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GREEK AND SERBIAN PEOPLE
THROUGH THE FUNCTIONING OF GREEK-SERBIAN
FRIENDSHIP SOCIETIES FROM THE 1990s

In this paper I will try to give the answer to the question of the
role which Greek-Serbian Friendship societies have played in the rela-
tionship between Greek and Serbian people since the 1990s to this day.

This work was completed after my own empirical investigation
and the use of literature. As written sources I used the Serbian-Greek
Friendship archives. I collected the oral sources by using the interview
method and free conversation with the presidents and active members
of the Society. I did several empirical investigations on the territory of
Greece in the period from 2003-2006. Due to the long and patient stay
on the field I’ve achieved a good insight into the situation.

As it is known, Greece is the only country of the EU whose people
showed an open sympathy for Serbia and Montenegro during the crisis
and war on the territory of the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s.

In the history of making connections between the two peoples and
in their mutual friendship, people from the academic and ecclesiastic
and spiritual world played an important role. People from the Hellenis-
tic and Byzantine circles were among them. As in earlier centuries, the
bond between Serbian and Greek spiritual fathers was important for
making better relationships and understanding between the two coun-
tries. This was achieved thanks to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the
monastery of Chilandar on Mount Athos and through the education of
the Serbian spiritual fathers which they received at the Seminary on
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the island of Chalki and at the Faculty of Theology in Athens’.

Beside this, it is also well known that Greece and Serbia have tra-
ditional friendly relations on the political level as well. They were allies
in 1°" and 2™ Balkan wars and in 1*' and 2™ World War. Greece and
Serbia are the only Balkan countries that fought against the Axis.

The Serbian-Greek Friendship Society was founded on 4 March
1991 in Belgrade. The academician Dr DuSan Kanazir who was then
the president of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts was also
the first president of the Serbian-Greek Friendship Society. The for-
mal assembly of the Society was held on 10 June 1991 at the Serbian
Academy of Sciences and Arts and it had a founding character®. Most
members of the Society are the prominent people in the fields of sci-
ence and art. Today the Society has about 2500 members. Apart from
The Serbian-Greek Friendship Society, some other societies were
founded in Serbia and their aim was to make the Serbian-Greek friend-
ship stronger.

The first Greek society in Belgrade, “Riga Fereos”, was founded in
1922. World War II obstructed the work of the Society. Only in 1996
did the Society continue to work under the same name and with the
same cause of helping Greek people in Serbian surroundings. Those
were difficult years. All citizens needed help, including Greek people
who were the hidden minority. Greece showed an extraordinary soli-
darity. Greeks in Belgrade, proud of their homeland, delivered help to
those who needed it most. The broadcasting media regularly and fully
reported their activities*. The Society now has 1300 members. Many of
them are not active members. It is assumed that there are now about
3200 descendants out of the Society. The members of “Riga Fereos”
mostly have Serbian surnames (70%), which were derived by adding of
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the suffix —i¢ to the Greek stem, by translation, or they are completely
different”.

In 1991 Dr Dusan Kanazir invited in an open letter the Greek side
to form the Greek-Serbian Friendship Society® In Greece the first
Greek-Serbian Friendship Society was founded in Athens on 22 Sep-
tember, 1992. The president of the Society is Mr Aris Mousionis.

By the statute of the Serbian-Greek Friendship Society in Bel-
grade it was arranged that the activities were to be done in work
groups and sections, and that branches should be founded in other
towns. Indeed, many local branches of the Society were founded in
many towns all over Serbia. The Society has been working without any
material help or sponsorships for 15 years mostly due to the enthusi-
asm of its members. The society has been trying to influence the devel-
opment of connections in the fields of science, culture, technology,
trade, sport, tourism etc. Since its founding till today the Society has
organized courses of contemporary Greek language twice a year. The
slava (the feast of the Patron Saint), St Emperor Constantine and Em-
press Helen, they have celebrated on 3 June every year since 2002. The
Society celebrates important dates from the recent Greek history, like
25 March and 28 October. Today the president of the Society is Dr
Miodrag Stojanovi¢, the founder of the Department of New Hellenic
studies at the Faculty of Philology in Belgrade.

At the beginning of the 1990s there was no Modern Greek history,
the history of literature, a dictionary, a grammar of the Greek lan-
guage in Serbian, neither in Greece nor in Serbia. On the other side,
there were excellent studies of the Classical period and of the Byzan-
tine period as well as of the Ancient Greek language. The Department
of New Hellenic studies at the Faculty of Philology at the University of
Belgrade was founded in 1995 with the great attribute of some of the
members of the Serbian-Greek Friendship Society. The fact that the
Greek side did not respond till this day is bewildering, ie there still
isn’t a Slavic Department, not to mention a Serbian language Depart-
ment.

