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Chapter 8
The European Memory Problem Revisited:

Romani Memory beyond Amnesia

INTRODUCTION

Ma Bisteren! Let’s not forget! 1

We have been taught that it is our duty to remember. That is certainly a positive de
velopment. Yet the doctrine that urges us not to forget the crimes against mankind is
accompanied by the hope that this memory will prevent us from repeating the atroc
ities of the past. But without the duty to think, the duty to remember will be meaning
less. (Claude Lefort cited Probst 2003: 58)

In her best selling travel story Bury me Standing: The Gypsies and their Journey (1995) Isabel
Fonseca suggests that the Roma do not collectively remember and that they forget to
survive as a people. In contrast, Katie Trumpener (1992) states that Romani minorities,
their cultures, histories, and memories have persistently been denied a place in modern
Europe and, thus, that their memorial cultures tend to be displaced. She argues that this
displacement is inherently related to the denial of ‘the time of the Gypsies.’ According to
her, the immobilizing of their time and their relegation to the domain of pre modern,
traditional, and ‘history less’ cultures have been among the necessary conditions of pos
sibility to develop modern European histories, characterized by their supposed ability to
be productive, innovative, and progressive at the same time. Trumpener considers this
phenomenon, according to which European history and historicity can only be construct
ed and articulated as productive by reducing peoples such as ‘the Gypsies’ to those with
out history, as the main characteristic of what she calls the European memory problem.

Fonseca’s and Trumpener’s claims are at odds with the recent proliferation of Romani
memorial practices. Particularly since the fall of communism, we have seen a rapid
increase of such practices throughout Europe, as well as the increased Romani involve
ment in developing artistic and intellectual movements, including the formation of

1 In Romanes, ‘ma bisteren’ means ‘let’s not forget!’ Ma Bisteren! was also the name of a Slovak project
which aimed to remind the public of the suffering of the Roma during the Second World War. In 2005 06,
the Romani NGO In Minorita and the Slovak National Museum organized this project (interview 2005p;
RNL 2005; Hušova 2006).
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historiographies.2 Particularly regarding Holocaust remembrance, Romani memorial
practices have increased. Roma have developed new memorials at various sites of
memories that are related to their war histories. Since the mid 1980s, such memorials
have been built at the sites of former Nazi concentration camps in but also outside
Germany, in countries such as Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, the Netherlands,
Poland, and Slovakia. In some towns, such as in Tarnów in Poland and in Brno in the
Czech Republic, Romani museums have been established, at which new memorial
practices and historiographies have also been developed.3 Elsewhere, such as in the
Auschwitz museum in Poland and the new Holocaust museum in Budapest, Roma have
developed exhibitions in which they address the Nazi genocide of Sinti and Roma.4

In this chapter, I will engage in debates about the role of Romani histories and
memories in contemporary Europe. How are we to assess the current proliferation of
Romani memorial practices vis à vis claims, such as those of Fonseca and Trumpener? In
the first part of this chapter, I will argue that we can maintain neither the thesis that the
Roma collectively neglect their past in order to survive, nor the thesis that Romani his
tories and memories are persistently denied a place in European societies and cultures.
Diverse Romani groups are mobilizing memory as a strategy to inscribe Romani his
tories in the European memorial landscapes and to claim a place in national and Euro
pean histories and memories.

In this chapter’s second part, I will explain why we can nevertheless maintain
Trumpener’s idea that we, in contemporary Europe, are facing a European memory
problem. Yet, this problem is no longer the one that she addressed. To show how this
problem has transformed, I will reflect on how, in EU cultural policy, we have seen a
tendency to what I call the governmentalization of Holocaust remembrance. This
governmentalization has engendered novel narratives of European belonging that tend
to include, rather than exclude, the histories and memories of minority groups such as
the Romani. At the same time, however, the trend to governmentalize Holocaust remem
brance also risks to turn it into a questionable Holocaust pedagogy.

This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I will discuss the way in which Trumpener
introduced the notion of a European memory problem in the early 1990s. After that, I
will confront the way in which she conceived this problem with my first case study, in
which I discuss the heated, still ongoing debate about two former Nazi concentration
camps for the Roma in the Czech Republic. I will show that, even though Romani
memory tends to be displaced in these cases, the involved Romani activists and their
advocates have developed strategies to politicize these exclusion practices and render
them public. I will explain how these strategies relate to traveling activism at the
European level and to the current trend to governmentalize Holocaust remembrance.
The trend to governmentalize Holocaust remembrance at the EU level for aims, such as
social inclusion, citizen participation, human rights education, and European identity
formation has also changed the place of Romani memories in the new narratives on

2 See, for instance, Kapralski (1997; 2004; 2008; 2011), Lemon (2000), Kenrick (2006), Zimmermann (2007a),
Fischer von Weikersthal et al (2008), and Vermeersch (2008). See also several of my own contributions to
this debate (van Baar 2005a; 2008b; 2010b; 2010c; 2010d; 2011a).
3 See Lázni ková (1999), Bartosz (2003). See also some of my interviews (2002a; 2003c; 2003b; 2003f; 2008b).
4 See R Rose (2003; see also my interviews 2003d; 2004a; 2006c).
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Europe’s past instigated by the EU. In my second case study, in which I focus on Romani
memory strategies that have been developed in postwar Germany, I will further examine
what novel Holocaust discourses tend to make possible in terms of Romani memory.
Yet, I also explain that the European memory problem risks reappearing in the form of a
Holocaust pedagogy that does not sufficiently reflect on how Europe’s dark past still
affects the EU’s current functioning. In the concluding section, I show how Romani
memorial strategies contest this EU politics of ‘re membering.’

TEMPORALITY AND THE EUROPEANMEMORY PROBLEM

In his reflection upon the increased attention paid to memory and its various instances
since the 1980s, the American scholar Andreas Huyssen suggests that the recent ‘obses
sion’ with memory could be considered as “a sign of the crisis of that structure of tempo
rality that marked the age of modernity with its celebration of the new as utopian, as
radically and irreducibly other” (Huyssen 1995: 6, my italics). In the light of this crisis we
have also been able to observe a shift in scholarly analyses of how the past has been
articulated in the present. This shift could be described as one from history to memory.
According to Huyssen, this change represents “a welcome critique of compromised teleo
logical notions of history rather than being simply anti historical, relativistic, or subjective”
(ibid, my italics). This change goes together with acknowledging the crucial importance
of the articulation of memory in conjunction with other ways in which we can articulate
the past in the present. Huyssen’s observation is relevant to how Romani memorial
practices can be considered as critiques of established historiographies of nation states
and Europe, and the Holocaust in particular. To explain the background of this argu
ment, I will engage in a debate about the role of Romani memories in narratives of Euro
pean identity, temporality, and modernity.

Beyond the art of forgetting
The way in which the Roma would or would not remember and how they have or have
not been involved in the writing of their own histories has repeatedly been discussed
among scholars. Some have suggested that Romani cultures could be characterized by an
‘art of forgetting.’ In the 1970s, for instance, it was argued that the Roma’s alleged lack of
interest in their past was the result of their temperament as a people (Quintana and
Floyd 1972). More recently, Isabel Fonseca, in her Bury me Standing: the Gypsies and their
Journey, has suggested something similar when, in a chapter on the Holocaust, she
remarks that “the Jews have responded to persecution and dispersal with a monumental
industry of remembrance. The Gypsies—with their peculiar mixture of fatalism and the
spirit, or wit, to seize the day—have made an art of forgetting” (1995: 276). Fonseca’s
theory of the Roma’s ‘art of forgetting’ has been reworked more formally by Inge
Clendinnen, who, in her study Reading the Holocaust, claims that the European Roma are
an example of a people who have chosen “not to bother with history at all” and who
“seek no meanings beyond those relevant to immediate survival” (1999: 8).

A similar, though subtler point of view returns in the works of the anthropologists
Michael Stewart and Paloma Gay y Blasco. The latter, for instance, claims that “all Gyp
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sies … elaborate on the contrast between themselves and the non Gypsies and also share
… a lack of an elaborate social memory” (Gay y Blasco 1999: 4). In her research on
Spanish Gitanos, she suggests that, “unlike many other minorities, the Gitanos do not
look to a historical or mythical past for explanations of their way of life or of their
difference from the dominant majority” (ibid 14). Both Stewart and Gay y Blasco relate
this lack of an elaborate social memory to a preoccupation with temporality that would
be characteristic of the Roma. The former, for instance, concludes his study The Time of
the Gypsies with the remark that “they live with their gaze fixed on a permanent present
that is always becoming, a timeless now in which their continued existence as Rom is all
that counts” (Stewart 1997: 246). Similarly, Gay y Blasco claims that the Gitanos “lack an
elaborate social memory and have no myths of origin in which their common identity
could find its roots: they are intent on separating the past from the present, and on
denying that the ‘before’ … may hold the blueprint for the ‘now’” (1999: 174). The way in
which the Gitanos would deal with temporality leads Gay y Blasco to conclude that they
“seem to be permanently engaged in the ‘celebration of impermanence’” (ibid 173). This
implies that “the identity of the group is not objectified outside the group itself” (ibid 174, my
emphasis), for instance, in the form of memorials. A similar point returns in one of
Stewart’s articles, in which he states that the vast majority of the European Roma does
remember, but is not involved, for instance, in the commemoration of the Nazi genocide.
Their Holocaust memories would usually remain ‘implicit,’ but not get objectified in the
form of commemorations, monuments, or memorials more generally (Stewart 2004; for a
similar view, see also Gay y Blasco 2001).

Though most of the mentioned authors implicitly or explicitly suggest that the Roma’s
endurance as a people relates to how others have treated them throughout European his
tory, they nevertheless tend to reify Romani cultures and their external boundaries. Their
cultures are represented as having ‘timeless’ characteristics, even though the Roma’s
relationships with others and among themselves may change in due course. This reifica
tion manifests itself most clearly in the case of Stewart’s and Gay y Blasco’s representa
tion of the Gypsies as those who live in a ‘permanent present’ or ‘timeless now.’ These
kinds of reifications tend to obscure how these Roma representations relate to the dy
namic interrelationships between Roma and others, to internal variations across (ethnic)
difference and space, and to how particular socio cultural mechanisms ‘majoritize’ some
groups while they ‘minoritize’ others (chapter 3).

More recently, the American anthropologist James Scott has also attributed ‘an art of
forgetting’ to the Roma. He presents the lack of a written history in the context of strate
gies of what he calls, more generally, “the art of not being governed” (2009). Relatively
powerless peoples, he argues, “may well find it to their advantage to avoid written
traditions and fixed texts, or even to abandon them altogether, in order to maximize their
room for cultural maneuver” (ibid 235). Similar to how Stewart and Gay y Blasco present
such strategies, Scott attributes agential potential to such peoples: “the shorter their
genealogies and histories the less they have to explain and the more they can invent on
the spot” (ibid). This observation also leads him to briefly discuss the Romani case:

In Europe, the case of the Gypsies may be instructive. Widely persecuted, they have
no fixed written language but a rich oral tradition in which storytellers are highly
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revered. They have no fixed history. They have no story they tell about their origins or
about a promised land toward which they are headed. They have no shrines, no an
thems, no ruins, no monuments. If there were ever a people who needed to be cagey
about who they are and where they came from, it is the Gypsies. Shuttling between
many countries and scourged in most, the Gypsies have constantly had to adjust their
histories and identities to the interest of survival. They are the ultimate bobbing and
weaving people. (Scott 2009: 235)

In line with Stewart’s and Gay y Blasco’s views, Scott also suggests that the Roma do re
member, but do generally not objectify their remembrance in the form of shrines, an
thems, ruins, written stories about their origins, or monuments. Yet, unlike Stewart and
Gay y Blasco, Scott highlights the importance of the distinction between written and oral
traditions regarding how cultures are represented. He argues that the privileging of
written traditions in western or majoritarian cultures, and the related attribution of his
toricity to ‘civilized cultures’ have historically resulted in the stigmatization of stateless
peoples and peoples characterized by oral cultures as “peoples without history” (ibid
237). Scott combines this insight with his emphasis on these peoples’ agency to conclude
that “how much history a people have … is always an active choice, one that positions
them vis à vis their powerful text based neighbors” (ibid). Scott’s view, thus, takes into
account how correlated processes of majoritization and minoritization are involved in
representations of peoples or minorities as those who have no history and live in a time
less here and now. He adds a crucial element to the readings of the hitherto discussed
authors. Unlike them, he does not represent these peoples’ attitudes toward temporality
as a somewhat a historic feature, but, rather, as a governmental survival strategy.
Consequently, his view makes it possible to understand majority minority relations as in
constant flux and to historicize minoritarian strategies as historically situated attempts
by minorities to (avoid) being governed in particular ways, by others or even by them
selves.

Scott’s reflection is primarily based on the distinction between oral and written forms
of history, the majority’s attitude to privilege the latter, and the strategic and ‘active
choice’ of ‘peoples without history’ to have no written one. If we follow Scott’s analysis,
the stigmatized representation of these peoples is primarily the result of the majoritarian
privileging of historicity. Yet, he takes the construction of the distinction and the bound
aries between orality and textuality largely for granted. By so doing, he indirectly contri
butes to the construction of a more or less homogeneous Gypsy people with a common
culture, oral tradition, and a common strategy to endure as a people. Even though Scott
acknowledges that this strategy may change over time and that oral traditions may move
toward literacy and writing to adapt to new circumstances, their homogeneity remains
in place. This view leads back to the discussion of chapters 3 and 4, where I argued that
the issue of historicity itself needed to be embedded in an analysis of historically
changing governmentalities toward minorities such as the Romani.5 As a result, the way

5 At another theoretical level, Stewart’s, Gay y Blasco’s, and Scott’s discussion of memory in terms of a
distinction between elites who would commemorate and ordinary people who would remember without
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in which the time of peoples ‘without history’ and the time of those ‘with history’ are
relationally constructed and, possibly, contested is left aside.6 In order to analyze how
structures of temporality are constructed, it is not yet enough to juxtapose, as Stewart,
Gay y Blasco, and Scott do, the impermanence of oral traditions to the permanence of mon
uments and written texts (Gay y Blasco 1999: 173; 2001: 642; Stewart 2004: 566; Scott 2009:
227).7 We also need to interrogate how the stability and permanence of memorials and
written texts have been made possible by how they ‘absorb’ the time of those regarded as
history less people. Precisely this relationship is central to Trumpener’s analysis.

