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EXPLORING THE SOCIOLINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE OF
LADINO IN CONTEMPORARY SERBIA

Abstract: Ladino, or Judeo-Spanish, the historical language of Sephardic Jews,
faces severe endangerment globally and in Serbia, where intergenerational
transmission has largely ceased. This chapter examines Ladinos
sociolinguistic status in Serbia through data collected via the “Vulnerable
Languages and Linguistic Varieties in Serbia” (VLingS) project. The project
aimed to assess the vulnerability of several minority languages in the Serbian
context and included interviews with 14 Sephardic descendants. Findings
reveal a generational decline in Ladino proficiency, with Serbian emerging
as the dominant language. Nevertheless, Ladino holds symbolic and cultural
importance as a marker of Sephardic heritage and identity. Respondents
expressed positive attitudes toward the language, associating it with cultural
memory and emotional connection, despite its active use being limited to
specific domains such as music, ceremonial events, and familial expressions.
The study emphasises that Ladinos future lies in its postvernacular role,
where it functions as a symbolic and cultural asset rather than a vernacular
for daily communication. This transition should be facilitated by digital
platforms, cultural revitalisation efforts, and educational initiatives that
engage younger generations and foster global connections among dispersed
Sephardic communities. Ladino’s status in Serbia underscores the evolving
relationship between language and identity within multilingual, diasporic
communities. Its preservation requires innovative approaches involving
community members, cultural organisations, linguists, policymakers, and
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educators. These efforts should adapt to contemporary sociolinguistic
realities while honouring Ladino’s historical and cultural significance.

Keywords: Ladino, Judeo-Spanish, endangered languages, Sephardic Jews,
Serbia, sociolinguistics, language revitalisation, postvernacular use, cultural
heritage, ethnolinguistic identity

1. Introduction

Ladino, also known as Judeo-Spanish', is a historical language of
Sephardic Jews and a distinctive branch of the Romance language family
rooted in pre-Classical Spanish. Following their expulsion from the Iberian
Peninsula in the 15" century, Sephardic Jews dispersed across the Ottoman
Empire (including present-day Serbia), North Africa, and parts of Western
Europe. This dispersion led Ladino to evolve under the influence of Hebrew,
Turkish, and local dialects (Vuc¢ina Simovi¢ 2016). Today, despite its rich
cultural heritage, Ladino faces severe endangerment. UNESCO’s Atlas of
the Worlds Languages in Danger classifies it as “severely endangered”, and
Ethnologue lists it as endangered globally.

Estimating the number of Ladino speakers is challenging due
to their bilingualism, varying proficiency, and geographic dispersion.
While intergenerational transmission data are limited, studies indicate
that fluent speakers are predominantly elderly, with younger generations
showing declining proficiency (Christodoulos 2008, Sarhon 2011, Romero
2012, FitzMorris 2014, Kirschen 2019, Rock 2019). Nonetheless, global
revitalisation efforts, such as the Ladinokomunita discussion group and
others, offer promising avenues for Ladino’s survival and re-engagement
with it (Pons 2019).

In Serbia, Ladino is critically endangered, a state of affairs reflecting
global trends but shaped by local historical and sociolinguistic pressures.
Historically stigmatised during the formation of Balkan nation-states, the
language experienced heightened assimilation pressures in Serbian society,

! Scholars typically use the term Judeo-Spanish to refer to the spoken Sephardic variety,
while Ladino is traditionally understood as the literal translation of Hebrew sacred texts
into Judeo-Spanish, following Hebrew syntax. However, modern activists and some
speakers often use Ladino interchangeably with Judeo-Spanish (for a discussion, see
Vucina Simovi¢ 2018, Pons 2019: 218-260).
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particularly after World War II (Vucina Simovi¢ 2016). Research on Ladino’s
transmission and speaker numbers in Serbia remains scarce.

This study draws on data from the “Vulnerable Languages and Lin-
guistic Varieties in Serbia” (VLingS) project, which employed sociolinguis-
tic questionnaires to evaluate the vulnerability of Ladino alongside other
minority languages in Serbia. By analysing historical trends, conducting
interviews with Serbia’s Sephardic community, and examining sociolinguistic
contexts, this chapter examines Ladino’s status and transmission patterns in
Serbia. Section 2 outlines the historical context of Ladino in Serbia, focusing
on key periods from the Ottoman Empire to post-World War II challenges.
Section 3 presents the methodology used, including sampling challenges
and data collection and analysis approaches, while Section 4 discusses the
findings of the VLingS research on Ladinos usage and intergenerational
transmission within the Serbian context. Ultimately, this research aims
to illuminate the current state of Ladino in Serbia and support global
preservation efforts, shedding light on the challenges and possibilities for
sustaining this unique linguistic heritage.

2. Historical context of Ladino in Serbia

The presence of Ladino in Serbia is deeply linked to the migration
and cultural adaptation of Sephardic Jews following their expulsion from
the Iberian Peninsula in 1492. This section examines the key historical
developments that shaped the Sephardic community and their ethnic
language in Serbia, from their arrival during the Ottoman period to the
challenges and transformations they have faced through to the 21% century.

2.1. Ottoman Era and the arrival of Sephardic Jews

In the early 16" century, many Sephardic Jews sought refuge in
the Ottoman Empire, which controlled much of Southeastern Europe,
including present-day Serbia. Settling in urban centres like Belgrade, Nis,
Pirot, Sabac, and Zemun, they contributed to local economies through trade
and craftsmanship (Diaz Mas 2006, Vucina Simovi¢ 2016). The Empire’s
multicultural environment allowed various linguistic, ethnic, and religious
groups to coexist, and Sephardic Jews maintained a degree of autonomy;,
establishing their own communal and religious institutions (Benbassa &

141



Neda Pons

Rodrigue 2004: 101, Diaz Mas 2006: 69). This autonomy enabled them to
preserve Ladino, which became an important part of their cultural identity
(Benbassa & Rodrigue 2004: 14-15, Pons 2019: 117).

Ladino, an Ibero-Romance variety, is closely aligned with medieval
Castilian Spanish but also reflects elements of other Spanish dialects present
before the 1492 Expulsion. Following the Expulsion, Sephardic Jews carried
these dialectal varieties to their new settlements, where they coalesced
into a koiné. While Ladino retains many features of medieval Spanish,
which have since evolved in modern Castilian, it developed independently,
incorporating influences from neighbouring languages such as Turkish and
Balkan languages, as well as Hebrew and Aramaic, the languages of religion
and education (Bunis 2018: 188, Schwarzwald 2018: 146). According to
Quintana (2010: 42-44), Ladino evolved as a pluricentric language with
regional variations across Ottoman cultural centres, in part due to the
geographic dispersion of Sephardic communities and the limited role of
written Ladino, largely confined to legal and religious contexts before the 18"
century. Over time, Ladino was employed in original ethical and religious
works, reinforcing Sephardic linguistic identity throughout the Balkans,
including Serbia (Benbassa & Rodrigue 2004: 165-172).

The decline of the Ottoman Empire and the rise of Balkan nation-
states placed new pressures on Ladino in Serbia, diminishing its role in daily
life and altering its cultural significance.

