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FANNING ANTI-ISLAMISM IN SERBIA 

Despite all the judgments handed down by the Hague Tribunal and, in particular, the recent judgment of the International Court of Justice relating to the genocide that was committed against Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia still upholds and espouses the theory that Islamic fundamentalism is essentially to be blamed for the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia. That theory obviously has had an impact on Serbian society's interpretation of the recent wars. Furthermore, Serbia exploits an ambivalent Western stance on that view at a moment when the Kosovo issue is high on the international agenda. To make things worse that notion is being revived in Serbia through an intense media campaign. To make it more convincing, the Belgrade-run intelligence services have used the emergence of a small group of Wahabis as its "crowning evidence" that a "a special war" is being waged against Serbia. In those terms, assertions put forward by Vuk Drasković in his book "The Knife" in early 80s that there is a  revival of Sharia tradition and Jihad strategy with a view to creating an Islamic state in the Balkans are being re-launched. 

Milorad Ekmečić, an historian, who had played a key role in defining Bosnia and Herzegovina as a Serb country, even today, on the occasion of  the promotion of his book „The Long Passage Between Slaughter and Farming“, maintains that Muslim fundamentalism is largely to be blamed for the 1992 disintegration of Yugoslavia. He also put forward the thesis that the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), headed by Alija Izetbegović, was the successor to the 1940 Young Muslims movement which demanded  that Hitler allow the formation of an independent District of Bosnia with access to the Adriatic Sea along the course of the river Neretva. According to Ekmečić, the 1971 Islamic Declaration of Alija  Izetbegović had the same objectives. The foregoing makes Ekmečić conclude that US policy made a big mistake when it “tasked that group and religious community to become a nucleus of sovereignty and an independent state.”

The theory of Islamic fundamentalism was revived after 11 September 2001, when the US declared that so-called Islamic terrorism was “public enemy number one” and defined the “war on terror” as “crucial ideological combat of the 21st century.” All the foregoing temporarily clouded the debate on the historical, political and social root-causes of Islamic fundamentalism, which are largely to be found in the changes, contradictions and conflicts within the Muslim world as it faces the process of globalization. 

But in 2006 the majority of EU member states and other countries openly articulated their reservations about US policy which in fact had increased the danger of terrorism and additionally antagonized the Muslim world.  Radical Islamism became a much-discussed topic in many European countries, and that further generated debate on “us” and “them”. The growing awareness that combat against Islamic militancy would be a lengthy battle has increased.  In addition, many developed countries have become aware of the fact that such combat would hinge on a much more refined political approach to the problem. That new approach would include the direct socio-political transformation of the Muslim countries, engagement with a new generation of Muslims in developed countries and settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In fact the absence of the Israeli-Palestinian settlement is poisoning the political situation in the broader Middle East and the mind-set and public opinion in the Islamic world. 
Genesis of anti-Islamism in Serbia 
Serbia began its war against Yugoslavia by launching the theory of the danger of Islamic fundamentalism. That alleged danger was later used for justification for Serbia’s aggression against Bosnia and Herzegovina and against Kosovo. By promoting that theory through the media Belgrade claimed the “moral high ground” for a subsequent showdown (i.e. genocide) in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Kosovo.  
Serb experts on the Orient had an important task, particularly in view of the fact that, as Norman Cigar has written, “Muslims are an especially vulnerable community due to specific geopolitical circumstances…and because their position in fact is a hurdle on the path to the establishment of a Greater Serbia.”
 The foregoing impacted very much the subsequent policy of their displacement and physical extermination. That anti-Muslim campaign was masterminded long before the war by writers of the Memorandum. In fact, the authors of that document shaped negative stereotypes of Muslims as an alien, inferior and dangerous factor. Another factor was the size of the Muslim population, for it was alleged that Muslim overpopulation was threatening to turn the Serb people into a minority in their own land.

One of the authors of the Memorandum, Miloš Macura, a renowned Yugoslav demographic expert, at the Round-Table on Scientific Research of Kosovo held in 1988, floated the thesis that “the current demographic goals, quite similar to the ones in the past, obviously stem from some contemporary aspirations.” According to Macura, a  pro-high birth rate stance enjoys strong Islamic backing, which means that “the pro- high birth rate mind-set is backed by both imams and parents…therefore, behind such an uncontrolled birth rate are the three most important pillars of traditional society: brotherhood and tribe, Islam as an organized religious community and family as an important institution of the society.”
 

