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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to answer what drives political divisions in the Republic of Macedonia. The 
paper tends to discover what are the new collective political identities based on? Based on cleavage 
literature and research done on post-communist countries, we expect that social structures play 
important role in the political divisions. Additionally, we consider attitudes about social phenomena 
and especially perception of the communist past as important determinants of political divisions. 

To test our expectations we use survey data of individual respondents collected in 2010. Multinomial 
logistic regression is utilized with undecided voters as base category in order to test for differences 
between supporters of the most important parties on the left and right in Macedonia. Additional model 
controls for the basis of political divisions once when parties of Albanian minorities and ethnic 
Albanian voters are also included in the sample. 

In line with previous research we also found strong confirmation for the relevance of ethnicity for 
political divisions. But beyond that and somewhat complimentary to our expectations social structures 
have little effect on political divisions. Attitudes over socioeconomic policies, which we took as a 
proxy for social structures, were not statistically relevant. Religious view also play important role and 
this is even more clear in the model with Albanian parties included.  A surprising finding, and in line 
with our expectation, is that perceptions of communist past have strongest influence in shaping the 
political divisions between VMRO-DPMNE and SDSM. The diverging perceptions of the communist 
past collapse with the attitudes toward religious values. It is a mutually reinforcing process. The 
perceptions of the communist past and attitudes over religious values shape a cultural left-right 
dimension in Macedonia. This is completely opposite to the economic left-right dimension of division 
which does not exist in Macedonia and it is in great extent a result of the specific transition path and 
lack of clear ideological distinction in economic policies of the main two parties on the left and right. 

 

 

*Paper prepared for presentation at the Political Behavior Working Group at the Central 

European University, 28.02.2014 

 



 

1. Introduction 

 

On the 2nd of August 2013, the Republic of Macedonia celebrated its national holiday. During the 

central event, Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski delivered a speech, with one of his main points being 

that the process of lustration and dealing with the communist past is pivotal for the country. Some of 

the media coverage focused on this point as the most relevant for internal political discussions.i 

Conversely, many saw the message of the Prime Minister as an attempt to deepen the political divisions 

in the country. This raises the puzzle of why dealing with the communist past may be relevant for 

political divisions in 2013, when the country proclaimed independence in 1991. 

 

The aim of this paper is to investigate what is the basis of political divisions in Macedonia.  Very few 

studies on political behavior in Macedonia exist and some of them describe the development of the 

party system in Macedonia (Mojanoski 1996; Škarić 2005; Siljanovska-Davkova 2006), while others 

point to the political relevance of ethnic divisions (Shahla 2005). However such research does not offer 

a substantial analysis of the basis of political divisions in Macedonia.  We argue that beside social 

demographic structures and attitudes, identified as the basis of political divisions in Western 

democracies and to some extent in the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe,  

perceptions of the communist past are relevant for political divisions in Macedonia. If that is the case, 

then the results would have implications for other post-communist countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe (CEE) and especially countries of Southeastern Europe (SEE), which share similar historical, 

social and political developments.  

 

The cleavage literature informs our theoretical understanding of political divisions. It is argued that 

cleavage politics define patterns of political competition (Enyedi 2005), and shape the relationships of 



the parties with the voters (Rorhscneider and Whitefield 2009). The understanding of cleavage politics 

is that individual party support is a consequence of individual identity, with a social structure and party 

that represents that structure (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Rokkan 2000; Bartolini and Mair 1990), or that 

party support is a consequence of individual values and attitudes shared with a political party (Kitschelt 

1994, 1995). However, we do not aim to test the cleavage theory in Macedonia, but to analyze the 

structure of political divisions. We test social structures, attitudes and perceptions of the communist 

past as the basis for political divisions. 

 

Previous research finds that ethnic groups are the main social structures relevant for party mobilization 

in Macedonia. Through a multivariate analysis of exit poll data taken after the parliamentary elections 

in 2002, Hossein Shahla (2005: 131) finds that in Macedonia:   

 

(1) Ethnic identity is by far the most important consideration for party choice. (2) Perceived issue agenda and issue 

competence still contribute to the powerful ethnic variable. (3) With these variables in the model there is no additional 

explanatory power linked to the “normal” socio-economic characteristics of individual voters. 

 

However, these findings explain only the big picture, without digging deeper into the determinants of 

political behavior in Macedonia. Moreover, the analysis of Shahla  is based on the first elections 

following the ethnic conflict in 2001, therefore ethnicity expectedly played the most important role. 

Regardless, such research still does not explain what drives political support within ethnic groups. 

While Macedonians and Albanians are the main ethnic groups in Republic of Macedoniaii, there is 

party competition within ethnic groups. Ethnic Macedonians tend to support mainly SDSM or VMRO-

DPMNE, while ethnic Albanians support DUI or DPAiii. In this paper, we first analyze the political 

divisions between SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE, and then we compare the results for all parties. 

 



While, the lack of adequate data remains one of the obstacles for conducting substantial analysis in 

post-communist countries (Evans 2006), we utilize data from a survey of 1, 904 respondents, a 

representative nationwide sample of adult population from 2010, in order to overcome this problem. To 

operationalize political divisions, we focus on the question of party support. 

 

This paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, we review the cleavage literature and discuss 

research findings in CEE and SEE. In the third section, we explain our research design and establish 

our theoretical expectations. In the section that follows, we present the results of our statistical analysis 

and discuss the findings. Finally, the conclusion provides a summary and points to potential 

explanations that are to be corroborated in future. 

