonds or to extract some
profits from European money.

But if European investors were making out like bandits, why should Mace-
donians abstain from extracting all that they could from European finance?
The regime certainly tried to hammer home this perspective and insisted
that the influx of European money constituted a turning point in the coun-
try’s history. Thanks to Gruevski’s business acumen, Macedonians did not
need to beg for a seat at the European table. They could simply take a seat
and perhaps even reverse their fortunes. The regime encouraged local bureau-
crats and businessmen to rethink their own sedimented experiences of pe-
ripheralization not as evidence of their inferiority but as testimony to a new
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interdependence with Europe. Receiving EU funds by virtue of their under-
development gave power to both Macedonian businessmen and bureaucrats.
It was time to use this power to extract money from their European partners
rather than simply comply with their procedures and expectations.

The process, however, was not seamless. The sudden inflow of money to
Gruevski’s coffers was paralleled by an equal disinvestment in the private sec-
tor—a painful reminder of decades of financial starvation. Scores of small-
and large-scale businessmen hoped to latch on to public investment, such as
the Skopje 2014 project, to recover some funds and make up for the collapse
of horizontal arrangements that had kept companies afloat financially and
existentially during the transition. Nagged by the financial expectations of
these domestic businessmen and citizens, the regime could not invest in the
country while also maintaining a solvent profile for international investors.
Instead, the regime enabled concentric circles of forced credit, which con-
demned companies that were not politically aligned to financial hardship and
pushed citizens to believe in the VMRO-DPMNE credit schemes as their best
chance for improving their economic fortunes—a “faith” not rooted in eco-
nomic optimism but driven by fear, cynicism, and doubt that the regime cul-
tivated over time.

Macedonians” embrace of the regime as a scheme for turning their tor-
mented belonging into a source of exploitative gain provides a different in-
sight from that of typical ethnographic accounts of the routes that finance
takes to bleed into the social fabric of a society. The credibility of Gruevski’s
promises of wealth was not due to the regime’s ability to redistribute wealth.

7 and

What sustained the regime’s aura was “its failures to deliver services”
its capacity to propagate material inequalities and conscious (self)exploita-
tion. This paradox calls for a conceptual apparatus able to simultaneously em-
brace hopes and fears, desires and failures—a theoretical approach in which
the gloomy materiality of Macedonian forced-credit practices can be read
through the sedimented experiences of financial dispossession. This approach
offers a nuanced understanding of the tactical maneuvering of political elites
and businessmen but also workers as they operate in the folds of economic
transformation.

Defining that material and existential space is likely to remain a subject
of debate among anthropologists of finance. In this book, I found it useful to
map the paradoxes of financialization through the concept of illiquidity, un-
derstood not only as a property of the market but as a political and economic
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conjuncture that became normative and spread expectations of rent through-
out Macedonian society. Classically, rent refers to unearned profits from
ownership of land or other resources. But if one conceives of property eth-
nographically, rent expresses a predatory attitude—the act of inhabiting rela-
tionships of inequality and turning them into profit.'* At once a social imag-
inary and a material relation, rent embraces aspirations for profit and forms
of recursive exploitation alike, reverberating along class and geopolitical
cleavages.”

In the Macedonian case, the rentier aspirations defined a zero-sum land-
scape where one’s existential or material desires for (normal) wealth and po-
litical recognition could often be expressed only through shabby and des-
perate scams or extractive actions. When these speculative desires failed to
materialize, illiquidity became extremely productive for Gruevski’s regime,
amplifying citizens’ sense of economic inadequacy and galvanizing their sup-
port for political leaders who appeared able to domesticate global finance.*
Dynamic and unsettling, Macedonian illiquidity constituted aspirations,
hopes, and dreams that thrived precisely because, under Gruevski, the gaps
between the periphery and the center, between oligarchs and citizens, wid-
ened exponentially.

