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CONTROVERSIES ON RELIGIOUS
AFFILIATION REGARDING
THE 2021 CENSUS IN MACEDONIA

Summary: After a number of controversies and delays, in September 2021, a cen-
sus of the population, households and dwellings was conducted in Macedonia. Nineteen
years after the last census, contrary to expectations, the long-awaited new data caused
numerous reactions regarding their accuracy. Despite the highlighting by the State Sta-
tistical Office, the competent national institution for conducting the census, that it had
been carried out in accordance with all international standards, there was no adequate
Justification for the data obtained on religious affiliation, which caused the greatest con-
fusion. At the same time, the biggest controversy was caused by 13.4% of the population
being designated as Christians without specifying their denomination. Also, additional
controversies, regarding religious affiliation, were caused by the presentation of 132,260
citizens as “persons for whom the data were taken from administrative sources”, while it
was not stated to which religion these persons belonged. All this, in the public, imposed
the question of the relevance of the data obtained, as well as the relevance of the metho-
dology that was applied during the census.

In order to give a clear overview of the essence of the remarks and the possible
consequences of the census data on religious affiliation, this paper presents the views of
the representatives of the religious communities in Macedonia. In doing so, interviews
were conducted with the representatives of religious communities, after which a thema-
tic analysis of the responses obtained from the semi-structured interviews was applied.
After the analysis, inadequate formulation of the question about religious affiliation was
indicated as the main reason for the confusion regarding the registered category “Chri-
stians”. The need was also pointed out of specifying the question, that is, the sub-question
about faith, or affiliation to a religious community, in order to obtain accurate data. In
addition, the possible risks for religious communities in Macedonian society due to the
lack of accurate data on religious affiliation were explained.
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KOHTPOBEP3E O BEPCKOJ I[TPUITA/JJTHOCTH
Y BE3U CA IIOITMCOM CTAHOBHHUIIITBA ¥V
MAKEJOHNIN 2021.

Pesume: Haxon nuza konmposep3u u oorazara, y cenmemopy 2021. eooune y Ma-
KeOoHuju je obasmen Ilonuc cmanosnuwmea, oomahuncmasa u cmaunosa. [esemnaecm
200UHA HAKOH NOCAe0re2 NONUCd, CYNPOMHO OYeKUBARUMA, Y20 OYeKUBAHU HO8U NO-
oayu uzazeanu cy bpojue peaxyuje y noznedy ruxose maynocmu. M noped moza wimo je
Hporcasnu 3a600 3a cmamucmuky, HAOLEHCHA HAYUOHATHA UHCIIUMYYUja 3a cnposoherve
nonuca, ucmakao oa je Ilonuc cnposeden y ckaady ca ceum mehyHapoonum cmanoap-
ouma, 3a 0odbujeHe nodamke 0 6ePCKOj NPUNAOHOCMIU HUje OUNIO A0eK8AMHO2 ONnpasoa-
Fod, WMo je uzazeano najeehy saoymy. Mcmospemero, najeely Konmposep3sy uzazeano je
wmo je 13,4% cmarnosnuwmea o3naueno Kao ,, xpuuwthanu ', anu 6e3 npeyusHo HageoeHe
Kougecuje. Taxohe, dooamne KoHmpogepse, y noenedy gepcke NPUNAOHOCMU, U3A36A10
je npedcmasmarve 132.260 epahana kao ,,iuya 3a Koje cy nooayu npeyemu u3 aomu-
HUCMpamugeHux uzeopa’’, 00K Huje Hageoena peruzujcka npunaorocm mux ocoda. Cee
060 je, y jasHoCmu, HaMemHYI0 NUmMarse penesaHmuocmu 0odujeHux nooamakd, Kao u
penesaHmHoCcmu Memooonozuje Koja je npumersena npunuxom Ionuca.

Y yuwy jacnujee cacneoasarna cyumune npumedobu u mozyhux nocieduya nonucHux
nodamaxa o 6epckoj NPUNAOHOCMU, y 080M paody Cy UHEMU CHABOSU NPeOCHa8HUKA
sepckux 3ajeonuya y Maxeoonuju. Obagmenu cy uHmepejyu ca npedcmasHuyuma eep-
CKUX 3ajeOHuyd, a 3amum je npumereHa memMamcka ananu3a 002080pa 0odujeHux u3
noxycmpykmypucanux unmepesjya. Haxon ananuse, Headexeamua ghopmynayuja numarsa
0 8epCKOj NPUNAOHOCTU HA3HAYEHA je KAO 2NA6HU pas3ioe 3a0yHe Y 6e3u ca pecucmpo-
sanom kamezopujom ,, xpuwthanu . Ykazano je u na nompeby npeyusupara RUmMarsd,
O0OHOCHO NOMAUMAFA O 8epl, OOHOCHO NPUNAOHOCHU 8ePCKOj 3ajeOnuyu, Kako ou ce
006unu maynu nooayu. Iloped moea, objawrbenu cy mozyhu pusuyu 3a eepcxe 3ajeonuye
Y MakeOOHCKOM Opyuimesy 3002 HedOCmamKka MayHuxX NOOAmaKa 0 6epcKoj NPUNAOHOCHU.

