Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia:

On the myth and hatred: Whose mother is Jewish 

Assertions that in Serbia there have never been manifestations of xenophobia and anti-Semitism, or persecutions of political opponents belong to a narcissistic myth of "heavenly people." 
In the immediate post-5 October developments the following graffiti, probably as an ultimate insult or a gesture of retribution, was written on a building in Krunska street "Kostunica's mother is Jewish..." Then posters with swastikas and ugly messages of hatred and intolerance towards Jews and Roma were found on doors of cinema Rex (hosting an exhibition on Roma), on the building housing Jewish Municipality, on the sinagogue and on several tombstones of the Jewish cemetery. Several days later similar posters were found in Sombor. 

Public opinion was shocked. Even Yugoslav President, Kostunica, apologised to Roma and Jews. Many shrugged of the whole event by saying that Serbs have never been intolerant or inclined to anti-Semitism. Assertions that in Serbia there have never been manifestations of xenophobia and anti-Semitism, or persecutions of political opponents belong to a narcissistic myth of "heavenly people." 

DOCUMENTS: There are historic documents confirming that for example Karadjordje instructed local authorities to "expel the Jews." However the 1830 hatisherif decree accorded to Jews equal rights. That act spoke of tolerance of Turks. This decision was confirmed by Count Milos. Due to bias and intolerance of local authorities Count Milos exempted Jews from local bodies authority. In his book "Times of Disgrace," sociologist Laslo Sekelj wrote that merchants launched an anti-Jewish campaign after Milosevic's departure from Serbia, in 1839. This study provided us with invaluable information on anti-Semitism in Serbia. We, for example, learn that due to the 1845/46 ban on Jewish settlement in the interior of Serbia (Sabac, Smederevo, etc.), 2,000 of them re-settled in Belgrade. 

Nine years later, a merchant-led anti-Jewish campaign was launched in Serbia on grounds of alleged "disloyal competition" compounded by religious and other prejudices?! During Count Mihajlo's rule the government passed a decree on banishment of 60 Jewish families from the interior of the country. There were also reported murders of Jews and forcible conversions. Under pressure of international community the decree was repealed. Several anti-Jewish laws remained in force until 1888; only the 1888 Constitution accorded Jews civil equality. 

Here we encounter another myth or prejudice: in the Ottoman empire Jews and Roma had a more favourable position than in the majority of European states: they enjoyed all civil rights, duties and liberties, and were in that respect equal to other subjects of the same social category. The Ottoman authorities were very tolerant of all religions. 

FASCISM: In the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth century Roma remained an osctracised, marginal group, and anti-Semitic campaigns and incidents were rampant. Such incidents were spearheaded by the Popular Party and their slogan: We shall not yield Serbia to Jews! Right-wing groups continued to publicly accuse Jews of all ills and evils, and went as far to maintain that "Zagreb Jews were the prime movers of the Croat separatism." In the Thirties dailies "Vreme" and "Balkan" called on the boycott of the Jewish shops. Laslo Sekelj writes that in the Thirties anti-Semitism campaign was spearheaded by the Serb fascism. Then ideologues of the Serb fascism, similarly to their present-day counter-parts, saw conspiracy as the cause of every evil. Even then the 'scapegoat' was Jewish-Masonic conspiracy. All the political opponents of Fascism, from the Russian Bolshevics to Anglo-Americans, were considered "puppets" of the world Jewry. In 1943 Ljotic reduces the entire modern history to "history of a growing Jewish influence." Sekelj mentions Georgije Pavlovic and Milorad Mojic as chief disseminators of a thesis that "banking, trade and industry of Yugoslavia is in the firm grip of Jewish capitalists," and "in their policy of subjugation of nations Jews use their traditional means...have divided our people into political parties through democracy ---and through communism and Masonic movement have led our people to the brink of ruination." 