2.2. Nation-state formation and language assimilation

The 19™-century disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the
subsequent formation of new nation-states scattered Sephardic Jews across
political borders. Political and economic instability in former Ottoman
regions during the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, compounded by World
War I, prompted many Sephardic Jews to emigrate, forming a “second
diaspora” in areas such as North and South America, Western Europe, and
Palestine (Diaz Mas 2006: 84, 110). This dispersion weakened Ladino’s role
as a cohesive linguistic and cultural force, as Sephardic communities adapted
to the linguistic and cultural demands of their new homelands (Benbassa &
Rodrigue 2004: 174).

In Serbia, the establishment of the modern nation-state introduced
new expectations for Jewish communities, now classified as a religious
minority. As Serbia sought to forge a unified national identity, minorities
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faced increasing pressure to assimilate by adopting Serbian as the national
language and embracing a standard language culture (Filipovi¢ 2015).

With Serbian established as the official state language, Sephardic
Jewish families began shifting from Ladino, their primary language for
cultural expression and daily life, to Serbian in both public and private
domains (Vuéina Simovi¢ 2013: 184, Vucina Simovi¢ 2016: 102, 245-249).
This language shift was influenced not only by external assimilation
pressures but also by practical considerations, as Serbian became essential
for participation in education, commerce, and administration.

Between the mid-19™ and the early 20" century, the shift from Ladino
to Serbian intensified. Ladino came to be seen as a symbol of cultural
separation rather than integration, and negative attitudes toward the
language emerged within the Sephardic community (Filipovi¢ & Vucina
Simovi¢ 2008: 313). Ladino was increasingly associated with resistance to
assimilation and modernisation (Vu¢ina Simovi¢ 2016: 102, 245-249). By the
mid-19'" century, Belgrade Sephardim were already significantly integrated
into Serbian society, with evidence of cultural assimilation becoming more
visible between the two World Wars (Vucina Simovi¢ 2016: 103). By the early
20" century, Ladino use had become largely confined to older generations,
who preserved it as part of conservative cultural values up until World War
IT (Vucina Simovic¢ 2013: 184).

2.3. Twentieth century: World War II and the Holocaust

The Holocaust and World War II further accelerated the decline of
Ladino, as the language lost nearly all footing in the Sephardic community in
Yugoslavia. Its use, already in decline due to early 20™-century assimilation
policies, almost disappeared as Sephardic families and communities suffered
catastrophic losses during the Holocaust (for more details on the destruction
of Jewish communities see Benbassa & Rodrigue 2004: 338, Vucina Simovi¢
2016: 165-169). The physical devastation of the Jewish community during
the war led to the near-total loss of their linguistic heritage, making a
language revival nearly impossible.

In the post-war period, many surviving Sephardim emigrated to
Israel,> Western Europe, and other regions, further diminishing the Jewish

2 In the decades immediately following World War II, Jewish emigration from Yugoslavia
to Israel was notable, with approximately 8,000 individuals leaving during the late 1940s
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presence and accelerating the decline of Ladino in Yugoslavia. According to
Vucina Simovi¢ (2016: 166-167), Jewish population in Yugoslavia dropped
to around 6,000. The combined impact of the Holocaust, the dispersal
of Sephardic Jews in a “second diaspora’, intermarriage, and cultural
assimilation drastically reduced the number of Ladino speakers, limiting
its everyday use and disrupting its transmission to younger generations. In
Belgrade, only a handful of families retained Ladino as a spoken language,
primarily those who had relocated from regions of the Balkans where the
language had been more resilient (Vucina Simovi¢ 2013: 185). As these
families were so few, sustaining Ladino as an active means of communication
was no longer feasible.

Furthermore, the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the formation of the
Republic of Serbia introduced further challenges for the Jewish community,
including additional emigration. While this did not significantly worsen the
already critical state of Ladino, it contributed to the language’s continued
marginalisation and symbolic role within the community.

2.4. Ladino in contemporary Serbia

According to UNESCO’s Atlas of the Worlds Languages in
Danger (Moseley 2010), language vitality is assessed using nine criteria,
including intergenerational transmission, absolute number of speakers,
domains of usage, response to new media, and societal attitudes toward the
language (Brenzinger et al. 2003). These criteria form a scale from [5] “safe”
to [0] “extinct’, and Ladino is categorised as “severely endangered” on this
scale, indicating that it is primarily spoken by older generations while younger
speakers generally do not actively use it. Similarly, other global databases on
endangered languages, including Ethnologue and the Endangered Languages
Project (ELP), recognise Ladino as (severely) endangered worldwide. Studies
over the past two decades from different countries (e.g. Christodoulos 2008,
Sarhon 2011, Romero 2012, FitzMorris 2014, Kirschen 2019, Rock 2019)
reveal that most fluent Ladino speakers are elderly and often multilingual,
with limited language transmission to younger generations.

However, specific data on the number of speakers or levels of
intergenerational transmission in Serbia is unavailable. For example,

and early 1950s as part of an organised migration wave. Available at: https://www.cbs.
gov.il/he/publications/doclib/2018/4.%20shnatonimmigration/st04_04.pdf. ~ Accessed
November 27, 2024.
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Ethnologue does not mention Ladino in Serbia at all (Sorescu-Marinkovic,
Miri¢ & Cirkovi¢ 2020: 79). Assessing these metrics is challenging, as
Ladino speakers are typically bilingual or multilingual, have varying
language proficiencies, and are dispersed across multiple countries, forming
fragmented rather than centralised communities (Pons 2019). Although
there are Sephardic Jewish communities in countries such as Israel, Ladino
is seldom used in daily communication, which means that a cohesive Ladino
speech community does not exist. This distinction between a Sephardic
ethnic community and an active speech community is crucial, as the two are
not synonymous in the contemporary context.

In Serbia, this situation is particularly complex. Today, Serbian
Sephardim or their descendants no longer constitute a distinct Sephardic
community. Instead, they are primarily integrated into the broader Jewish
community or have assimilated into Serbian society (Vucina Simovi¢ 2016:
103). Many have intermarried with members of other Jewish groups or the
Serbian majority, leading to a notable decline in Ladino usage and cultural
practices associated with Sephardic identity. This high degree of integration
has contributed to the erosion of a distinct Sephardic identity, making it
challenging to identify any cohesive Ladino-speaking community in Serbia.

Given these complexities and gaps, the VLingS project aimed to
provide a more precise understanding of Ladinos current status and level
of endangerment in Serbia, offering an in-depth view of its speakers, usage
patterns, and intergenerational transmission in the Serbian context. In
order to achieve this, the concrete methodology applied and comprehensive
research findings on Ladino will be presented in the following sections.

3. Methodology

This study utilised data collected through the VLingS Questionnaire
1.0, a sociolinguistic tool designed to assess language vulnerability in
minority communities in Serbia. The questionnaire was developed to explore
minority language use, transmission, and endangerment in Serbia (for more
details, see Miri¢ et al., this volume).

3.1. Sampling challenges

In the context of Ladino, sampling challenges arise due to the
community’s small size and the difficulty of accurately identifying Sephardic
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Jews in the available data sources. In national censuses, there is no clear
differentiation between Sephardic and Ashkenazi groups, and Jewish
organisations typically do not disclose sensitive demographic data. As
already mentioned, it is also difficult to refer to Sephardic communities
in the physical sense, as intermarriage with other Jewish groups and non-
Jewish groups has blurred the lines between Sephardic and other Jewish and
non-Jewish identities. As a result, Sephardic communities scarcely exist as
distinct entities today in Serbia and the world (Pons 2019: 145). In response
to such challenges, the study employed the snowball sampling technique,
starting with a small group of known Ladino speakers who referred others
within their networks.

