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TEXTS ARE A-CHANGING, ARE TIMES CATCHING UP? 
ON THE DIVERGENCE 

BETWEEN DISCOURSES OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN MACEDONIA 
 
 

Aleksandar Takovski1 
 
 

Abstract: By using discourse analysis as main analytic tool, the paper examines the 
competing conceptualizations of social change as manifested through the texts produced by 
the Macedonian Government, civil society organizations and Macedonian citizens, with 
focus on changes within the education discourse in Macedonia. In so doing, it tries to 
elaborate how power relations and power abuse both structure and determine the discourse 
with its adherent representations, roles and relations.  
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External testing. 
 
Introduction 
 

Social change is a complex phenomenon overflooded with different 
theoretisations and popular understandings which at times are neither compatible 
with nor aware of each other. Social theory for example, examines it in relation to 
its triggering mechanisms, structural determinants, processes and directions2. On 
the other hand, social actors, groups and institutions, not possessing the 
epistemological discourse as their semiotic resource, rely on different signifying 
sources and perceive social change in a different manner, which leads them, being 
led by different political motives, to discuss and evaluate social changes 
differently.  

Aware of this discrepancy, the paper examines the divergent discourses on 
social change as manifested through the texts produced by the Macedonian 
Government, civil society organizations and Macedonian citizens, with a focus on 
changes within the education discourse. In so doing, it uses a theoretical framework 
which includes social theory and some of its useful concepts, but relies mostly on 
Discourse Analysis (DA) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as linguistically 
framed studies of society which offer a more appropriate methodology for the 
primarily linguistic nature of the data analyzed.  
 
Sociological theories of social change 
 

Within sociological research, some of the re-occurring concepts related to 
social change are: contradictions (Marx, Eder), differentiation (Smith, Spenser, 

                                                           
1 South East European University, Tetovo, Macedonia 
2 Haferkamp, Hans. and Smelser, Neil J. “Introduction.” Social Change and Modernity. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992: 4-5. Print. 
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Durkheim, Marx), rationalisation (Weber), integration, conflict (Eder, Smelser and 
Eisensdtat) and internationalisation (Marx, Lenin, Smelser).3  

Thus, Marx sees changes as arising from contradictions and conflicts, based 
on differentiation of economic and social positions. On the other hand, Weber sees 
rationalisation as the guiding principle of labour division that brought 
unprecedented societal changes4. On a different note, Eder5 speaks of contradiction 
as underlying both differentiation and rationalization, and also as a mechanism that 
initiates or continues communication, which in turn initiates a sequence of change6. 
The idea relates to Discourse Analysis (DA) and Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA) in the process of understanding of social change, whereby changes are 
related to language use as a form of both discursive and social practice. Therefore, 
it is highly important to study language in this context, as DA and CDA do.  
 
Discourse Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis  
 

DA as theory of social change 
Developing a linguistic model for studying social change, Fairclough7 asserts 

that language changes both reflect and initiate social and institutional changes at 
large. In this respect, he identifies: a) changes in the discursive events and b) 
changes in the societal order of discourse. The latter are guided by three broad 
tendencies: democratization, which reduces and eliminates overt power markers of 
asymmetry, commodification, by which reconceptualisation and restructuring of 
certain social domains in terms of commodity production, distribution and 
consumption is achieved.8 Commodification is additionally explained as an 
“application of means-end rationality to discourse which makes it more 
bureaucratic”,9 and which is achievable by the third tendency – technologisation of 
discourse. Here, “instrumental rationality is applied in the reshaping of discursive 
practices in order to improve performativity”.10 This tendency may be interpreted 
                                                           
3 All summarized in Haferkamp, H. and Smelser, N. J. (Eds). Social Change and 
Modernity. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992: 1-12. Print.  
4 Weber, Max. “Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology”. G. Roth 
and W. Claus (Eds). Berkley: University of California Press, 1978. Print. 
5 Eder, Klaus. “Contradictions and social evolution: A theory of the social evolution of 
modernity.” Social Change and Modernity. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992: 
320-349. Print. 
6 Eder, Klaus. “Contradictions and social evolution: A theory of the social evolution of 
modernity.” Social Change and Modernity. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992: 
323. Print. 
7 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992. Print. 
8 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992: 2007. 
Print. 
9 Although not explicitly stated by Fairclough, the Weberian legacy in this idea of treating 
bureaucracy as particular case of goal oriented rationality imposed on organisation is more 
than evident.  
10 Fairclough, N. “Global Capitalism and critical awareness of language”. The Discourse 
Reader. Oxon: Routledge, 2006: 152. Print. 
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as serving the ends of reproducing dominance and unequal power relations in 
society. In this respect, it is CDA’s seminal role to carry out research aimed at 
exposing such power imbalance, and thus bringing about change.  