Kwyune peuu: nonuc cmanosnuwmea, memooonozuja, perueuja, eepcxe 3ajeouuye,
8epcKa npunaoHocm

Introduction

The human capital of a country is an essential constituent of its development
potential and well-being. Hence, the need to ensure an accurate and reliable as-
sessment of this capital is clearly recognized, which is also the main goal of the
census of the population and households. The data obtained from census of the
population and households are necessary in further creation of the economic,
development, local, educational, investment, agricultural and other policies of
a country. Also, data from national censuses provide insight into a number of
vulnerable population groups, such as the poor, the elderly, people with develop-
mental disabilities, and migrants. The importance of census data can also be seen
in the fact that in order to monitor 107 out of 231 SDG indicators, data on the
population of a specific country are required®.

4 United Nations Population Fund, ‘2020 Census Round’, United Nations Population Fund
[website], 2022, <www.unfpa.org/census#readmore-expand>, accessed 15 March 2023



Religija i Tolerancija, Vol. XXI, Ne 40, jul - decembar 2023. 219

According to the United Nations, the population census is defined as: “the
operation that produces at regular intervals the official counting (or benchmark)
of the population in the territory of a country and in its smallest geographical
sub-territories together with information on a selected number of demographic
and social characteristics of the total population. In addition to, or within the
framework of the population census, a household census is usually conducted
too, which represents: “the operation that produces at regular intervals the official
counting (or benchmark) of all housing stock in the territory of a country and in
its smallest geographical sub-territories together with information on a select-
ed number of characteristics of housing™®. The census should be carried out at
regular time intervals, to enable adequate comparison of data. According to the
recommendations of the UN Population Fund, the census should be carried out at
least every ten years.

In Macedonia, the previous census of the population, households and apart-
ments (hereinafter “census”) was carried out in 2002. After 19 years, in the period
from September 5 to 30, 2021, a census was conducted, with which, according
to the State Statistical Office (SSO), as the competent authority for its imple-
mentation, the complete coverage of the population and households was made.
At the same time, it was emphasized that the census was prepared and carried
out according to the international standards and methodology provided for this
operation, which, according to the director of the SSO, provides a guarantee
that the census will show the real numbers’. However, even before the begin-
ning of the census, there were numerous reactions from the opposition parties,
as well as from individual initiatives of citizens’ associations. In doing so, the
usual reactions of the opposition referred to the period of implementation of the
census, which was initially planned to be realized in the period from April 1 to
21, 2021, and the additional risk to the health of the citizens due to the condi-
tions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. But in addition to such reactions, in
relation to which a compromise was reached for the census to be postponed,
by the national bloc called “He orBopam Bpara” (“I’m not opening the door”),
which united political parties, societies and associations from Macedonia and
Macedonians from abroad, numerous remarks and reactions followed due to the
census. In addition to the issue of the risk to citizens’ health, their remarks also
concerned the methodology applied in preparing and conducting the census®. At
the same time, a call was made by this national block to boycott the census.

5 UNECE, Conference of European Statisticians Recommendations for the 2020 Censuses of

Population and Housing, New York and Geneva 2015, <https://unece.org/DAM/stats/publi-

cations/2015/ECECES41 EN.pdf>, accessed 17 March 2023

Ibid

‘Tepacumoscku: [Tonmcot e ycnenen, ongareno e nenoro Hacenenue’, Deutsche Welle, 1 Oc-

tober 2021, <https://www.dw.com/mk/monuc-mMaKke0H1]ja-HaCEIEHHE-)KUTEIH-T10MaKHHCTBA-

CcUMOBCKH/a-59374090> , accessed 25 December 2023

8  EmuncrBena Makenonnja, ‘Harmmonamen bnok ,,He orBopam Bpara: He mnpusnaBame
KOpYyMIIHpaH U KpuMuHaJeH noruc’, Edinstvena Makedonija [website], 30 March.2022, <https://
www.edinstvenamakedonija.mk/description.php?id=3116>,accessed 25 December 2023

~N
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Reactions Regarding the Data on Religious Affiliation

A couple of months after the census was conducted, on March 30, 2022, the
State Statistical Office announced the official results. And not unlike the situa-
tion at the beginning of the census, the announcement of the results was followed
by numerous reactions from political parties and civil associations. Among these
reactions, the most prevalent and covered by the media were the reactions relat-
ed to the results concerning religious affiliation. These reactions were prompted
by the fact that 242,579 citizens had been registered as Christians, in addition to
the already recorded categories of Orthodox, Catholics, Protestants, Evangelicals
and Evangelical-Methodists. Additionally, such reactions were prompted by the
surprisingly small number of atheists, that is 355 citizens, in contrast to the sig-
nificantly increased number of 8,764 Evangelical Protestant Christians (for com-
parison, 6,746 citizens declared themselves Catholic, while the number of Prot-
estants according to the 2002 census was 520)°. Regarding this situation, the SSO
issued a public announcement and apologized for the technical error made during
the processing of data on religious affiliation, claiming that the data had been
permuted between the categories of “Not a believer (atheist)” and “Evangelical
Protestant Christian”'°.