Dr. Miroljub Jevtić, Professor of Political Science at Belgrade University, in his book “The Problem of the Birth Rate in Kosovo”, also warned that the Muslim world might realize its objective to live in the Balkan territory in line with “Allah’s words” only if Muslims became numerically superior, that is if they acquired the numerical strength for realization of that objective. Jevtić wrote “Hence advocacy of a high birth rate…for its goal is the conquest of the geographical territory, which presupposes settlement of Muslims from Turkey, that is Turks, in the Balkans.” According to Jevtić, religion was amply used in the advocacy of a high birth rate as Muslims faced a religious obligation to give birth to a large number of children. Jevtić considered that the international Islamic masterminds and planners have as their primary task the Islamization of the whole of Serbia as the first step in their conquest of Europe.

In a series of articles published in magazines and dailies, and also in the military weekly Vojska, Professors Darko Tanasković and Miroljub Jevtić regularly depicted Islam as an inferior, retrograde and violent system and religion. They also focused on the phenomenon of the treason of Bosnian Serbs, who allegedly had converted to Islam.  At the time of the most virulent anti-Islamic campaign in late 1991 and early 1992, when it became clear that Bosnia and Herzegovina would not remain within the framework of Yugoslavia, Darko Tanasković interpreted Bosnia and Herzegovina’s appeal for help to Turkey as “a tacit renewal of the position of Islamic converts…and they are for Serbs, worse enemies than Turks themselves”. Tanasković warns: “To threaten a Serb with a Turk is even archetypically more ominous than to threaten him with a German”
 

Tanasković promotes a thesis of  Islamic fundamentalism whose activities are considered the most perilous for Yugoslavia and more important than Serb-Croat relations. He  points to the realization of  Islamic ideas in  Sandžak and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and in that regard puts special emphasis on Albanians. He warns of the danger of “Albanization”, which for him entails Islamization. According to Tanasković, Albanization entails the disappearance of Christian churches, cemeteries, population  and, by extension, the building of mosques and the spreading of the Muslim lifestyle.
 

Often used are the writings of the only Nobel Prize winner from the former Yugoslavia,  Ivo Andrić, most notably “Controversies and Misfortunes of the Dark Land” and “Letter from  1920”. In Letter from 1920, Andrić wrote that “Bosnia is the country of hatred and fear”. Emphasis is often placed on the following sentence: “Bosnia has more people ready to kill or be killed, if driven by unconscious hatred and by various motives and excuses, than other much larger Slavic and non-Slavic countries.” In laying the groundwork for war Islamists focused on the topic of secular  fundamentalism, which holds power and sway and in “a perfidious way realizes its goals by masking the interests of the Muslim community within the framework of the Yugoslav community.”

Very skillfully the thesis is marketed that “domestic Muslims were prime movers and executioners of genocide from the time of the ‘investigation of dukes’ to this day, and that they tried to ascribe those crimes to “ethnic Turks to cover up their traces and to forget crimes and guilt.”
 A connection is also hyped between Islam and the actions of political officials in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Kosovo. It is underscored that Christian Bosnia was destroyed in the name of Islam, for those “who had accepted Islam, betrayed Bosnia” and that “Islam was a consequence of occupation…acceptance of  Islam was treason”. It is stated, however, that the present-day Muslims are not responsible for that development, but that responsibility for that treason should be assumed by those who try to re-value it, and fully justify it."
 It was also underscored that “Muslims are genetically bad people who converted to Islam…their bad genes are simply being condensed from generation to generation.”

Through their public speeches and appearances, prominent leaders and intellectuals advocated war and ethnic cleansing as a legitimate means for the realization of justified goals. Biljana Plavšić is remembered for her following statement: “I would prefer our thorough cleansing of East Bosnian Muslims. When I say cleansing, I am obviously not referring to ethnic cleansing. But they have accused us of that natural phenomenon and qualified ethnic cleansing as a war crime.”
 Biljana Plavšić obviously counted on the numerical superiority of Serbs and believed that the Bosnian war could be won only by Serbs, for as she said “there are 12 million Serbs and if 6 million of us perish, the other six shall be able to live honestly.” In academic circles it was underscored that a similar thesis was espoused by Dobrica Ćosić in 1990, namely that “80,000 Serb victims are acceptable for the sake of the realization of national goals.”