Between time bandits and the silenced producers of modern temporality
In her essay “The time of the Gypsies: a ‘people without history’ in the narratives of the
West,” Trumpener argues that in the past—and in the ages of Enlightenment, Romanti
cism, and literary modernism in particular—chroniclers, scholars, and various kinds of
artists primarily considered ‘the Gypsies’ as a people or group of wandering clans who
were at odds with the modern structures of temporality, and with the paradigms of
modernity more generally. They were often seen as a people that stood outside modern
life, and the formation of the nation (state) in particular. This people was consequently
relegated to the domain of pre modern, traditional, natural, and history less societies.
Particularly since the end of the eighteenth century, Trumpener argues, the Gypsies also
started to function as a trope of various kinds of escape routes, which led away from the
modern socio economic, political, and cultural order toward a mythical or mystical
realm of freedom and dissipation. From Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s Götz von Berlichingen
(1773) to Heinrich von Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas (1808), from Alexander Pushkin’s The
Gypsies (1824) to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) and Emily Brontë’sWuthering Heights
(1847), from Prosper Mérimée’s and Georges Bizet’s Carmen (1845/75) to Franz Liszt’s The
Gypsies and Their Music in Hungary (1859), from Ezra Pound’s “The Gipsy” (1912) to Leoš
Janá ek’s The Diary of the One who Disappeared (1926), and from Virginia Woolf’s Orlando
(1928) to her story “Gypsy, the Mongrel” (1939)—to mention but a few examples of a
long history of Gypsy related narratives—Gypsies were generally portrayed as repre
senting either an escape from the order of modernity and its troubles or a serious threat
to its maintenance and further development.8 In Von Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas, for
instance, a Gypsy fortune teller appears as a figure that lives outside of history to
introduce “magical timelessness” (ibid 869) into the main narrative. And in Woolf’s

being involved in commemorations also leads back to my critique of the elite/grassroots binary in the
politics of representation discussed in chapter 7.
6 Space precludes extensively discussing the central problem with how Scott takes up the Romani case. He
models his analysis of this case on his more general examination of the difference between hill and valley
peoples in Southeast Asia. Yet, apparently he does not adequately take into account how his somewhat
reified relationship between hill and valley peoples (Scott 2009) reproduces some of the problems with how
he has earlier introduced the relationship between legibility and local knowledge or m tis (Scott 1998). For
an important critique of these relationships, see Li (2001; 2005).
7 Stewart and Gay y Blasco also discuss Roma/non Roma relationships in terms of their relationality. Yet,
they tend to rely on rather static approaches to Romani identity (see also Tremlett 2009; Kapralski 2011).
8 Various authors have reflected on how the Gypsies were represented in artworks during the nineteenth
and early twentieth century processes of nation state formation in East Central Europe (Solms and Strauss
1995; Frigyesi 1998; Trumpener 2000; Cooper 2001; Lajosi 2008; Sokolova 2008).
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novel Orlando Gypsy men and women appear as indistinguishable, ‘genderless’ people
during Orlando’s gender transition from man into woman and liberation from a patri
archal world (Bardi 2006). In both these narratives, as well as in many other ones,
Trumpener argues, “the Gypsies are … reduced to a textual effect” (1992: 869). Every
where they appear in these narratives, they seemingly “begin to hold up ordinary life,
inducing local amnesias or retrievals of cultural memory, and causing blackouts or flash
backs in textual, historical, and genre memory as well” (ibid). Trumpener suggests that
the Gypsies appear not only along a kind of timeless escape routes from the order of
modernity, but also as magical figures who ambivalently disrupt the structure of tempo
rality of this modern order itself, as those whose main discursive job seems to be what
she calls “time banditry” (ibid).9

The reduction of the Gypsies to textual effects is not limited to pre Second World War
narratives, as the selected list of works above may suggest. As various authors have
analyzed, in many ways the Gypsies have continued to play this role in various postwar
and contemporary works, including film, exhibitions, and popular culture.10 In postwar
policy documents, the Gypsies and those who are usually associated with them also pop
up as a people that has another sense of time and place and that apparently belongs to
another social order than that of the European majorities. A 1984 document of the
European Parliament on ‘education for children with parents who have no fixed abode,’
for instance, represents caravan dwellers as follows:

[They] have a relatively casual attitude towards space and time. They live in the
present and give little or no thought to the future. They do not live according to a
fixed scheme of hours, days and weeks, etc. Work is integrated into the normal
rhythm of the day so that there is no difference between work and leisure as such. (EP
1984 cited Simhandl 2006: 106)

Back in 1984, the European Parliament suggested that the fact that the Gypsies live “in
the present and give little or no thought to the future” resulted in their suffering from
“educational backwardness” (cited Danbakli 2001: 30). Living in an eternal here and now
and making no difference between work and leisure had apparently led to a situation in
which their children were not “integrated in normal education” (ibid).

The ways in which timelessness has been repeatedly projected onto the Gypsies has
led Trumpener to a general contemplation on the relationship between the continuous
Western fascination with the Gypsies and the formative moments of cultural traditions
themselves:

9 Other scholars, who have taken up Trumpener’s arguments and critically developed them further, suggest
that Gypsies have often and vitally functioned as tropes in Western cultural traditions and that, wherever
they appear in narratives, they tend to be represented as threats to existing power relationships, such as
those related to the nation, gender, race, and the institution of the family (see Bardi 2006; Dearing 2010;
Matthews 2010).
10 See, for instance, Tebbutt (1998), Saul and Tebbutt (2004), van de Port (1998), Goci (2001), Iordanova
(2001), Winckel (2002), Malvinni (2004), Imre (2006), Dobreva (2007), Gay y Blasco and Iordanova (2008),
Glajar and Radulescu (2008), and End et al (2009).
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If in the course of the nineteenth century the Gypsies became increasingly stylized,
exoticized, ‘generic’ figures of mystery, adventure, and romance, they also became in
timately identified, on several different levels, with the formation of literary tradition
itself, acting as figurative keys to an array of literary genres and to the relations
between them … If at the end of the nineteenth century, apparently disparate
branches of literary production are thus peculiarly connected by their common fasci
nation with Gypsies’ ‘primitive magic,’ the longer list of authors and literary forms
preoccupied with Gypsy life is … virtually synonymous with the modern European
literary canon—and is synonymous as well, if the many thousands of popular novels,
poems, songs, operettas, paintings, and films featuring Gypsies are added to it, with
European and American cultural literacy more generally. Over the last two hundred
years, European literary and cultural mythology has repeatedly posed the Gypsy
question as the key to the origin, the nature, the strength of cultural tradition itself. It
could be argued, indeed, that as the Gypsies become bearers, par excellence, of the European
memory problem in its many manifestations, they simultaneously become a major epistemolo
gical testing ground for the European imaginary, black box, or limit case for successive literary
styles, genres, and intellectual movements. (Trumpener 1992: 873 74, my emphasis)

Thus, Trumpener argues that the very formation and celebration of successive Western
artistic traditions and intellectual movements as innovative, progressive, and radically
and irreducibly other have been made possible by the construction of the Gypsies as the
ultimate and universal representatives of a pre modern, traditional, natural, and timeless
order. Thus, the teleological time of modern, ‘civilized’ history could only have been set
in motion by immobilizing and bringing to a stop ‘the time of the Gypsies’ and by contin
ually instrumentalizing related stereotypical representations.11 According to Trumpener,
the cultural uses of such Gypsy/Roma representations can be considered as a crucial con
dition of possibility of the temporal structures of modernity. She follows this argument
and the tendency in Western thought to orientalize Romani minorities and deprive them
of a time and place in modernity (Willems 1997; see, more generally, Said 1978; Fabian
1983). This leads her to inherently relate the European memory problem to the silent
erasure of Romani memory from western canons and the impossibility for the Roma to
effectively claim a representative space for their own memories and histories. Finally,
this led her to pessimistically conclude that “those peoples who do not claim a history,
are relegated to nature, without a voice in any political process, represented only in the
glass case of the diorama, the dehumanizing legend of the photograph, the tableaux of
the open air museum” (Trumpener 1992: 884).

Trumpener’s analysis prominently contributes to a better understanding of the crucial
relationality of the structures of temporality that have historically been attributed to
alleged peoples with and without histories. Her most important achievement is to have
illuminated what these relational histories and temporalities tend to make impossible in
terms of Romani agency and memory. She has shown how Roma orientalization and the

11 Here, we see another fundamental example of how Romani or Gypsy identities and mobilities—in this
case ‘their time’—are represented as irregular, rather than regular (see my discussion of such strategies of
‘irregularization’ in chapter 6, see also Squire 2010).
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displacement of their histories and memories relate to the parallel development of
modern narratives that rely on teleological, progressive notions of time. Yet, Trumpener
wrote her article in the early 1990s, at the moment when communism fell and when
Romani groups all over Europe began to increasingly challenge their neglect and invisi
bility in local, national, and European histories and memories. Twenty years later, it is
high time to see whether we should maintain Trumpener’s thesis and her bleak image of
the Roma’s position in European history, culture, and thought. I want to pose the ques
tion of how exactly we need to revise her view of the European memory problem in
respect of newly emerged Romani memorial practices.12 What happens now that at least
some Roma “claim a history” (Trumpener 1992: 884)? Have the emergence of these prac
tices and the making of such claims led to the fading away of what she considers the
European memory problem or, instead, to its rearticulation and reinforcement under
new conditions? Could we understand these claims in light of the politics of citizenship
as participation (chapter 7)? Could we, akin to Scott’s line of reasoning, understand the
development of these new memorial practices as active and strategic Romani adapta
tions to new circumstances in contemporary Europe and as a move toward inscription
into currently prevailing discourses, such as those of the Holocaust and its remem
brance? What possibly novel kind of memory problem accompanies these inscriptions?
How do they relate to the way in which the EU has tried to develop new founding
narratives to unite the European continent transnationally? I will address these issues by
analyzing diverse ways in which several Romani groups and organizations have recently
developed Romani Holocaust memorial practices and strategies to claim a place in
national and European histories.

THE WAY OUT OF AMNESIA

Lety near Písek and Hodonín near Kunštát are two villages in the Czech Republic. Since
the mid 1990s, an industrial pig farm in Lety and a holiday resort in Hodonín have in
creasingly become tangible symbols of the poor recognition of the Romani Holocaust in
the Czech Republic and, by extension, in Europe. Hodonín and Lety are the neglected
sites of two former Nazi concentration camps on Czech territory that were used for the
imprisonment and persecution of Roma. The Nazis murdered about 6,000 Czech Roma,
that is, 90% of the Romani population. A substantial number of them were deported to
Auschwitz and other extermination sites via the camps in Lety and Hodonín, which
were entirely administered by Czech gendarmes (Pape 1997; Ne as 1999b). As in several
other concentration camps established during the Second World War, many Roma, who
were imprisoned in these camps, including a lot of children, died due to harassment,
exhaustion, malnutrition, forced labor, and the outbreak of various illnesses.13

12 Elsewhere (van Baar 2010b), I have argued that there is also an important methodological problem with
how Trumpener interprets modern European literary and intellectual histories and claims a persistent,
diachronic displacement of Romani memory and history throughout European modernity.
13 See, most notably, Rose and Weiss (1993), Zimmermann (1996a), Lewy (2000), Fischer von Weikersthal et
al (2008), and Weiss Wendt (2011).
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Since the 1970s, the site of the former camp in Lety has been occupied by a pig farm,
privatized and modernized in the early 1990s (see figure 8.1). The site of the former camp
in Hodonín is taken up by a privately owned holiday resort, which has become a popu
lar holiday destination since 1989 (see figures 8.2, 8.3, 8.4). For many years now, the sites
of these two former concentration camps have been at the center of a series of heated
debates within and, increasingly, outside the Czech Republic. Czech and other Romani
groups, as well as their advocates, want to remove both businesses to build decent
memorials for what they consider as an adequate recognition of the Romani Holocaust.
However, at the same time as they are struggling for recognition and the removal of
those businesses, other actors, ranging from nationalists and extremists to mainstream
politicians, have disturbed their attempts. Due to these oppositions, for a long time the
involved Romani activists were unsuccessful at removing the businesses.14 Yet, in the
course of the years of my research, this situation has gradually changed, most notably in
Hodonín. In 2009, the Czech government bought the holiday resort with the intention to
build a Romani Holocaust educational and documentation center, including a new
memorial, at the site of the former camp ( TK 2009a; Romea 2009e; 2011d). In what
follows, I will analyze the Romani struggles and how we could understand this change. I
will describe several strategies that Romani activists and their advocates have developed
to practice forms of Romani memory, to protest against exclusion practices, and to
initiate public debates about these issues. I will clarify how transnational strategies of
traveling activism have increasingly played a crucial role to get and keep the situation in
Lety and Hodonín on the political agenda in and beyond the Czech Republic.