Due to the extremely small size of the Sephardic and Ladino-speaking
community in Serbia, the sample of 14 participants, while inevitably limited,
provides valuable insights into the language’s usage and transmission.
The respondents were selected based on their Sephardic origin and/or
identification with the Sephardic Jewish community. The research included
active Ladino speakers, individuals with passive knowledge of the language,
and those of Sephardic descent who do not speak or understand Ladino but
maintain a cultural connection to it.

3.2. Data collection

This study employed in-depth, face-to-face interviews based on the
VLingS Questionnaire 1.0. The questionnaire was designed to cover various
aspects oflanguage use, such aslanguage proficiency, domains of use, attitudes
toward Ladino, and factors contributing to its decline (for additional details,
see Miri¢ et al., this volume). The interviews were conducted in Serbian, as
many participants were not fluent in Ladino.

Both close-ended and open-ended questions were used to encourage
participants to reflect on their linguistic heritage. The inclusion of open-ended
questions proved especially useful for gaining a nuanced understanding of
community attitudes, allowing respondents to share insights that might not
emerge in close-ended responses alone. This approach yielded in-depth
qualitative data, even with the small sample size, enhancing the study’s
ability to explore themes around language use, transmission, and community
attitudes toward Ladino preservation.
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3.3. Data analysis

This study adopts an exploratory design to address the unique,
dispersed nature of Serbia’s Ladino-speaking Sephardic community, aiming
to provide in-depth insights rather than generalisable conclusions. Given
the study’s goals and sampling limitations, it combined thematic qualitative
analysis and basic descriptive statistics to examine key trends in Ladino
use and preservation. Thematic analysis revealed recurring themes such
as “‘community attitudes toward Ladino” and “language maintenance
strategies”, shedding light on linguistic decline and cultural significance.
It was complemented by basic descriptive statistics, which, given the small
sample, offered a more realistic approach than inferential statistics. These
statistics provided a useful context for the qualitative findings, summarising
trends like self-assessed proficiency, frequency of Ladino use in various
settings, intergenerational transmission, or demographic factors. Together,
these methods allowed for a deeper understanding of Ladino’s status within
the community.

3.4. Limitations

Like any study focused on endangered languages, this research faces
several inherent limitations, particularly due to the extremely small number
of active Ladino speakers in Serbia.

With a total of 14 respondents, of whom fewer than ten are active
Ladino speakers, the findings of this study draw from a limited dataset.
This means that the results may not be generalisable to larger Sephardic
communities outside Serbia or even to the broader Jewish population
within Serbia. The study provides a snapshot of a very specific and shrinking
community, offering valuable insights that nonetheless have inherent
limitations in scope.

In addition, the study relies on self-reported data, especially regarding
proficiency levels and language use. While this provides important personal
insights, it also introduces an element of subjectivity, as individuals may
overestimate or underestimate their abilities in Ladino or the extent to
which they use the language.

Despite these limitations, this research offers valuable initial insights
into Ladino’s current status within Serbia. These findings lay a foundation for
the discussion in the following section, which explores the VLingS research
results in greater detail.
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4. Discussion of the VLingS research results

4.1. Demographic and geographical profile of respondents

The demographic and geographical profile of respondents in this study
reveals a predominantly female, married, and highly educated community,
with the majority of individuals over the age of 70. Primarily concentrated in
Belgrade, Serbia, these respondents also trace their ancestry to historically
significant Sephardic Jewish centres such as Sarajevo and Pristina,
highlighting the geographical roots of their cultural identity. Although the
sampling method was non-random and may not fully represent the broader
Sephardic descendant community in Serbia, the data offers valuable insights
into the backgrounds of survey participants, setting the stage for a more in-
depth exploration of their cultural perspectives.

Gender distribution: Women comprised the majority of respondents,
with 57% (n=8) identifying as female and 42% (n=6) as male. This disparity
may suggest that women in this community are more inclined to participate
in cultural surveys, though this should not be interpreted as representative
of the community’s actual gender distribution.

Marital status: 50% (n=7) of the respondents were married, with
an additional 21% widowed (n=3), and 29% (n=4) identifying as single or
divorced. This predominance of married and widowed individuals aligns
with the older age profile of the respondents, and the data suggest that
many participants may have experienced family structures that could have
influenced their engagement in cultural and community life.

National identity: Respondents’ national identities reflect the diverse
affiliations among the Sephardic descendants in Serbia. A significant portion
(64%, n=9) identified with Jewish identities, with the remaining 22% (n=3)
representing Serbian and 14% (n=2) Yugoslavian national backgrounds.
This diversity is significant in understanding how respondents relate to
Ladino and its role within both their Jewish and Serbian cultural contexts.

Educational background: Most respondents were well-educated,
with 72% (n=10) holding university or postgraduate degrees. This high
educational level may correlate with an increased engagement in cultural
and intellectual initiatives, potentially shaping their views on broader
community matters.

Age distribution: Most respondents were over 70 years old, with 57%
(n=8) in this age range. Another 21% (n=3) were between 50 and 70, and the
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remaining 21% (n=3) were between 30 and 50. No respondents were under
30, indicating a generational gap that may influence attitudes toward Ladino
and cultural preservation. The predominance of older respondents suggests
that this group may have unique perspectives based on personal experiences
and long-standing cultural ties to Ladino.

Place of upbringing and current residence: Many respondents grew
up in cities with significant Sephardic Jewish populations, such as Sarajevo,
Pridtina, Zagreb, and Belgrade—locations historically tied to Sephardic
culture and Ladino language use. Today, most respondents reside in Belgrade,
which serves as the central hub for the Sephardic community in Serbia.
This geographic concentration suggests that many participants are part of
a close-knit urban community, which may have potential implications for
their levels of social and cultural engagement.

4.2. General data about linguonyms and language usage

Sephardic polyglottonymy, or the use of multiple names for Ladino,
reflects both the rich cultural diversity of Sephardic communities and the
broader ideological, social, and historical contexts in which these names
emerged. As noted by Vucina Simovi¢ (2018), the choice of linguonyms—
such as djudeo-espanyol, djudezmo, ladino, or espanyol—has often been
shaped by geographical region, interaction with other ethnic or national
groups, and the cultural frameworks of the surrounding society. These
glottonyms serve as markers of the evolving self-perception of Sephardic
speakers and their relationship to their language, as well as the ways in which
external observers categorised their linguistic variety.

The analysis of linguonyms reported by respondents in Serbia aligns
with this broader historical and ideological perspective. Respondents
demonstrated familiarity with termsinfluenced bylocal linguisticand societal
norms, such as jevrejsko-spanski (Jewish-Spanish) and judeo-spanski (Judeo-
Spanish), reflecting how the language is framed within Serbian society.
At the same time, their use of linguonyms like djudeo-espanyol (or judeo-
espanyol) (Judeo-Spanish), djudezmo (literally, “Judaism”; in a figurative
sense, “the language of those who practise Judaism”), lingua muestra (our
language), sefardi, sefardikum (Sephardic), and spanyolit (Spanish-like
language) indicates a strong personal and communal identification with
the language’s Iberian origins and its role in Sephardic cultural heritage.
For example, terms like djudeo-espanyol are deeply rooted in the Iberian
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origins of the language, indicating a strong link to traditional Sephardic
culture. Others, such as lingua muestra, emphasise collective ownership
and belonging, underscoring Ladino’s enduring role in cultural memory
and community identity, even as active speakers diminish. This variety
of linguonyms demonstrates that Ladino, though endangered, remains a
vital cultural symbol, uniting the community through shared heritage and
collective memory.