 

2.  Cleavage based politics and findings in post-communist countries 

 

The classic literature on cleavages (Lipset and Rokkan 1967, Rokkan 1999) implies that social 

structures (e.g social class, religious group) influence individual party affiliations. This is the basis of 

the “freezing hypothesis” and institutionalization of party systems in Western Europe. Furthermore, it is 

argued that cleavage structures reaffirm when individuals from a social stratum with a collective 

political identity are loyal to the party representing it interests (Bartolini and Mair 1990). 

 

For Bartolini and Mair (1990), cleavages are comprised of a social structure (e.g. class, religious group) 

that has a collective identity and a durable organization capable of collective action. Zsolt Enyedi 

(2005: 698) understands cleavage politics as “a pattern of political competition embedded in the 

cognitive, emotive or social structures of the citizenry as opposed to one determined by day-to-day 

issues, evaluations of government performance or personalities”. For Rorhschneider and Whitefield 

(2009: 280-281), cleavages are “the nature of the issues over which parties compete. They affect the 



ways that voters are politically mobilized. They shape the stability of the party-voter relationship”. 

Notwithstanding that the notion of socially structured politics in Western Europe has seriously been 

challenged (Franklin et al 1992; Dalton 1996), it remains a starting point for theory driven research.   

 

a. Social structures as the basis for political divisions  

  

Traditionally, parties were seen as superstructures that represented existing social cleavages (Lipset and 

Rokkan, 1967; Bartolini and Mair, 1990). Authors find that political cleavages, such as class and 

religion, “structured the content of political and electoral discourse in Western democracies, and 

thereby partisan alignments and voting choices” (Dalton, 1996: 319). This approach holds that 

individual belonging to a social structure guides party support. Further, this approach posits that 

modernization or socio-cultural factors are more influential for the creation of the party system format 

than elections (Birnir 2007, Neto and Cox 1997, Ordeshook and Shvetova, 1994).  

 

However, as the standard of living improves, the socioeconomic cleavage becomes blurred, causing 

party identification and support to decrease, and thus making parties and political divisions less stable 

and durable (Norris, 2004). Empirical research in Western Europe shows that social structures matter 

less over time for voter choice (Franklin et al 1992; Dalton 1996). The so called 'decline of social 

structures' thesis posits that “sectoral change (tertiarization), mediatization, affluence, cognitive 

mobilization, individualization and secularization have destroyed the basis for stable and politically 

homogenous groups” (Enyedi 2008: 289). 

 

The traveling of cleavage politics as a concept to new democracies, or at least the importance of social 

structures, has been put into question. For example, Mainwaring (1999), and in his study with Zoco 

(2007), challenged the utility of the cleavage approach when analyzing party competition over time in 



Latin America. Bornschier (2009) advises to take into consideration the critical junctures that leave a 

stamp on the party system, and to look more at the role of agency in cleavage formation when applying 

the cleavage concept in new democracies. The argument for the second is that “interpretative 

frameworks of the political elites decisively influence whether differences of interests are perceived as 

social conflict” (Eneydi 2005: 699). But here, the choice of issues is unclear: whether elites push 

forward issues that become politically polarized or elites choose to take a stand on politically polarized 

issues.  

 

Empirical evidence of class cleavage in the mid-1990s was found in the Czech Republic. Mateju et al. 

(1999) finds that the working class supports the left, while non left parties were polarizing over a three-

year period. Evans and Whitefield (1995) concludes that religiosity and education, rather than socio-

economic interests, are key to understanding the political divisions in Hungary. Shabad and 

Slomczynski (1999) show results from a panel survey of an adult Polish population first interviewed in 

1988, or that electoral choice and corresponding political identities can be interpreted with social group 

membership and individual experiences under communism. 

 

Radosław Markowski (1997) find that the basis for political divisions was not the same across different 

CEE countries. Church attendance, communist party membership, age and employment were important 

predictors of left-right preferences in Poland. In the Czech Republic it was age, urban residence and 

education level. Slovakia was similar to the Czech Republic, with addition of religion, whereas in 

Hungary, the influence of social structure on left-right ideology was negligible.   

 

However, contemporary research shows that social cleavages have a limited influence concerning the 

formation of political divisions in post-communist countries (Evans 2006).  Another point is that post-

communist democracies have “relatively flat civil societies largely devoid of well developed class 



cleavages, making ethnicity the most likely cleavage defining politics” (Moser, 2005: 109). A 

complimentary view holds that “ethnic mobilization is fueled by people’s grievances about their 

relative deprivation and their determination to pursue their political interest” (Barany, 2005: 80). Some 

authors claim that if ethnicity becomes a social cleavage, then it can stabilize the party system as any 

other stable cleavage structure (Birnir, 2007). On average even in Western Europe, social and religious 

class have less influence on voting, but ethnicity “has the capacity to be a highly polarized cleavage, 

because it may involve sharp social differences and strong feelings of in-group identity” (Daltion, 

1996: 329).  

 

 

b. Values and attitudes as the basis for political divisions 

 

The attitudinal differences are based on questions of lifestyle and moral guidelines, also referred to as  

opposition between authoritarian and libertarian values (Kitschelt 1994, 1995). These value based 

differences are not necessarily embedded in social structures, although still quite relevant for party 

support. It has been shown that political divisions can have strong cultural components (Knutsen and 

Scarbrough 1995, Bartolini 2000). The implication is that “it is not the social structural roots per se, but 

rather antagonistically related collective identities that stabilize party systems” (Bornschier 2009: 14).  