The Art Department of the Society organizes exhibitions of the
art works of its members under the unique name of “Ellada in our

5. J. Dordevi¢-Jovanovié, «Greeks in Belgrade», Hidden Minorities in the Balkans,
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Heart”. Promotions of books, monographs and anthologies are also a
part of the program of the Society. The Society presented itself in pub-
lic by a series of lectures given at the National University of Kolarac
about the relationship between Greece and Serbia in the 18" 19" and
the first half of the 20" centuries in the fields of politics, spiritual life
and culture. In May 2006 they organized a series of lectures with the
topic “Corfu in Serbian history, literature and art”. “The Herald of the
Serbian-Greek Friendship Society” was published in two languages.
Six issues were published. Parts of the Statute of the Society were pub-
lished in the first issue, in which they speak of the intentions of the
founders of the Society. Among others, texts of Mr E. H. Karaianis
were published, who was then the ambassador of Greece in SR Yugo-
slavia, as well as texts of the Bishop of Backa, Mr Irinej Bulovi¢, in
which it stated that the Orthodox faith is the strongest bond between
the Greek and the Serbian people which has also created a mutual cul-
tural tradition’.

Therefore, these societies, both in Greece and in Serbia, are non-
governmental and non-profitable organizations and their aim is to
strengthen the bonds between the peoples of Serbia and Greece. The
Society in Serbia pays more attention to scientific and cultural-artistic
cooperation. The Society in Greece is oriented to humanitarian help
for Serbia. During the war and falling apart of former Yugoslavia, in
the 1990s, large quantities of humanitarian help were sent to Serbian
people in all areas they inhabited.

Greeks organized help for the children from the war regions in the
territory of former Yugoslavia. For example, the Greek-Serbian
Friendship Society in Patra was founded in 1994 and it received
around 3500 children in the summer camp Psatopirgo (Ahaia, Pelo-
ponesus). Many children who came were not baptized and they re-
turned home as baptized. They were naturally asked first whether they
wanted to be baptized, it was not forced upon them. But, they were
regularly given a different name at baptizm, and common Greek
names were given them by the Greek godfather (or godmother). There-
fore, this was a missionary function of the Society through which hel-

7. 1. Bulovi¢, «The word of the bishop of Backa, his eminency Dr Irinej Bulovié»,
The Herald of the Serbian-Greek Friendship Society 1(1991) 6-8. E. Karaianis, «The word
of his eminency Mr E. Karaianis, «The ambassador of Greece», The Herald of the Serbian-
Greek Friendship Society 1 (1991) 9.
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lenisation was performed, if one considers the fact that a personal
name is a very important ethnical mark.

Unfortunately, considering the limited space, in this work I am
not able to give a detailed description of the activities of every branch
of the Society in Serbia and in Greece. I will just mention some of
them. The branch of the Greek-Serbian Friendship Society of the island
of Cephalonia was founded in 1996. There were many very important
cultural and sport exchanges with the participation of the youth musi-
cal-dancing groups and sports clubs from Cephalonia and Serbia. The
Symphony Orchestra of the national television of Serbia and of the
Opera of the National Theatre were guests in Cephalonia. The found-
ing of the branches also continued in peace, and therefore it was not
connected to war only. One of the examples is Ioannina in which a
branch was founded in 2003.

Connections of Serbian and Greek students had an important
place in better meeting and understanding between the two countries.
Many Greek members of these societies went to the universities in
Serbia. The Greek Orthodox Church had an important role and it in-
dependently helped these societies. In some of the societies the foun-
ders were also Orthodox Christians, but there are societies which were
founded by atheists.

We have red many times generally in the media, that Greeks
showed solidarity to Serbia, because of their religion. Naturally, there
are traditional Orthodox Christians who befriend others only because
they have the same faith. Nevertheless, there are Orthodox people who
in the spirit of the authentic Christianity and out of love do not reject
anyone. Besides, there are many atheists or communists or anarchists
in Greece who all supported the Serbs. Greeks showed solidarity to
Serbia, because they didn’t like an attack against a sovereign country
and the bombing of innocent civilians. The attitude of my Greek ex-
aminees is that Greeks do not support Serbs because they are Orthodox
Christians, but because, in their opinion, the right is on their side.
Kudrs who are not Christians have also the support of Greek people,
because in their opinion the right is also on their side. During the Is-
rael invasion of Lebanon Greeks supported Palestinians (mostly Mos-
lems) because, in their opinion, the right was on their side. They also
supported the Iragians and others, too.