FIGURE 8.1 The industrial pig farm, owned by AGPI, in Lety near Písek on the site of the former Nazi
concentration camp for Roma. Photo: Huub van Baar, 2003

14 See Albert (2006) and van Baar (2008b; 2011a; interview 2003a; 2003f; 2008b).
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FIGURE 8.2 Postcard for sale at the holiday resort Žalov on the site of the former Nazi concentration
camp for Roma in Hodonín near Kunštát

FIGURES 8.3 – 8.4 The Zigeunerlager (‘Gypsy Camp’) in Hodonín in 1942 (left) and the last remaining
barrack (right), used as a depository, in the holiday resort Žalov. Photo (left): archive of the
Museum of Romani Culture, Brno, Czech Republic. Photo (right): Huub van Baar, 2003

FIGURES 8.5 – 8.6 The monument established by the Havel government in Lety in 1995 (left) and the
memorial plaque made in 1998 by the Romani artist Božena Vavreková P ikrylová
at the cemetery in ernovice near Hodonín (right). Photos: Huub van Baar, 2003
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FIGURES 8.7 – 8.8 Symbolic references to the Romani nation that are included in the Romani
monuments at the cemetery by Lety in Mirovice (left) and in Hodonín (right)

Photos: Huub van Baar, 2003

FIGURE 8.9 The 10th official commemoration ceremony in Lety (13 May 2005)
Photo: Huub van Baar, 2005
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Inscribing Romani memory
The demand for memorials in places such as Lety and Hodonín can be considered as an
attempt by Romani activists to resist exclusion from society and history. They have used
the memory of persecution and extermination to challenge exclusionary practices toward
the Roma, but also and even as importantly to develop their own memorial cultures and
practices. I consider the inscription of Romani memories into public space a first strategy
that Roma have mobilized to render these memories public and claim a place for Romani
histories and memories in public culture. Throughout the years, different groups of
Czech Roma have contributed to a diversification of the domestic and, by extension,
European memorial landscapes. In the early 1990s, a group of Roma, who were already
active during communism, established the Museum of Romani Culture (Muzeum romské
kultury) in an abandoned and damaged building in the Czech city of Brno. With the help
of various donors, the involved Roma have entirely rebuilt it and, in the course of the
years, established a permanent exhibition, a research center, and various educational and
social activities. Currently, the museum’s permanent exhibition also includes a Romani
Holocaust memorial.15 Since the mid 1990s, the Roma associated with the museum have
dedicated a significant part of their work to the situation of the former Nazi concentra
tion camps in Lety and Hodonín. Supported by the then Czech President Václav Havel,
on the initiative of the museum a monument was built in the vicinity of the pig farm
(figure 8.5).16 The unveiling of the memorial in 1995 would also become the beginning of
a long and difficult struggle for the removal of the businesses. For the Roma, the estab
lishment of this monument is not enough. They want to get rid of the pig farm and the
holiday park. They consider their presence socio historically unjust. Though they have
faced various kinds of opposition against their endeavors (van Baar 2008b, see also
below), at the same time, they have succeeded in extending the Romani memoryscape. In
the mid 1990s, en k R ži ka, whose relatives were deported to Lety and Auschwitz,
founded the Committee for the Compensation of the Romani Holocaust (VPORH). Since
then, VPORH and the museum in Brno have established a number of memorials, such as
those in the vicinity of the holiday park in Hodonín and those at cemeteries near Lety
and Hodonín (figures 8.6, 8.7, 8.8).17 The Czech Roma and their advocates have used the
annual commemorations in Lety (May) and Hodonín (August) to commemorate the Nazi
genocide of the Sinti and Roma, but also to protest against the presence of the businesses

15 A sculpture, which is included in this memorial, has been made by Ivan Berky Dušík, a Romani artist
from the Slovakian town of Zvolenská Slatina (interview 2005o).
16 See Havel (1995) and Frištenská et al (1995).
17 In 1997, in the vicinity of the holiday park in Hodonín, the museum built a monument, made by the
Romani artist Eduard Olah. There are also Romani memorials in the Czech towns of Brno, Bohusoudov,
ernovice, and Uher ice. In Brno, the Museum of Romani Culture has put a memorial plaque at the place in

Masná Street from where the first Moravian Roma were deported to Auschwitz in March 1943 (Ne as
1999b: 97 98, 170; 2005: 295). In 1985, a Romani family built a monument in Bohusoudov (in the Jihlava
district), from where the Roma were deported in 1943 (Ne as 2005: 262). Yet another Romani monument
has been built in Uher ice in the B eclav district, from where the Roma were deported in the same year
(ibid 158). At the cemetery of ernovice near Hodonín and at the cemetery of Mirovice near Lety—grave
yards where many of the Roma who died in the two camps were buried—there are also some memorial
plaques, most of them established in the 1990s, but one originates from 1960 (Pape 1997: 190 91; 2008: 88;
Ne as 1999b: 97 98; 2005: 281 85).
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at these sites (figure 8.9). Both VPORH and the museum in Brno have also developed
detailed plans of the memorials that need to be created at the sites of the former camps
once the businesses are removed (interview 2003a; 2008b).

Despite the displacement of the current memorials—they are all located at a relatively
large distance for the former camps—the visual language of these memorials clearly
appeals to the European Romani social and civil movement (chapter 7). The monuments
at the cemeteries near Lety and Hodonín include unambiguous references to the symbol
ism of the Romani movement. One of the monuments integrates a broken wheel and an
other a wheel in the form of a horse halter fastened to the top of a cross (figures 8.7, 8.8).
International Romani organizations and some of their national representatives have
chosen the caravan wheel as the symbol uniting disparate Romani groups globally by
reference to a common history of traveling, migration, and socioeconomic and cultural
displacement. The development of Romani memorial cultures would not remain limited
to the establishment of the museum, VPORH, and the memorials. With the support of
some of their advocates, the memories of some of the Romani survivors of the Lety and
Hodonín camps have been recorded and written down (Pape 1997; Polansky 1998b;
Danielová et al 2001). The way in which the Romani survivors have been given a voice
also relates to a second strategy that the Roma and their advocates have developed to
initiate a public debate about past and contemporary exclusion mechanisms that have
affected the situation of the Roma.

Re narrating and contesting the nation
The gradual development of the Czech Romani memorial cultures took place at the same
time as two books were published in which the memories of Romani survivors of the
Lety camp were mobilized to unleash a public debate about the situation at the sites of
the former camps and about the role of Czech collaboration during the Second World
War. Though this debate took primarily place at the national level, I will show how it
would finally also get a European dimension.

In 1994, the Czech government was embarrassed by the way in which Paul Polansky,
an American activist and poet, drew the Czech government’s attention to the existence of
the former camp in Lety (Pape 2008). He had started an individual inquiry into what
happened at Lety. He researched some local Czech state archives and spoke with several
Romani survivors of Lety. He published a book in Czech in which he brought his find
ings together and in which he suggested that Lety had been an extermination camp,
which was entirely run by Czechs. In his book, Polansky also strongly linked the war
time treatment of the Roma with their post communist situation in the Czech Republic
(Polansky 1998b). In the same period of time, the Czech German journalist Markus Pape
prepared yet another book on Lety in which he, like Polansky, drew attention to the
ambivalent role of the Czech police in the management of the Lety camp, and in the
genocide of Czech Roma more generally (Pape 1997; interview 2003e; 2008a).

In their books, Polansky and Pape follow a similar strategy, which can be related to
the way in which Huyssen discusses emergent memorial practices in terms of a ‘shift’
from history to memory (see above). Both authors follow the trend in Holocaust and
genocide studies to bring historical analyses and individual testimonies analytically and



THE EUROPEANMEMORY PROBLEM REVISITED 285

methodologically together.18 Polansky and Pape combine historical research with
Romani memories and testimonies to question how, in Czech debates about the Second
World War, the genocide of the Czech Roma tends to be externalized as solely a Nazi
German issue, with important consequences regarding issues such as responsibility and
justice. Polansky and Pape suggest that this externalization impedes an open, fair debate
about the role that Czechs themselves played in the wartime persecution of the Roma.
They follow this line of reasoning to link what happened during the war to the issue of
social historical justice that, they argue, still needs to be done vis à vis the Czech Romani
Holocaust victims and their children.19 Since the mid 1990s, particularly Pape has closely
collaborated with R ži ka’s VPROH. Pape and VPROH have jointly organized annual
commemorations in Lety and struggled for a more adequate recognition of the Romani
Holocaust in the Czech Republic, particularly by disputing the presence of the pig farm
and organizing other events that could help to further their issue. At the same time, the
books by Polansky and Pape unleashed a heated, yet initially largely academic debate
about the status of the former Lety camp.

The publication of their books was followed by that of a book (HÚ 1999) in which the
Czech historians Ctibor Ne as and Jaroslav Valenta discuss the Lety case and the status
of the camp. They wanted to reveal “objective truths” and “verify the historical facts”
about Lety (Valenta 1999: 9). A number of original historical documents on the Lety
camp were added to the book to support their arguments. In this book, Ne as and
Valenta question how Polansky and Pape would have used historical documents and
Romani testimonies to make political claims.20 Yet, they themselves cling to historical
documents to do something ambivalent. In order to argue that the genocide of Roma did
not take place on Czech territory and that Czechs were not to blame for what happened
with the Roma during the war, these historians ambiguously mobilize original Nazi
documents and rhetoric. Ne as, for instance, claims that the original Nazi purpose for
imprisoning the Roma and “setting them to work” was merely “to reeducate” them
(p evýchova v z k práci) (Ne as 1999a: 28). He also remarks:

18 Illustrations of the emergence of this new interdisciplinary scholarly development are, for instance, the
appearance of oral history as an increasingly independent discipline, the German history workshop move
ment, the emergence of Erinneringsgeschichte (‘memory history’, eg, Diner 2003a) and the appearance of
various new journals (such as Werkstatt Geschichte, History and Memory, and Memory Studies), and academic
studies that explicitly combine ‘history’ and ‘memory’ (Saul Friedländer has been one of the pioneers in this
development, see, for instance, his introduction to Nazi Germany and the Jews, see Friedländer 1999: 1 6; see
also Young 1997).
19 In one of his other books, Polansky published a long series of poems in which he reflects on Lety, its poor
recognition, and the consequence this poor recognition would have had for the situation of the Roma in
contemporary Czech society (Polansky 1998a).
20 Polansky, for instance, would have taken the Romani testimonies at face value. He would not have
seriously verified these testimonies and his claim that Lety was an extermination camp (Polansky 1998b; see
also an k 2003). After 1999, Polansky did no longer actively participate in the debate. In 1999, he left the
Czech Republic for Kosovo, where he would also mobilize Holocaust discourse. In Kosovo, he blamed the
existence of UNHCR initiated Roma refugee camps on lead polluted ground. On the cover of a booklet
meant to address that Romani children in the refugee camps set up after the NATO intervention were
dying due to the lead pollution, he included a photoshopped image of the entrance of the Auschwitz camp.
Kosovan Romani children are in front of the camp entrance and the notorious Arbeit macht frei has been
changed into Blei [Lead] macht frei (Polansky 2005).
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The genocide of the Czech Roma took place in the context of forced camp concen
tration: though it was initiated in the Gypsy camps of the Protectorate,21 it was in
actual fact realized in the B II e camp of the Auschwitz camp complex. (Ne as 1999a:
18, my translation)

Valenta’s uses this argument to externalize the genocide of the Roma. He states that,
because the Czech Lands were occupied by Nazi Germany, it does not make sense to
accuse Czechs of their collaboration in the genocide of the Czech Roma. These Czechs
would only have obeyed Nazi instructions meant for what the Nazis called the Protec
torate of Bohemia and Moravia. Suggesting that the terms ‘Czech’ and ‘Protectorate’
contradict each other, he concludes that “every author who wants to be historically
objective, needs to consequently speak and write about a Protectorate camp in Lety”
(Valenta 1999: 12, his emphasis, my translation).22

The interventions of Polansky and Pape, as well as of the Czech historians Ne as and
Valenta, clarify that the debate about Romani memory is about much more than the
recognition of the Romani Holocaust. The debate is also about Czech collaboration,
about social historical justice vis à vis the Czech Roma, about the current position of
Roma in Czech society, and about the position of the Czech Republic in its own and
European history. The way in which the two historians in the debate have mobilized
periodizations of Czech history, including references to original Nazi documents, to dis
tinguish the ‘before and after’ of occupation, concentration, deportation, and genocide,
illustrates the role that the framing of historical time plays in the debate. Whereas
Polansky and Pape try to extend the debate by including Romani memories and testimo
nies, the two historians limit the discussion to the historical time of the nation, and to
past policy documents and the “objective truths” they would reveal in particular. In the
course of the years, these claims of objectivity and the particular way in which these
historians narrate the (time of the) nation have begun to interfere with other politiciza
tions of the Lety case in the Czech public debate. This will become clear when we look at
the ways in which this debate would get a European dimension and would partially be
hijacked by Czech nationalists and populists.

Going European
The debates on the removal of the businesses in Lety and Hodonín have also led to
outbursts of anti Roma sentiments and even Romani Holocaust denial. In the late 1990s,
for instance, a representative of the far right Czech Republican Party (SPR RS ) declared
that building monuments to the Roma would be “simply rudeness and an insult to all
white citizens of this state” (Josef Kresja cited Fawn 2001: 1201). This statement was part
of the Republicans’ national election campaign, which was extremely dismissive of the
Roma and initiatives to improve their socio economic situation. They put up huge bill

21 The Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia was the name the Nazis gave to the occupied Czech Lands.
22 The debate about the status of the former concentration camps continued on the ground, when disputes
arose about how the camp in Lety had to be qualified on an explanatory sign installed in the vicinity of the
memorial (see Kundra 2000; Malota 2000).



THE EUROPEANMEMORY PROBLEM REVISITED 287

boards throughout the country, which read: “The Republicans reject a privileged treat
ment of the gypsies” (Republikáni odmítají zvýhodnovaní cikán ) (Raichová 2001: 260).

At about the same time, the involved Czech Romani activists and their advocates have
started to develop yet another strategy to get paid attention to the situation in Lety and
Hodonín, and the poor recognition of the Romani Holocaust more generally. Since the
late 1990s, they have increasingly mobilized connections abroad to put pressure on the
Czech government.23 They have got support from various organizations and politicians,
including Members of European Parliament. In 2005, they succeeded in getting the entire
European Parliament involved. The Czech Romani activists have started to collaborate
with a number of other partner Romani organizations, such as the Central Council of
German Sinti and Roma in Heidelberg, one of the strong Western European Romani self
organizations to which I will pay attention in the last part of this chapter. In April 2005,
VPROH and Pape (2005; 2008) organized an exhibition on the former camp in Lety in
one of the main halls of the European Parliament in Brussels. They invited members of
the Parliament to visit the exhibition’s opening. With the help of several parliament
members who were already backing them, they built a strong coalition to get attention
paid to the Lety case in a parliament’s resolution that was in preparation that spring.24
Finally, these efforts and those of several others resulted in the adoption of the resolution
by the European Parliament, which was the first Parliament’s resolution that addressed
the situation of the Roma in the European Union and also called for the recognition of
the Romani Holocaust throughout the Union. In this resolution, the Parliament calls on
the EU member states to fully recognize the Romani Holocaust. The Czech Republic in
particular is urged “to take all necessary steps to remove the pig farm from the site of the
former concentration camp at Lety… and to create a suitable memorial” (EP 2005b: §G, my
italics).