In the initial display of the census results on the SSO website, the religious
affiliation “Christians” was not listed''. After the publication of the detailed
results of the census, the reactions in the public regarding the registered reli-
gious affiliation of “Christians” arose from the confusion to which church, re-
ligious community, or religious group those citizens who identified themselves
as “Christians” belonged to'2. The confusion was additionally enhanced by the
ambiguities surrounding the column in which “persons for whom data were taken
from administrative sources” were recorded. For these 132,260 citizens, i.e. 7.2%
of the resident population in the Republic of North Macedonia, despite the fact
that they were represented in the overview of religious affiliations, no explanation
was offered concerning their particular religious affiliation.

9 Merta.mK, ‘[lonmc 2021: Byauctu u JeXoBUHM CBEIOIM UMa MOBEKe 07 aTeucTu’, News Agen-
cy “Meta.mk” [website], 30 March 2022, <https://meta.mk/popis-2021-budisti-i-jehovini-
svedoci-ima-povekje-od-ateisti-infografik/>,accessed 26 December 2023

10  State Statistical Office, ‘Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the Republic
of North Macedonia, 2021 - first dataset’, State Statistical Office [website], 30 March 2022,
<https://www.stat.gov.mk/PrikaziSoopstenie.aspx ?rbrtxt=146>,accessed 30 January 2023

11 Ibid

12 ‘Koum ce ,,xpuctujanute mro ce nojasuja Bo nonucotr?’, Hosa Maxedonuja, 31 March 2022,
<https://www.novamakedonija.com.mk/makedonija/koi-se-hristijanite-koi-se-pojavija-vo-pop-
isot/>,accessed 31 January 2023
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Total resident population in the Republic of North Macedonia according to the
statement of religious affiliation, by sex, Census 2021.

Gender - TOTAL Male Female
Religious Affiliation - TOTAL 1836713 911087 925626
Orthodox 847390 416832 430558
Muslims (Islam) 590878 295843 295035
Catholics 6746 2828 3918
Christians 242579 119978 122601
Protestants 1313 638 675
Evangelists 678 334 344
Evangelical - Methodists 889 433 456
Jehovah’s Witnesses 1137 523 614
Not a believer (atheist) 8764 5146 3618
Did not plead 1964 1068 896
Others 1221 621 600
Unknown 894 505 389
gf:ﬁ‘lfiofg;’ﬁm the data is 132260 66338 65922

Source: State Statistical Office ‘Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the Re-

public of Macedonia 2021 (final data) (https://makstat.stat.gov.mk/PXWeb/pxweb/en/MakStat/
MakStat Popisi_ Popis2021 NaselenieVkupno Naselenie  EtnoKulturniKarakteristiki/
T1012P21.px/table/tableViewLayout2/?rxid=46ee0f64-2992-4b45-a2d9-cb4e5t7ecSef)

When comparing these results with those from the previous census of 2002,
the number of respondents who declared themselves as Orthodox in the 2021 cen-
sus is lower by about 19%. In addition to the reduced number of the population,
this situation was also influenced by the large number of citizens who declared
themselves only Christians (13.21%), without specifying which confessional
affiliation they belonged to.

Immediately after the publication of the census results, the Synod of the
MOC-OA issued its statement and position regarding the listed religious affili-
ation of “Christians”. In doing so, the Synod expressed disagreement with the
applied methodology, pointing out that the category of “religious affiliation” did
not differentiate between affiliation to a religion (Christianity, Islam, Judaism,
and others), to a confessional affiliation (Orthodox Christianity, Sunni Islam,
Hasidic Judaism, etc.), a Church or religious communities/groups (Macedonian
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Orthodox Church, Islamic religious community, Jewish community, etc.)!.
Hence, the Synod of the MOC-OA considered the presented results of the census,
specifically in the section dealing with religious affiliation, to be irrelevant, be-
cause they did not reflect the real state concerning religious affiliations in Mace-
donia. At the same time, they pointed out that the established number of “Chris-
tians” which included 13.4% of the population, represented a “serious statistical
error”'. This announcement of the MOC-OA was followed by the media state-
ment of the Commission for Relations with Religious Communities and Groups,
highlighting that: “The results of the conducted population census in the section
on the religious affiliation of the citizens do not correspond to the real religious
map on the ground, and this is conditioned by two factors, namely the percentage
of 13.21% declared as Christians, which is a religious affiliation that incorporates
religion through the denominations, as well as 7.2% of citizens for whom detailed
census information was not entered.”'> According to the Commission, this kind
of presentation of the religious affiliation of the population in the Republic of
North Macedonia would create a vague representation of the religious map of the
country. They also indicated that, according to the Unified Court Register, there
were 42 registered religious entities, which belonged to different religions that the
results did not adequately represent. At the end of the statement, the Commission
pointed out that it was not consulted by the State Statistical Office, in the phase of
defining the methodology for implementation of the census.