Greeks had several waves of refugees in the 20" century and many
Greeks have refugee origins. Some of my Greek examinees of Asia Mi-
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nor descent believe that it is possible that this is the reason why they
can feel the suffering of others so acutely and why they want to help
people with similar problems.

However, one should always have in mind that in political rela-
tions between the two countries interest has the main role, not love.
This is the reason I am pointing out the fact that in this work I do not
speak of the relationship between the two governments. This is about a
phenomenon of a nongovernmental organization which helped people
a lot in war regions and prompted cultural and artistic cooperation in
very hard times of isolation. There is an opinion that Greeks helped
Serbs because they saw in Serbia a potential new market and opportu-
nity to earn on the restoration of a broken country®.

It cannot be denied that the Greek-Serbian Friendship Societies in
the last 15 years have greatly helped in coming and spreading of the
Greek culture and spiritual values in Serbian people. This was primar-
ily achieved by the spreading of the Greek language, by the founding
of the Department of New Hellenic studies, as well as by translating of
works of Greek writers into the Serbian language. Of great importance
is the introducing of the Greek style of the Orthodox faith, baptizing
in Greece and giving Greek names. However, one should have in mind
that Greeks did not help Serbs only because they are Orthodox, and
many Greek atheists are witnesses to this, and they are also members
of the Society. To better knowing contributed traveling tours and vis-
iting of cultural-historical monuments, which were organized by both
sides. Especially important is the giving of guest performances of cul-
tural-artistic groups and musicians, since the language of music is
comprehensible to everyone.

As a conclusion I would like to say that the “marriage” between
Greek and Serbian people, whether it was concluded out of love or out
of interest, has been very fruitful. As such, these “marriages” bore
much fruit which resulted in scientific, cultural, artistic, sports, hu-
manitarian cooperation and help.

8. X. Gounari, «The Great Expansion of the Greeks into Serbia», www.acci.gr/ trade.
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I[TIEPIAHYH

LXEXEIX EAAHNQN KAI LEPBQN, MEXA AIIO TH
AEITOYPI'TA XYYNAEXMQN EAAHNO-XEPBIKHYX ®IAIAYL,
OI OII0I0I AHMIOYPTHOHKAN META TO 1990

e ovto 10 B0 %AVOUVUE EXTEVY aVOQOQd OTO EOAO TOV O-
motov dradpaudtioay oL UVALOYOL EAANVO-0EQPLXS @Lhiog oty oxéon
UETAEY eEAANVIROU %o og@PLrnoV Aaov, amd ) dexaction Tov 90 uéyot
nOLL ONUEQOL.

H EALGOa fTav n uévn xapa ts Evowraizxng "Evmong, n omoia
eEEPaOe avoLXTA TN BEQUN] TS OVUTALEAOTOON O0TOVS ZEQPOVG, KT
™ ddorela T »Elong ®at Tov wohéuov ota dapn g mednv [ov-
yroolafiog.

Avtol ov oUAoYoL eEAAnvo-oepPLrng @Lhiog, téoo otnv EALGO
000 xaL ot Zepfla, elval un ®RVBEQVNTIRES ROl UM KEQOOOROTLRES 0Q-
YOVAOOELS, OL OTO(ES fAOIRG OROTO €XOVV VO EVOUVAUMOOVV HVQIMS
TOVE OEOUOVE ALVAUEDD 0TOVS dVO AOVG.

H oépfinn notvwvio evologpépetal TEQLOGATEQO YL CUVEQYOIES
O€ EMLOTNUOVIXG KOl TTOMTLOTIRO-RAAALTEYVIXRG emimedo. OL cUALOYOL
oty EAMAGda elval mo moAd mooavaToAMOUEVOL OTNV VALXY VTTO-
OTNHELEN TV ZE€pPwv.

Katd ™ dudoxreia tov moAéuov rat uetd ™ ddAvon tov ®ed-
tovg ¢ Tovyroohafiog, otn dexaetio tov '90, ueydheg TooOTNTES
avBpmmoTIXN g PonBelag eoTAANOAY 0TOVS ZE€QPOVCS, 0 OAES TIC TTEQL-
0y€g, 6mov avtoi Covoav.
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