The ‘European’ success of the Romani activists and their advocates would unleash an
extremely polarized debate in the Czech Republic, in which various echoes of the debate
between the historians and Pape and Polansky also became audible. Immediately after
the resolution’s adoption, the Czech President Václav Klaus strongly condemned the call
as an interference in Czech domestic affairs. He declared that the Czech Republic, not the
EU, decides on what will eventually happen to the farm in Lety ( TK 2005b). Miloslav
Ransdorf, a Czech Member of the European Parliament claimed that “there has never
been any genuine concentration camp there” (cited TK 2005b, my italics). There was also
strong opposition against the views of politicians, such as Klaus and Ransdorf. Petr Uhl,
a former Czech ombudsman for human rights, accused the latter of contributing to “the

23 In 1998, for instance, Czech Romani activists presented an open letter to the Czech government asking for
the removal of the pig farm. The letter was signed by a number of internationally well known figures, such
as Günter Grass and Simon Wiesenthal (Trojan 1999). In 1999, the Roma National Congress (RNC), one of
the international Romani associations, tried to put pressure on the Czech government to remove the farm
by calling for a boycott of Czech products (RNC 1999).
24 Milan Hora ek, a Member of the European Parliament for the Greens, actively helped to organize the
exhibition and supported the call for a more adequate recognition of the Romani Holocaust. On the same
day the exhibition opened, a European Parliament hearing on the Lety case was organized, at which
Romani Rose, the chairman of the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma, in no uncertain terms
rejected the presence of the pig farm. He called its presence “scandalous” (interview 2005a).
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so called ‘Auschwitz Lie’” (Uhl cited Balážová 2005). Uhl put forward that Ransdorf had
“used his position to deny facts about fascism and the Romani Holocaust … Our
predecessors allowed this camp to be erected, worked here as guards; it’s up to us to try
to make amends! Not even Auschwitz was originally denoted as a concentration camp,
and we know what happened there … We can’t allow anyone to deny the genocide of a
nation or group of people” (ibid).25 However, in an interview with one of the main Czech
daily newspapers, President Klaus also joined those who had questioned whether Lety
was really a concentration camp. He declared:

[Lety] was originally a labor camp for those who refused to work, and not only for
Romani people. It is really not a concentration camp in the sense in which we all
subconsciously understand the words ‘concentration camp’ and envision Auschwitz,
Buchenwald and all that went with them. Of course many tragic things happened [in
Lety]. But we understand that the victims of this camp primarily succumbed to an
epidemic of spotted typhus, not due to what is traditionally understood as the fate of
a concentration camp victim—at least according to what every child learns in school.
(Klaus cited Kolá 2005: 11; see also Drchal and Kolá 2005)

On the eve of the national elections of 2006, Czech Prime Minister Ji í Paroubek further
politicized the Roma case. Traditionally, his Social Democratic Party ( SSD) often com
petes with Klaus’s Civic Democratic Party (ODS). Contrary to Klaus, Paroubek repeated
ly declared that he was willing to think about the removal of the pig farm ( TK 2005e;
2005d). He even wanted to “solve the issue” before the 2006 elections by purchasing the
farm from the owner and removing it afterwards ( TK 2005a; 2006h). Despite a number
of Roma friendly actions, however, Paroubek gradually postponed and finally cancelled
his promise ( TK 2005f; 2005c).

Both the President’s and the Premier’s statements on Lety have partly facilitated less
moderate and mainstream political parties and extremist groups to radicalize the debate.
The former Czech President Václav Havel condemned the way in which Klaus had given
space to extremists to radically politicize the Lety case: “Václav Klaus has opened the
door to the current events around Lety as he said that it was not a concentration camp in
the proper sense of the word” (Havel cited TK 2006a). The ‘current events’ in the quote
refer to what happened in 2006, eight months after Klaus’s statement on Lety. Then, the
Czech extreme right National Party (NS) organized an aggressive election campaign
against the Romani call for adequate recognition of the Romani Holocaust (Alda 2006;
TK 2006e). As part of their campaign, NS unveiled a so called ‘counter monument’

close to the pig farm ( TK 2006d). This counter monument would have reclassified Lety
as only a ‘labor camp,’ not a concentration camp. Though the monument was removed
soon after its turbulent unveiling—partly due to immediate Romani protests and
opposition by several politicians—the discussion about Romani memory was omni
present in the Czech media for a few weeks ( TK 2006g; 2006c; Romea 2006). The
Romani victims did not fight for the Czech liberation, the NS’s chairwoman Petra

25 Svatopluk Karasek, then a Czech government human rights commissioner, made some similar statements
( TK 2006g).
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Edelmannová said. “They were deported to the camp, because they were unwilling to
work.” She told the Czech press that the Nazis had “also” interned “antisocial elements”
in the camp. She added that the Roma themselves were to blame for their deaths “since
they did not observe sanitary rules.” She stated that, “if one is not accustomed to observe
hygiene and spreads infectious diseases, it is him or her who is more or less at fault.” She
claimed that “such people are not worthy of monuments; we build memorials to those
who managed to achieve something” (Edelmannová cited TK 2006f; 2006i). The claims
made by the two historians also turned out to be cheap fuel for the extremist propaganda
machine against the Roma. In the heat of the debate about the NS’s attempt to establish
its counter monument, Edelmannová claimed: “We know from historical sources that
the camp was just a labor camp” (Alda 2006). When the counter monument was re
moved, she added: “It’s a sad day when the word of Gypsy provocateurs has more
weight than the words of historians” (ibid).26

Retrospectively, we can say that the way in which the Romani activists and their
advocates have ‘Europeanized’ the Lety case has had two ambivalent, largely unforeseen
effects. Firstly, this Europeanization resulted into a kind of “backdoor nationalism” (Fox
and Vermeersch 2010) in which various kinds of Czech political actors, ranging from
mainstream politicians, such as Klaus, to extremist splinter groups, have mobilized the
Roma’s supposed Europeanness to reinforce populist or nationalist rhetoric and propa
gate Romaphobia. Yet, despite the extremists’ attempts at disputing the struggles for
Romani Holocaust recognition, they have not succeeded in hijacking the entire debate.
Partly, this relates to the second effect of the Europeanization of the Lety case. For the
first time since the 1990s, the official governmental discourse on the two former camps
has started to change. Despite the fact that the pig farm is still there, since 2005, a series
of Czech politicians, including representatives of the ruling governments, have suggest

26 The attempt to establish a counter monument was no incident, but the beginning of a series of endeavors
to disturb the Romani calls for a more adequate Holocaust recognition. In 2007, several NS members dis
turbed the annual commemoration at Lety and showed banners with slogans, such as “German labor
facility – German responsibility,” “Czech policemen – victims of typhoid epidemic in the labor camp,” and
“300,000 Czech victims on Nazism often without single memorial” (cited TK 2007b). In 2008, NS tried
something else. In front of the House of Ethnic Minorities in Prague and on the International Day for the
Elimination of Racial Discrimination, they wanted to hold “a commemorative meeting against positive
discrimination.” At its website, NS said that it wanted to recall “discrimination against the white majority
by pseudo humanist associations and activists” (cited Romea 2008e). In 2009, NS focused on the Roma and
the Lety case again. NS organized a meeting where party member Ji í Gaudin presented his book The Final
Solution of the Gypsy Question in the Czech Lands. In one of his chapters, he focuses on what he calls, in the
chapter’s title, “the influence of the gypsies on the state budget and economy of the Czech Republic.” His
last chapter focuses on what he called, in his book title, “the final solution of the Gypsy Question.” In an
interview, Gaudin said that “our short term solution is to cut down on welfare to discourage people from
avoiding work and living off welfare. If you don’t work, you don’t eat” (Gaudin cited Borufka 2009). The
money saved by the reduction of welfare payments, he suggested, could then be used for ‘repatriation’ to
India. The book presentation was also used to take up the Lety case. Some members of the National Party
installed a number of provocative signs. One was a makeshift road sign pointing to ‘Gypsies’ in one
direction and ‘pigs’ in another, a clear allusion to the pig farm in Lety and to the Nazi separation of ‘fit’ and
‘unfit’ people. Gaudin explained that the signs were installed due to Romani complaints that their
memorials were difficult to find. He added: “they asked … for 10 million Czech crowns for the signs, which
is the gypsy mentality, to always ask for help, so we decided to help out” (Gaudin cited Borufka 2009).
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ed that the pig farm should indeed be removed.27 When Klaus and other mainstream
politicians disputed the status of Lety, some other Czech politicians also immediately
opposed against this narrative. What is more, the situation in Hodonín has changed. In
2009, the Czech government bought out the owners of the holiday resort (Romea 2008d;
2008c). The government intends to build a new memorial at the site of the former camp
(Romea 2009e; 2011b). These changes have also gone hand in hand with ambivalent gov
ernmental moves. In the Lety case, the government has proposed to improve the memo
rial, but still maintain the pig farm. Moreover, strategies to marginalize the Romani
actors have been developed. For instance, the Czech government has recently transferred
the administration of the Romani memorial sites to state owned institutions.28 The
Romani actors who have interminably struggled for the development of these memorial
sites, and have actually extensive plans to do so,29 have been passed over by the Czech
authorities (Romea 2011c).

Despite these developments, we can nevertheless interpret the gradually changing
parameters of the Czech debate as part of the “memorial making process” (Young 1993:
12 13), ambivalent as it still is. If debates about memorials are not just about “the
relations between people and their monuments, but [also about] the consequences of
these relations in historical time” (ibid 13), we can also say that the debate is increasingly
more about questioning the way in the Czech Roma have been excluded from Czech
national history and collective memory. The way in which the Romani activists and their
advocates have developed various strategies to open up the public debate and cross
fertilize history and memory “moves away from a state supported (and state supporting)
national history” (Levy 2004: 182). Their acts for recognition question the teleological
temporal sequence that periodizes Czech national history in order to maintain national
victimhood and externalize complicity. Of course, as the debate shows, the Czech state
continues to play a crucial role in how its history is remembered. However, the state now
needs to share the field of meaning making with a range of other actors, such as the
European Parliament, scholars, nationalists, journalists, and, most notably, the Romani
activists and their advocates (cf Levy 2004). If “the real monument is not the stone object
but the debate itself” (Carrier 2005: 228) and if we take into account that the debate is
increasingly more about Czech Roma relationships, Romani memories, their place in
European history, and issues of socio historical justice, we can also say that the space for
representing Romani histories and memories is gradually widening.

The Czech case illustrates that Romani activists and their advocates have developed
their own strategies to mobilize the Roma’s Europeanization to claim a place in national
and European histories and memories. We need to interpret these strategies, which can
large been considered in the context of traveling activism and the politics of citizenship
as participation (chapter 7), beyond the EU member state binary. Indeed, as I have

27 See, for instance, various statements made by Czech politicians on the removal of the pig farm in the
Czech media ( TK 2005a; 2006h; 2006k; 2007a; 2009b; Romea 2008b; 2008a; 2009c; 2009d; 2009b; 2011a).
28 The administration of the in Lety memorial has been transferred to the Lidice Memorial ( TK 2009b),
while the Czech government has decided to make the Komenský Pedagogical Museum in Prague
responsible for the development of a new memorial at the site in Hodonín (Romea 2011d).
29 In the Lety case, VPROH has developed such plans (interview 2003a), whereas, in the Hodonín case, the
Museum for Romani Culture in Brno has done something similar (interview 2008b).
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shown, Romani activist and advocacy networks have developed their own politics of
scaling (chapter 5) to challenge exclusion mechanisms that affect the Roma. Attempts by
political analysts to explain the relationship between Romani memorial practices and
Czech attitudes against the Roma have sometimes focused on domestic affairs and EU
pressures on successive Czech governments. While such analyses help to gain a better
insight in the situation, they can also lead to the ambiguous suggestion that (some)
Czechs are Romaphobic and that the EU mostly represents liberal and human ideals. On
the basis of this representation of the EU, the Union is understood as a uniform and
unison socio political agent that could morally and logistically resolve the amnesia
concerning the Roma in EU member states, such as the Czech Republic. However,
different EU policy practices regarding Lety easily contest the uniformity of EU policies.
For instance, while the European Parliament has called for the removal of the pig farm,
at the same time, one of the EU’s social funds has financially supported the company
that owns the farm (figure 8.10). Instead of starting by juxtaposing Czech and EU
interests and scaling the EU level morally or otherwise above the Czech national or local
one, we need to extend the scope of the analysis to the wider context of the European
ization of Roma representation (chapter 5), the politics of European integration, the
globalization of Holocaust discourses, and post 1989 EU attempts to reconsider its own
Cold War ‘founding narratives.’ As I will argue below, the founding narratives of the EU
have altered and the Union has recently changed its cultural policies, which has also
impacted on how Holocaust remembrance is taken into account. Above, I have shown
that we cannot maintain Trumpener’s thesis, for the Roma have increasingly and actively
entered current ‘memorial making processes’ in Europe. Below, I will explain how
newly emerged EU narratives about Europe’s past nevertheless tend to confront us with
a new kind of European memory problem.