Following numerous public reactions, the State Statistical Office issued its
announcement in which it stated that the census questionnaire was prepared on
the basis of international recommendations and standards for conducting popu-
lation censuses'®. Moreover, in relation to the enumerated religious affiliation of
“Christians”, the announcement indicated that, based on the Code of Codes for
Census Questions, which was applied in realizing the census, a separate code for
“Christians” had been assigned based on the appearance of this religious affilia-
tion in earlier censuses. However, it remains unclear what previous censuses did
this refer to, considering that no such religious affiliation had been enumerated in
the results of the latest census of 2002.

13 Svet arhierejski sinod na MOC-OA, Announcement, Macedonian Orthodox Church - Arch-
diocese of Ohrid [website], 01 April 2022, <http://www.mpc.org.mk/vest.asp?id=7595>,
accessed 10 February 2023

14 Tbid

15 Commission for Relations with Religious Communities and Groups, ‘Press Release’, Commis-
sion for Relations with Religious Communities and Groups [website], 31.03.2022, < https://
www.kovz.gov.mk/ns-newsarticle-izjava-za-mediumite.nspx>, accessed 15 February 2023

16  “JIC3: Bepckure 3aeaHUIM Oca 3all03HACHH CO IMPAIIATHUKOT 3a MOMKHCOT, Oelie o0jaBeH
jaBuo’, Hoea Maxkeoonuja, 01.04.2022, <https://www.novamakedonija.com.mk/makedoni-
ja/dsz-verskite-zaednici-bea-zapoznaeni-so-prashalnikot-za-popisot-beshe-objaven-javno/>,
accessed 20 February 2023
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F Tabel a 4. Vkupno nasel eni e na Republ i ka Makedoni ja spored i zjasnuvaweto za
veroi spovedta, po pol
nonwc Table 4. Total population of the Republic of Macedonia according to declaration by
2002 religion, by sex
Veroi spoved
Religion
vkupno pravo- |musl i-mani kato- protes- osta-
sl avni (i sl am) lici tanti nati
Total |Orthodox| M0%€™S | caingics | P15 | other
(Islamic) tants
Republ i ka Makedoni ja 2022547 1310184 674015 7008 520 30820 |Republic of Macedonia
ma’ i 1015377 654630 341441 3156 241 15909 male
* eni 1007170 655554 332574 3852 279 14911 female
Skopje 467257 343197 109954 2457 216 11433 |Skopje
ma* i 229485 166504 55839 1037 96 6009 male
* eni 237772 176693 54115 1420 120 5424 female
Gazi Baba 72222 54242 15968 248 14 1750 Gazi Baba
ma’ i 36177 26995 8176 105 8 893 male
* eni 36045 27247 7792 143 6 857 female
Bul a~ani 1104 1104 Bula~ani
ma’ i 582 582 male
* eni 522 522 - - female
| dri zovo 1589 691 892 1 5 Idrizovo
ma® i 821 342 473 1 5 male
* eni 768 349 419 - - female

Source: State Statistical Office ‘Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the Republic
of Macedonia 2002 (final data) (https://www.stat.gov.mk/Publikacii/knigaX.pdf)

In the SSO announcement, it was also stated that the religious communities
in the Republic of North Macedonia had been familiar with the preparations for
the Census, before its practical realization. At the same time, it was stated that
during the preparation of the Census, under the auspices of the Minister of For-
eign Affairs, a meeting had been held, which was attended by the director and
deputy director of the SSO, the heads of all religious communities in the Republic
of North Macedonia, as well as the director of the Commission for Relations with
Religious Communities and Religious Groups, and the director of the Agency
for Emigration. However, despite the fact that only the heads of the three largest
religious communities in the country attended this meeting, it remains unclear
whether, in addition to the requested support for the self-enumeration process
of the Macedonian diaspora, which was the main topic of this meeting, the par-
ticipants also discussed the applied methodology, that is, the formulation of the
question about religious affiliation'’.

17 State Statistical Office, ‘Religious communities with strong support for the process of
self-enumeration of the Macedonian diaspora’, State Statistical Office [website], 3 May 2021,
<https://popis2021.stat.gov.mk/HacnoBu/Bepckure-3aeJHULIN-CO-CHUITHA-TIOAAPIIKA-3a-
MPOIIeCOT-HA-CaMOTIONHUIITY Bathe-Ha-MaKeTIOHCKaTa-1ujacnopa/>, accessed 10 March 2023
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Methodological Approach

In terms of research methodology, this research is defined as a qualitative
study. The method which used for collecting empirical data in this paper was
on-line individual interview. The applied research design was cross-sectional'®,
since the collection of empirical evidence was performed in a precisely deter-
mined time interval (between June 10 and July 20, 2022). The collected empirical
evidence makes the creation of “relevant notion in depth” of the perception and
explanation of the changes by the researched population possible."