Recent anti-Islamism campaign serves to relativize wartime responsibility 
The March 2007 coverage in Serbia on the emergence of Wahabis in  Sandžak possesses the traits of an intense propaganda campaign and is tantamount to spinning a theory of Islamic terrorism in Serbia. That campaign must be observed within the context of an anti-Islamic campaign which has been pursued relentlessly since the late 1980's and which has primed Serb public opinion in support of the crimes committed against Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina including genocide in Srebrenica. Crimes were also committed against  Muslims from the Serb part of  Sandžak (Štrpce, Prijepolje) which gave that campaign a special dimension of destabilization of the fragile inter-ethnic relations in Serbia proper.

Media coverage is based on conspiracy theories, selective presentation of facts and statements which back the official version of events, allegations instead of explanations, hyping the importance of the topic, continuity in repetition of messages, shocking “discoveries” and creation of a national consensus. Stereotypes about  threats  to the Serb identity are very developed and strong media support is rendered to police actions, without ever questioning their motive.

One of the basic tools of  the anti-Muslim campaign (the one targeting primarily Sandžak Bosniaks) is a conspiracy  theory about  the “stepped up activities of  forces whose goal is the carving up of Serbia.” On a daily basis, tabloids and some weeklies carry statements of spin doctors on the conspiracy theory, while “serious” media consciously fail to analytically explain the Wahabi phenomenon in Serbia. Media and spin doctors allege a connection between “Sandžak Wahabis” and Kosovo, which reflect stereotypes on threats to the Serb identity and serve to deepen the hatred of Albanians. Such propaganda during the wars in the former Yugoslavia primed the Serb population for the crimes that were committed against Croats, Bosniaks and Albanians. The leading political and cultural elite in Serbia has never made a real effort to change those stereotypes about Muslims.

By using the “conspiracy theory” language from the Milošević era, a retired general and president of  the Forum for Security and Democracy,  Ninoslav Krstić,
 maintains that  the “emergence of Wahabis and clashes with police in Raška
 are part of a broader plan, closely connected to determination of a final status of  Kosovo” and adds that “it is also a message to Serbs of possible future developments, if they agree to the solution advocated and urged by the US and Great Britain.”

The spin doctors have reserved their  sharpest criticism for the German Ambassador to Serbia. In an article in Kurir, Krstić wrote that “Foreign diplomats, notably the German Ambassador Zobel, for months now have been threatening us with destabilization of Serbia.”
 Krstić goes on to note in that same article that “big powers through their agents and ’private agencies’could cause big problems in Raška, in South Serbia, though the locals there do not want any conflicts.”
According to Milan Nikolić, President of the Belgrade-based Centre for Alternative Study,
 “the emergence of Wahabis and clashes with police are not accidental...in fact they are probably linked to Kosovo (...) only naive people may think that big powers have only one plan and option for realization of their interests.  Strategic policy pursued by big powers is not public or accessible to all and sundry.”
 Nikolić says that it is even possible that “the key players decided to activate a conflict in Raška or in South Serbia in order to compel Belgrade to accept independence of Kosovo.” Alluding to the German Ambassador, Nikolić spins the following yarn: “ Frequent use of terms of violence and destabilization of  Serbia in the vocabulary of diplomats is most certainly not accidental”
One of the ideologues of nationalistic circles in Serbia and advocates of xenophobic theories, Srdja Trifković, in the magazine Ogledalo,
 says that "the West, with its  policy, made possible the development and spread of Islamic terrorism in the Balkans and elsewhere.”
 Trifković and his like-minded ideologues revive the theory of a “green transversal « across the Muslim-populated part of Serbia»,  the theory which was the  very linchpin of Milošević's wartime propaganda: “In the Balkans, both in Bosnia and Kosovo, the Western, notably US policy through support to Muslims, tried to curry favour with the Islamic world in view of its constant backing of Israel and the recent war in Iraq. (...) What really surprises is the Western, notably the US continuing backing of Kosovo independence, for it is obvious that Kosovo and Metohija represent an important link in «the green transversal» of linkage between Islamic elements in the Balkans, from South East to South West, whereby the southeastern mainstay is Bosphorus, and the last southwestern point, for the time being, Cazina Krajina.”