FIGURE 8.10 Sign at the fence of the pig farm in Lety with the inscription: ‘This project was
co funded by the European Union European Agricultural Guidance

and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF)’ Photo: Huub van Baar, 2008
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THE GOVERNMENTALIZATION OF HOLOCAUST REMEMBRANCE IN EUROPE

In post war Western Europe, anti Nazism and anti communism were central discursive
and strategic frames for the European Community’s search for peace and stability. At the
same time, in socialist Central and Eastern Europe, the discourse of anti fascism pro
foundly shaped the anti Western and anti capitalist attitude.30 The memorial landscapes
of the Holocaust were forcefully Sovietized and inscribed within the rhetoric of anti
fascism and communist martyrdom. In most socialist war memorials the representation
of the war histories of the Jews and the Roma was downplayed or purposely neglected.
Instead, most of the memorials celebrated de ethnicized, ‘communist’ resistance groups
and soldiers of the Red Army as those who had beaten the ‘fascist tyranny’ and finally
brought peace and stability to the socialist states. Communism was consequently under
stood as the true force behind the collapse of Nazism and as the sole source of postwar
peace. Simultaneously, the communists tried to universalize and externalize fascism as
something that was always latent in the capitalist world order of the West, not only
before and during the Second World War, but also afterward. The Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic (1948 89) was no exception to this rule. After the war, speaking publicly of the
Romani Holocaust became taboo and the sites of the former camps in Lety and Hodonín
were ignored.31

However, when the European Community reached relative stability at the end of the
1980s and communism fell, neither the symbolism of East European anti fascism nor that
of West European anti communism could function as a founding transnational narrative
of European integration. It has been argued that new founding narratives were and are
still needed to foster, revitalize, and continue the project of European integration (Probst
2003). Since these narratives have an important function in creating unity and stability in
the expanding EU, now the symbolic scope of those narratives also needs to encompass
Central and Eastern European audiences, histories, and memories:

The commemoration of the Holocaust is increasingly becoming the core of a unifying
European memory, thus giving constitution building in Europe the necessary sym
bolic foundation … The commemoration of the Holocaust … is not only a source of
symbolic legitimacy but also of political action and values, such as the rejection of
racism, anti Semitism, and xenophobia. (Diner 2000 cited Probst 2003: 53, the quote is
reproduced verbatim from Probst)

The commemoration of the Holocaust, Diner argues, has become the symbolic center of a
“unifying European memory” and a kind of “negative” founding act of the current Euro
pean Union (Diner 2003b: 43 44). In particular, the issue of how Holocaust remembrance
could be a source of political action has recently become relevant in the EU’s approach
toward culture and cultural policy. Over the last decade, we have been able to observe a

30 Though the narratives of anti Nazism and anti fascism had also some features in common, these dis
courses were actively mobilized against each other after the Second World War (Koshar 2000; Müller 2000).
31 Only in 1969, at the times of the Prague spring, some historians for the first time wrote a moderate history
of the camps. Since the early 1970s and primarily through Ne as’s works, more scholarly attention had been
paid to Lety and Hodonín (Ne as 1981; 1987; see also R ži ka 2004; Pape 2008).



THE EUROPEANMEMORY PROBLEM REVISITED 293

gradual shift in the EU’s dealing with cultural affairs from conceptualizing culture
primarily in symbolic terms to instrumentalizing it in governmental terms (Barnett 2001).
This governmental approach is based on “the belief that ways of life can be acted on
through the governmental deployment of artistic and cultural resources” (Bennett 2000:
1420). Cultural practices are considered as instruments to achieving specific aims and
targets, such as European integration and the increase of the EU’s global competitive
ness. In particular, EU institutions try to mobilize and utilize various cultural practices
and programs to help individuals to transform into actively participating European
citizens. The mobilization of culture in the EU implies a deployment of such practices for
the more effective management and integration of (parts of) the European population,
including Europe’s minorities. This tendency is well illustrated in the EU’s ‘cultural’
approach to employment:

To participate more fully in society and the world of work, people are required to
develop professional qualities based on more specific individual skills, such as
creativity, initiative, flexibility and human relations skills. Increasingly employees are
seeking the potential for personal development and growth which cultural practices
(exhibitions, performing arts, fine arts, etc.) may help to shape … Training and partici
pation in a variety of cultural activities are increasingly emerging as a significant tool of social
integration whereby people can acquire new or improved skills and qualifications. (EC 1998
cited Barnett 2001: 419, my italics)

Initially, in the mid 1990s, EU programs and policies on European integration primarily
linked issues of employment and competitiveness to the importance of training, educa
tion, and what was increasingly called ‘lifelong learning’ (EC 1995, see also chapter 5).
Already in these early programs of the mid 1990s, and in the EU’s White Paper on
Education and Training in particular, these relationship were clearly framed in terms of
the vital importance of Europe’s cultural heritage and the remembrance of its dark past:

The essential aim of education and training has always been personal development and the
successful integration of Europeans into society through the sharing of common values, the
passing on of cultural heritage and the teaching of self reliance … Recalling and under
standing the past is essential in order to judge the present. Knowledge of history …
has a dual function as a guide in time and space which is essential to everyone if they
are to come to terms with their roots, develop a sense of belonging and to understand
others. It is small wonder that the hallmark of authoritarian regimes and dictatorships
has been the undermining and falsifying of the teaching of history. The penalty society
pays for forgetting the past is to lose a common heritage of bearings and reference points. (EC
1995: 3, 12, emphasis in original)

Since about the turn of the millennium, we have been able to observe a clear govern
mentalization of cultural practices in EU cultural policy, particularly vis à vis issues of
socio economic integration and the EU’s global competitiveness, and particularly
through dealing with cultural practices in terms of their inclusion in programs of what
has been called ‘active European citizenship.’ Since a few years, the trend to govern
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mentalize culture has been extended to “governmentalizing the past” (Bennett 1998) at
the EU level. The EU has envisioned its future in the long term Europe for Citizens
Programme 2007 2013, which is centrally based on “the concept of Active European
Citizenship” (EC 2009: 6). Apart from clear initiatives at the EU level to governmentalize
civil society through articulating, developing, and logistically and financially supporting
projects that aim at active citizenship, the EU has now explicitly included a government
al action called “active European remembrance” (EC 2009: 89 93), which it delineates as
follows:

The European Union is built on fundamental values such as freedom, democracy, and
respect for human rights. In order to fully appreciate their meaning, it is necessary to
remember the breaches of those principles caused by Nazism and Stalinism in Europe.
By commemorating the victims, by preserving the sites and archives associated with deporta
tions, Europeans will preserve the memory of the past, including its dark sides …
[C]itizens will engage in a reflection on the origins of the European Union, fifty years
ago, on the history of European integration, which preserved peace among its members,
and finally on today’s Europe, thereby moving beyond the past and building the
future. This action therefore will play an important role in nourishing the broad reflec
tion on the future of Europe and in promoting active European citizenship. (EC 2009: 89, my
italics)

The central aims of this particular initiative on active European remembrance, the call for
projects states, correspond to the general objectives of the Europe for Citizens Programme.
This initiative is “fostering action, debate, and reflection related to European citizenship
and democracy, shared values, common history, and culture” and “bringing Europe
closer to its citizens by promoting Europe’s values and achievements, while preserving
the memory of its past” (EC 2009: 89).32

This trend also relates to the issue of Romani memorial practices and Holocaust
remembrance. The 2005 European Parliament (EP) resolution on the Roma in the EU,
which calls for the removal of the farm in Lety, refers to another European Parliament
resolution, adopted earlier the same year:

[The EP] pays homage to all the victims of the Nazis and is convinced that lasting
peace in Europe must be based on remembrance of its history; rejects and condemns
revisionist views and denial of the Holocaust as shameful and contrary to historical
truth … [The EP] urges the Council and the Commission, as well as the various levels
of local, regional, and national government in the Member States, to coordinate their
measures to combat … attacks on minority groups including Roma … in order to
uphold the principles of tolerance and non discrimination and to promote social,
economic and political integration. (EP 2005a: §1, §3, italics added)

32 Similar to how I interpret the governmentalization of civil society, the governmentalization of the past at
the EU level can be seen in the context of the promotion and articulation of technologies of proximity
(chapter 7).
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This resolution links the remembrance of the Holocaust to the promotion of social, eco
nomic, and political integration of the Roma in the EU. In other words, the Union gov
ernmentalizes the remembrance of the Holocaust in order to achieve its aim of European
integration. The EU considers remembrance, Holocaust education, and promoting
dialogue among diverse communities as vital instruments to “make intolerance, discri
mination, and racism a thing of the past” (EP 2005a: §5). The Union also encourages its
members to create a “European Holocaust Memorial Day,” to use Holocaust memorial
institutions, such as the Auschwitz museum, to reinforce Holocaust education and to
make Holocaust and human rights education and “European citizenship” standard
elements in school curricula throughout the EU (ibid, see also OSCE 2006a; FRA 2010a;
2010b). The means of remembrance, education, and intercultural dialogue, which are
assembled in the EP resolutions, need to be introduced into the curricula of schools,
museums, cultural venues, commemorations and the like. The memorial practices are
understood here as “embodied mediums for changing the conduct of individuals and
social groups, and thereby as means of addressing problems of discrimination and social
exclusion” (Barnett 2001: 419 20).

The EU’s governmentalization of Holocaust remembrance in Europe brings the
Holocaust, and Nazism and Stalinism, in alignment with the ‘negative’ founding mo
ment of European unification and integration.33 This linkage is clearly expressed when
the Europe for Citizens Programme states, for instance, that active European remembrance
will enable European citizens to “engage in a reflection on the origins of the European
Union [and] on the history of European integration” (EC 2009: 89, my italics). Here, the
program suggests that the lessons learned from the Holocaust have not only given
European integration a crucial start. They also legitimate political actions aimed at the
strengthening of European integration programs and their extension to other policy
domains, such as the ones of social and cultural policy. The discursive representation of
the EU as “built on fundamental values such as freedom, democracy, and respect for
human rights” (ibid) and, at the same time, as itself a significant defender of such
universalized norms is mobilized to ‘normalize’ European integration programs across
several policy domains, including those of education, employment, and culture. The
norm of this normalization process does not just refer to legal norms set by juridical
standards or to ethical norms set by historical knowledge of the Holocaust. Rather, this
norm refers to the Foucauldian notion of a normalizing power—now at the European
level. This norm is related “to a positive technique of intervention and transformation”
(Foucault 2003: 50) and to the legitimatization of its development and exercise (chapter
1). This narrative enables EU authorities to set out pedagogies of participation in which
European citizens need to “come to terms with their roots” and “develop a sense of
belonging” (EC 1995: 12). The link between awareness raising of the impact of the
Holocaust and the way in which the EU presents itself as a protector of human rights has
increasingly become central to this narrative and the pedagogies it has inaugurated.
Recent reports by the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), for instance, discuss the

33 The inclusion of Stalinism in the call for Active European Remembrance is apparently yet another attempt
to enable the ‘founding narrative’ to include the entire EU, including its new Central and Eastern European
members.
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link between Holocaust and human rights education in terms of “discovering the past
for the future” (FRA 2010a) and perceive of these novel pedagogies as “teaching for the
future” (FRA 2010b). What are the implications of these pedagogies in which active
European remembrance and active European citizenship are loosely linked to promote
“Europe’s values and achievements, while preserving the memory of its past” (EC 2009:
89)? How could we relate these new developments to the endeavors of various Romani
actors to challenge the ways in which Romani histories and memories are excluded from
European ones? This question brings me back to Trumpener’s thesis.

The EU narrative about remembrance can be seen from the angle of the trend to
Europeanize the representation of the Roma. This narrative fits, for instance, with the
calls of European institutions for recognizing the Roma as a European minority (chapter
5). This EU narrative also allows Romani histories and memories to be part of European
ones. In contrast to how Trumpener analyzes European modernity as conditional upon
representing the Roma as without histories, the current EU discourse importantly de
parts from this exclusion model. As I have argued above, Trumpener focuses on the
question of what the relationality of the modern structures of temporality tends to make
impossible. Now that the newly emerged EU narrative presents Europe’s structure of
temporality as primarily based on including, rather than excluding, Romani histories
and memories, the question to pose changes into what this relationality makes possible. In
order to see what this relationality enables and whether and how the European memory
problem has subsequently changed, in this chapter’s final part I will analyze two
different, closely related Romani memorial strategies. I will argue that, taken together,
these strategies have critical significance vis à vis the way in which the EU is currently
governmentalizing Holocaust remembrance.

ROMANI MEMORIAL STRATEGIES AND THE MEMORY DEFICIT OF EU POLITICAL ACTION

The first memorial strategy that I will analyze relates to the museal representation of
Romani histories in the permanent exhibition on the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and
Roma in the Polish State Museum of Auschwitz Birkenau. At the end of the 1990s, the
Central Council of German Sinti and Roma (Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma) in
Heidelberg initiated this exhibition (interview 2003d; 2006c).34 Particularly regarding the
struggle for the recognition of the Romani Holocaust in Germany and—increasingly—
beyond, the Central Council can be seen as one of the most influential Romani organiza
tions in Europe. Together with the establishment of the Memorial to the Murdered Sinti
and Roma of Europe in Germany’s post 1989 capital Berlin,35 the new exhibition in
O wi cim belongs to the most recent achievements of the endeavors of the German

34 Hereafter, I will refer to this organization as the Central Council.
35 The building of the Memorial to the Murdered Sinti and Roma of Europe in front of the Reichstag in Berlin
has not yet finished (fall 2011), due to several disputes. The development and building of this memorial
have formed part of a long and heated debate about the building of a memorial to the victims of the Nazis
that started in the early 1980s (Rose 1989a; R Rose 2000; Young 1993; Wiedmer 1999; Jäckel 2000; Carrier
2005; Leggewie and Meyer 2005; Till 2005) and continued after the building of the Memorial to the
Murdered Jews of Europe (Zimmermann 2007a).
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Council to get recognized the Romani Holocaust and to articulate Romani Holocaust
memory in public space and debate.36 The Romani exhibition in O wi cim was co
financed by the EU. It has become an integral part of the Auschwitz museum, its edu
cational programs, its guides, and international tourism to the site. In many ways, the
exhibition could be seen as expressing the pedagogic aims as they are reflected in the
EU’s recent focus on Holocaust remembrance and education. This congruency does not
imply that the governmentalization of Holocaust remembrance is reflected in the exhi
bition. There is no easy one to one relationship between the two, but, nevertheless, they
share, I will show, a clear focus on the pedagogical importance of the Holocaust for the
present and future.

The second Romani memorial strategy that I will investigate is the cinematic one
expressed in one of the documentaries made by the German Sinti filmmaker Melanie
Spitta and her German colleague Katrin Seybold. This documentary has not played the
profound role that many of the activities initiated by the Central Council have in the
postwar debate. Nevertheless, a reflection on what I interpret as its main strategy will
shed light on the current reemergence of a European memory problem, though in a
different form than introduced by Trumpener. I will show how Spitta and Seybold’s me
morial strategy brings to the fore a fundamental problem that goes with newly emerged
Holocaust related pedagogies. At the same time, I will not discuss both memorial
strategies to merely contrast them—even in spite of their obvious dissimilarities. These
strategies carve out two routes in a newly emerged diverse Romani memorial landscape
that increasingly overlaps and interacts with other memoryscapes. Taken together,
rather than in isolation, these strategies encourage us to rethink how past but also
present European governmentalities have impacted not only on the situation of Romani
minorities, but also on influential deficiencies in current EU narratives on Europe’s past.