It is important to underline that the semi-structured interview was focused
on perceptions of the respondents concerning the question in 2021 Census about
religion. The interview comprised 10 questions that referred to the data on reli-
gious affiliation from the 2021 Census, the consultation of religious communities
regarding the question of religious affiliation, the impact of the formulation of the
religious affiliation question on the data obtained, as well as possible consequences
of the obtained data for their religious communities.

The sample for this research has been purposive stratified and composed of
a total of 15 respondents, of which one female and 14 males. All respondents in
the sample had completed at least higher education (one had PhD in Pedagogical
Sciences; seven PhD in Theology; two had master's degrees, four had completed
higher theological education and one had graduated in economics).

The respondents reported that they belonged to the following religious
collectivities: Macedonian Orthodox Church — Archdiocese of Ohrid; Catholic
Church; Islam Religious Community; United Methodist Church; Jewish commu-
nity; Evangelical Church in Macedonia; Christian Church of the Voice of God;
Evangelical Protestant Church Christian community TRINITAS; Evangelical Ca-
thedral Church in Macedonia; Protestant. The respondents performed different
positions or functions within the religious community that they belonged to: an
elder in a religious community; President — Pastor; Pastor; Priest; Professor.

Interviews in the sample were completed electronically. All interviewees were
guaranteed anonymity, as well as adequate protection of the information provided
and, of course, their storage, processing, and interpretation, i.e. presentation. In
order to protect the anonymity of the interviewees, all interviews were numbered,
and all quotes provided with the number of the interviewee (in brackets).

The applied method of qualitative data analysis was thematic analysis of the
responses collected by means of the semi-structured interviews. In fact, “thematic
analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes)

18  A.Bryman, Social Research Methods, Oxford University Press, 2012, p.59
19  W.L.Newman, Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, Pearson
New International Edition, Seventh Edition, Pearson Education Limited, 2014, p.44.
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within collected empirical data”®. Thematic analysis of the dataset was directed
on the generation of data themes. The approach applied to the data was inductive,
as we generated the codes, categories, and themes from the interviews. Based on
the thematic analysis of the data, the following themes were defined: Confusion
over the category of “Christians”; Inadequate formulation of the question about
religious affiliation; Stating a question (sub-question) about confessional affilia-
tion or religious community; and Lack of accurate presentation of the situation
with religious affiliation.

The thematic analysis of the dataset shows that concerning some topics (cat-
egories), a saturation, or greater degree of repetition occurred, while in others it
was not the case, which is followed when the answers are highlighted.

Data Analysis
Confusion over the category of “Christians”

The confusion occurred due to the respondents’ responses regarding their
views on religious affiliation data from the 2021 Census. Despite the fact that
none of the questions in the interview referred to the category of “Christians”,
which occurred in the results of the Census, almost all respondents emphasized
their confusion regarding the occurrence of this category of believers. However,
this position of the respondents is not a surprise, if one takes into account that
after the publication of the results of the Census, the reactions of the religious
communities, to the greatest extent, related precisely to the occurrence of the cat-
egory “Christians” in the results. Such indignation on the part of the respondents
was clearly reflected in their attitude regarding the data on religious affiliation: “A
non-existent religious category is being created, better said, undefined” (9); “I am
confused by the category of Christian, and then Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant
are also mentioned. These are all Christians. Why this pointless differentiation?
Christian, ok, then which branch of Christianity. The same would be unreason-
able for the Islamic religious community, if all other subcategories were listed
on the census.” (3); “It is not completely clear to which religion and religious
community belonged the believers listed as Christians” (6). At the same time,
some of the respondents indicated that the interviewers were not well versed
in the technique and options for registering religious affiliation: “If the options
include all the present Christian denominations (Orthodox, Catholic...), then it
is wrong to have the general term “Christian” as an option. In this case, confes-
sions and religions are mixed. It causes confusion - because people think that
the general religious faith should be stated, not the specific faith...” (2); “...the
interviewers were not trained enough to provide additional explanations™ (11).

20 V. Braun and V. Clarke, ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, Qualitative Research in
Psychology [online journal] no.3, 2006, < https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1191/
1478088706qp0630a>, accessed 27 March 2023
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Also, some of the respondents, precisely because of this category was being
listed, questioned the accuracy of the data regarding religious affiliation. In doing
so, some of the respondents indicated that within the category of “Christians”,
the answers of citizens belonging to the Orthodox religious community had been
included in the largest percentage: “A statistical error occurred involving 242,579
respondents, or 13.4% of the total number of the enumerated citizens belonging
to the Christian religion” (2); “During the census, a category of Christians, which
is not defined, appeared, taking up no less than 13 percent and I think that this
number had largely occurred on account of the Orthodox™ (14); “A substantial
mistake was made by registering a part of the population as Christians, with-
out specifying their confessional affiliation. It is my personal conviction that this
portion of the population consists of Orthodox Christians” (10).

