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Abstract: The article discusses the reasons for the construction, in the 1960s, of a memo-The article discusses the reasons for the construction, in the 1960s, of a memo-

rial to the victims of the former camp in Jasenovac in Yugoslavia, although no such memo-

rial was built at the Sajmište site. How should we explain and understand this difference and 

what do these two sites stand for in Yugoslav discourses about the past? I will argue that the 

memorial project for Jasenovac was, due to certain developments, seen as a substitute for 

similar plans at nearly all the former camp locations in Yugoslavia. Because of this substi-

tution, after the mid 1960s none of the other concentration camp sites in the country ben-

efited from federal financing and thus all of them were excluded from having a real chance 

at being made into a proper memorial site. 
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What was the place of memorializing the victims of the Second World War in so-

cialist Yugoslavia?  This question has been investigated thoroughly over the past 

several years.  The answer becomes more complicated, however, if we turn to the 

Sajmište, got a memorial in socialist Yugoslavia. In order to provide such an an-

-

lic remembrance of the victims of concentration camps play in the Europe of the 

and later postwar periods? And, amid these trends and considering the mandates 

-

tices at the local level and at the level of survivor initiatives look like? Were there 

even any such things in Yugoslavia and, if there were, what do we know about the 

historical actors involved in remembrance?

1  The article is a version of the paper prepared for the international conference If not now, 
when...? The Future of the site of the Old Fairgrounds (Sajmiste) in Belgrade, held in Belgrade, 

-

tion for an Open Society in Serbia, Stiftung Erinnerung-Verantwortung-Zukunft from Berlin 

and Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung in Serbia.

2  See for instance just recently Sindbæk 2012 and also Sundhaussen 2004. For a more de-

tailed discussion of the following contribution’s main arguments see: Karge 2010.
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I am primarily interested in the reasons why, in the Yugoslavia of the 1960s, a me-

in Yugoslav historical discourse?

My thesis will be that because of certain developments in Yugoslavia, the memo-

plans in nearly all the other former camp sites in the country. Because of this sub-

stitution, after the mid 1950s none of the other concentration camp sites in the 

having a real chance at being made into a proper memorial site.

-

perience of war had been the foundation of divided Europe after 1945. In both east 

and west, the continent took refuge in the construction and public communica-

tion of foundation myths centered on resistance, deportation, collective victim-

Questions about touchy subjects like collaboration with occupation powers, do-

mestic fascist movements or passivity in the face of the deportation and genocide 

-

-

The division of Europe after the war was a constitutive element, to use a term 

-

Europe, processing the history of the Second World War was naturally ongoing, 

but that does not imply any continuous public perception or academic reapprais-

al of all aspects of the wartime period. The 1950s were marked by widespread si-

-

ly ignoring the victim perspective because of the victims’ lack of proper political 

standpoint, the concentration camp victims were of only secondary importance. 

In the 1960s this silent consensus began to break down, in part because of the 

worldwide attention given to the Eichmann and Auschwitz trials and the Ameri-

-

focused on the victims.
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In the socialist societies of eastern and southeastern Europe there was little di-

-

ing myth in all socialist societies as it did in Yugoslavia, it was nonetheless a po-

litically instrumentalized sphere of memory loaded with taboos in every country. 

The consistent focus on the heroes of the war—the Soviet Red Army soldier, the 

Belgrade. The victims, particularly the victims of the concentration camps, were 

secondary. While they were not completely forgotten, they were given much less 

attention as political symbols than the combatant and politically active war he-

roes. State-sponsored war memorials were usually dedicated to the heroes, not 

the victims. And if the victims were remembered, then they were retroactively re-

interpreted as politically active victims who were resisting the enemy, men and 

not very high on the scale of socialist remembrance politics. These victims were 

level recognition.

The hero was also at the center of Yugoslav history politics—the partisan hero. 

-

portrayed front and center. Thus Yugoslavia was well within developments typical 

of Europe as a whole, at least in the 1950s. The fact that by 1960, 15 years after the 

Niš nor the former camp on the Adriatic island of Molat had been made into me-

morial sites was not so much a Yugoslav or even a socialist phenomenon. This re-

-

ond World War.

-

derestimated as a factor. Ten years after the end of the war memories were still 

fresh everywhere in Europe. The material losses were still palpable everywhere 

and the trauma in human memory had hardly had time to heal.  Another factor 

was that the remembrance of concentration camp victims was a completely new 

form of victimhood remembrance, not only in Yugoslavia. This might have led to 

3
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-

-

remembered? How should people be remembered, if they couldn’t be subsumed 

-

-

preting the concentration camp deaths as a patriotic act after all. This retroactive 

imputation of meaning was the key by which the early international and national 

was the guiding theme of internationally operating victim organizations such as 

the international concentration camp committees which played a large role in the 

creation of these sites since the 1950s. It was no coincidence that the focus at these 

still know relatively little about this international aspect of Yugoslav memory pol-

itics and memory culture. Nonetheless it is worthwhile to dig a bit deeper here. It 

honoring and public silence with regard to aspects of the wartime past were and 

-

ferentiation, concentrating on the conceptualizing of former concentration camp 

sites by Yugoslav political entities directed toward foreign audiences and those for 

domestic purposes.