The long, bumpy road toward the recognition of the Romani Holocaust
Since the mid 1950s, the Central Council and several of its forerunners have played a
prominent and in many respects crucial role in the development of the German Romani
and Sinti civil rights movement (Rose 1987; Matras 1998).37 Since the founding of the first
post war Sinti organization in 1956, attempts at getting the Nazi genocide of Sinti and
Roma recognized at various levels in and later also beyond Germany have been essential
to the German Sinti and Romani identity and memory politics (Margalit 2002; Margalit
and Matras 2007). The postwar ‘recognition’ history can roughly be divided into two

36 O wi cim is the Polish name of the town where the Polish State Museum Auschwitz Birkenau was
established in 1947. As part of the Nazi mythology of the thousand years old German Empire, and integral
to the Nazi German population policies of the 1930s, the Nazis changed the Polish name into Auschwitz,
the name that Silesian knights would have given to the town when they founded it ‘as a German city’ in the
thirteenth century (van Pelt and Dwork 1996: chapter 1; Aly and Heim 2003: 101 12).
37 The Central Council’s forerunners were (Rose 1987): the Association and Interests Community of Racially
Persecuted German Citizens of Non Jewish Faith (Verband und Interessengemeinschaft rassisch Verfolgter nicht
jüdischen Glaubens deutscher Staatsbürger e.V.), established in 1956; the Central Committee of the Sinti of West
Germany (Zentralkomitee der Sinti Westdeutschlands) established in 1971; the Association of Sinti of Germany
(Verband der Sinti Deutschlands), established in 1972; and the Association of German Sinti (Verband Deutscher
Sinti) established in 1979. In 1982, this organization changed its name into the Central Council of German
Sinti and Roma (Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma).
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overlapping periods. During the first period (1945 1985) the efforts to get officially
recognized the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma in Germany would increasingly be
central to the activists’ endeavors.38 Since the early 1980s, their struggles would in
creasingly get a more European dimension, which marks the start of the second period.

During the first four postwar decades, the Central Council and its forerunners, in
close collaboration with other Romani organizations,39 were involved in a long and
heavy battle for getting recognized the Sinti and Roma as victims of the Nazis and as
central targets of Nazi genocidal policies.40 At least until the early 1960s, the first postwar
activists had to fight against the complete denial of the Nazi genocide by the official
authorities and even against the continuation of their persecution. In the early 1950s, for
instance, so called Central Police Registers of Vagrants (Landfahrerzentralen), which had
their prewar antecedents, were reinstated in a number of German towns to deal with
‘antisocial’ and ‘criminal’ elements in Germany society. The trend to continue to crimi
nalize Sinti and Roma was also reflected in court cases about war reparation. In the mid
1950s, for instance, a German Federal Court characterized the Nazi persecution of the
Sinti and Roma as “measures aimed at the prevention of criminality” (Bundesgerichtshof
Koblenz cited Matras 1998: 52). The denial of genocide and the actual postwar continua
tion of persecution led to the categorical rejection of several reparation claims and to the
impossibility to bring the perpetrators to court (Spitta 1989; Matras 1998). After the war,
many of the perpetrators could continue their ‘scientific’ work and locate their Zigeuner
forschung (research on the Gypsies) in the field of criminology and social pathology and
pedagogy. Some of them even contributed to decisions that denied compensation to
German Sinti and Romani victims. Both German and Austrian courts and governmental
departments made use of the ‘expertise’ of scholars, police officers, doctors, and bureau
cratic officials, who had been involved in the Nazi persecution of Sinti and Roma to deny
war reparations and pensions to them.41 Since the 1960s, this politics of denial slowly but
difficultly changed into a recognition that the Sinti and Roma had been victims of the
Nazis. Particularly due to the efforts of the ‘1968 generation’ of Sinti and Romani
activists, and to the endeavors of some other involved advocacy groups, the struggle for
recognition would gain momentum.

38 This period can be divided into various other stages (see, for instance, Rose 1987; Matras 1998).
39 Throughout these decades, the German Sinti collaborated with several Romani organizations in Germany,
such as the Central Committee of the Gypsies (Zentral Komitee der Zigeuner), founded by Walter Strauss and
Wilhelm Weiss in 1960, and the Romani and Sinti Union (Rom und Cinti Union), established by Rudko
Kawczynski in Hamburg in 1980. Until the emergence of several disputes between and among the Sinti and
Romani organizations about the main direction of the movement in the mid and late 1980s, they collab
orated relatively smoothly (Seybold 1989; Seybold and Spitta 1989; Rose 1989b; Zimmermann 1989; Matras
1998; Margalit and Matras 2007).
40 Though the Nazi persecution of the Roma was generally neglected during the Nuremberg trials, it is not
true, as has often been claimed, that they were entirely neglected. Some Romani testimonies were effectively
included in some of the trials, such as the Medical Trial. What is more, as Marcia Rooker argues, “the
prosecutors did not doubt the genocide attempt on Romany people.” Yet, “the judgment referred to it only
implicitly … Proof of this genocide was not necessary to convict the defendants” (Rooker 2002: 50, chapter
2).
41 See Spitta and Seybold (1987), Margalit (2002), Tegel (2006), and Thurner (2007).
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German sites of memory played a crucial role in the recognition struggle. There, the Sinti
and Romani activists organized several protests. In 1979, for instance, they organized a
protest rally at the site of the former concentration camp in Bergen Belsen and, a year
later, some Sinti held a hunger strike in the former Dachau concentration camp (Rose
1987; Margalit 2002). Another important protest act was the occupation of the university
archive of the University of Tübingen in 1981. More than twenty thousand Nazi files—
mostly documents of individual German Sinti and Roma, including their photographs,
genealogies, fingerprints, information on their medical treatments and persecution
trajectories—were archived in Tübingen, but made inaccessible for Sinti and Roma.
These documents could have been used to prove their Nazi persecution. The activists
were suspicious that they were kept back to hamper legal action against the perpetrators.
The Sinti and Romani identity politics of these years mobilized the history and memory
of the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma to address the permanence of discrimination
against them, the continuity of the denial of their persecution by the Nazis, the failure of
the government to prosecute those who were responsible, and, consequently, to chal
lenge “the self image of the Federal Republic as a state and society which claimed to
have broken with its Nazi past” (Matras 1998: 55). In the end, these protests would pay
rewards.42 Finally, in 1985, the efforts of the Romani and Sinti activists culminated in the
official recognition of the Romani Holocaust by the political establishments of both the
Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic, expressed during a
commemorative event held at the site of the former Nazi concentration camp for Sinti
and Roma in Berlin Marzahn, where the Federal Republic had erected the first official
Romani and Sinti memorial in Germany in the same year (Margalit 2002: 202 05).43

Whereas the official recognition of the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma was un
deniably a major achievement of the Central Council and others who had been involved
in the postwar recognition struggle, after 1985 it would actually enter a new and again
difficult phase of the struggle. Since then, it has been turned into a struggle for what I
want to call the public recognition of the genocide. As Gilad Margalit remarks, “placing
Gypsies on the list of victims left a lot to be desired” (Margalit 2002: 205). Indeed,
“placing Gypsies with the homosexuals [in the category of the ‘other victims’] left them

42 The protests resulted in heated debates between Western Germany’s main politicians about how the past
and current situation of the Sinti and Roma had to be addressed. A governmental workgroup on Sinti and
Roma was established. An important outcome of the protests in Tübingen was that the files were trans
ferred to the Federal archives in Koblenz, where they would become accessible for the persecuted Sinti and
Roma. Moreover, German newspapers publicly introduced the terms Sinti and Roma and mostly stopped
using the term Zigeuner. In 1982, both Germany’s Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and the opposition leader of
the Christian democrats, Helmut Kohl, met with the Central Council’s chairman Romani Rose to express
sympathy with his work and, in Schmidt’s case, express the wish to correct the wrong done to the Sinti and
Roma by the Nazis, who, he explicitly recognized, had persecuted them on racial grounds. Since 1983, the
Central Council has got financial support from the German federal government. In 1990, the documentation
and cultural center of the Central Council was built in Heidelberg (Rose 1987; 2003; Margalit 2002).
43 Reparation related to the Nazi genocide of Sinti and Roma started extremely late in Europe. Austria, for
instance, began to compensate Sinti and Roma who were still alive in 1988 (Rieger 2003; Thurner 2007),
while the Netherlands followed as late as 2000 (Öfner and Rooker 2001). In Central and Eastern Europe, the
compensation debate has only started at the turn of the millennium. With the help of German authorities,
the Czech Republic, for instance, started to compensate in 2001 (interview 2003a; Hübschmannová 2006),
while Slovakia compensated a Romani war victim for the first time in 2002 (Pisárová 2002).
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in the same category they occupied in the 1950s, victims whom wide circles of Germans
perceived as not entirely innocent, if not questioned their very victimization” (ibid).44 For
various different reasons, of which the analysis reaches beyond the scope of this study,
the early 1980s also mark a kind of turning point in how the war is remembered. This
had to do—as, for instance, Margalit emphasizes—with the changes inside Germany that
would finally also lead to Germany’s reunification and a renewed, intensified debate
about Germany’s shared past—a debate that would, among other things, lead to a heated
debate about the building of a memorial to the victims of the Nazis, including the Sinti
and Roma, in the center of Berlin (Young 1993; Carrier 2005; Leggewie and Meyer
2005).45

Even more importantly, the shifting focus of practices of remembrance has had to do
with what Huyssen calls “the globalization of Holocaust discourse” and with what he
considers as the increased tendency to use the Holocaust as “a universal trope for his
torical trauma” (Huyssen 2000: 23). Since the early 1980s, we have been able to observe
the increased emergence of a combined universalization and de territorialization of
Holocaust discourses (Levy and Sznaider 2001; 2002; Diner 2003b). Increasingly, these
discourses have been untied from their strict link with the Nazi genocide of the Jews, as
well as from their particular reference to genocidal events in the historical time of the
Second World War and in the territorial context of Europe. Both earlier and later geno
cidal events in and outside Europe—such as the mass murder of the Herero by the
Germans in Namibia in 1905, the one of the Armenians by the Turks in 1915 16, and
recent ethnic cleansings in ex Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and the Sudanese province of
Darfur—are now referred to as holocausts as well. Though in many respects the Nazi
genocide of the Jews has remained a key reference point of Holocaust discourses, the
globalization of Holocaust discourses has resulted into profound changes within
contemporary Holocaust memorial cultures and regarding the identity strategies of the
groups involved. This shift has gone together with the necessity for victim and activist
groups to develop new memorial strategies to effectively achieve public attention and
recognition.46 In the case of the Roma, there is a somewhat paradoxical situation. While
their sufferings during the war were largely spatio temporally conflated with those of
the Jews, though radically neglected for decades, both the spread of knowledge about
the Nazi genocide of the Roma and the public identity derived from it have now become

44 The ‘other victims’ narrative also still appears, for instance, in the recent FRA reports: “Holocaust edu
cation is understood as education that takes the discrimination, persecution, and extermination of the Jews
by the National Socialist regime as its focus, but also includes Nazi crimes against other victim groups, both
for the purpose of deeper understanding and contextualization of the Holocaust and out of a desire to
acknowledge and commemorate the suffering of numerous non Jewish victims of the Nazi era” (FRA
2010b: 18).
45 Yet another important development that indirectly contributed to the transformation of memorial prac
tices and the debate on the victim status of the Roma and Sinti was the increased migration of Central and
Eastern Europeans to Germany. The arrival of Romani migrants also caused a dispute between the Central
Council and Romani organizations in Germany, such as Rudko Kawczynski’s Roma National Congress
(Matras 1998; Margalit and Matras 2007).
46 Among these strategies are those that claim or argue that the Jewish Holocaust or Shoah is unique and
cannot be compared to any other genocidal event in modern history (for a debate about these strategies, see,
for instance, Linenthal 1995; Rosenbaum 1996; Finkelstein 2000).
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dependent on a globalized discourse in which disjunctive holocausts are presented as ‘of
the same kind.’ This situation has gone together with diverse attempts, developed by dif
ferent kinds of Romani actors, to articulate Romani memories and represent their pasts.47

The Central Council and other Romani actors in Europe have actively become in
volved in articulating and rearticulating Romani memories and memorial strategies vis
à vis the phenomenon of the globalization of Holocaust discourses. As I discussed in
chapter 3, since the mid 1980s, for instance, Ian Hancock has been one of the prominent
Romani intellectuals who has left his mark on a specific national and essentialist articula
tion of the history of the Roma, tracing their persecution, militancy, and nation back to
eleventh century India. In the particular context of the Romani Holocaust, he has played
a vital role in developing strategies to emphasize its specificity and to try to get ‘the
Roma’ out of the category of the other victims.48 His attempts at creating an own historio
graphy of the Romani Holocaust has led him to develop a specific Romani term for the
suffering of the Roma during the Nazi times. Similar to how some, since the mid 1980s,
started to refer to the Shoah as a particular Hebrew translation and Jewish articulation of
the term Holocaust, Hancock (1989; 1996; 2002) introduced the term Porajmos or “great
devouring” to recently emerged Holocaust narratives. Other Romani actors have intro
duction different Roma specific translations of Holocaust, such as Murdaripen (Horváth
ová 2003) and Pharrajimos (Bársony and Daróczi 2008). Some scholars take these concepts
at face value and do not reflect on how and why they have only recently become integral
part of Romani memorial strategies and identity and memory politics.49 Yet, in these
cases we deal neither with the disclosure of original meanings of how Romani victims
and survivors referred to the suffering during the war, nor with merely linguistic trans
lations of the term Holocaust or some of its equivalents into Romanes. Rather, these
initiatives can be regarded as political translations in which Romani identities, memo
ries, and contestable Roma/non Roma relationships are strategically rearticulated (see
also Fischer von Weikersthal et al 2008).50 They represent a politics of citizenship as
participation (chapter 7) that addresses particular aims, such as socio historical justice,
recognition, reparation, or reconciliation. The two memorial strategies that I will discuss
below can also be seen in light of such contemporary attempts at articulating Romani
memories and histories.