 

The argument of this approach is that 'new politics' is value based. This forms the 'cultural left-right' 

axes. Post-materialist issues, such as environmentalism, euthanasia, and LGBT rights, are juxtaposed 

with nationalism and moral conservationism. The attitudinal dimension of politics also encapsulates 

position on multiculturalism and personal security. Links between individuals and parties can form 

based on attitudes. For example, a process of behavioural dealignment can come as “a consequence of 

the rising importance of new political issues, the advent of a new dimension of political conflict, or 



because a party abandons its customary position” (Bornschier 2009: 6). There is a strong relationship 

between the classical left-right divide and value based 'new politics,'as “libertarian values appear as 

assimilated into the leftist camp and right-wing politics is typically supported by authoritarian values, 

although the right-wing field is less homogenous in this regard than the left” (Enyedi 2008: 294).  

 

Due to the process of social change in CEE, social structures are unsettled and do not strongly 

influence political divisions. Toka (1998) shows that party support in CEE is better explained with 

value based voting and organizational encapsulation than with social characteristics. In Hungary, there 

are attitudinal differentiations between the main political parties, which show the existence of 

ideological divisions (Evans 2006). 

 

Kitschelt et al. (1999) tested the conditions fomenting political division in Bulgaria, the Czech 

Republic, Hungary, and Poland. The authors find that there is consistency between the views of voters 

and those of the political elites on programmatic positions. They claim that political parties can be 

differentiated through their distinctive party platforms and the bases of their support. Additionally,  they 

find that in Hungary and Poland, party competition has been structured around social and cultural 

issues. In the Czech Republic, parties have competed on a single dimension ranging from free market 

liberalism on the right to state intervention and social protection on the left. Bulgaria has had a single, 

rather diffuse, dimension involving both economic and cultural issues. 

 

Tworzecki (2003: 100 - 109) shows similar results regarding the ideological divisions of voters. His 

results suggest that survey respondents have  consistent political orientations arranged along two 

ideological continua left-right (economic) and cultural (de-communization and clericalism).  

 

c. Communism and anti-communism as the basis for political divisions  



 

Two decades after democratization, East European party politics remains characterized by instability 

and unpredictability (Casal Bértoa 2013). However, there is some evidence from CEE and SEE 

countries that the communist past is relevant for political divisions. This has been put forward in some 

early hypotheses. For example, part of Kitschelt's (1995) theoretical propositions is that the nature of 

the communist regime shapes political divisions, along with pathways to democracy and the experience 

of individuals. 

 

Recent work, and still unpublished work of Joshua Tucker and Grigorie Pop-Eleches (In Progress), 

claims that communist legacies are important for understanding political behavior in post-communist 

countries. Tucker and Pop-Eleches identify two sets of mechanism that mitigate this effect. 

Socialization during communism and subsequent post-communist experiences constitute the first set. 

The second set is made of different socio-demographic landscapes left by communism and exposure to 

economic and political stimuli after the collapse of communism. 

 

Research from Hungary shows that anti-communist conflict are comparable with classical cleavages 

(Körösényi 1999). One could describe this political division as the “members and descendants of the 

communist ruling class versus the principal losers of the communist takeover” (Enyedi 2005: 298). 

Similarly, the political scene in Poland at least until 2006 “was dominated by the rivalry between the 

post-Solidarity and post-communist camps” (Jasiewics 2009). The main political divisions were 

between the anti-communist movement and the reformed communist camp. Decommunization (e.g. 

lustration and dealing with the communist past) was the most diverging issue, along with the role of the 

church and abortion.  

 

Research from Croatia shows that family history in World War II is a crucial variable for political 



divisions (Šiber 2001). Depending on whether the family had relations with the fascist or communist, 

individual party support is right or left. Zakošek (2002) labels this division as the center – periphery 

cleavage. He also finds that this cleavage was further strengthened with a complimentary traditional – 

modernism division. In the first years of political pluralism, the two overlapping cleavages “weakened 

the influence of the socioeconomic cleavage”, however after the elections in 2000 “socioeconomic 

cleavages had a stronger influence on shaping the voter preferences” (Zakošek 2000: 94). Throughout 

the years, authoritarian preferences remain stronger among supporters of right-oriented parties (Čular 

2005). 

 

The early political divisions in Bosnia and Herzegovina, before ethnic conflict, indicate that the line of 

division was between the former communists and the newly appeared ethnic/nationalist parties. The 

goal of the nationalist parties was the “political destruction of the left ideas (former communist, 

D.T&T.P) which in the presentation of the political elites of national parties became synonym for all 

evil form this and the other world” (Ćurak 2006: 109). There is empirical evidence that the early ethnic 

mobilization of the nationalist parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina was done with “interpretation and re-

interpretation of historic past, and specially suffering of Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian people in World 

War II” (Pejanović 2006: 49). 

 

The communist and anti-communist cleavage appeared as a strong line of political division in the early 

1990s in Slovenia (Fink Hafner and Krašovec 2006). This division was further strengthened with the 

historical liberal – conservative cleavage before World War II. The socioeconomic cleavage did not 

fully develop because all parties adopted 'liberal social policies', although there was cross-party 

“consensus over a social democratic minimum” and national interests (Fink Hafner and Krašovec 2006: 

97). 

 



In the next section, we present our expectations for what shapes political divisions in Macedonia: social 

structures, attitudes or perceptions of the communist past? But first, we discuss the development of 

parties in Macedonia and elaborate our research design. 