Episcope Nikolaj Velimirovic belonged to this school of though. In that period two editions of "Protocols of Zion Elders" were printed in Belgrade (anonymous publisher titled the two editions "Who undermines the mankind?" and "Protocols of Zion Elders"). On the eve of WW2 the state-led anti-Semitism peaked in Serbia. Cvetkovic-Macek government in 1940 passed anti-Jewish laws, namely a Decree on Enrolment of Students of Jewish Origins regulated admission quotas for Jewish secondary school pupils and students. So-called Numerus Clausus (of 0,5%) Law was also introduced. It regulated that number of pupils and students could not be superior to % share of Jews in total population. Under that law only 108, instead of previous 7,000, pupils and students of Jewish descent were admitted to secondary schools and universities! Added to that Jews were banned from engaging in certain activities (wholesale trade in staple food produce). Jews were discriminated in the army although many of them were brave soldiers on the Serbian side in the Balkans wars and the WW1 (see a monument to those fighters in the Jewish cemetery) Sekelj writes that "the anti-Jewish laws were later used as a basis for legitimising measures of totalitarian anti-Semitism. Despite numerous stories about a great friendship between Jews and Serbs and numerous examples of genuine bravery in hiding Jews during the WW2, the fact remains that of 60,000 Jews who lived in the territory of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, 80% perished in the WW2. 

Regarding the proportions of holocaust, tragedy of Yugoslav Jews can be likened to shoah of Polish Jews. Sekelj writes in "Times of Disgrace:" "Terrible tragedy of Yugoslav Jews is confirmed by the fact that occupied Serbia and Banat were the first parts of Europe in which the Nazi ideal of "Judenrein (cleansed from Jews) was attained. Numerous documents confirm that "the Nedic Administration contributed to a large extent to "the resolution of the Jewish issue", as it took Jews to detention centres on German orders. General Nedic agreed with all measures of "stamping out Jews and Gypsies" and " a large number of Serbs," mostly communists, or as they were then called "outlaws" Chetniks of Draza Mihajlovic also killed Jews. In new Yugoslavia there were also manifestations of anti-Semitism. ("Protocols of Zion Elders" was reprinted.), Dragos Kalajic published numerous texts on the Jewish-Masonic conspiracy, as did painter Miro Glavurtic. After Milosevic's rise to power, Jews were manipulated. The Society of Serb-Jewish Friendship, established in 1989/90 became one of the most vocal spokesman of Milosevic's propaganda and war machinery "in wars in which Yugoslavia did not take part." Ironically enough the aforementioned Society also resorted to classical anti-Semitic slogans: "Jews rule the press" and "the Jewish lobby rules America." 

ROMA: Throughout the Serb history Roma, alike the Jews, were always treated as the "others." They were hated, attacked, discriminated. Roma are mentioned for the first time in the deed census of city of Belgrade and vicinity in 1536: it was written that 350 Gypsies lived in Belgrade. In the 1866 census it was reported that 2,1% Gypsies lived in Serbia . In subsequent censuses there is no mention of Gypsies, or as it is politically correct to call them now -Roma. But in the 1921 census Frenchmen and Englishmen were mentioned (according to a Roma activist Dragoljub Ackovic "the then Yugoslavia represented their 'original ethnic space.'!) Roma were included in "others." They were also included in others when victims of Fascism were counted. Nobody knows for sure how many Roma are currently living in Yugoslavia. Officially there are 14,000 of them in Belgrade, while the unofficial figure stands at 84,000. This "Gypsy dispersion" must be first explained by social mimicry, or their wish to fully assimilate. NGOs have many documents confirming rampant discrimination against Roma in disco clubs, and workplaces, in kindergartens and schools. Murder of 14-year old Dusan Jovanovic, pupil of primary school "Vladislav Ribnikar" was a shocking event and caused a major stir. But harassment of Roma, workers of the Municipal Cleaning Services and Roma dating "white" girls is so commonplace, that it goes unnoticed and-unpunished. Skinheads and other violent boys of the Belgrade gangland are not prosecuted, let alone detained, for violence against Roma. Such incidents were preceded by hate speech, and other manifestations of ethnic, racial and political intolerance ("we shall slaughter them"). Shall we manage to extricate ourselves from hate speech, hatred and crimes of "The Watershed Years." Myths about historical absence of the aforementioned phenomena in Serbia are indeed dangerous. 


DAMNED JERINA 

Xenophobia, anti-Semitism, intolerance towards others and the label of 'different' have been long present in this territory. Philosopher Mirko DJordjevic, gives an example from our history: wife of artistocrat DJurdje Brankovic known from folk poems as "damned Jerina" was quite a personality: highly educated, a polyglot, elegant, different... That is why she was branded 'as damned' by a very primitive milieu of the then Serbia. 
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