47 Elsewhere, I have extensively discussed the stages of what could be called the globalization of Holocaust
discourses and reflected on how we need to interpret various contemporary Holocaust references from the
angle of this globalization (van Baar 2010d).
48 Hancock has placed an important role in addressing the lack of attention paid to the Roma and
challenging the memory politics that tended to exclude them in the development and establishment of the
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington (Linenthal 1995).
49 See, for instance, Huttenbach (1991), Barany (2002), Bodolai et al (2010), and McGarry (2010).
50 Similar processes of Romani political translations have recently been discussed in the fields of literature,
film, opera, music, and popular culture (see, for instance, Toninato 2004; 2012; Imre 2008; von Hagen 2009;
Kovalcsik 2010; Blandfort and Hertrampf 2011).
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Periodizing history and cultivating victimhood
A visitor to the Auschwitz Birkenau State Museum in Poland who follows the official
route suggested in the museum’s guidebook will end her or his tour with a visit to the
permanent exhibition on the extermination of the European Roma.51 Established in 2001,
the exhibition on the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma constitutes a unique part of
the museum’s multiple exhibitions. For the first time in its history, an exhibition has been
dedicated to the suffering of the Roma. Since it was realized by a number of Sinti and
Romani organizations,52 the exhibition can be considered as one of the first opportunities
for Romani self representation at such an internationally important site of memories
(Peritore and Reuter 2006; van Baar 2010d).53 The exhibition has been made with great
care and conveys the suffering of the European Roma in an impressive manner. Yet,
some aspects of the exhibition invite us to rethink its representation of the Romani
Holocaust. I will discuss these aspects by focusing on the exhibition’s selective use of
materials and its periodization of history, and its technical design.54

The content of the exhibition covers the Roma’s immediate prewar histories in indi
vidual European countries, their wartime persecution, and their deportation from
various places to concentration and extermination camps. A substantial part of the exhi
bition is dedicated to the history of the Roma’s persecution, resistance, and extermina
tion in Auschwitz. The exhibition is roughly divided into two parts, a design that the
exhibition’s catalogue explains as follows:

The central room, which stands for the persecuted people, does not blend in well with
the existing architecture and also stands in contradiction to the original room in every
respect: the axes of both rooms are not identical, here pleasant, safe forms, there hard
and severe forms, here warm, earthy colors, there cold blue white, here faces of
people, laughter and family life, there typewritten documents of the captors. The

51 This exhibition is located in one of the barracks of the former Auschwitz I extermination camp, the so
called Stammlager, that, together with the former Auschwitz II camp in Birkenau, makes up the con
temporary museum. The barrack is the last one on the recommended route along the fifteen camp barracks
that together make up the museum’s exhibition (Smole 2003: 1). Apart from the Romani exhibition and the
exhibition Struggle and Martyrdom of the Jews, the museum exhibitions are organized along the lines of the
nation state. Elsewhere, I have reflected on the way in which the new Romani exhibition relates to the
general structure and communist and post 1947 transformations of the Auschwitz museum (van Baar
2005a; 2010d; 2010c).
52 The Central Council collaborated with Romani and Sinti organizations from Poland, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Serbia, Ukraine, and the Netherlands (Rose 2003: 323).
53 The monument established in 1974 in the former ‘Gypsy camp’ (Zigeunerlager) in Birkenau can actually be
considered as the first opportunity for Romani self representation in the museum. This monument was an
initiative of the Association of Sinti in Germany (Verband der Sinti Deutschlands), one of the forerunners of
the current Central Council of German Sinti and Roma and was established at the site of the former 28th
barrack in the BIIe section of the former Birkenau camp (Rose 1987: 89 90). Yet, never before an entire per
manent exhibition has been dedicated to the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma in Europe. Currently,
various national exhibitions that were renewed or established after 1989 also pay attention to the fate of
their national Romani populations during the Second World War (most notably in the exhibitions of
Austria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and the Netherlands).
54 The exhibition was designed by Wieland Schmid’s Atelier für Gestaltung in Mannheim, which also
designed the exhibition on the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma in the Central Council’s Documentation
and Cultural Center in Heidelberg (R Rose 1999; Rose 2003).
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wedge shaped steel elements as symbols of persecution and violence dissect the cen
tral room, gliding more or less on the invisible axes of the original room and finally
break it up completely (Rose 2003: 317, see also figure 8.11).

The prewar past displayed in the exhibition’s central room is almost exclusively repre
sented by portraits and group photographs, for example, of families, school classes,
sports clubs, bands, and small orchestras. Few images show working Roma, and only
very few shots are from Romani villages or caravan dwellers. Since the displayed photo
graphs are mainly snapshots of members of Romani elites on their feast days, the
exhibition shows peacefully living individuals and groups all over the European coun
tries most of the time (figures 8.12). Hence, the visitor passes by images from the prewar
period in which poverty, hard times, regional differences, and national forms of margi
nalization and persecution (apart from those instigated by Nazism) are practically
excluded.55 The lack of these national forms of prewar marginalization and persecution
creates a radical contrast between the prewar and the wartime period. Moreover, the
exhibition does not show how these prewar measures and their local and national back
grounds, as well as the varying wartime collaborations with Nazi Germany throughout
Europe, resulted in differently articulated forms of Roma persecution.56

55 This representation of the Roma as a socially and culturally well integrated and peacefully living group is
in line with the Central Council’s attempt at representing Sinti and Roma as an integral and integrated part
of German or even European cultures and societies (Margalit and Matras 2007). From the interviews that I
conducted with representatives of some of the Central Council’s partner Romani organizations that contri
buted to the exhibition, I have got the strong impression that this Roma representation is not accidental.
Representatives of Romani organizations in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and the Netherlands (interview
2003f; 2004b; 2004c) told me that they, on the request of the Central Council, did some research on the fate
of the Roma in their countries and, as part of this activity, they also collected pictures of Roma and Sinti in
the prewar period. However, when they met with the representatives of the Central Council again, the
latter did not want to make use of pictures on which Roma and Sinti were not dressed well or where they
clearly suffered from poverty. When, a few years later, I interviewed Romani Rose, the Central Council’s
chairman, and asked him whether he could tell me something about the processes of selecting materials for
the Auschwitz exhibition, he told me that there were no discussions among the collaborating Romani
organizations about how the Sinti and Roma should be represented in the exhibition or about the selection
of researched materials (interview 2006c).
56 Various studies have addressed the different ways in which the persecution of Romani groups was
(systematically or haphazardly) articulated in countries that were occupied by the Nazis or that collabo
rated with them. Many of these studies clarify that we cannot assume that the practices of Roma persecu
tion outside Nazi Germany were directly informed by the Nazi persecution practices and their definitions
of the Gypsies. In many cases, diverse histories of marginalization and different local, regional, and national
conceptions of the Gypsies were influential on how the Nazi occupation or collaboration with the Nazis led
to forms of Roma maltreatment that partly or even substantially differed from those in Nazi Germany (for
the Austrian case, see Thurner 1983; Baumgartner and Freund 2007; for the Dutch case, see Lucassen 1990;
2007; for the French case, see Hubert 1999; Peschanski 2007; for the Italian case, see Boursier 1999; for the
Swiss case, see Ludi 2006; Meier 2007; for the case of the former Soviet Union including the Baltic States, see
Zimmermann 1996b; 1999; Weiss Wendt 2003; for the case of Serbia and Croatia, see Trubeta 2003; Duli
2006; Zimmermann 2008; for the Romanian case, see Mihok 2001; Achim 2004; 2007; for the Bulgarian case,
see Marushiakova and Popov 1999; 2007; for the Czech case, see Ne as 1999b; for the Slovak case, see
Hübschmannová 2005; 2006; for the Hungarian case, see Bernáth 2001; Katz 2006; 2007; Bársony and
Daróczi 2008).
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FIGURE 8.11 Overview of the central room of the permanent exhibition on the Nazi genocide of the
Sinti and Roma in the Auschwitz Museum. Photo: Huub van Baar, 2003

FIGURE 8.12 Images of pre wartime Roma in the former Czechoslovakia. Photo: Huub van Baar, 2003
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In fact, many European countries took restrictive measures with regard to their Romani
populations, in particular in the interwar period. A Czechoslovakian law from 1927, for
instance, “condemned the Roma as asocial citizens, limited their personal liberty, intro
duced Gypsy identity cards, and decreed that Romani children under 18 be placed in
special institutions” (Barany 2002: 99). A Hungarian law from 1928 “ordained semi
annual Gypsy police raids in order to weed out the criminal and parasitic elements from
the Romani communities” (ibid 100). As in the Czechoslovak case, “special regulations
required the fingerprinting and registration of all Roma” (ibid). From the 1920s onward,
Ante Paveli ’s Croatian Ustaše movement increasingly endangered the position of Roma
and Jews in the former Yugoslavia. During the Second World War, the pro Nazi Ustaše
regime was responsible for the extermination of about 25,000 Roma (Ackovi 1995; Duli
2006; Reinhartz 2006). Many Western European countries already took restrictive mea
sures against Roma during the migration waves at the end of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth century (Lucassen 1990; Gotovitch 1998; Hubert 1999). The
under representation of these and other national differences and of local anti Roma
measures in the exhibition creates the impression of a homogeneous European Romani
people, which began to suffer as soon as, but not earlier than, the Nazi terror penetrated
the occupied countries. This impression is intensified by the wedge shaped steel ele
ments that spear the central room as if the aggression against the Roma came merely
from the outside (figure 8.11). In this conception of victimhood, possible aggressive ele
ments against the Roma are excluded from the non German national territory and
history, and projected abroad. The good and peaceful nations on the one hand, and the
evil and foreign aggressor on the other are largely polarized. A moral logic that mobil
izes a good vs. evil binary appears.

The chances and limits of relational strategies of representation
What do such a moral logic and periodization make possible? Disappointed by the
scarce attention paid to the Roma in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in
Washington,57 Hancock once expressed the hope that the Roma “will eventually be
moved out of the category of ‘other victims’ and fully recognized as the only population,
together with the Jews, that was slated for eradication from the face of the earth” (1996:
59). The Romani exhibition in the Auschwitz museum seems to contribute to getting the
Roma out of this category. Moreover, the moral logic that results from the specific
periodization and victimization seems to make it possible to linking the past atrocities
with contemporary violations of human rights regarding the Roma. Hancock has been
one of the Roma who has strongly suggested such as link. Referring to anti Roma
violence that emerged in the early 1990s, he remarked:

Today, the Romani population faces its severest crisis since the Holocaust; neo Nazi
race crimes against Gypsies have seen rapes, beatings, and murders in Germany,
Hungary, and Slovakia; anti Gypsy pogroms in Romania and Bulgaria, including
lynchings and home burnings, are increasing. For my people, the Holocaust is not yet
over. (Hancock 1996: 55)

57 This museum was opened in 1993 (Linenthal 1995).
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By making a direct link with the Holocaust and by using words such as ‘pogroms,’
Hancock also mobilizes the good vs. evil logic which is often central to globalizing
Holocaust discourses and to using the Holocaust as “a universal trope for historical
trauma” (Huyssen 2000: 23). Daniel Levy and Nathan Sznaider suggest that, now that
Holocaust discourses have been globalized, victim and activist strategies are often
bringing victimhood and morality strategically together:

[In contemporary Holocaust references] the oppressed have to be ‘guiltless,’ and those
who violate human rights, have to be ‘evil.’ Nazis and Jews form the constituents of
this new global religion. Consequently, those who claim that their human rights are
violated, have to relate their suffering to the one of the Jews, and have to bring the
perpetrators symbolically at the level of the Nazis … The Holocaust has become a
universal ‘container’ of memories of indistinguishable victims. It has resulted in ‘the
globalization of evil.’ (Levy and Sznaider 2001: 222 23, my translation)

In the Central Council’s approach to memory, the Sinti and Romani communities and
their histories are strategically represented as strongly related to the Jewish communities
and their Holocaust histories (van Baar 2010d). Since the early 1980s, relational strategies
of Roma representation—in relation to the Jewish situation as well as to other Ger
mans—have been integral to the Central Council’s identity politics. Its chairman Romani
Rose usually presents the Sinti as important carriers of the German cultural heritage:

Sinti are among the foremost people to ensure that old cultural possessions
(Kulturgut) would remain preserved. They went to the villages and bought or secured
their antique things, things that other people would just have tossed into the garbage
… Some German citizens who today possess a Baroque chest of drawers do not know
that they owe it to the Sinti. (Rose 1982: 89, English translation cited Margalit and
Matras 2007: 113)

During the recognition struggle of the early 1980s, the Central Council used large
banners with the heading “Sinti and Roma – For 600 years in Germany!” (Sinti und Roma
– Seit 600 Jahren in Deutschland!) to stress the Roma’s and Sinti’s belonging to German
society and culture (Rose 1987: 108, 110, 172). Similarly, one of the Central Council’s
publications on the Nazi genocide states:

Sinti and Roma have been living as citizens of German speaking countries, as in other
parts of Europe, for more than 600 years. Contrary to the propagandistic clichés of the
Nazis, Sinti and Roma were, until the ‘seizure of power,’ integrated as German citizens to
the same extent as the Jews. They lived in their hometowns as workers, clerks, civil
servants, craftsmen, artists, or shopkeepers, in many cases for generations. Many of
them had fought for Germany in the First World War as convinced patriots and, like
the German Jews, been highly decorated. The discrimination and deprivation of rights
began with Nazi rule put an end to the previously unremarked existence of Sinti and
Roma as German citizens. (Rose 1995: 9, my italics)
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The strategy of representing Romani histories and their memories relationally is also a
central element of how the Auschwitz exhibition has been designed. When a visitor en
ters the former camp barrack and goes through the corridor that leads to the exhibition,
for instance, the very first panel she sees displays a statement of the former Federal
President of Germany, Roman Herzog:

The genocide of the Sinti and Roma was carried out from the same motive of racial
mania, with the same premeditation, with the same wish for the systematic and total
extermination as the genocide of the Jews. Complete families from the very young to the
very old were systematically murdered within the entire sphere of influence of the
National Socialists. (Roman Herzog cited Rose 2003: 4, my italics) 58

The exclusion of prewar photos displaying poverty (see note 55) or other forms of margi
nalization from the exhibition could also be interpreted along the lines of this relational
strategy of representation. As I have suggested, such a strategy can help to gain both
official and public recognition:

[R]elational strategies of representation can … open the way for marginalized
communities to engage in collective articulations and assertions of identity across
space and time … Such collective articulations may be more readily intelligible, carry
more weight, and thus be more effective in furthering the aim of representation,
namely to gain recognition for one’s community and history. (Hoffmann and Peeren
2010: 19)

Throughout the years, the Central Council has made an enormous effort to develop a
narrative of Sinti and Romani minority belonging and socio cultural membership, there
by making strategic use of writing Romani histories relationally. On the one hand, the
Central Council has mobilized a justifiable singularization of the Sinti’s and Roma’s
genocidal persecution as a unique historical event. On the other hand, however, the way
in which the Central Council, in the Auschwitz exhibition, periodizes modern history
and mobilizes a good vs. evil moral logic to sustain its pedagogical aim of corroborating
Sinti and Romani minority belonging ultimately seems to play tricks on the Roma’s and
Sinti’s case. This representation and moral logic risk eliding significant differences
between the Romani and the Jewish cases and, thus, leading to a non articulation of the
specificity of the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma, including, most notably, its pre
war and postwar histories. These differences are related to the significantly different
prewar and wartime trajectories that led to these genocidal events and to their crucially
different postwar settlements (Zimmermann 2006; 2007b; Stewart 2010). It is here, in the
context of the postwar politics of denial typical of not only Germany’s postwar history
vis à vis the Sinti and Roma, but also of European postwar histories more generally,

58 This statement made by Herzog during the opening of the exhibition on the Nazi genocide of the Sinti
and Roma in the Central Council’s documentation and cultural center in Heidelberg in 1997 has become a
central tool in the Council’s memory politics. The Council also wanted to inscribe this statement in the
Memorial to the Murdered Sinti and Roma of Europe in the center of Berlin, a proposal that became part of
the dispute about this Memorial’s establishment (Zimmermann 2007a).
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where I want to relate to the governmentalization of Holocaust remembrance in Europe
again.