 

3. Hypotheses and research design  

a. Development of Macedonian parties and the basis of their electoral support 

Modern political parties in the Republic of Macedonia formed before the first parliamentary elections 

in 1990. Contrary to some other CEE and SEE countries, the political parties that existed before World 

War II did not reappear. Ethnic divisions shaped the political scene in Macedonia, as Political parties 

mobilized mainly among their ethnic community in the early 1990's (Siljanovska Davkova 2006, 

Škarić 2005, Mojanoski 1996). Ethnic division remains the main feature of the party system in 

Macedonia. VMRO-DPMNE and SDSM compete mainly among ethnic Macedonians, while DUI and 

DPA compete for Albanian support. DPA appeared in 1994 as a splinter party from the Party for 

Democratic Prosperity (PDP). PDP was the first party of Albanians in Macedonia. PDP had moderate 

minority demands, while DPA made more radical claims. DUI was formed in May 2002 from the 

National Liberation Army (NLA), which took part in the ethnic conflict in 2001. 

 

VMRO-DPMNE took the abbreviation VMRO from a historic revolutionary organization fighting for 

liberation against the Ottoman Empire (Škarić 2005: 40-41). In various shapes and forms, VMRO 

oriented organizations existed in Macedonia between 1945 and 1990 and were functioning illegally 

(Dokmanovic 2011). These were covert nationalistic organizations, and many of the people who 

associated with these organizations were arrested and persecuted by the communist regime. VMRO-

DPMNE became the main right oriented party.  

 

On the other hand, SDSM is a communist successor party, with “direct roots in the League of 



Communists in Macedonia, which was derived in 1953 from the Communist Party of Macedonia, 

having been established in 1943” (Škarić 2005: 42).  SDSM became the main left oriented party. 

Therefore, the communist past was strongly present and relevant for the political divisions in 

Macedonia.  

 

In 1990, SDSM elected a new, younger leadership, which tried to distance themselves from the main 

figures of the communist nomenklatura. However, they still inherited the party structure and support of 

the citizens loyal to the communist regime. SDSM supporters shared positive memories of the 

communist period. The “winners of the communist era” and more educated were affiliated with SDSM, 

the anti-communists, nationalists and people who have not established themselves during that period or 

so called “losers of the communist era” supported VMRO DPMNE.  Additionally, SDSM was in power 

during the hardest years of transition from 1992 to 1998. In this period, the transformation of the state 

economy into a market economy took place, which left many workers out of their jobs. This had a 

significant impact on the social structures that support the main Macedonian parties. 

 

In the first elections in 1990, the parties seemed to have the same goals, and social and ideological 

differences were negligible. The party programs shared liberal democratic values, which put forward 

the argument that “we ca not speak of a classical clash between the right and left because social 

structures are underdeveloped in Macedonia” (Mojanoski 1996: 186). Ten years later, both SDSM and 

VMRO-DPMNE were described as catch-all parties, with very relative ideological and policy 

differences, as “hybrid of left and right uninstitutionalized and institutionalized tendencies and wings” 

(Siljanovska Davkova 2006: 213). 

 

After the initial electoral volatility, the party scene stabilized in Macedonia. While there are still new 

political parties entering and exiting from the political scene, which results in what Powell and Tucker 



(2012) call higher Type A Volatility that captures volatility from party entry or exit, the main two 

political parties on the left and right remain stable and their support increases with time. The results of 

the parliamentary elections in the last twenty years, provided in Table 1 below, show that SDSM and 

VMRO DPMNE established themselves as the main parties. Therefore, we investigate the basis of 

political divisions through the support for these parties. SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE are not only the 

main parties of the left and right. As the electoral system changed from majoritarian (1990, 1994), to 

tier (1998) to PR (from 2002 onwards), so did the electoral strategies of political parties. From 2002 

onwards, political parties group in two big blocks which gravitate around VMRO-DPMNE and SDSM. 

Smaller parties join electoral coalitions headed either by VMRO-DPMNE or SDSM. Very few political 

parties decide to stand on elections on their own. The parties that run alone do not get sufficient support 

to influence the electoral outcome or fail to enter Parliament. Heading the electoral coalitions, VMRO-

DPMNE and SDSM encapsulate most of the voter support. 

Table 1. Electoral results from parliamentary elections in Macedonia, 1990 – 2011  

 SDSM VMRO-DPMNE Other parties 

 Votes Percent Votes Percent Votes Percent 

1990 165.338 12.35 154.101 11.51 816.289 76.14 

1994 291 695 29.49 141 490 14.3 618 480 57.21 

1998 279 799 25.14 312 669 28.10 520 286 46.76 

2002 497 342 41.58 299 179 25.01 399 366 33.39 

2006 218 463 22.41 304 572 31.24 410 054 46.35 

2008 233 284 22.98 481 501 47.43 272 206 29.59 

2011 368 496 31.88 438 138 37.9 349 415 30.22 

Source: State Electoral Commission (www.sec.mk accessed 20-27.08.2013) 

 

The results in table 1 show that SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE get most of the electoral support. Party 

competition is stabilizing and implies institutionalization of the party system. This could be an effect of 

the strong ethnic division and its relevance for party support (Shahla 2005). The work of Johanna 

Birnir (2007) shows that ethnic divisions can 'jump start' the formation and institutionalization of party 



systems. Also, it has been shown that ethnolinguistic identities can influence aggregate political 

outcomes and voter choice, even in places such as South Africa, where racial division is thought to be 

politically most important (McLaughlin 2007).  

b. Hypotheses 

The consistent support for SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE implies a stable structure of political divisions. 