These diverse linguonyms also highlight the community’s broader
multilingual profile. Monolingualism is rare, with only 7% (n=1) of
respondents using Serbian exclusively. A significant portion (n=6, 43%)
reports using Serbian alongside another language. The most common
combination, reported by 50% (n=7), involves Serbian, Ladino (often
passively), and an additional language, showcasing the community’s
linguistic diversity.

Most respondents (n=13, 93%) reported Serbian or Serbo-Croatian as
their primary or mother tongue, with only 7% (n=1) reporting both Ladino
and Serbian. Additionally, almost all respondents (n=12, 86%) identified
Serbian as the first language they learned in childhood, with only one
reporting Ladino. Respondents often defined “mother tongue” as the first
language they learned from their parents, symbolising early communication
and family bonds, as well as the language most frequently spoken in daily
life (for an extensive discussion on the concept of “mother tongue” within
the VLingS data, see Miri¢, Sokolovska & Sorescu-Marinkovi¢ 2024).

Regarding daily use, Serbian dominates for all respondents in both
public and private contexts. This reflects the community’s integration into
Serbian society, with Serbian frequently used as the primary language in daily
life. While some respondents continue to use Ladino (n=1, 7%), this tends
to be context-specific, confined to cultural or familial settings, and generally
less frequent than in previous generations. In partner communication,
Serbian is also prevalent (n=11, 92%), underscoring its central role even in
intimate interactions at home.

4.3. Language acquisition and intergenerational transmission of
Ladino

While all respondents (n=14, 100%) began learning Serbian before the
age of 7, primarily within the family, only 5 reported starting to learn Ladino
early in life (Figure 1), with parents and grandparents being the primary
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sources of Ladino language exposure rather than formal education or external
sources. This suggests a bilingual environment in which both Serbian,
the dominant societal language, and Ladino were learned simultaneously,
though Serbian likely held a more prominent role outside the family. On
the other hand, a significant portion of respondents (n=6, 43%) reported
that they never learned Ladino, indicating a break in its transmission within
certain family lines. However, some (n=3, 21%) learned Ladino as adults
through self-study or using books and media, reflecting possible revival
efforts or a desire to reconnect with cultural heritage later in life.

Ladino learning patterns

Learned Ladino early in life

Never learned Ladino

Learned Ladino as adults

Figure 1: Distribution of Ladino learning patterns among respondents.

The general trend of weakening of intergenerational transmission
of Ladino is further reflected in how respondents communicate with their
children. Those who have children and grandchildren indicated that Serbian
is the primary language in family communication, with most reporting that
their children either do not speak Ladino (n=6, 75%) or can only use simple
sentences (n=2, 25%). The situation becomes more dire with grandchildren,
as respondents indicated that none of their grandchildren speak Ladino
(n=6, 100%), highlighting a continuing erosion of language transmission
across generations.

Moreover, respondents acknowledged that Ladino in Serbia is
predominantly spoken by grandparents and great-grandparents (n=9,
64%), while some indicated that no one in their family speaks the language
anymore (n=>5, 36%). This data underscores the increasing restriction of
Ladino to older generations and the critical lack of active transmission to
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younger family members, signalling a serious endangerment of the language
within the community.

4.4. Domains of language usage

The heatmap below (Figure 2) illustrates the frequency of Ladino
language use across various social and professional domains, including
interactions with family, friends, neighbours, colleagues, religious leaders,
and public officials. The responses are coded from 1 (Always) to 6 (Not
applicable)®, with corresponding colours ranging from white (for frequent
use) to black (for little or no use or not applicable).

The data highlight that, to a modest extent, Ladino is used in personal
and informal settings, particularly with family and friends. However, it is
not used at all in broader social and professional environments, such as
workplaces, public institutions, and even religious settings. This suggests that
Serbian or other languages have largely taken over as the primary medium
for formal and even informal communication in family settings.

Frequency of Ladino usage across different domains

Respondent 1 = 6.0
Respondent 2 5

Respondent 3 6 5.5
Respondent 4 5

Respondent 5 5 5.0
Respondent 6

(C]

Respondent 7
Respondent 8 _
Respondent 9
Respondent 10
Respondent 11

Respondents
S
Y
w
Frequency scale

o o o

Respondent 12 35
Respondent 13
Respondent 14 30

With family EENe)

WHGBRHERH o oY o 0 oluu &t 0 U U1 o | U
WAGIERRIIIEY > oot 0 oo o1 &t 1 b1 b o L1 U
WAGESIEERIEY o0 o (ot 0 0 o o ool o0 &1 0 & o

With religious leaders [RENECNNC NN RSN T BN RN HECRNE T
With public officials [SNRCNNCINCINC WIS NN T ERC T MO RN T

Domains of Ladino usage

Figure 2: Frequency of Ladino language use across social domains.

> 'The “Not applicable” option was used for situations that do not apply to a respondent,
such as interactions with colleagues for retired individuals or respondents who never
learned Ladino.
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Similarly, the analysis of Ladino and other language use across
different communication domains shows that Serbian emerges as the
primary language in almost all domains—such as private topics, social
topics, thinking, counting, and dreaming (Figure 3). Only cognitive and
introspective contexts like thinking, counting, and dreaming, reveal a
modest presence of Ladino. Importantly, in “Praying language”, religious
respondents almost exclusively selected “Other language”, most probably
suggesting that prayer occurs in Hebrew as the holy language of Judaism.

Ladino alqd other languages usage across communication domains

12

=
o
T

Response categories
Serbian

Ladino

Both Serbian and Ladino
Other language

| do not know

e
T

]

Number of responses

Language usage domains

Figure 3: Frequency of language use across communication contexts.

Furthermore, the data provides insights into Ladinos selective use
among respondents, particularly as a “secret language” and in cultural
expressions like music. While most respondents indicate that they do not
regularly use Ladino as a private or hidden means of communication, a
few employ it in specific social situations to convey discreet messages. For
instance, one respondent noted using Ladino to subtly signal to another
person to avoid saying something inappropriate, highlighting its nuanced
role in interpersonal exchanges. This suggests that, although Ladino serves
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a limited role as a secret language, it can add a layer of cultural subtlety and
discretion in specific contexts. In contrast, Ladino’s role in music appears
more widespread, with nearly all respondents affirming that they listen to
musicin Ladino, underscoring its cultural significance. This high engagement
with Ladino music indicates that, while practical communication use is
limited, Ladino remains a vital element of cultural preservation, connecting
individuals with their heritage through shared musical traditions.

4.5. Literacy

The chart below (Figure 4) illustrates the frequency of reading and
writing in Ladino and Serbian, revealing distinct usage patterns. In both
cases, Serbian demonstrates high engagement, with a significant majority
of respondents indicating they “Always” engage in reading and writing in
Serbian, highlighting its status as the dominant language.

In contrast, Ladino shows low engagement, with most respondents
reporting they “Never” read or write in it. Unlike Serbian, which benefits
from formal education, Ladino literacy is informal and limited, reflecting its
diminished role due to generational shifts, lack of institutional support, and
the prevalence of Serbian in daily life.