 
CDA as practice of social change  
CDA studies structure relationships of dominance and power as manifested 

by language in order to produce enlightenment and emancipation11 and also to 
“contribute to specific social changes in favour of the dominated groups”12. In this 
way, CDA is a problem oriented, multidisciplinary study the results of which 
should be accessible to experts in form of mediation, consultancy, education of 
professionals13 etc., and should be applied with the goal of changing social and 
discursive practices14. In the light of these ideas, this study analyzes the discursive 
constructions of change in a specific social domain: education. The general 
intention is to present it critically in the light of CDA ideas of power imbalance.  

 
Discourse model 

 
To pursue this end, I will use a model of discourse based on those developed 

by Norman Fairclough15 and Teun van Dijk16. Fairclough postulates a three-
dimensional model of discourse functioning as “text – discursive event – social 
practice” unity. The dimensions correspond to three levels of analysis: linguistic, 
discursive, and social, each of which analyses different, yet related aspects of 
discourse. One of the units of the linguistic analysis is the clause structure, where 
Fairclough maintains a Hallidayian multifunctional perspective observing that the 
choice a producer makes in creating and relating clauses reflects his signification of 
social relations, identities, and knowledge. The analysis of these structures then is 
an ideological analysis aimed at discovering how texts favour some relationships, 
some process types and agents and how all this relates to reproduction or challenge 
of power relations.  
 

                                                           
11 Wodak, Ruth. “What is CDA about? A summary of its history, important concepts and its 
developments”. Methods of critical discourse analysis. London: SAGE Publications, 2001: 
2-10. Print 
12 van Dijk, T.A. “Discourse and Power”. Hampshire and New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008: 7. Print.  
13 Ibid: 23-27. 
14 Wodak, Ruth. “What is CDA about? A summary of its history, important concepts and its 
developments”. Methods of critical discourse analysis. London: SAGE Publications, 2001: 
7. Print. 
15 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992. Print. 
16 van Dijk, T. A. “The study of discourse”. Discourse as structure and process, Volume 1. 
London: SAGE Publications, 1997: 1-34. Print.; “Critical discourse analysis”. The 
Handbook of discourse analysis. Blackwell Publishers, 2001: 352-371. Print.; “Discourse 
and Power”. Hampshire and New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008. Print. 
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The discursive analysis of the text-in-interaction is focused on aspects of text 
production, distribution and consumption in terms of: force of utterance, 
coherence, and intertextuality. Intertextuality is in turn broken into two other 
categories: manifest intertextuality, and constitutive intertextuality or 
interdiscursivity, whereby textual heterogeneity is due not to the presence of other 
texts but of the conventions typical of other genres, discourses, styles, and activity 
types17.  

The social analysis of discourse largely focuses on two questions: a) an 
account and analysis of the social matrix (the wider network of social practices, 
relations, and structures constituting the general context of the discursive practice), 
and b) questions of ideology and hegemony. In respect of the first, it is discourse 
analytical task to specify the nature of the social practice of which the discursive 
practice is a part. Holding a firm Gramscian position, Fairclough maintains that 
hegemony as power is never fully achieved, and hence it is an object of continuous 
struggle, in which ideologies are significations of reality that reproduce or 
challenge power relations and domination. In this respect, the analytical task is to 
account for the ideological, hegemonic effects of discourse upon social identities, 
relations, and knowledge18. 

It is exactly in this respect that van Dijk’s model diverges mostly from 
Fairclough’s, apart from the socio-cognitive nature of van Dijk’s model. Thus, 
instead of hegemonic power struggle, van Dijk19 emphasises the cases of power 
abuse and domination, which is a more readily applicable case at hand.  