This ghastly landscape eroded Macedonian citizens’ dreams—leaving be-
hind contorted aspirational forms unable to fully account for one’s existential

*! or a national bourgeoisie.”* Instead,

change, let alone shape a “leisure class”
illiquidity fostered an environment of failed deals in which extractive hopes
and nightmares collided without a clear sense of direction, accountability, or
responsibility. In a speculative context starved of cash, these rentier aspira-
tions and the scams they promoted made authoritarianism plausible. It was the
regime’s fault, repeated the culpable and innocent alike. If forced-credit night-
»23

mares and existential drama were a material “appearance of the state,”” citi-

zens felt compelled to join in or be irrevocably doomed.

Predatory Authoritarianism

Both as a hope of overcoming geopolitical subordination and as a desire to
escape economic exploitation, illiquidity reveals a complex social landscape
that connects financialization to global populism. This point is particularly
salient today as social scientists are increasingly asked to analyze the crisis
of contemporary democracies. Considering the impact of illiquidity and rent
can help move beyond “populism,” a concept that often naturalizes liberalism
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as the only viable political model and obfuscates the different class relations
expressed by phenomena as diverse as Brexit, Trumpism, and Putinism.**

A non-populist theory of the contemporary authoritarian moment doesn’t
only consist in highlighting the role of high-income individuals and the mid-
dle class in the renaissance of authoritarian states. Such a theory dwells on
the dialectic between aspiration and reality within different social groups—
considering the meaning of hopes for financial profit in places, both far and
near, where years of economic stagnation and insecurity have created an un-
canny resonance for non-democratic messages.” But a non-populist theory
also considers how finance mediates a country’s history of entanglement in
the global economic and political order. Finally, this theoretical approach
must consider how financialization may, in fact, not devolve into widespread
access to wealth but legitimize a proliferation of constraints to citizens’ eco-
nomic well-being—what Vahabi and Durant conceptualize as a political
economy of predation in which finance sabotages spaces of economic inde-
pendence and forces individuals into technofeudal relationships.*® In short,
a non-populist theory rightly thinks about what happens when financial ex-
pansion makes rent a legitimate object of social desire and legitimizes preda-
tory social relations as a way to claim (or maintain) a place in the world.

So, what does the Macedonian case tell us about the pull of illiberal mes-
sages among dispossessed citizens? It is interesting to note that, when com-
pared to other moments of mass disillusionment that led to illiberal politics
in the past century, Macedonian far-right forces lacked coherent organiza-
tion and mass. Macedonian workers who supported Gruevski never took part
in protests, participated in the local life of their party, or organized into fas-
cist squads. Similarly, the elections of most global “populist” leaders were not
preceded by social demonstrations comparable to the massive marches that
preceded or legitimized totalitarian regimes in the early twentieth century.””
Even more noteworthy is the fact that, unlike in early fascist regimes, most
contemporary “populisms” do not actually redistribute wealth—except up-
ward. Instead, they propose new, heightened forms of the very same extrac-
tive politics that oligarchs and financial elites have successfully implemented
since the 1980s in Moscow, Washington, and elsewhere.*®

Could it be that post-global financial crisis authoritarianism is thriving
precisely because it presents itself as a solid alternative to a widespread sense
of failure—what Gokariksel describes as an individual and collective nihil-

229

ism?* Perhaps one of the most provocative insights that can be derived from
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the Macedonian case is that Gruevski’s regime did not have a core of solid
corporative practices and ideologies. Instead, it consisted of a tight circle of
oligarchs and their associates operating in a power vacuum—a reversed Ponzi
scheme of sorts, maintained by the lucid disappointment following everyday
failures to navigate forms of predatory finance. Blue-collar, male construction
workers I interviewed intuitively understood that their attempts to conjure
away illiquidity with horizontal relationships were not really working. They
rejected the extreme dimensions of the regime’s propaganda that they had in
any case no means to embrace. And yet, haunted by a financial landscape in
which they did not fit, they could not see any other solid political or existen-
tial option.*

73! abandoned

Hopelessness and feeling trapped in an “unhomely present,
by classless progressive movements®*’—these feelings are all too common in
the global rustbelts described by ethnographers.*® The financial crisis that
started in 2007 forced Western societies to look in the mirror, bringing in-
equality and power to the fore of political debates. Globally, this generated
powerful waves of movements, which failed spectacularly often because of the
opposition of liberal-minded elites—a scenario that seems uncannily simi-
lar to the 1930s.>* What was left to global working classes, if not illiberal poli-
tics? Perhaps, workers in Illinois, Poland, and Macedonia reasoned, they were
doomed. But at least, if they voted for illiberal leaders, they would not be the
only ones.