The weekly  Svedok
 suggests that “unexpected activization of Wahabis in Raška is not accidental...it is in fact directly linked to developments related to the quest for the settlement status of Kosovo and Metohija...thus someone, somewhere must have issued a command: Destabilize the Raška Area! The most recent public statements of foreign diplomats, notably of Mr. Andreas Zobel, seem to indicate possible developments in Serbia, if it continues to oppose - by diplomatic means - appropriation of 15% of its sovereign territory.”
In order to win over international public opinion, the media and spin doctors allege links between the Sandžak Wahabis and Al Qaeda. Without naming any sources, the daily Glas Javnosti
 writes that Wahabi cells in Sandžak, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo are under control of  Al Qaeda Swedish and German cells, that is, under direct supervision of Osama bin Laden's close aides: “The first step was ’conquest’ of  Sandžak, that is, establishment of religious domination over that area. The plan was to turn Wahabism  into a dominant religion and consequently to sideline the Islamic community. After taking root among the population at large Wahabis could easily set up boot camps and recruit new, most frequently young, local followers of  Al Qaeda.”
What was adopted from the Milosevic-era propaganda blueprint was a campaign of intimidation of the Serb population using the theory that the non-Serb population - in this case Bosniaks and Albanians - aims to destabilize and carve-up Serbia.

Former police official Marko Nicović, who is not an expert on terrorism, thus publicly commented on the emergence of Wahabis: “I am not surprised by Wahabi attacks...such attacks in the future are likely to be staged also in South Serbia”. He went on to note that “Muslim religious leaders are working on a large-scale homogenization of the Islamic community...thus we may expect the forging of stronger links with the Bosnian militants....  (...) Their goal is a  step-by-step destabilization of Serbia.”
.His opinion is shared by the lecturer of  the Belgrade-based Security Faculty,  Darko Trifunović: “Their  intention is to effect destabilization of the territories of Kosovo and  Sandžak, and to link them with Bosnia...that is mostly due to the failed intent of Albanian separatists to achieve swift  independence.”

Former Head of the Military-Security Agency, Momir Stojanović,
 who is potrayed by the daily Kurir as the top expert for Islamic terrorism in Serbia, „explains“ that „in a scenario similar to the Pešter one, the Kosovo Liberation Army grew in force in the early 90's.“
 That thesis is backed by a professor of the Belgrade Faculty for Security, Radoslav Gaćinović: “The centre of the Balkans Wahabis is in Kosovska Mitrovica....and it is clear that the two branches of that radical Islamic movement are in close and constant co-ordination.” According to Gaćinović:  „The state of Serbia should immediately launch police and other actions to pre-empt any possibility of violence, for the goal of Wahabis is to deflect international attention from Kosmet, by undermining the security situation in Raška area.“
 Gaćinović's following statement - intended to instill fear of Islamic terrorism - received much media coverage:  „After clashes between Wahabis and police the situation is totally clear. The Wahabi movement is evolving into a terrorist one and uses a terrorist methodology...So terrorists are active in Raška and we should seriously ponder their activities.“

The Vice President of Novi Pazar Municipality, Vujica Tiosavljević (from the New Serbia Party), has gotten involved in the anti-Wahabi campaign. That may destabilize inter-ethnic relations in  Sandžak, in view of his high position in the local authorities of that multi-ethnic milieu. Tiosavljević maintains that Wahabis had prepared explosives and arms to “topple the state of Serbia and its capital infrastructure“. Tiosavljević stated: „We must call a spade a spade....at work is the most classic form of terrorism targeting all locals of this region and citizens of Serbia. It is not good that some politicians and groups in Novi Pazar are minimizing the problem and trying to wrong-track it...they are even trying to justify the existence and activities of such militant groups...someone is behind Wahabis who in the mountains of Ninaja prepared terrorist actions.  The police, judiciary and other state bodies are duty-bound to clarify that case and consequently inform the general public of their findings.“

Coverage in the print media - distributed Serbia-wide - is based on selective presentation, or rather interpretation of facts, and on the covering up of information which contradicts the official version of events. The Belgrade print media totally disregard reports issued by Sandžak-based NGOs and don't quote their activists
 who constantly monitor the situation on the ground and analyze the behavior of the Wahabis in Sandzak. 