Inadequate Formulation of the Question about Religious Affiliation

This theme is differentiated from the opinion of the respondents regarding
the reason for the appearance of the category “Christians” in the Census results.
In doing so, almost all the respondents pointed out that the way in which the
question of religious affiliation had been formulated had a key influence on the
citizens’ responses: “The answer depends on the question. An imprecise question
cannot lead to a precise answer, which in statistical calculations is of exceptional
importance. The excuse that it is supposedly the most democratic way, which
excludes any influence in the declaration, is untenable, and it is not present in
the most democratic countries. An imprecise question leads to different answers
that speak about the same affiliation in a different way, so the answer can refer
to religion, religious affiliation or a religious community.” (7); “If the question
had been asked in a way that could specifically target religious affiliation, faith,
and affiliation to a particular Church or religious community, this kind of mistake
would certainly have been avoided.”(2); “A distinction should be made between
an ‘open-ended question’ and an ‘incorrectly formulated question.” The “open
form” cannot be an apology for imprecise and vaguely defined questions.”(1);
“The improperly formulated question, which is in a way a trick question, so that a
large number of Catholics are registered as Christians or otherwise.”(10).

Also, a large part of the respondents indicated that, in addition to the wording
of the question concerning religious affiliation, the confusing form of open-ended
question with the options of religious affiliation being previously listed, had had
a great impact on the citizens’ answers. According to the respondents, the pos-
sibility of self-declaration was not immediately pointed out by the interviewers,
and it was not clearly stated among the options offered in the registration form:
“The form was not open at all so that everyone could register at their own will. The
self-declaration option was hidden under “other”, with many of the enumerators
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not knowing how to reach it, forcing people to choose one of the options already
offered. The open form offering the option of being a Christian or a member
of some specific registered Christian religious community was confusing, when
there was just one category for Muslims and one for Jews.” (15). Additionally,
and within this topic, part of the respondents again pointed out the insufficient
training of enumerators regarding the question of religious affiliation: “I have
knowledge that even members of the clergy of the MOC managed to be registered
as Orthodox, and not merely Christians, after a long persuasion with the enumer-
ators.”(5); “Furthermore, during the census it was discovered that only after the
‘other’ option was selected, a new field would open that would allow entries, but
without spaces or hyphens. Unfortunately, many enumerators did not know about
this option and many times we explained over the phone how to reach that option,
which in many cases did not have a positive outcome.” (15)

The negative impact of the formulation of the question on the census results,
that is, the limited possibility of an appropriate declaration, was particularly em-
phasized by the respondents who belonged to the Evangelical-Protestant religious
communities. According to them, the Census was discriminatory for the believers
who belonged to these religious communities, especially due to the lack of oppor-
tunity for their free expression: “The question of religious affiliation was not in
an open form when it came to evangelical Protestant Christians and did not allow
for an open declaration among evangelical Protestant Christians, determining in
advance, and discriminatingly so, a choice between ‘Protestants’, ‘Evangelicals’
and ‘Christians’.” (9); “I will not agree that the question concerning religious
affiliation was in an open form, especially for persons who belong to Evangeli-
cal-Protestant churches. I really don’t understand where such a statement came
from, by the people who are doing this research. How could the question be
considered open-ended when the offered alternatives were limited: ‘Protestants’,
‘Evangelicals’ and ‘Christians’.” (8).

Formulating the Question (Sub-question) about Confessional Affiliation or
Religious Community

In addition to expressing their position regarding the impact of the formula-
tion of the question about religious affiliation, almost all the respondents offered
alternative solutions for the formulation of this question. At the same time, the
respondents emphasized that, in addition to the question of religious affiliation,
another question should have followed, concerning the affiliation with a religious
community or confessional affiliation, with certain respondents suggesting that the
registered religious communities and religious groups in Macedonia should have
been listed: “Belonging to a religion, without an option for confessional affilia-
tion, is formally correct, but it does not provide complete statistical information.
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Therefore, the questionnaire should have contained special questions about re-
ligious affiliation, confessional affiliation and belonging to a certain Church or
religious community.”(11); “Everyone without exception should have been asked
a clear question concerning religious affiliation, followed by a clear question
concerning confessional affiliation, and finally, concerning their belonging to a
particular religious community.”’(10); “In addition to the religious affiliation, it
should have also included a question about denomination. For instance: 1. Chris-
tian; 2. Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant; and those with the Protestant affiliation
should have been given the opportunity to indicate their particular community or
group.” (8); “Constitutional religious communities should have been listed, with
others being included in the option: others” (3). Among some of the respondents,
the prevailing view was that no answers should be offered to the question of reli-
gious affiliation, which was indicated to be in the “open form”: “It would be best
if there were no predefined categories (Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Protestant,
etc.). Everyone to be listed as they declare, as he declares to be enrolled.... As
things were being set up, our members who lived out of the country did not have
the possibility of choosing and individual declaration. I have an example with
my son who was studying in Germany during the Census and failed to declare
himself Protestant in the online Census.” (9).

According to the respondents, with the aforementioned different formula-
tions of the question concerning religious affiliation, confusion among citizens
would have been avoided and precise data obtained: “The most precise and sim-
plest is for the question to refer to belonging to a religious community, according
to the register of religious communities and religious groups. Another option is
to leave the question as it was in the previous census, where a sub-question on
belonging to a specific confessional affiliation was mandatory. Once again, this
is not suggesting an answer or ‘closing the question’, but rather setting up clear
definitions and frameworks for accurately and unambiguously answering the
question posed.” (1).