Another applicable aspect of van Dijk’s model is his differentiation between 
local context (setting of the event, participants and their communicative and social 
roles and intentions) and global context (relation of the communicative event to the 
organisational and institutional actions and procedures). This division provides the 
frames for two levels of social analysis: a micro-level, concerned with social 
situations, action, actors, and societal structures20, and a macro-level, concerned 
with power abuse and domination.  

Drawing on the two models, I shall do a three-part analysis (linguistic, 
discursive and social) with somewhat less attention paid to the linguistic analysis, 
and more focus paid to the intertextual and interdiscursive text production, how 
these textual processes relate to other institutional and social process (social matrix 
in Fairclough’s and global context in van Dijk’s term), and how these texts 
reproduce and/or challenge dominant ideology.  
 
 
                                                           
17 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992:85. 
Print. 
18 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992:86-96. 
Print. 
19 Van Dijk, T.A. “Discourse and Power”. Hampshire and New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008. Print.  
20 Van Dijk, T.A. “Multidisciplinary CDA: a plea for diversity”. Methods of critical 
discourse analysis. London: SAGE Publications, 2001: 115-118. Print.  
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Data analysis 
 

This model will be applied to three sets of empirical data: a) informal 
interviews focused on the text(s) about “changes in education”, and b) a news 
agency interview with the Macedonian Prime Minister in which he speaks about 
changes in many social domains, among which the newly introduced education 
reform of “external testing”, and c) the objections to this disciplinarian technique 
of examination21 by the Youth Education Forum (YEF), as manifested in new 
releases, articles, analysis and a petition.  

 
Interview summary  
Informal interviews with professors, teachers and parents were carried out to 

examine the selected topic of “changes in education”. The interview focused on 
ideas and arguments people use to construct the “changes in education” text and to 
explore to what other texts, and what other processes and structures it is related to 
and what ideology was recognized as operating underneath.  

During the interview, many of the interviewees pointed to the poor quality of 
pupils’ knowledge, which was explicated by lack of parental care, by reduced 
scope and depth of learning materials, unmotivated/ing teachers, and the dying 
habit of reading due to computerisation. All these factors were also used as 
intertextual building blocks in the accounts of the disastrous level of school 
education, evidenced among other things, by the low thirty percent baccalaureate 
passing margin. This devastating practice was related to the paradox involved in 
the Macedonian Law on obligatory high school education22 which, by stating that 
secondary education is obligatory, aims at increasing the number of educated 
citizens. 

Some concerns in regard to the worsening quality of high education are: 
lowered University admission requirements, a shift from knowledge based to skill 
tailored curricula, lowered level of extracurricular knowledge, lower assessment 
criteria, and alike. These phenomena were commented on in the light of various 
causes and underlying ideologies. For example, the increased number of 
universities was perceived as a capitalistic rat race for profit, a goal unattainable 
without the supporting ideology of the importance of education as a key to both 
personal and societal success. This goal cannot be accomplished without the 
underlying process of what Fairclough terms “commodification of the educational 
discourse”23, whereby education becomes a manufacturing industry producing 
“knowledgeable” and “capable” employment subjects. Thus, students become 
hireable products of education and means of production at once, in the process that 

                                                           
21 Foucault, Michel. “Discipline and Punish: The Birth of Prison”, 2nd ed. New York: 
Vintage Books, 1995. Print. 
22 MON. “Law on secondary education”. Ministry of Education of RM. Web. August 2013. 
‹http://www.mon.gov.mk/images/pdf/› 
23 Fairclough, Norman. Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992:207-
215. Print. 
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transforms them into a commodity exchangeable between the educational and the 
labour segment. In this discursive process of producing subjects, the educational 
institutions have also transformed themselves into competing industries, which in 
order to survive have minimised the demands on the students, thus affecting the 
quality of the process of education.  

Among the many concerns expressed by interviewees was the recently 
introduced reform of “external testing” for elementary and high school pupils, who 
in addition to the grades gained throughout the year were tested on two randomly 
picked subjects with tests created and administered by the Ministry of Education, 
the general goal of the process being to identify discrepancies in quality assessment 
and thus ensuring a better quality of education. The reform was executed in an 
unsatisfactory manner, which caused lava of citizens’ reactions that were defied by 
the Government. One such attempt is an interview with the Prime minister who is 
both talking of his position on the issue at hand and is also representative of 
Government’s discourse on change in general.  