But what is it based on: social structures, attitudes or perceptions of the communist past? The support 

for SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE comes mainly from ethnic Macedonians, but also from other smaller 

ethnic groups. Regarding Albanian respondents, we expect weaker influence of all three sets of 

variables as indicators of their party support. This expectation is complimentary to the previous work of 

Hossein Shahla (2005).Therefore, it is unlikely that there are great social differences relevant for party 

affiliation within the confined ethnic groups.  

 

H1 Social factors have a limited impact on political divisions in Macedonia 

H2 Ethnicity plays the most important role affecting political divisions between ethnic Macedonians 

and Albanians 

 

We expect attitudinal values to have some influence on party affiliation. This is complimentary to the 

research on new democracies and post-communist countries. Libertarian values are more likely to be 

shared with individuals that support the left, while authoritarian views are more likely to be found 

among supporters of the right. Hence: 

H3 Individuals who support SDSM (left) share libertarian values and supporters of VMRO DPMNE 

(right) share socially conservative values 

 

Finally, following the research in other countries from former Yugoslavia (e.g. Croatia, Slovenia), we 

expect perceptions of the communist past to have most influence for individual party affiliation in 



Macedonia. A favorable view of the communist past is more likely to be found among the supporters of  

SDSM, the communist successor party, than among the supporters of VMRO-DPMNE, the 

nationalistic alternative. 

H4 Supporters of SDSM (left) share favorable views of the communist past and supporters of VMRO 

DPMNE (right) share negative perceptions of the communist past. 

 

c. Research design and Data 

To test our hypotheses, we use data from a survey of 1,094 respondents collected from 23 to 28 

October 2010. The survey was prepared and conducted by the Center for Research and Policy Making 

(CRPM) from Skopje, as part of the research project “Mapping the leaders in Macedonia and Albania: 

Elite potential for promoting positive social change”iv. 

 

We have three sets of independent variables: social structures, attitudes and perceptions of communist 

past. Our independent variables are as follows:  

1) For social structures, we include age, gender and ethnic group. Due to gaps in the data set, these 

are the only variables available for testing social structures as the basis for political divisions. 

2) For attitudes, we use individual rights, including support for sexual minorities and the right of 

abortion, attitudes concerning religious values and socioeconomic policies, and attitudes toward 

multiculturalism. We consider religious values and attitudes over socioeconomic polices as a 

proxy for religion and social class. Also, attitudes toward multiculturalism are important 

because of the ethnic heterogeneity of Macedonia. 

3) For perceptions of the communist past, we use three different variables: one deals with the 

perception of the communist elites, the second is perception of economy during communism, 

and third is perception of rights and freedom during communism.  

 



Our dependent variable is party choice. We measure it by looking at the left-right polarization, the 

choice between SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE, and we also take into consideration the undecided 

respondents as the base outcome. In our second model, we include supporters of the two main Albanian 

parties and test the influence of the same set of factors on their party affiliation. 

 

4. Empirical findings and discussion 

 

We use multinomial logistic regression as the most appropriate method for testing our theoretical 

expectations. We chose mlogit because the dependent variable includes more than two categories and it 

falls into any one of a set of categories that cannot be ordered in any meaningful way (Nagler 1995) 

Also, multinomial logit enables us to better entangle the differences between the categories of 

individuals and to show the effects of the independent variables on supporters of different parties. 

Additionally, previous research on cleavages and the basis of political divisions in Switzerland (Hug 

and Trechsel 2002) demonstrates that multinomial logistic regression is an adequate method to test the 

basis of political support for different parties. We set the undecided voters as a base category since they 

have the largest concentration of cases within the dependent variable. However, we are particularly 

interested in the differences between the two main parties. In order to better interpret the results, 

coefficients are shown as relative risk ratios. Table 2 shows the results of Model 1, which includes 

supporters of VMRO-DPMNE and SDSM. Ethnic Albanians are omitted from the sample. The ethnic 

group variable includes only ethnic Macedonians and other smaller ethnic groups. 

Results from Table 2 indicate some interesting observations. As expected, the ethnic group does not 

make any difference between two main parties compared with undecided voters. Since Albanian voters 

and parties are omitted from this sample, there are no important political divisions between ethnic 

Macedonians and other small ethnic communities. Age is an important variable when supporters of 

 



  

Table 2. Multinomial Logistic Regression: Party Support  

                                                                                                         Model 1       

Variables                                                 VMRO-DPMNE                                        SDSM                                                                                                                                                           

Age                                                           1.42** (0.21)                                               1.23(0.24) 

Gender                                                     0.68* (0.14)                                                 0.53**(0.15) 

Ethnic Group       0.90 (0.10)                                                  0.91 (0.11) 

 

Socio Economic Attitudes                        1.04 (0.16)                                                 0.95(0.19) 

Abortion                                                    1.06 (0.06)                                                0.92  (0.07) 

Sexual Minorities                                      0.93(0.06)                                                 0.75 ***(0.06) 

Religious Values                                        1.33***(0.09) 0.89 (0.07) 

Gender rights                                             0.94 (0.12) 0.84(0.16) 

Multiculturalism    1.08(0.07) 1.25(0.10) 

Multiethnic Integration                              0.98(0.06)                                                 0.88 (0.07) 

Ethnicizm  0.94(0.05)     0.99 (0.07) 

Light drugs Legalization                            0.96(0.07)                                                 0.97 (0.09) 

 

Communist Elites                                          0.78**(0.08)                                            1.67***(0.23) 

Economy in communism                              0.74***(0.06)                                           1.29(0.23) 

Rights and Freedom in Communism             0.80*(0.08)                                              0.77**(0.12) 

 

Pseudo R Squared                                          0.13 

N                                                                    796 

Base Category: Undecided Voters, Robust Standard Errors,  *** 0.01, ** 0.05, *0.1 

Coefficients are presented as relative risk ratios 

VMRO DPMNE are taken into account, since an increase of one year significantly increases the 

chances of voting for this party instead of remaining undecided. The coefficient is smaller for SDSM. 