The parallel trends across reading and writing frequencies underscore
a broader linguistic shift, with Serbian firmly established in both activities,
while Ladino is relegated to a marginal role, reflecting its position as a
heritage language rather than one in active daily use.

Reading in Ladino and Serbian Writing in Ladino and Serbian

Language Language
EEm Reading in Serbian EEm \riting in Serbian
10} mmm Reading in Ladino B Writing in Ladino

Number of responses
Number of responses

Always Often Sometimes  Rarely Never Always Often Sometimes  Rarely Never
Frequency level Frequency level

Figure 4: Reading and writing frequency in Ladino and Serbian.
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Furthermore, when analysing the use of Ladino and Serbian across
various communication contexts, including digital formats (like SMS/
Viber, social media, and emails) and other types of written communication,
Serbian emerges as overwhelmingly dominant across all these contexts,
with the vast majority of respondents using it for both writing and reading
messages across all formats (Figure 5).

In contrast, Ladino is scarcely used; only a handful of respondents
engage with it in SMS/Viber, email, social media, and other forms of
communication.

This trend highlights Serbian as the primary language in both digital
and non-digital communication, while Ladino maintains a limited presence,
reinforcing its status as a heritage language with restricted functional use in
everyday interactions.

Usage of Ladino and Serbian in different communication contexts

Language usage
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Figure 5: Language use across different communication formats.

4.6. Education

In line with the existing literature (Vucina Simovi¢ 2016), the project
data shows that Ladino has been largely absent from formal education in
Serbia. Respondents overwhelmingly indicated that they did not learn it
as a school subject (n=14), nor were they aware of any dedicated Ladino
courses available in schools (n=14). Additionally, while some respondents

155



Neda Pons

were uncertain, most noted that no family members had learned Ladino as
a formal subject, underscoring the limited institutional and familial support
for the languagess literacy and preservation.

In contrast, respondents reported extensive Serbian language
education, with almost all (n=13) indicating they studied Serbian for 12
years, reflecting the prioritisation of Serbian within the educational system.

Furthermore, when asked about opportunities to learn Ladino outside
of school—such as in language academies, workshops, or private lessons—
most respondents either responded “No” (n=10) or “Don’t know” (n=3).
This suggests that structured Ladino educational options outside formal
schooling are scarce or largely unknown within the community.

4.7. Institutional support and linguistic landscape

When analysing the possibility of using the Ladino in the public space,
the responses indicate limited institutional and public visibility of Ladino in
Serbia. When asked about the existence of institutions that support minority
rights of Sephardic Jews, most respondents affirmed their presence (n=8),
while some indicated uncertainty (n=2), and a smaller number reported no
such support (n=4). Many respondents seemed to be referring specifically to
Jewish institutions in Serbia, such as the Jewish Cultural Centre, which they
see as the primary source of support for the Sephardic community’s cultural
heritage. This suggests that, while there may be some institutional support,
it is largely concentrated within Jewish-specific organisations, with limited
broader public or governmental visibility for Ladino.

Regarding the existence of publicly visible signage and inscriptions,
all respondents indicated that there are no official signs in Ladino
(n=14), underscoring its absence in formal public spaces. However, seven
respondents had observed Ladino inscriptions on gravestones, primarily
at Jewish cemeteries in cities like Belgrade and Nis. This limited visibility
highlights Ladino’s status as a heritage language with restricted presence,
largely confined to commemorative contexts rather than active public or
institutional usage.

4.8. Publications in Ladino

The findings on Ladino literature in Serbian libraries reveal mixed
and somewhat inconsistent access to these resources. Responses to whether
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Ladino books are available in Serbian libraries were split evenly, with
seven respondents indicating “Yes” and seven indicating “No”. This even
divide suggests that while some libraries may hold Ladino materials, their
availability is limited and varies across different locations in Serbia. Similarly,
responses varied when respondents were asked about the existence of Ladino
literature in Serbia. Six respondents confirmed that Ladino literature exists,
seven disagreed, and one was uncertain.

When asked about the existence and engagement with specific
Ladino publications, some respondents (n=8) cited specific resources,
such as dictionaries, grammar books, and literary collections, while others
were unaware of any available Ladino literature (n=3). Specifically, the
respondents mentioned:

« Dictionaries: The Ladino-Serbian dictionary with a grammar
book written by Drita Tutunovi¢ is the most commonly referenced
publication, mentioned by five respondents.

« Collections of proverbs, poems, and stories: Two or three
respondents noted using collections of traditional Ladino proverbs,
poems, and stories, highlighting an interest in culturally rich, literary
texts.

. International publications: One respondent mentioned accessing
international resources like Sefarad, a publication dedicated to
Sephardic culture, indicating a reliance on global sources when local
options are insufficient.

These responses indicate that while the dictionary remains the most
accessible and well-known resource, some individuals engage with a wider
range of Ladino texts, showing a dedicated interest in the linguistic and
cultural preservation of Ladino in Serbia. The presence of internationally
sourced publications also highlights the gaps in local resources, driving
some respondents to seek broader access to Ladino literature through global
avenues.

4.9. Media

Figure 6 presents data about the availability of Ladino in various
types of media and the respondents’ personal use of them. The results
reveal a widespread lack of Ladino media across different formats, with
all respondents indicating that traditional media, such as radio, TV,
and newspapers in Ladino, are unavailable in Serbia. For internet sites,
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12 respondents indicated that Ladino content was unavailable, while 2
were uncertain. Social media presented a more varied response, with 8
respondents noting a lack of Ladino content and 6 expressing uncertainty,
suggesting limited visibility of Ladino on digital platforms such as Facebook,
X (Twitter), and Instagram. This consistent lack of engagement across all
media types particularly underscores the minimal presence of Ladino in
Serbia’s media landscape. The near-total absence of Ladino media access
reflects the language’s limited presence within the Serbian media landscape
in both traditional and online formats, suggesting a significant barrier to
regular engagement and exposure. However, it is important to note that
some respondents were aware of the availability of different media formats
in Ladino internationally, citing online groups or magazines in this language.

Ladino media availability and engagement
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Figure 6: Availability of Ladino media formats.
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4.10. Religious service

The data on the availability of religious services in Ladino in Serbia
reflects varied levels of awareness among respondents (Figure 7). When
asked whether such services exist, the respondents provided mixed
responses: 6 confirmed their existence, 5 reported that they did not, and 3
were uncertain. Regarding personal attendance at Ladino religious services,
5 stated they had attended, while the majority (n=9) said they had not.
Among those who had attended, several mentioned specific details, with
most indicating participation at the Sukat Shalom Synagogue in Belgrade,
often during regular services.

0 Existence of religious services in Ladino 0 Personal attendance at religious services in Ladino

Number of responses
Number of responses

No Don't know
Response Response

Figure 7: Awareness of Ladino religious services.

It is important to note that, in Jewish religious services, particularly
within Sephardic communities, it is common for the main portions of the
service to be conducted in Hebrew, with select parts or readings potentially
in Ladino to honour cultural heritage. Given this context, the respondents
are likely referring to parts of the service at Sukat Shalom Synagogue in
Belgrade that incorporate Ladino, while most of the service is conducted
in Hebrew. This practice allows for the preservation of Ladino within a
primarily Hebrew service, maintaining a connection to Sephardic heritage
without replacing the central liturgical language. In line with this, the results
suggest that religious services partly conducted in Ladino may be available
in limited contexts, but such services seem to be attended by only a subset
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of the community or that their existence is not widely recognised across the
community.