Of course, workers’ despair did not just happen. Instead, making politi-
cal alternatives unrealistic was one of the significant accomplishments of the
Macedonian regime—which combined well with its unforeseen ability to har-
ness financial expansion in shaping construction activities. This peculiar eco-
nomic configuration was the result of years of postsocialist neglect and in a
longer trajectory that allowed “local elites [to] deliberately stunt social trans-
formation.”*® Yet it also signified a departure from the lack of investment in
social and public projects of the 1990s. Unlike the fragmented, hollow poli-
tics typical of the early transition, Gruevski invested in selective urban proj-
ects and infrastructure as well as in (some) sectors of the public administra-
tion. His government offered citizens the illusion of participating in building
a state—albeit a hierarchical one—engaged in defying nothing less than the
entire Euro-Atlantic status quo. This promise of irredentist corporativism
helped him channel a brewing desire for non-representative politics—a po-
litical ferment stoked by crisis throughout the world that, elsewhere in the
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Balkans and especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina, had led to massive grass-
roots activism.’® Rather than an expression of what Mujanovi¢ calls “elas-
tic authoritarianism,” a political expression of longstanding patrimonial in-
equalities,”” Gruevski’s authoritarian project fed on an ideological rupture
with the past and a new access to finance—both enabled by the chaos of the
global financial system.

It would be limiting to understand such a political project, in its mate-
rial and existential dimension, as a hybrid regime—a Frankenstein of neo-
liberal authoritarian policies, defined by its lack (of institutional strengths, of
democracy, of market economy) rather than its features.*® Yes, Gruevski im-
plemented a series of neoliberal measures. He did simplify bureaucracy, re-
duce taxation, and make the country a “haven” for foreign investors, whose
inflow of capital he utilized to capture domestic businesses. But didn’t fascist
regimes also implement austerity, creating unstable alliances with the very in-
dustrial and financial interests they set out to dismantle?** Didn’t Margaret
Thatcher, former prime minister of the UK, utilize neoliberalism to curtail
democratic participation by dismantling trade unions and reducing access to
public services?*® Indeed, scholars of neoliberalism such as Martin Konings
suggest that “free markets” are created and regulated by the state. Since the
global financial crisis, neoliberal “freedom” has taken on an increasing illib-
eral flavor*’—an “Authoritarian Fix,” perhaps necessary to resolve the contra-
dictions of financial expansion.*

Calling Macedonia’s regime “hybrid,” then, demonstrates a certain ana-
lytical anachronism, which ignores the longer-term entanglements between
states and finance at the core of advanced economies, reserving the hybrid la-
bel for “non-Western” places such as Macedonia, where those contradictions
are more explicit. But doesn’t Gruevski’s brand of authoritarianism, able to
tuel rentier paradoxes while preventing the formation of a rentier class that
could endanger the regime, merit its own analytical space?

Perhaps one way to capture Gruevski’s paradoxical successes and his in-
herent contradictions is to reject the hybrid label and to understand his po-
litical project as a predatory regime—a pirate state of sorts that attempted
“through the threat of violence . . . to insert [it]self within a global sea” of fi-
nance.*’ Not unlike the golden era of piracy, Gruevski’s regime was empow-
ered by the restructuring of hegemonic roles within the international and
European communities and the liminal window of financial opportunities
offered by the crisis.** Much like mates on buccaneer vessels, Macedonians
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had been rejected by Europe, condemned to a purgatory of economic stagna-
tion and irrelevance. Didn’t it make sense to join the crew of Gruevski “the
Voivode,” who claimed the heritage of bandits and rebels who had fought
the Ottoman occupation in the early twentieth century and set sail to pillage
the imperial convoys of global finance or build their own treasure island?**

One, a Hundred, or a Thousand Financializations?