Gender also has a statistically significant effect on the ratio of supporting the main parties. Results 

show this effect is stronger for SDSM and their support comes from male voters. More male undecided 

voters are ready to support SDSM than female. 

 

In line with our expectations and as a proxy for social class, we find that socioeconomic attitudes are 

not statistically significant and they do not have a substantial influence on political divisions in 

Macedonia. Socioeconomic policies have not been a main field for mobilization of party support 

(Siljanovska Davkova 2006, Mojanoski 1996). Political parties do not have distinct political platforms 

on social and economic issues. On such issues, there are no substantive differences between supporters 

of these parties. The effect of socioeconomic attitudes is small, statistically insignificant and does not 

represent a basis for political divisions among voters. On the other hand, religious values as a proxy for 

religion show a different picture. Religious values indicate a strong relationship with support for 

VMRO-DPMNE, but are not relevant for support of SDSM. Similar to established findings for right 

oriented voters, religious values matter too for supporters of VMRO-DPMNE. 

 

Furthermore, the testing of attitudinal values shows blurred results regarding a cultural left-right 

dimension. It seems that attitudinal values have a limited impact on political divisions in Macedonia. 

With regards to abortion and gender equality, the coefficients are very small, the effect of these 

variables is not statistically significant and there are very small differences between supporters of the 

parties. However, opponents of abortion are stronger supporters of VMRO-DPMNE, while supporters 

of abortion are more likely to support SDSM. Rights of sexual minorities have stronger effect on 

supporters of SDSM, while the attitudes of VMRO-DPMNE supporters toward sexual minorities are 

closer to the attitudes of undecided voters. In this sense, SDSM supporters are characterized with social 

liberal positions; compared to supporters of VMRO DPMNE and undecided voters, who share similar 

conservative positions regarding the rights of sexual minorities.  



 

Taking into account the specific ethnic composition of Macedonian society, we included several 

variables that deal with attitudes towards multiculturalism and ethnic issues. Results show that there is 

no difference regarding attitudes toward Multiculturalism between main two political parties. The only 

difference is that Multiculturalism is statistically significant for the supporters of VMRO DPMNE. 

While the effect of Multi-ethnic integration is very small, once again the attitudes of undecided voters 

and supporters of VMRO DPMNE match, while supporters of SDSM differ.  

 

The effect of light drugs legalization, another libertarian issue, is very small, statistically insignificant 

and is therefore has no basis for political division. One possible explanation might be that legalization 

of light drugs has not been a salient issue in Macedonian society. Also, until 2010 there was a lack of 

debate and contestation on new politics issues such as the legalization of light drugs, abortion, 

euthanasia, or LGBT rights. These types of issues started to surface after 2010 and are latecomers, and 

perhaps will have more influence in the future. 

 

As we expected, the influence of the perception of the past is the strongest determinant of party support 

in Macedonia. When it comes to the perceptions of the communist past, we see the most clear pattern 

of political divisions. Supporters of both VMRO-DPMNE and SDSM have similar negative evaluations 

concerning rights and freedoms during communism. However, while supporters of VMRO-DPMNE 

have strong negative perceptions of the communist elites, SDSM voters share positive perceptions of 

the role and competence of the communist elites. And this is the most contentious concerning the 

perceptions of the communist past. Supporters of VMRO DPMNE share negative evaluations of the 

economy during communism. Conversely, SDSM supporters have positive evaluations of the economy 

during communism.   

 



These results show that perceptions of the communist past, and especially the evaluations of the 

communist elite and economy during communism, form  a strong and relevant basis for political 

divisions between the main political parties in Macedonia. Twenty years after the fall of the communist 

regime, perceptions of the communist past remain relevant for political contestation. Furthermore, this 

issue has become a contemporary source of political division and contestation. The late process of 

lustration started in 2011 and the speech of the Prime Minister from August 2, 2013 confirm the 

relevance and importance of the communist past.  

 

Perceptions of the communist past have the strongest explanatory power compared with the other 

variables in our model.  While the communist – anti-communist political division has been observed in 

other post-communist countries as well, the case of Macedonia is special because twenty years later, 

this phenomenon is still the strongest determinant of political divisions. The reasons for this are 

different. One explanation might be that the historical background of political parties. Communism-

anti-communism division was important for the party formation and since then it has intensified as a 

driver of political divisions. Divisions based on socioeconomic differences or issues of new politics 

(e.g. abortion, sexual minorities, multiculturalism, light drugs) remain underdeveloped. Religion is 

relevant for political divisions, however the experience from other post-communist countries shows 

that it strengthens the communist – anti-communist division. Family history could also play a role, 

similar to Croatia. However, while in Croatia the differences are related to family involvement in World 

War II, the differences in Macedonia are probably related to family position during communism. 

Arguably, 'winners' during communism would be more inclined to support a left party, while 'losers' 

during communism would support right parties.  

 

To check the robustness of our results, we compared the findings with results for Albanian parties.  In 

Model 2, shown in table 3, Albanian voters and parties in the analysis are included. Here we test 



whether our set of independent variables influences political divisions among Albanian parties and to 

what extent. Although we had strong intuitions about the different bases of Albanian political divisions, 

we include them in order to test the effects of social structures, attitudinal values and perceptions of 

communist past on Albanian political divisions. Model 2 also includes the main political parties SDSM 

and VMRO DPMNE  to test whether the determinants for party support would change after altering the 

ethnic composition of undecided voters. 