 
To test or not to test: A hegemonic struggle 
The Prime Minister opens the appropriately titled interview “Knowledge, 

skills and standard will bring progress”24, explaining the phrase “increasing 
standards” as a process of passing laws and reforms25 that will solve citizens’ 
problems like: more professional administration, independent judicial system, and 
more just-full school assessment, brought about in this case by the reform of 
external testing, the purpose of which, according to the minister is “putting an end 
to the era “of an unjust full assessment started in the 90s by the nouveau-riches.26 

The reforms according to the prime minister aim to reinstall a system which 
values professional development and knowledge acquisition as an indispensible 
instrument of personal and societal progress. As exemplified by him, “it is a rule in 
all professions that whoever wants to make progress must learn”, and “our success 
can only depend on knowledge and skills.”  

Some of the most recognisable linguistic features of the recurrent theme 
“education is everything” present in the interview is the use of phrases like 
“standards are changing”, “the testing will only become better”, “it is a rule that 
whoever wants to succeed”, “professional improvement will bring progress”; when 
change is being spoken about. 

By way of multifunctional clause analysis one may see that the absence of 
agency makes the propositions somewhat factual, as if the clauses were objective 
testimonials of ongoing, unalterable reality. The only identifiable agents of the 
actions are non-human subjects like laws (ex: “laws and decisions that will make 
                                                           
24 Gruevski, Nikola. Netpress. “The knowledge, the skills and the standards will bring 
progress”, 7 Jul. 2013. Web. August 2013. ‹http://www.netpress.com.mk/mk/› 
25 Although the Prime Minister does not speak of changes per se, it may be assumed that 
reforms, as processes of institutionalised changes inevitably cause changes in both social 
and discursive practice.  
26 By way of contextual implication, one can easily infer the referent of the phrase being the 
Government’s political adversary – the Social Democratic Party. 
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people feel happier and solve their problems”, “the law states that any trained 
employee will be financially rewarded” or “the new law forbids employment 
without prior testing”, etc.), implying the very impartial role of the Government as 
a bureaucratic institution facilitating the necessary ongoing process of (positive) 
change. On the other hand, personal clauses like “in the process, we attracted many 
enemies”, “we faced serious critique”, and “we are aware that the reforms demand 
victims”, ideationally create a military metaphoric frame whereby the opposition is 
represented as irrational (“they hysterically screamed”), and the Government as the 
true Samaritans who suffered ungrounded criticism for their well intended, 
righteous decisions.  

Ideologically speaking, the whole discourse on education is based on the 
belief in the paramount socio-economic significance of education. The idea seems 
problematic because on the one hand, there is a general determination towards the 
increase of quality of education, on the other there is a general dissatisfaction with 
the quality of education. Also, there is the initiative to make education obligatory 
and available to everyone, thus building a knowledge society, and yet pupils 
graduate with minimal outcome and knowledge. These are just some of the 
discrepancies between the Government discourse on education and people’s 
discourse. I shall finish the examiniation of discrepancies by analysing the reaction 
to what the Government has termed as an irreversible27 reform of “external testing” 
and which has been uneasily accepted by citizens, whose views are well informed 
and voiced by the Youth Educational Forum (YEF). 

Basically, the YEF tries to negotiate an improvement of the project, by 
suggesting that the Government should not officialise the testing results and should 
announce it as a pilot project. This, YEF believes, will alleviate students from fear 
and pressure, and teachers from the “imposed institutional clench”28. The reasons 
underlying such suggestion are threefold: technical failure, breaking legal 
framework and problematic goals of the process.29  

Commenting the two goals of the testing as stated by the Ministry of 
Education – to enable students to see what they really know, and to provide 
teachers with opportunities to test the objectivity of their assessment30 – YEF 
observes that in the absence of logical and explicit explanation of how the goals so 
articulated would contribute to the quality of the educational process, the only 

                                                           
27 The repetitive use of the attribute is a signal of Government” uncompromising position 
on the issue.  
28 In this phrasing by YEF makes it is hard to miss the disciplinarian nature of the process 
in Foucault”s sense, as he in Dicipline and Punishment succisintly explains that the 
technique of examination which combines surveilance and sanction is a normative one that 
enables classification and punishment, in which the display of power is realated to 
establishing the truth (Foucault, 1995, pp.184-194). 
29 All arguments expounded can be found on www.mof.mk and www.radiomof.mk, the 
specific documents used are listed in the reference list.  
30 State Testing Center. “Handbook for External Testing”. Retrieved from Nova 
Makedonija, online news. Web. August 2013. ‹http://novamakedonija. 
com.mk/dodatoci/eksterno› 
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discernible goal seems to be assessing the degree of objectivity of the teaching 
staff31. 