Water, land, illnesses (and illness prevention), hog farms, food, embryos,
work, cities, debt, and even finance itself—everything seems to be suscepti-
ble to financialization. Understandably, scholars who had embraced this con-
cept in its infancy are today experiencing an increasing financialization fa-
tigue. Natascha van der Zwan, for instance, has recently called for limiting
the concept to the “financialization of finance”—the introduction of specific
modes of calculation that subordinate financing processes to neoliberal mar-
kets.*® But if we adopt that perspective, what should be done with places such
as Macedonia—where financial expansion appears in very different forms, of-
ten only obliquely related to the rationality of financial markets?*’

Considering the case of Macedonia alongside other experiences of finan-
cial expansion, however, highlights the predatory but social and participa-
tory character of financialization. Instead of being an anomaly, the predatory
flavor of Macedonia’s illiquidity offers a prism for understanding the politi-
cal impact of financial dynamics in other, more developed economies. Cer-
tainly, Gruevski’s piratical domination was largely a consequence of Macedo-
nia’s legacy of peripheralization and geopolitical liminality during the global
financial crisis—a structural condition that explains why, even after his re-
gime ended, new “democratic” forces have relied on very similar mechanisms
of power. Yet, if the VMRO-DPMNE’s authoritarian project emerged as the
“best possible political shell” for a still-evolving, and inevitably crisis-prone,
predatory, finance-dominated accumulation regime,” it was largely thanks to
a mixture of utter disillusionment and hidden-away hope.*®

To readers interested in contemporary politics, this sounds eerily familiar.
Isn’t the resurgence of cryptofascism seen in European countries also built on
a progressive embrace of predatory socialities and repressed anticipation of
change, facilitated by payment crises and illiquidity?** Aren’t rentier expecta-
tions and mutual oppressions key relational horizons that materialize the ebbs
and flows of global finance in thriving economies such as the US or Austra-
lia? These “individual, conscious strategies of social betterment” work also as
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« . . 50
processes of co-optation for maintaining power

precisely because of their
capacity to normalize authoritarianism even in more developed economies.>

Disposing of a unitary concept of financialization would obscure, rather
than clarify, the growing political similarities between the periphery and the
core of the world system. Instead of delimiting the concept, I suggest that it
is more productive to defetishize how we understand and describe finance
and its expansion. Moving away from thinking of finance as either an exter-
nal force that impacts the relational world or an inherent logic to capital al-
lows researchers to listen carefully to the disquieting whispers of interlocutors
far and near and let local stories of economic decline and frustrated hopes af-
fect how we conceptualize global political and economic trends. From this
viewpoint, financialization becomes a social process, the result of concrete re-
lationships, imaginary fears, repressed aspirations, and desperate struggles.

Following those threads, I have focused on the financial and existential
paradoxes that induced a motley crew of social actors to support an author-
itarian regime against their best interests. This deeply distressing landscape,
made up of scams between international investors and local contractors,
failed deals, and sour masculine jokes, suggests that finance empowered a
small circle of individuals connected to an emerging authoritarian regime.>
Yet that political result depended on myriad social interactions situated be-
yond the secretive world of oligarchs and elites. Instead, if financial expansion
proves fertile for authoritarian projects, it is precisely because it intersects, en-
meshes, and becomes a variety of political relationships, from the redefinition
of the value of labor to the re-evaluation of social identities.

Understanding the complex relational dimension of finance means dwell-
ing on the series of historically sedimented and idiosyncratic political conun-
drums that both lead to and follow from financial expansion. If my study is
to serve as a blueprint (or a warning sign), this approach involves a slow un-
earthing of trends nested within troves of contradictory results—a weedy
mess, as Schuster calls it, not just because, as we know, life is complicated
but because finance entangles peoples’ lives in increasingly complex chains of
value and debt.>® The result is a textured world made of conflict, doubt, and
sometimes laughter, framed by political blows and material struggles; a world
of imagined powerlessness and real exploitation that led Macedonians into a
downward spiral of authoritarian politics, one unsteady step at a time, in what
looked like an endless downfall—until it dissolved in the deafening silence of
a failed revolution.
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