The respondents supported this position by pointing out to the essential dif-
ferences, but also the inevitable correlation between the concepts of religion, con-
fession/denomination and religious community, hence the need to offer a specific
questions in order to provide accurate data for the population of Macedonia:”
Religious affiliation is almost always associated with a religious community, with
few exceptions. If the census question is formulated in such a way, there will be a
complete insight into how many members each religious community has, as well
as into religious affiliation.” (4); “If the question of religious affiliation is “open”,
it does not mean that it should not be clearly indicated whether it is a question of
“religious”, “confessional/denominational” affiliation or belonging to a specific
religious community, these are three separate things and their clear definition in
no way calls into question the freedom of the census respondents...” (1).
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Among the answers from which this theme was formed, the answers of the
respondents regarding their participation or consultation during the process of
preparing the census form were also noticeable. At the same time, all respondents
stated that neither they, nor any representative from their religious community
had been consulted by the SSO during the process of drafting the form:” What I
know is that there was some kind of a meeting in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
regarding the issue of the census in the diaspora, and this was due to the request
of the institutions to the religious communities, as influential and organized enti-
ties in the diaspora, to influence the Macedonian population there to participate in
the census, that is, to respond to the call for Census. Apart from this, as far as [ am
aware, there was no consultation with religious communities. If there was, then
the announcement of the Synod, ten days after the Census began, with an appeal
to the Orthodox to ask to be listed as “Orthodox Christians” would not have been
necessary.” (12); “I was not consulted, but I initiated insight and consultations
several months before the census. The EPI’s suggestions were verbally accepted
but never implemented in the final census forms.” (9); “But after the Evangeli-
cal-Protestant initiative last year, especially after the postponement of the census,
we were constantly in contact with the contact person from the Statistical Office
regarding the census option of Evangelical-Protestant Christian, and we were
assured that it would certainly be listed, they presumably made the request and
only the software company needed to fix it.” (8).

Lack of Accurate Presentation of the Situation with
Religious Affiliation

The attitudes and considerations based on which this theme was formed were
represented in the answers of all respondents. In the analysis of the answers, the
respondents were united by the position that the data on religious affiliation did
not provide a realistic representation of the number of believers, that is, they
gave a partially accurate representation of the number of believers:” The data
do not realistically represent the number of believers. I don’t think that in our
country any church/denomination agrees with the census results.” (7); “Obtaining
an inaccurate representation of the demographic situation in the country in the
domain in question.” (11). A part of the respondents refer again to the confusing
category of “Christians”, pointing out that this was the main reason for the lack
of accurate representation of the number of believers: “The representation is par-
tially accurate because it is not entirely clear to which denomination and religious
community the believers listed as Christians belong.” (2); “Simply, one does not
get a clear picture concerning the section on religious affiliation and confession-
al affiliations. A non-existent religious category was created, or better said, an
undefined one.” (4).
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Regarding this attitude, the respondents stated that the data obtained in this
way, in addition to not being useful to any of the religious communities, nor to the
state institutions, additionally put the rights of some of the religious communities
at risk: “The data is too imprecise, with too many omissions and deficiencies and
it is obvious that it does not reflect the real religious picture in the country. That
would simply mean the result is wrong. No one can seriously use the data today
because it cannot be considered reliable and is unusable, as it is.” (6); “Based on
these data, the state is enabled to create policies in the interest of the citizens. Un-
der these conditions, the state can create policies that refer to church and religious
communities, or believers in general, based on inadequate data for this group of
citizens.” (13); “Since in Macedonia, rights are linked to numbers, the census
confirms those numbers. This is how it turned out that some churches, religious
communities, or religious groups do not have confirmed believers in the census
at all, or they had very few, which could be used against them in the future, from
not granting them rights to revocation of registration.” (15).

Possible Consequences of the Inaccurate Presentation of the Religious
Affiliation of the Population in Macedonia

The answers upon which this theme was formed, among the largest number
of respondents, represented a complement to the positions and thoughts from
which the previous topic was formed. However, despite such structure of the an-
swers, highlighting possible consequences of the results on the religious structure
of the population was clearly noticeable: “Various religious groups will manip-
ulate the data if it is not accurate. The rights of certain groups can be denied if
their number is unrealistically represented.” (14); “It gives a wrong picture of
the religious affiliation of the population in Macedonia, and therefore the cen-
sus cannot serve as an instrument that would make it possible to correct certain
policies potentially beneficial for the entire society.” (3); “Tomorrow, someone
might refer to these results and demand rights, demand registration of some kind
of religious community, demand building of temples, etc.” (12).