 In terms of breaking the legal frames, YEF points to several weaknesses, 
such as: breaking legislative procedures, situations undefined by the law, the law 
being discriminatory towards teachers of obligatory subjects, etc. The objections 
based on technical failure in execution are more numerous, some of them being: 
tests spilled into public, computer system failure, test questions that were not part 
of the curriculum, and so on32. 

 In this respect YEF has suggested number of legal steps that citizens could 
undertake like: addressing the issues to the institutions in charge, boycotting the 
issuance of grade certificates, and organising a petition which demands announcing 
the testing a pilot project33. Prior to and at the time of the petition, the Minister of 
Education, Mr. Spiro Ristevski, has continuously repeated the Government’s 
uncompromising rejection of the idea on the grounds of the project’s success34, but 
has also officially declared that he would be “open for suggestions only in respect 
to overcoming technical challenges”35. The petition was signed by little over than 
twenty five thousand citizens, but to no avail, since according to the minister, “it is 
a late reaction”36. 
 
Some concluding remarks 
 

What can be observed from this obvious situation of power imbalance is that 
although the reform is seen as change potential on both sides, the consequences of 
its implementation are differently evaluated and represented by the two competing 
discourses and their underlying ideologies. It is clear that YEF’s discourse openly 
challenges the Government’s power-based representation of change as happening 
and as positive, by various discursive means (news releases, conferences, analysis, 
petition), but it has failed in its critically discursive attempts to undermine and 
change the totalitarian hegemony of the Government. One speculative 
interpretation of the failure may be sought in the larger context (the social matrix in 
Fairclough terms) that illustrates the total power abuse on the part of the 

                                                           
31 YEF. “Analysis and recommendations: External testing in the schools in Macedonia.” 
YEF. Jun. 2013. Web. August 2013. ‹http://www.mof.mk/mofmk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/06/.pdf› 
32 Radio MOF. “10 Absurds of the external testing”. Jun. 2013. Web. August 2013. 
‹http://www.radiomof.mk/ › 
33 Radio MOF “Survey: Would you acknowledge a imperfect external testing?” July 2013. 
Web. August 2013. ‹http://www.radiomof.mk/ › 
34 Ristovski, Spiro. “The external testing was successful, hope next year will be even more 
successful”, interview with the Minister of Education, Mr. Spiro Ristovski, Tocka. 28 Jun. 
2013. Web. August 2013. ‹http://tocka.com.mk/1/› 
35 Makfax.“The external testing will not be a pilot project”, Jul. 2013. Web. August 2013. 
‹http://makfax.com.mk/313426/› 
36 A1 ON. “Ministry of Education: MOF was late with the reaction”, 23 Jul. 2013. Web. 
August 2013. ‹http://a1on.mk/wordpress/archives/›. 
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Government, examples of which are endless: the costly and scandalous project 
“Skopje 2014”, the passing of the annual budget with no parliamentary debate, the 
control over almost all media, to name but a few.  

In this respect, one can easily see that there is a strong bureaucratic tendency 
to impose institutional changes that are argumentatively challenged, but one can 
also easily observe the overall contradictions, textual, interactional, and 
ideological. And yet, these contradictions are somewhat different than what theory 
states since they bear neither (positive) change potential, nor initiate 
communication.  

 Finally, the whole discourse of social change, one example of which is 
education, is perplexed with signs of difference – positive evaluation versus 
negative, the big vision of future progress versus problematic details like technical 
obstacles, depending on the text producers. More importantly, it is overwhelmed 
with signs of power abuse like naturalizing the ideology of education’s importance. 
At times, this dominant voice is being challenged, proving that discourse on change 
is also a site of struggle, although not always successful. What seems problematic 
in these opposing representations is that reality cannot follow two texts, and since 
their synthesis has practically shown to be impossible, it remains to be discursively 
and politically contested regardless of the disheartening circumstances.  
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