4.11. Cultural manifestations

An overwhelming majority of respondents (n=13, 93%) confirm
the presence of cultural events celebrating Sephardic heritage, featuring
diverse activities and traditions. Notable examples include music festivals
and concerts by groups such as Stefan Sabli¢’s ensemble, which performs
traditional Sephardic music. The Ethno Fusion Fest and summer music
events in the synagogue are also noted, reflecting the community’s focus
on preserving and celebrating musical heritage as a cultural experience.
Theatrical productions are another recurring theme, particularly those staged
by the “Kralj David” theatre and the Jewish community. Cultural exhibitions,
often organised by the Jewish Historical Museum, and film screenings
at the Jewish Cultural Centre further enrich the community’s cultural
landscape. Celebrations and communal events during Jewish holidays are
also significant, often accompanied by music and culinary activities within
the Jewish community centres and synagogues. Additionally, respondents
highlighted lectures by scholars like Eliezer Papo and Ivana Vucina Simovi¢,
indicating an interest in educational sessions that deepen community
knowledge of Jewish history, language, and culture.

While this array of cultural expressions indicates a vibrant dedication
to Ladino heritage, the focus on a few key figures, venues, and community
centres, primarily in Belgrade, suggests that these events are relatively niche
and geographically concentrated. Nonetheless, these manifestations play a
crucial role in sustaining and promoting Sephardic culture within Serbia.

Figure 8 indicates that a significant number of respondents (n=11,
79%) have attended cultural manifestations dedicated to the Ladino
community. The chart highlights the popularity of music, theatre, and
exhibitions as key cultural manifestations, underscoring their role in
Sephardic cultural engagement within the community. This variety of
attended events underscores the community’s commitment to maintaining
Sephardic traditions through a range of activities that appeal to different
cultural interests, such as music, theatre, culinary arts, and exhibitions.
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Types of Sephardic cultural events attended by respondents

Number of responses

Type of event

Figure 8: Attendance at Ladino cultural events.

In addition, responses to questions about the existence of associations
providing access to Sephardic culture and language in Serbia reveal varied
levels of awareness in the community. Out of all respondents, 7 (50%)
confirmed the presence of such associations, 5 (36%) stated they did not
exist, and 2 (14%) were uncertain (Figure 9). Those who acknowledged the
existence of these associations cited institutions like the Jewish Community
(Jevrejska opstina), the Jewish Cultural Centre, Instituto Cervantes, and
the Library at the Federation of Jewish Communities (Biblioteka pri Savezu
Jevrejskih opstina), which offer resources or programs related to Sephardic
heritage and culture. However, the mixed responses indicate a potential
gap in awareness or accessibility; a notable portion of respondents remain
either unaware of these resources or uncertain about their availability. This
disparity suggests that, while institutional support for Sephardic culture
is present, increased visibility and outreach may be needed to enhance
community engagement.
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Existence of associations with access to Sephardic culture and language

Number of responses

No Don't know
Response

Figure 9: Awareness of Sephardic cultural associations.

4.12. Language level self-assessment

This section presents the respondents’ self-assessments of their
linguistic competence in both Ladino and Serbian, with a five-point scale used
to evaluate their comprehension, speaking, reading, and writing skills. The
self-reported language levels across various language skills highlight distinct
patterns between the two languages. Respondents demonstrated consistently
high proficiency in Serbian across all language skills—understanding,
speaking, reading, and writing—with most individuals rating their skills at
the highest level (Figure 10). This uniformity suggests that Serbian is the
dominant and probably primary language for these respondents, providing
them with strong confidence in their Serbian proficiency.

In contrast, proficiency in Ladino varies more widely. Some
respondents report higher proficiency, particularly in understanding, which
could be linked to passive listening or informal exposure, especially in
family settings. On the other hand, speaking proficiency is generally lower
and more varied, with fewer respondents reaching advanced levels. This
variation could point to a decline in conversational fluency, as many heritage
speakers may understand but feel less comfortable actively speaking Ladino,
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Self-reported proficiency in Ladino and Serbian by language skill

Proficiency level
1 (Not at all)
2 (Slightly)
3 (Fairly)
B 4 (Quite well)
Bl 5 (Very well)

Ladino
Understanding
Serbian

Ladino
Speaking
Serbian

Ladino
Reading
Serbian

Ladino

Writing
Serbian

0 2 4 (3} 8 10 12 14
Number of responses

Figure 10: Self-assessed language proficiency in Ladino and Serbian.

which may be reserved for specific cultural expressions. Similarly, reading
proficiency is low among most respondents, with only a few achieving higher
proficiency levels. This trend might suggest limited literacy in Ladino, likely
due to reduced educational opportunities or less written material available
in the language. Heritage speakers may retain some oral skills but may not
have developed literacy, which typically requires more formal learning. The
lack of proficiency in reading Ladino reflects its use more as an oral tradition
than a written language in daily life. On the other hand, writing is the weakest
skill, with very few respondents indicating advanced proficiency. The low
proficiency in writing Ladino may reflect a lack of necessity or opportunity
to write in the language, indicating that it is primarily an oral language for
these speakers. The limited written proficiency in Ladino suggests that it is
rarely used for formal or written communication and remains a cultural or
familial language.

4.13. Respondents’ feelings and attitudes towards Ladino

The emotional responses of respondents to speaking Ladino reveal a
nuanced interplay between identity, community expectations, and external

163



Neda Pons

perceptions. Figure 11 highlights contrasting emotions depending on the
social context—speaking Ladino in the presence of Ladino speakers or in
the presence of Serbian speakers.* These data align with studies on heritage
languages that emphasise how emotional connections to language are deeply
context-dependent (Fishman 1991, Pavlenko 2006).

Across both contexts, “comfortable” was the most frequently reported
emotional response, reflecting ease of use and acceptance of Ladino as part
of the respondents’ identity. However, studies suggest that this comfort may
stem from different factors in each context. When speaking Ladino in the
presence of Ladino speakers, the familiarity of the language fosters a sense of
belonging and shared heritage. Conversely, comfort when speaking Ladino
in the presence of Serbian speakers might reflect confidence in navigating
intercultural interactions and the symbolic use of the language as a marker
of identity (Fishman 1991).

A few respondents reported feeling “normal” when speaking Ladino.
This neutrality, particularly when using the language in the presence of
Serbian speakers, may suggest that the act of speaking Ladino does not carry
heightened emotional significance in such contexts. This could be because
Serbian speakers are less likely to understand or engage with Ladino,
reducing any social stakes or expectations tied to its use. In contrast, the
fewer “normal” responses in the presence of Ladino speakers suggest that
speaking Ladino among those who understand it carries greater cultural
and symbolic weight, as heritage languages often foster a sense of shared
identity and reinforce community ties.

Feelings of pride and shame were highly context-dependent, with only
one respondent reporting pride when using Ladino in the presence of Ladino
speakers and none in the presence of Serbian speakers. The absence of pride
when speaking Ladino in the presence of Serbian speakers might reflect a
lack of external validation or societal recognition of its cultural significance.
Shame in the presence of Ladino speakers, reported by two respondents,
could stem from perceived inadequacies in language proficiency, echoing
findings that heritage speakers often feel linguistic insecurity due to

* Although almost none of the respondents use Ladino as their primary means of

communication, there are instances of sporadic use, such as in conversations or through
the incorporation of Ladino phrases and expressions in specific contexts. This may occur
in the presence of Ladino speakers—individuals with some degree of proficiency in
Serbia or from abroad, including interactions facilitated online—or even among Serbian
speakers in certain social interactions.
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disruptions in intergenerational transmission (Montrul 2015). As one
respondent put it: “I feel ashamed because I don’t speak Ladino correctly”
This highlights the internalised pressures of representing cultural heritage
accurately in the presence of others who share the language.