Like many other European countries in both the east and the west, starting in the 

of memorial sites at the sites of former concentration camps abroad. As early as 

1955, Yugoslavia was working on drafts for a memorial to the Yugoslav victims at 

the Mauthausen concentration camp. Beginning in 1956, Yugoslavia took part in 

international competitions to design a victims’ memorial at Auschwitz, a proj ect 

that was never completed.  Yugoslavia was also involved in the memorial-build-

ing activities at the former concentration camp sites at Dachau and Sachsen-

hausen during and after the late 1950s.

of the  concentration camp committees being formed at the time, it remained in 

4

-

5  Report of the Secretariat CC (Central Committee) SBNOR,

6  Draft working report FC (Federal Committee) SUBNOR, 
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 Deportees and Prisoners which had been founded in 1951. This cooperation grew 

in the mid 1950s, after the death of Stalin. Since the focus of these internation-

al committees was, as described above, not on an equal treatment of all the vic-

tims, but on political victims, Yugoslavia followed this trend. For Yugoslav deci-

sion makers the emphasis was on the participation of the country in the European 

anti-fascist resistance struggle and thus on securing the country’s place in the 

concert of European resistance movements. That was the Yugoslav motive for par-

ticipating in the memorial projects in places like Auschwitz and Mauthausen and 

-

and non-political victims played only a minor role, if any at all.

In Yugoslavia itself two memorial projects at the sites of former concentration 

island of Rab. In this case, however, it has as little to do with remembering the vic-

tims as it did in the case of Yugoslav participation in the projects at Auschwitz or 

Mauthausen. Rather, it was a prestige project at a location where predominantly 

camp during the Second World War. The Yugoslav state had invested a large sum 

in the creation of the memorial cemetery in what was a unique project for its time.  

But why there and not at some other location? In the case of Kampor, it hadn’t 

-

der and the dissolution of the camp, volunteer combat units were recruited from 

among the able-bodied inmates, units which then joined partisans.  Thus, a nar-

rative of self-liberation and active partisan resistance and combat could be devel-

at the memorial cemetery spoke of heroism and not of victimhood.

7
there, and [now] there is a wonderful gravesite unlike any other in Yugoslavia. That is an ar-

Velimir 

8

9  Byford argued similary with regard to the former camp at Niš, where in the 1950s a small 

-

Rab, paid for by the Republic of Serbia. The 4th Plenum of the main committee of the Serbian 

that time the grounds were being used by the Yugoslav army. On cultural sites related to the 
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 And in this case even more importantly, an in-

-

ond monumental memorial project at the location of a former camp, the one at 

story to be told and this wasn’t a camp set up by the Germans or Italians. It was a 

-

fully murdered. This memorial was built nonetheless—something that can not be 

further weaving the narrative of heroic partisans.

in the Belgrad center of SBNOR

1955 there were monies available to the central committee of the SBNOR for a de-

in 1960 there was a second call for designs, this time by invitation only, won by 

-

grounds, the Yugoslav state paid for all costs, including the design competition 

-

morialization can in fact be interpreted as such. But it is decidedly not the result 

-

the resulting need to act under the pressure of former deportees and prisoners.

We still know little about these camp survivor organizations and initiatives in 

Yugoslavia.  They had been active since 1951 as the Section of Former Political 

Struggle for People’s Liberation, 4th Plenum, Main Committee (MC), SBNOR Serbia, 12 March 

10

11

12
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 Deportees and Prisoners, part of the central organization of the SBNOR. By the 

meant that its domestic work was almost entirely invisible. That only changed 

when toward the end of the 1950s sections were founded in the Yugoslav republics 

as well. At the same time organizations of survivors of various camps were also or-

Akcioni odbor logoraša Jasenovca -

 

[...] in order to remember the victims who died for freedom at this, our 

blood. 

This and similar initiatives probably increased the pressure and helped bring 

-

ly, these initiatives managed to sensitize a large number of people to the obvious 

increasingly rundown grounds of the camp in 1956, there were more than 10,000 

 Not only the camp visitors 

were made aware of the problem, but the political leadership as well. The memo-

 

-

rialization at the Sajmište site, notes that the survivors of that camp had formed 

their own group in 1960 as well.  If there was in fact an increased public sensibil-

sites? Did anyone notice and, if so, was this communicated?

A decade after the end of the Second World War the neglect of former concentra-

tion camp sites was a side issue, but one that did get some public attention. We 

-

13  

henceforth ibid.

14  Session on the construction of a memorial in Jasenovac
k. 294, b.b. 

15  Ibid. 

16  See Byford 2011: 96.
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We consider the biggest and most urgent problem to be the preparation of 

-

-

vestment, our local district organizations can not complete them with vol-

untary donations or similar means.

camps and the absence of any recognition of their victims were again an issue. The 

congress discussed the necessity of preparing the former camp sites, especially in 

to this, something easily shown with the case of the former Ustaša concentra-

 

republic-level sections within SBNOR, the discussion about these gaps in public 

was perceived as the primary memory gap:

17  Report of the 3rd Plenum CC SBNORJ

-

centration camps, crime scenes, trenches, secret torture chambers and the like—then we are 

-MK, Uprava za zaštitu kulturne baštine, 

Dokumentacija NOB-spomenike, b.b.