 

The results show clear differences between Macedonian and Albanian political parties. Ethnicity, as we 

expected, is very important for supporters of Albanian parties. The ethnic divisions are clearly reflected 

in the political divisions. The importance of the questions dealing with the multiethnic character of the 

country is another important finding from the second model. In the case of DPA, the strongest 

explanatory variable is the negative attitudes towards multiethnic integration. Supporters with a 

negative perception of minority integration are strong supporters of DPA. On the other side, strong 

nationalistic feelings and support for its own ethnicity has strong explanatory power for supporters of 

DUI. And in model 2, these issues remain weak predictors for the political support of SDSM and 

VMRO-DPMNE.  

The results from model 2 confirm once again that attitudes toward religious values play an important 

role for political divisions. When ethnic Albanian voters and parties are included in the sample, 

religious values become statistically significant too for SDSM. However, the direction for supporters of 

VMRO-DPMNE is positive, while for supporters of SDSM, the direction is negative. This is quite a 

typical division concerning religious values according to the cultural left-right dimension. 

Interestingly, some of the perceptions of the communist past are important for supporters of DUI. The 

support for DUI is shaped by the negative perception of rights and liberties for minorities during 

 

 



 Table 3. Multinomial Logistic Regression: Party Support 

                                                                                                                      Model 2       

Variables                                                 VMRO DPMNE          SDSM                         DUI                             DPA                                                                                                                                                             

Age                                                          1.48*** (0.21)                 1.31 (0.26)                  0.95(0.21) 0.49(0.23) 

Gender                                                     0.70** (0.14)                  0.54**(0.15)               0.92(0.28) 1.17(0.77) 

Ethnic Group                                           0.60** (0.31)                  0.87(0.12)  1.40**(0.20) 1.28(0.44) 

 

Socio Economic Attitudes                       0.98 (0.13)                      0.88 (0.16)  0.92(0.17) 1.32(0.54) 

Abortion                                                    1.06 (0.06)                    0.90 (0.07)  1.08(0.09)                      1.21(0.23) 

Sexual Minorities                                     0.90(0.06)                      0.74***(0.05)  1.01(0.11) 0.19(0.35) 

Religious Values                                       1.22***(0.08)  0.84**(0.06) 1.39**(0.18)                   1.83(0.62) 

Gender rights                                            0.92 (0.11)                     0.83(0.16)              0.90(0.18)                         0.96(0.37) 

Multiculturalism   1.12**(0.07)   1.13(0.10)      0.93(0.08) 1.01(0.17) 

Multiethnic Integration                              1.06(0.06)                      0.92(0.07) 1.002(0.09) 3.21***(0.02) 

Ethnicism 0.91(0.08)   0.98(0.07)  1.29***(0.13) 0.76(0.13) 

Light drugs Legalization                           0.92(0.06)                       0.95(0.08)  0.94(0.11)                         1.06 (0.31) 

 

Communist Elites                                      0.88 (0.08)                     1.50***(0.21)             1.07(0.14)                1.23(0.37) 

Economy in communism                          0.75***(0.08)                 1.01(0.20)                   1.39**(0.22)                        0.74 (0.24) 

Rights and Freedom in Communism         0.85 (0.9)                       1.25**(0.13)               0.51***(0.07)                      0.94(0.28) 

 

Pseudo R Squared                                          0.14 

N                                                                    1053 

Base Category: Undecided Voters, Robust Standard Errors,  *** 0.01, ** 0.05, *0.1 

Coefficients are presented as relative risk ratios 

 

communism. Rights and liberties during communism also include minority rights. As one would 

expect, when an issue is directly related to ethnicity, it becomes an important determinant for party 

support among Albanian voters. Contrary to the findings for SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE, perception 

of communist elites does not play a role for Albanian political divisions. The two Albanian parties only 



differ when taking into account the perception of the economy during communism. Supporters of DPA 

are more critical towards the communist economy, while supporters of DUI are more positive. 

However the results are statistically significant only for the supporters of DUI.  

 

Ethnicity is most important for both DUI and DPA, which is not surprising for ethnic minority parties. 

Socioeconomic politics or new politics issues do not play a role in their political divisions. Most likely, 

the political divisions between DUI and DPA are based on other issues, such as ownership of the 

protection of rights of ethnic Albanians in Macedonia or more importantly the role of party elites in the 

ethnic conflict of 2001, issues are not covered in the data set. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this paper is to investigate the basis of political divisions in the Republic of Macedonia. It 

attempts to cover part of the research gap on Macedonian political behavior and answer the question: 

what shapes political divisions in the country? Is it just another case of a post-communist country? 

What happened after democratization and the deep social and political change? What are the new 

collective political identities based on? Based on cleavage literature and theoretical and empirical 

findings in CEE and SEE, we identify and test three sets of variables: social structures, attitudinal 

values and perceptions of the communist past as drivers of political behavior in Macedonia. Having in 

mind the specifics of the Macedonian party system development and ethnic composition of the society, 

we hypothesize that, alongside ethnicity, perceptions of the communist past has the strongest, 

attitudinal values moderate and socio-economic structures very limited impact on shaping political 

divisions. 

 

In line with previous research, we also find strong confirmation of the relevance of ethnicity for 



political divisions. But beyond that and somewhat complimentary to our expectations, social structures 

have little effect on political divisions. Attitudes concerning socioeconomic policies, which we took as 

a proxy for social structures, are not statistically relevant. On the other hand, religious values, which we 

took as proxy for religion, are statistically relevant, with clear division between supporting a great role 

of the religion in society among supporters of the right and the opposite view held by the supporters of 

the left.  