Two respondents reported “not thinking about it” when speaking
Ladino in the presence of Serbian speakers. This contrasts with interactions
in the presence of Ladino speakers, where all respondents had specific
emotional reactions. This discrepancy supports theories that heritage
languages take on greater symbolic value in in-group settings, where they
reinforce identity and solidarity (Fishman 1991).

Most common feelings when speaking Ladino

Context
Bl |n the presence of Ladino speakers
mmm  In the presence of Serbian speakers

Number of responses

Figure 11: Emotional responses to Ladino in different social contexts.

An analysis of the respondents’ attitudes and beliefs about Ladino
reveals its multifaceted role as a heritage language, shaped by cultural,
personal, and aesthetic perceptions. These attitudes and beliefs resonate
with themes explored in heritage language studies, highlighting Ladino’s
symbolic significance and emotional resonance:
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Melodic and aesthetic qualities: Many respondents described Ladino
as melodican (melodic) or lep (beautiful), likening its tonal qualities to those
of Spanish. This aligns with findings that Ladino is often perceived through
its aesthetic values, beauty, and mellifluousness, thereby evoking a positive
sentiment among its heritage speakers (Pons 2019: 332).

Identity and heritage connection: Ladino was often framed as
integral to respondents’ Sephardic identity and legacy, with terms like
prisan (intimate) and deo mog visestrukog identiteta (part of my multifaceted
identity) illustrating its role as a cultural anchor. Scholars such as Fishman
(1991) have similarly highlighted how heritage languages function as identity
markers, bridging personal and communal histories.

Historical and linguistic preservation: The respondents frequently
compared Ladino to Spanish, celebrating it as arhaicni Spanski (archaic
Spanish) and starospanski koji su jedino Sefardi sacuvali (Old Spanish
preserved only by Sephardic Jews). This reflects pride in Ladino’s historical
roots and its role in maintaining Sephardic cultural distinctiveness (Pons
2019: 330-336).

Romantic and nostalgic qualities: Descriptions like romantican
(romantic) and jezik Servantesa (language of Cervantes) highlight Ladino’s
sentimental value. Such sentiments align with Fishman’s (1991) perspective
that the affective and cultural dimensions of language can foster a deep
emotional attachment to one’s linguistic heritage.

The analysis also reveals that while Ladino is cherished as a heritage
language, it has faced repression in family settings and historical events.
Most respondents reported no direct prohibition against speaking Ladino,
but some noted restrictions in specific contexts. One respondent shared
that their grandmother was forbidden from speaking Ladino by a relative
who was in the military, revealing assimilation pressures in professional
or authoritative environments. Another described avoiding Ladino during
World War II to escape persecution, as speaking it could reveal their Jewish
identity, increasing their risk under Nazi occupation. These accounts
highlight how societal norms and historical trauma have undermined and
challenged Ladinos use, threatening cultural continuity.

4.14. Ethnic and cultural identity

Theanalysis of theimportance of Ladino for each respondent personally
and its role as a cultural marker of a Sephardic community shows that most
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respondents consider the heritage language highly important, as shown in
Figure 12. This suggests that Ladino is not only valued as a communication
tool but also seen as a significant aspect of individual identity and heritage.
For these respondents, the language likely holds emotional and cultural
value, connecting them to their ancestors and community. We could also
say that the personal meaning of Ladino goes beyond its communication
function, as many of the respondents no longer use it actively or have never
used it. For some, Ladino is only partially important, implying that while
the language is valued, it may not play a central role in everyone’s daily
life or personal identity. Only one respondent selected “Not important”,
representing an individual for whom the language has less relevance due to
limited exposure.

Personal importance of Ladino Language as a cultural marker
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Figure 12: Perceived importance of Ladino as a heritage language.

Similarly, most respondents affirm that the language is a cultural
marker, emphasising its role as a symbol of shared heritage rather than
a means of active communication. For these individuals, the language
encapsulates cultural traditions, values, and collective identity, setting them
apart and providing a sense of belonging within the community. Several
respondents view the language as “Partially a marker”, indicating that while
it carries cultural significance, it may not be the sole or most prominent
marker of identity. This response may suggest that other aspects of culture
(e.g. customs, traditions) also play crucial roles in defining the community’s
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identity. Overall, the results suggest a universal acknowledgement, to some
degree, of the language’s cultural value and its role in maintaining community
identity.

4.15. Language maintenance and revitalisation

In line with the understanding of Ladino as an important element of

Sephardic identity, nearly all respondents (n=13, 93%) expressed a personal
commitment to preserving their heritage language. Their motivations for
doing so can be grouped into several key themes (Figure 13), each reflecting
the language’s cultural, historical, and personal significance:
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» Heritage and tradition: Respondents emphasised Ladinos

deep connection to Sephardic heritage, using phrases like zbog
tradicije (because of tradition) to stress its role in honouring a
500-year-old legacy and preventing the loss of ancestral customs.
Cultural identity and community belonging: Ladino was described
as integral to Sephardic identity and community cohesion, with
statements such as deo identiteta (part of identity) highlighting its
role in preserving a distinct sense of self in a multicultural context.
Emotional and sentimental value: Many noted a sentimental
attachment to Ladino, citing personal and family connections
like moja porodica i preci su govorili ladino (my family and ancestors
spoke Ladino) as key motivations for maintaining a link to their past.
Historical and academic significance: Ladino’s value as a historical
and academic language was underscored in descriptions like istorijski
jezik sa dugom tradicijom (a historical language with along tradition),
reflecting its importance for both cultural preservation and scholarly
inquiry.

Injustice of cultural extinction: Some viewed the loss of Ladino as a
moral injustice, stating that strasno je da se ugasi jedna zajednica koja
ima svoju kulturu (it’s terrible for a community with its own culture
to disappear), underscoring the imperative to protect Sephardic
heritage.

Language as an added value: One respondent highlighted the
intellectual enrichment of multilingualism, describing Ladino as a
personal and practical asset that adds diversity to individual lives.
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Themes of Ladino preservation activities and motivations

Heritage and tradition
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Figure 13: Reasons for preserving Ladino.

However, most respondents (n=13, 93%) expressed a strong awareness
of Ladinos endangered status and a shared concern for its preservation,
underscoring thelanguage’s vulnerability. This widespread acknowledgement
highlights an urgency to protect Sephardic heritage. Only one respondent
was indifferent, suggesting a weaker personal connection to Ladino.

Anoverwhelming majority of respondents (n=13,93%) showed astrong
commitment to passing on Ladino to younger generations, viewing it as a
critical component of cultural identity and continuity. For these individuals,
teaching Ladino to future generations is essential for maintaining their
heritage and family legacy. Only one respondent was indifferent, indicating
a broad consensus on the importance of intergenerational transmission.

Opinions diverged on formalising Ladino education in schools. While
some (n=3, 21%) see value in institutional support, most (n=11, 79%)
believe community-led or family-centred preservation is more appropriate,
considering school-based instruction unrealistic without an active speaking
community.