The Belgrade-based daily newspaper Politika is very active in the Wahabi smear campaign. Articles on Wahabis are often run on the front-page of that daily, which means that much importance is attached to the topic. On 17 May 2007  Politika,
 on its front-page, contrary to the officially-proclaimed confidential nature of the case, ran an exclusive „police report“. After  stating that the pertinent information was leaked by „reliable sources“ the daily wrote  that a group of  Wahabis arrested in mid-March in Novi Pazar „was suspected of planning to plant explosives in the water system, hospitals, and a power plant in  Novi  Pazar“. According to Politika, that criminal association „planned to undermine the security of Serbia“. After the publication of that text, the Prosecution Office confirmed that the daily, by disclosing details of the investigation, committed a direct breach in view of the confidential nature of the case.“

Daily Politika went a step further than other media by spinning a story about the emergence of Wahabis among the Roma refugees from Kosovo in Niš, thus spreading hostility against that national community. The Islam Aga mosque in Niš, which had already been torched after the March events in Serbia, was again marked as a target. A Politika journalist mentioned in his text
 that „stepped up activities of militant Muslims...Wahabis“ relies on  information provided by „sources close to security  bodies in that city.“ The same journalist also noted that Wahabis „in recent years have found a stronghold among a part of the population and are consequently spreading their network“.

The Politika journalist linked the emergence of Wahabis in Niš to the Roma refugees who came from Kosovo in 1999.  Namely he maintained that their activities were stepped up after the March 2004 revolt in Kosovo, when the Islam Aga mosque in Niš was torched.  Politika also attacked the Niš imam who «as it is learned ...two years ago came to Niš via Sarajevo and Novi Pazar, after attending school in Saudi Arabia.“ According to Politika in Niš „arrived also twenty militant Muslims, who enrolled at the Niš faculties...many of them thus became  students or new residents of the Romany settlement of Stočni trg.“ Politika's journalist maintained (by quoting unidentified sources) that they are funded, as are their like-minded peers in Sarajevo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, by the same sources from the Islamic world, most probably “via Austria and Vienna“. It is alleged that „those militants receive large sums of money ... that is  300 to 400  Euro,which is well above the average salary in Serbia“. The only „incident“ which the journalist, through his unidentified sources, ascribed to alleged Niš-based Wahabis is „their wearing of three-quarter slacks and the wearing of specific beards, while women walk around with veiled faces.“
Conclusions

The political and leading cultural elite in Serbia, by its campaign on the alleged terrorist intentions of Wahabis in Sandžak and through its exploitation of the prevailing anti-Islam mood in the world today, are attempting to hype the geo-strategic significance of Serbia. Additionally, the Serb side uses that campaign to justify its crimes against the Muslim population in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Kosovo and consequently to clear its name in the eyes of the international community.  

Closer to home, the campaign targeting Wahabis serves to further generate Serb nationalism. It also aims to thwart the constitution of the Sandžak region and to intentionally alter its ethnic set-up in line with the Serb strategy of the early 1990s.

Further radicalization may be expected unless there are changes in Serb policy  and in  the way the media reports on the Islamic and Bosniak issues.  

Recommendations

Due to serious doubts of the Sandžak civilian sector of stories about the looming danger of Islamic terrorism, it is necessary that the representatives of the international community, notably the OSCE, the United States and the European Union continue to closely monitor the situation in that region. 

An OSCE monitoring mission should be deployed in  Sandžak to prevent further radicalization of an already precarious situation on the ground. 

It is necessary to effect changes in the blueprint of media coverage of  developments in Sandžak and also in the general coverage of the Islamic and Bosniak issues in the Balkans to avoid encouraging a radicalization of those issues. 
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