18  Commission for the marking and construction of historical sites, 3rd Congress SBNORJ, 

19

-

trebarsko, nor the camp on the island of Molat, so that in this [coming] period primarily 

proposal for the 

of People’s Liberation and the Revolution and on the participation of the Socialist Republic of 

Secretariat for Education, Cultur and Sports of the Socialist Republic of Croatia, 19 March 
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-

who have to make a decision here don’t agree. […] Why not build an ossu-

ary here, why don’t we start retrieving the bones of our comrades, bones 

which have so often been washed up by the river? […] I for one, comrades, 

 

Banjica. Not a single one of those sites had, at that time, been prepared for visi-

I think that Sajmište should be put in order in some way. Our future com-

mittee should think about that a little.  

the disinterest which society had so far shown for the issue and the resulting ne-

-

A question, comrades, that we have to think about most seriously, has to do 

with restoring the historical sites of the life and death of those who were in 

camps and prisons. […] I can tell you that our academics learned only last 

year what Banjica had been during the war and they have begun to put up 

signs [at the site] and have even succeeded in hosting [public] lectures [by 

survivors] about the issue. Isn’t that sad? […] The 15th of May is approach-

-

ing some work there and that was it. What was being done there was nei-

ther pleasing nor appropriate for the representation and remembrance of 

our dead comrades who lost their lives there. Maybe our comrades who are 

-

-

propriate memorials, but also because I believe that to be the case for most 

of these sites.  

20  , Federal conference of former political prisoners, internees and deportees, 

21  Josip Šener, Ibid.

22  

AZW 2009: 160.
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It is important to understand that from the late 1950s on there most certainly were 

sites at the former camps. These were not outside of state-sponsored structures, 

but within the framework of societal groups such as the SBNOR or the new survi-

vor organizations. They were visible in Yugoslavia at the time. If these voices were 

renovation of these often very large camps, for the recovery and appropriate burial 

of hundreds and thousands of human remains and the design and construction of 

large memorials. The vast majority of the memorials built in the 1950s and 1960s 

-

tricts. The republic level was involved in the planning of larger projects. Only 

for the Marking and Renovation of Historical Sites of the War of People’s Libera-

 led by Alek-

-

ten years it planned and carried out the building of pan-Yugoslav sites of memory 

included and starting in 1955 the committee got involved in the concentration 

camp memorial projects outside Yugoslavia mentioned earlier. This committee 

was thus responsible for the creation of memorial sites which, as I argued above, 

memorialized the heroes of the War of People’s Liberation. Victim memorializa-

though there had been local initiatives by the town of Novska and initiatives by 

by Belgrade in what was an unparalleled intervention from the center. As early as 

August of 1952 there was an instruction from Belgrade to Novska, communicat-

 

So this is where the political decision was made—the decision that meant that 

would be the only such site brought under the remit of the committee. Over the 

23  MC 

Jasenovac
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-

the committee and SBNOR.

made attractive and modest. Our country doesn’t have a lot of money and it 

not be possible. Also evident, however, was the implicit rejection of federal fund-

-

victims in Yugoslavia.

None of the various considerations which were discussed in the committee in the 

sites are concerned, things worked out just as the committee members and po-

-

victims in Yugoslavia and hence function as an adequate substitute. But it is quite 

sites, in the plans of a single committee with access to federal funds, led to consid-

Primljeno: 30. novembar 2012.
Prihvaćeno: 10. decembar 2012.

24  Henceforth: Joint Session of the Executive Committee CC SUBNORJ and Committee
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Hajke Karge
Sajmište, Jasenovac i društveni okviri sećanja i zaborava

Apstrakt

Tekst razmatra razloge za izgradnju spomen-područja posvećenog žrtvama logora Ja-

senovac u Jugoslaviji tokom šezdesetih godina XX veka, iako takav spomenik nije po-

dignut na mestu logora na Sajmištu. Kako da objasnimo i razumemo tu razliku i koje je 

mesto ta dva logora u jugoslovenskim diskursima o prošlosti? Tvrdim da je, zahvaljujući 

određenim kretanjima, projekat za Jasenovac bio sagledavan kao zamena za slične pla-

nove za bezmalo sva mesta gde su se nalazili logori u Jugoslaviji. Zbog te zamene, na-

kon sredine šezdesetih godina XX veka nijedno područje gde su se nalazili koncentraci-

oni logori u zemlji nije dobilo saveznu +nansijsku potporu, pa je svima njima uskraćena 

mogućnost da budu pretvorena u odgovarajuće mesto sećanja.

Ključne reči Drugi svetski rat, Jasenovac, Sajmište, koncentracioni logori, sećanje, 

Jugoslavija, organizacije preživelih, SUBNOR, ratni veterani.