 

Along with religious views, the most important finding of the paper is the strong influence of the 

perceptions of the communist past in shaping political divisions in Macedonia. Moreover, it is 

surprising that more than twenty years after the collapse of the old system, the communist past still 

plays such an important role regarding political divisions. The durability of a political division based on 

the perceptions of the communist past is most likely connected to the genesis of VMRO-DPMNE and 

SDSM. In a formative moment in 1990, both parties were deeply immersed in their own communist 

legacies. On one side, SDSM is a communist successor party supported by the 'winners during 

communism'. On the other side, VMRO-DPMNE is a nationalist alternative that evokes memory of 

organizations that were illegal during communism and is supported by the 'losers' during communism. 

Furthermore, the government led by VMRO DPMNE after their electoral win in 2008 has profoundly 

focused on history and the revival of the role of certain events and individuals from the further but also 

more current past and hence politicized and revived the division of the perception of the communist 

past as well. Arguably, path dependency is a more logical assumption than just empirical findings that 

communist – anti-communist divisions surfaced twenty years later. 

 

The diverging perceptions of the communist past collapse with the attitudes toward religious values. It 

is a mutually reinforcing process. The perceptions of the communist past and attitudes concerning 

religious values shape a cultural left-right dimension in Macedonia. On the left are supporters of SDSM 



who have a positive perception of elites and the economy during communism and are less religious. On 

the right are supporters of VMRO-DPMNE who have a negative perception of elites and the economy 

during communism and are more religious. 

 

If we relate these results to the findings for Croatia, then family history as an intermediate variable 

shaping party affiliation becomes a relevant hypothesis. However, the role of the party leadership, as an 

agent structuring political competition, should also be explored. It could well be the case that 

contestation concerning the communist past has been a strategy of political leaders to shape political 

divisions. If there is a lack of socioeconomic differences and differences over new politics issues, then 

parties can choose to contest the narratives and understanding of the communist past. In  post-

communist settings, this would come quite close to a theoretical understanding of ideological 

differences between the left and right. 

 

The paper has some limits. The main limitation originates from the gaps in the data set.  Some of the 

main features of social cleavages theory, such as religion and social class, are tested through attitudes 

on religious values and socioeconomic policies as proxies. Second, the paper does not analyze political 

party competition. We do not make claims about the format and dynamics of the party system in 

Macedonia. Also, there is a limit to the direction of causality in our results. We observe a statistically 

significant relationship between individual party support and some of the variables that we test. But 

because political parties are seen as agents that structure political competition and mold the cleavage 

structure (Enyedi 2005; Rorschneider and Whitefield 2009), we are careful to make causal claims. 

Nevertheless, even with these limitations taken into account, the findings of this paper are an important 

contribution to the state of art. Furthermore, they open the gates for more profound research on the 

perceptions of the past as drivers of political divisions in general. For more elaborate answers, one 

should trace the process through time to see what issues were contested, what was the role of party 



leadership and how did different social groups react. In that way, one could draw stronger conclusions 

for the future relevance of the communist past. 
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i For more of the media coverage see daily newspaper “Nova Makedonija” 

(http://www.novamakedonija.com.mk/DetalNewsInstant.asp?vestInstant=22128); TV station “Sitel” 
(http://sitel.com.mk/mk/gruevski-makedonija-kje-ja-napravi-lustracijata-i-kje-izleze-ushte-posilna-i-poedinstvena), 
News Agency “MAKFAX” 
(http://makfax.mk/315639/gruevski__makedonija_ima_sila_i_mora_da_ja_napravi_lustracijata_i_da_izleze_ushte_posil
na_i_poedinstvena) and web portal “Kurir” (http://kurir.mk/makedonija/vesti/125414-Gruevski-Makedonija-ke-ja-
napravi-lustracijata-i-ke-izleze-uste-posilna-i-
poedinstvena?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+kurir%2Fmakedonija+%28%D
0%9A%D1%83%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%80+-
+%D0%9C%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%98%D0%B0%29) (all 
accessed on August 9, 2013) 

ii According to the last census conducted in 2002 the ethnic composition is the following: Macedonians 1, 297, 981; 
Albanians 509, 083; Turks 77, 959; Roma 53, 879; Vlach 9, 695; Serbs 35, 939; Bosniaks 17, 018; Others 20, 993 (State 
Statistical Office 2005: 34). 

iii The full name of these parties are Socijaldemokratski Sojuz na Macedonia (SDSM) and Vnatrešno Makedonska 
Revolucionerna Organizacija – Demokratska Partija za Makedonsko Nacionalno Edinstvo (VMRO-DPMNE) in 
Macedonian language, and Social Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDUM) and Internal Macedonian Revolutionary 
Organization – Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity (IMRO-DPMNU) in English. The full name of the 
Albanian parties are Baskimi Demokratik për Integrim (BDI) and Partia Demokratike Shqiptare (PDSH) in Albanian 
language, and Democratic Union for Integration (DUI) and Democratic Party of Albanians (DPA) in English. We use the 
Macedonian abbreviations for SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE, and the English for DUI and DPA since this is the most 
common format. 

iv The research project was financially supported by the Swiss Regional Research Promotion Program (RRPP). For more 
on the results of the research project see Risteska (2011) and Vangeli et.al (2010). The publications and the data set are 
available at http://balkandata.net/obtain-data/546-2/ (accessed on 27.08.2013) 