Awareness of existing preservation efforts varied. Some respondents
(n=4, 29%) knew of initiatives, e.g. those by Drita Tutunovi¢’s family, to

169



Neda Pons

document and digitise Ladino materials, and music events by artists like
Stefan Sabli¢. However, a larger group (n=8, 57%) was unaware of any
preservation activities, suggesting challenges in promoting these efforts
within the community. Additionally, two respondents (14%) were uncertain
about the existence of initiatives, likely due to limited engagement or a lack
of publicised efforts.

All respondents who were unaware of or noted the absence of
preservation activities expressed an interest in introducing them, indicating
a strong community desire to support organised preservation efforts. This
interest suggests a readiness within the community to engage in initiatives
that would strengthen their connection to Ladino heritage.

To preserve Ladino, respondents proposed strategies focusing on
cultural events, education, digital resources, and community building.
Many suggested hosting regular cultural events like music concerts, film
screenings, and lectures, emphasising music as a way to boost engagement
and attract interest in Ladino. Increasing the number of active speakers was
another priority, with ideas like advertising Ladino’s appeal as an “exotic”
language and offering courses and workshops. Educational initiatives
were widely recommended, including weekend schools, Ladino courses,
workshops, and conversational spaces. Some proposed integrating Ladino
into Spanish studies as an elective or at the graduate level, adding academic
value and drawing students interested in linguistics or cultural studies. Digital
resources were seen as essential, especially for the youth. The respondents
advocated for online materials (texts, music, history) and global language
platforms to make Ladino accessible beyond Serbia. Community-building
suggestions included creating intergenerational spaces for young people
to connect with their heritage and older speakers, fostering both linguistic
and cultural transmission. Some respondents called for global outreach,
such as promoting Ladino through virtual classes and online communities,
recognising the worldwide dispersion of Ladino speakers.

The expressed interest in introducing preservation activities where
they are lacking underscores the community’s desire to keep Ladino vibrant
and accessible. For many, Ladino is more than a language; it is a cherished
link to their cultural and familial heritage. Organising more visible and
accessible community-wide initiatives could bridge the gap for those
unaware or uninvolved, helping to foster a more cohesive effort to preserve
and celebrate Ladino.
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5. Conclusion: the postvernacular future of Ladino in
contemporary Serbia

This sociolinguistic study of Ladino in Serbia underscores the
language’s critical level of endangerment, with little to no intergenerational
transmission in contemporary contexts. Despite this, the positive attitudes
and strong emotional connections expressed by community members
reveal Ladinos enduring role as a cultural marker of Sephardic identity.
The findings suggest that Ladino’s future lies primarily in a postvernacular
domain, where it functions as a symbolic and cultural artefact rather than a
vernacular used for daily communication.

5.1. The decline of Ladino as a vernacular

The data highlight that the intergenerational transmission of Ladino
has largely ceased in Serbia. Few respondents reported learning Ladino as
a child, and its use in family and communal settings has diminished across
generations. Among younger family members, Ladino is nearly absent,
with Serbian dominating as the primary language of communication. This
generational shift is mirrored in literacy rates, where Serbian is universally
learned in formal education, while Ladino literacy is rare and informal. The
lack of institutional support, combined with societal pressures to assimilate
linguistically and culturally into Serbian society, has further marginalised
Ladino as a living language.

These factors reflect broader global trends, where Ladino has been
unable to sustain its role as a vernacular language. As Sephardic communities
integrated into diverse national and cultural contexts, the communal spaces
and domains required for vernacular language use have diminished. The
impact of historical traumas such as the Holocaust and the pressures of
assimilation have compounded this trend, leaving Ladino without a robust
speech community in Serbia.

5.2. Ladino as a cultural marker

Despite its diminished vernacular use, Ladino retains significant
cultural and emotional value for Serbia’s Sephardic community. The
respondents consistently associated Ladino with their Sephardic heritage,

» «

describing it as a “melodic”, “beautiful”, and “intimate” language. It serves
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as a powerful symbol of cultural continuity, connecting individuals to their
ancestors and shared historical experiences. For many, Ladino embodies a
collective memory and serves as a marker of Sephardic identity, even for
those who lack fluency.

This sentiment reflects a broader understanding of ethnic and cultural
identity as multifaceted, where language is one of many elements that
define a community. In the case of Sephardim in Serbia, religious practices,
traditions, and cultural events also play critical roles in maintaining identity.
However, the symbolic value of Ladino as a unique cultural legacy remains
central, often described as “our language” and a link to the Sephardic past.

5.3. Postvernacular use of Ladino

The findings suggest that Ladino’s future in Serbia will likely unfold
within a postvernacular framework. In this context, Ladino functions
as a cultural and symbolic tool rather than a practical means of daily
communication. This shift aligns with global trends in Ladino preservation.

Key aspects of postvernacular Ladino include:

. Digital and transnational spaces: Ladinos presence on digital
platforms, such as online communities and discussion groups
like Ladinokomunita or American Ladino League platforms, enables
Sephardic individuals from remote regions to connect and share
their heritage. These spaces provide opportunities for written,
audio and visual communication, cultural exchange, and identity
reinforcement, transcending geographic boundaries.

« Cultural revitalisation: Events such as music concerts, theatrical
productions, and lectures dedicated to Sephardic traditions play
a vital role in maintaining Ladino’s cultural relevance. Music, in
particular, has emerged as a prominent medium for engaging
with Ladino, fostering emotional and cultural connections among
community members.

« Educational initiatives: While formal education in Ladino is
currently absent, respondents expressed interest in workshops,
courses, and digital resources to learn and engage with the language.
Educational efforts tailored to postvernacular contexts could focus
on literacy, cultural history, and linguistic appreciation, targeting
both community members and interested learners globally.
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« Symbolic identity: Ladino’s role as a symbol of Sephardic heritage
remains powerful. The language functions as a unifying element for
Sephardic descendants, reinforcing a sense of shared identity and
cultural pride.

5.4. Challenges and opportunities for preservation

Revitalising Ladino as a vernacular language faces significant
challenges, particularly the lack of active speech communities and
intergenerational transmission. However, its postvernacular potential offers
a viable pathway for cultural preservation and engagement. Key steps for
sustaining Ladino include:

. Leveraging digital platforms: Expanding Ladino’s online presence,
including digitised texts, interactive language tools, and cultural
content, can engage younger generations and global audiences.
Social media campaigns, podcasts, and online learning tools tailored
to specific Sephardic communities can create an accessible and
dynamic resource hub for the language.

« Community-led initiatives: Empowering Sephardic communities
to lead preservation efforts ensures Ladino remains culturally
rooted. Collaborative projects with academic institutions, cultural
organisations, and international networks can enhance these
initiatives. In Serbia, awareness could be raised by hosting local
Ladino workshops, celebrating Sephardic heritage through events,
and fostering partnerships between Serbian Jewish organisations
and global Ladino networks.

5.5. Final remarks: a symbolic bridge to the future

While Ladino’s use as a vernacular language in Serbia is unlikely to
revive, its cultural and symbolic significance continues to resonate deeply
within the Sephardic community. In its postvernacular form, Ladino serves
asabridge between the past and the future, preserving a rich cultural heritage
while adapting to the realities of contemporary life. Digital engagement,
cultural initiatives, and education can sustain Ladino as a living symbol of
Sephardic identity, fostering pride and connection for future generations.
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