A particular concern about the possible consequences of the data on religious
affiliation was evident among the respondents who belonged to the Orthodox re-
ligious community. Their concern stemmed from the significant decrease in the
number of citizens who belonged to this religious community, which, according
to them, was a consequence of the recording of the category of “Christians” in
the Census: “It is possible that the data from the last census will be misused and
shown as a decrease in the number of Orthodox Christians from the previous
census, which, of course, in my opinion, is due to inappropriate data.” (5); “An
unrealistic representation of the number of certain confessions and denominations,
and thus the openness to manipulate them in the social and political sense.” (1).
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Considering the remarks and irregularities that were highlighted in the previ-
ous topics, the reactions of the respondents who belonged to the Evangelical-Prot-
estant religious communities regarding the consequences of the census data were
quite expected: “The consequences for the EPH are not only possible, but already
being suffered. First, we have been deprived of the right guaranteed by many
world conventions, charters and the Macedonian Constitution. Second, as a con-
sequence of the discriminatory census, we all face two outcomes: a. the EPH does
not have a census-determined number according to which our mid-term and long-
term strategic planning, development and cooperation will be built; b. the EPH,
due to the ridiculous final numbers of the 2021 census, cannot be represented in
the bodies such as the Interreligious Council of Macedonia.” (6); “Since we did
not receive relevant information about the actual number of those who declared
themselves as EP Christians, we were deprived of the right to be represented in
state institutions, etc. For example, our initiative for the government to declare
October 31 as the Day of Reformation in the RNM and as a public holiday for
everyone belonging to the Evangelical-Protestant denomination was not accepted
simply because we were “few”. Really? In any case, there are more of us than the
Roman Catholics in the NM, or the Jewish religious community. But right, the
census (didn’t) showed that.” (9).

Conclusion

The long-awaited population census in Macedonia has been accompanied
with controversies during the preparations, implementation, and especially after
the publication of the results. Moreover, the data concerning religious affilia-
tion from this census caused negative reactions, confusion and mistrust among
the majority of religious communities in Macedonia. This situation was evident
during the process of conducting the census, and culminated after the census
results were announced. The reactions were to a large extent prompted by the
registration of the religious affiliation of “Christians”, which included 13.21% of
the population, as well as the recorded 7.2% of the “persons for whom the data
was taken from administrative sources” for whom it was not stated which religion
they belonged to. The reactions of the religious communities were also support-
ed by the Commission for Relations with Religious Communities and Groups,
pointing out that the results of the census on religious affiliation did not corre-
spond to the real situation in the population and stating that the Commission had
not been consulted during the preparation of the census form.
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From the analysis of the empirical material, the following concluding obser-
vations were formed:

In the answers of the respondents, regarding their position on the data on re-
ligious affiliation from the 2021 Census of Population, the confusion and resent-
ment caused by the registration of the category of “Christian” in the census results
was clearly highlighted. It was the registration of this category, according to the
majority of the respondents that called into question the accuracy and relevance
of data on the religious affiliation of the population. This position is followed by
the opinion of the respondents that the appearance of the category “Christians”
was a consequence of the inappropriate, that is, the insufficiently precise formu-
lation of the question concerning religious affiliation. At the same time, there was
a significant representation of the answers indicating the ambiguities and misun-
derstandings that arose due to the form of an open question, with options (choic-
es) of religious affiliation being previously stated, among which not all religious
communities were represented. According to the respondents, the possibility and
method of self-declaration were not clearly presented by the interviewers, and
this option was not easily available among the options (answers) offered in the
census form. In addition, the respondents pointed to the insufficient training of
the enumerators regarding the question of religious affiliation as a factor that had
negatively affected the entire process. Such ambiguities have had a particularly
negative impact on the opportunity for the members of the Evangelical-Protestant
religious communities to declare themselves.

When pointing out the negative impact of the formulation of the question
concerning religious affiliation, almost all the answers indicated alternative solu-
tions for the formulation of this question. In doing so, the respondents pointed out
that in order to avoid confusion during the declaration of citizens and to obtain
precise data, in addition to the question of religious affiliation, a question of be-
longing to a religious community or religion should follow. In addition, from the
presented answers, it can be seen that none of the respondents, nor any represen-
tative of their religious community, was consulted by the State Statistical Office
during the process of preparing the census form.

Based on the processed answers, we can state that all the respondents con-
sider that the census data on religious affiliation did not give a realistic picture
of the number of believers, that is, a partially accurate picture of the number
of believers. At the same time, the respondents indicate that, in addition to the
fact that such data are not applicable to religious communities, nor to state in-
stitutions, they represent a potential risk for the rights of some of the religious
communities. According to the given answers, it can be noted that the opinion
about the accuracy of the data on religious affiliation is accompanied by a large
representation of the answers in which the possible consequences of such results
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are emphasized. This concern was especially emphasized among the respondents
from the Orthodox religious community, as well as the respondents belonging to
the Evangelical-Protestant religious communities.

Finally, the analysis points to the conclusion that the inappropriate formula-
tion of the question on religious affiliation resulted in the recording of the catego-
ry “Christians”, which caused confusion among religious communities in Mace-
donia. Hence, such data, according to the religious communities, give a wrong
picture of the religious affiliation of the population in Macedonia, and carry a risk
for most of them. In that sense, in order to avoid such situations, in the future,
religious communities should be consulted when preparing the census form.
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