I have shown how the EU narrative of active European remembrance takes the
breaches of fundamental values caused by Nazism and Stalinism as its starting points.
The narrative also suggests that the EU itself is built on fundamental values, such as
freedom, democracy, and respect for human rights. Governmentalizing Holocaust
remembrance and considering the Holocaust as central to a unifying European memory
are “part of the increasing efforts to create a new overarching and significant founding
myth, which can fill the gap of political identity in the process of European integration
and constitution building” (Probst 2003: 56). Yet, the way in which “this founding [myth]
is connected with pedagogy and political functionalization makes the whole venture
problematic” (Jeismann 2001, English translation cited Probst 2003: 56). But what exactly
is the problematic character of this venture? Lothar Probst gives the following answer:

To enforce and to legitimize political action with reference to a historical event that for
political reasons has been given suprahistorical meaning, seems to be problematic
because it heavily burdens the political space in moral terms. The subordination of
politics to such moral judgment could, at very least, give rise to a questionable
political instrumentalization … The fact that the Holocaust happened gives evidence
to the fact that in politics we are never acting on stable grounds and that democracy
and the values of human civilization are always threatened by unforeseeable his
torical developments. To the contrary, totalitarianism is to a certain extent inherent in
the structures of modernity, and each attempt to ban the totalitarian temptation by
moral imperatives or verdicts will probably fail. (Probst 2003: 56, 57)

I agree with Probst, but, at the same time, consider his answer somewhat general and
less specific when it comes to clarifying where exactly we can observe the risks to which
he is pointing. According to me, the main issue is that the EU discourse on Holocaust
remembrance claims that the EU guarantees inclusion and membership for all its
citizens, no matter what their background is. Seen from this angle, the EU as the alleged
protector of fundamental values and rights indeed guarantees the inclusion of its
Romani minorities. But this EU narrative seems to be much less able to reflect on
whether some of its own governance mechanisms could directly or indirectly endanger
the forms of membership it promises to guarantee. Though the EU discourse on Euro
pean remembrance includes reflection on the causes and consequences of Nazism, this
narrative does not adequately include the possibility that the EU as a community of
fundamental values still needs to come to terms with a past that endangers its founda
tion. An adequate reflection on how this past still affects the EU’s present functioning,
however, is particularly important when Holocaust remembrance starts to be mobilized
for political reason of participation, inclusion, competitiveness, and greater cohesion and
unity within and throughout the EU. This issue is all the more urgent now that Romani
minorities throughout Europe are generally approached in terms of activation, social
inclusion, and active citizenship without sufficiently reflecting on the historical con
ditions under which their marginalization could have occurred at all (chapters 6, 7). In its
turn, the Central Council’s memory politics and relational strategy of representation
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seem to be able to comply with the EU’s all inclusive narrative of active European
citizenship and its desire to encourage its citizens to become actively involved in cross
European remembrance. Yet, the Central Council’s memorial strategy seems to be much
less able to reflect on the memory deficit of the EU’s own active European remembrance
discourse and its consequences for how Romani memorial contexts can be taken into
account. In order to present a possible way in which reflection on this new, transformed
European memory problem could take place, I will finally discuss the memorial strategy
of the filmmakers Seybold and Spitta.

IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION: THE LIMITS OF THE POLITICS OF RE MEMBERING

For my people, the Holocaust is not yet over. (Ian Hancock 1996: 55)
That’s a ridiculous remark. (Romani Rose during an interview [2006c])

In the 1980s, the German filmmaker Katrin Seybold and her Sinti colleague Melanie
Spitta (1946 2005) made four documentaries. They focused on how the denial of the
Romani Holocaust had dramatically and up till then affected the lives of German Sinti
and Romani communities and their position in German society (Spitta and Seybold 1980;
1981; 1982; 1987). In the 1980s, some of these documentaries were broadcasted on
German public television. Though Spitta and Seybold’s joint works belong to the intel
lectual and cinematic archives that are related to the struggles of the 1980s, their
documentaries do not belong to a distant past. Their works can be regarded audiovisual
sites of Romani memory, included in the diverse and heterogeneous contemporary
memoryscapes related to the Romani Holocaust. For instance, their documentaries have
been included in the archives of several important Holocaust memorials. Their works
have also been screened at important international film festivals and discussed at aca
demic conferences.59

Spitta and Seybold’s works contest the idea that there were strict, unambiguous
borders between the Roma representations of the wartime and the postwar period. The
central aim of their joint work bear strong resemblance to that of the Central Council, for
instance, to get the Romani Holocaust recognized more adequately and to get more
publicity for how it has strongly affected postwar Sinti and Romani lives. Nevertheless,
Spitta and Seybold’s central strategy differs in an important way from that of the Central
Council. I will illustrate this difference by a brief discussion of their most powerful film
“The Lie: ‘Compensation’ for Gypsies (Sinti) in Germany?” (Das falsche Wort: Die ‘Wieder
gutmachung’ an Zigeunern (Sinte) in Deutschland?).

59 Their documentaries are archived, for instance, in the Auschwitz Museum, the Yad Vashem Memorial in
Jerusalem, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, and in a number of important
German memorials (eg, KZ Dachau, KZ Ravensbrück, KZ Bergen Belsen, KZ Neuengamme, the Wannsee
Conference House, and the Topography of Terror in Berlin). Their works have been shown at various
festivals, such as the international film festivals in Rotterdam (2004) and London (2006). They have been
discussed at scholarly conferences, such as Representation and Effect: the Roma in Politics, the Art and the
Academy, held at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland in 2007.
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Das falsche Wort was released in 1987, shortly after the Central Council had reached its
main milestones. Largely due to the Council’s efforts, the federal authorities had official
ly recognized the Roma and Sinti as victims of the Nazi genocide, the word Zigeuner
(Gypsy) had been banned from most German media, and, since 1983, the German govern
ment had financially supported their association in Heidelberg. Yet, while, since the mid
1980s, the Central Council began to build on its achievements and to strengthen its re
lational memorial strategy of representation, Spitta and Seybold made a kind of opposite
move. In Das falsche Wort they give an extremely sinister image of the postwar realities of
the German Sinti that survived the war. Their documentary builds on many of the
elements that I have brought up while discussing the first four postwar decades. Their
film shows that none of the researchers, who were involved in the Racial Hygiene and
Demographic Biology Research Unit of the Nazi Ministry of Health—the institute that
was largely responsible for marking the ‘unfitness’ of many Roma and Sinti and the
decision to deport them—were ever persecuted for their crimes. As I have mentioned,
after 1945 these researchers were even contracted by juridical and governmental teams to
‘scientifically’ decide upon whether the surviving Romani victims—many of whom had
been forcibly sterilized—could be restituted. In a powerful visual language, Das falsche
Wort shows that those, who had decided upon the destruction of many Romani lives
during the war, continued to decide upon the direction of most of the survivors’ lives
after 1945.
Das falsche Wort brings together various narratives, such as the life stories that German

Sinti women and men tell about their persecution and the lack of postwar reparations to
them, and the visual language of numerous filmed Nazi documents and portraits of Sinti
and their families. These different narratives are cinematically woven together by
Spitta’s own personal story and her search for what had exactly happened to the 60
members of her own family, of whom her mother was one of the few survivors. One of
the main political issues that the film tries to address is to clarify why Wiedergutmachung
is the false word and why it wrongly suggests that Roma/non Roma relationships have
been substantially normalized by the postwar reparation politics. In the documentary,
Spitta’s story often functions as a voiceover and has a moral undertone. She mobilizes an
us and them narrative to underline the blatant inconsistencies of the politics of Wieder
gutmachung—literally “making good again”—aimed at coming to terms with Germany’s
Nazi past. She explicitly uses the word Gypsies (Zigeuner) when she makes a distinction
between “we Gypsies” (wir Zigeuner) and “you Germans” (ihr Deutsche). This narrative
strategically connects Spitta’s and other Sinti family life stories to the unwillingness of
ordinary Germans to really recognize the wrong done to the Sinti and Roma and the
crucial role of the collaborators and perpetrators who could hide themselves behind the
postwar politics of compensation. Somewhere in the documentary, Spitta says:

To save her life, my mother and her family fled to Belgium. Vain hope, because only
few have survived Auschwitz. My brother and all of our family’s children were
brutally murdered. You Germans had the courage to do so. But most of you did not
have the heart to ask how these murders could take place and why they were allowed
…Whereas, in your case, so many wearers of swastika’s [Hakenkreuzler] have been left
over who knew how to obstruct war reparation to us, our struggle has been in vain …
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You have beheaded us and speak of ‘compensation.’ ‘Compensation’ is the false word,
because you have forgotten your feeling of regret and sin. (Das falsche Wort cited
Seybold 2005: 200 01, my translation)

Central part of this strategy is to emphasize, as Spitta also says in the film, that “they
believed them, not us” or, put differently, that those governmental and judicial officials
who had to decide on the war reparations relied on the statements and findings of the
non persecuted perpetrators, rather than on the testimonies of the victims and on the
Nazi documents that could have clearly pleaded against the perpetrators.60

The difference between Spitta and Seybold’s memorial strategy and the Central
Council’s has to do with how both parties approach the issue of compensation and, most
of all, ‘coming to terms with the past.’ To be sure, Das falsche Wort does not suggest that
financial compensation for what happened to the Sinti and Roma during the Second
World War would or did not imply a welcome necessary and gesture. But Seybold and
Spitta’s approach does not in the first place deal with the achieved compensation and
official recognition. Rather, they address the politics of German war reparation and how
it radically hampered both moral compensation and the persecution of the perpetrators.
Das falsche Wort deals with the moral question of whether and how something like
‘coming to terms’ with the Nazi genocide of Sinti and Roma is possible at all. The timing
of Das falsche Wort was crucial: it was released a few years after the official recognition of
the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma. Spitta and Seybold challenge the politics of
compensation at the same time as was suggested thatWiedergutmachung had taken place.
Das falsche Wort contests ‘coming to terms with the past’ at the moment this political
gesture becomes part of a narrative in which notions such as recognition, equality, and
citizenship are turned into a kind of pedagogy. Seybold and Spitta contest the self image
of Germany that had long prevailed in the postwar era, and, when it comes to the
situation of Sinti and Roma, still prevails in many ways. Their joint work reflects on the
post 1945 acceptance and recognition of Sinti and Roma as equal citizens and challenges
the promises of the enacted policy of reparation. Contesting the politics of Wiedergut

60 The Central Council’s chairman Rose strongly protested against Seybold and Spitta’s Das falsche Wort. He
considered the release of their work as a concrete danger to many of the Central Council’s achievements. In
his protests against the screening of Das falsche Wort on German public television in the spring of 1989, Rose
took Seybold and Spitta’s film at face value. In a telexed letter to the responsible program director, he
brings up several arguments against the broadcasting (Rose 1989b). He considers Das falsche Wort a
historically inadequate representation for the documentary would incorrectly suggest, for instance, that the
genocide of the Sinti and Roma was not planned at the level of the Nazi government and the SS direction,
but only at the level of local police authorities. Seybold and Spitta would also incorrectly suggest that Sinti
and Roma had lived a nomadic life before the war and that ‘only’ the Nazis had forced them to settle. More
generally, Rose accuses Seybold and Spitta of under representing the concept of genocide (Völkermord) in
their work and neglecting the parallel with the fate of the Jews. However, Rose objects most severely to the
use of the us and them narrative, which would create the counterproductive image of a German collective
guilt (unsinnige Kollektivschuld), and the portrayal of compensation for the Sinti without any kind of future
perspective (Perspektivlosigkeit bezüglich der Entschädigung). Rose also suggested that the screening would
hamper some of the Central Council’s planned activities for the spring of 1989. In the end, this argument
turned out to be the only one that the ZDF program director took seriously. The ZDF broadcasted Seybold
and Spitta’s documentary, but postponed the broadcast until after these Central Council’s activities
(Hauschild 1989; Seybold 1989).
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machung, Spitta and Seybold show that the attempts at compensation have not at all been
based on considering the Sinti and Roma as equal members of the German state and
society. Das falsche Wort clarifies why compensation will never be possible for some Sinti
and Roma and why it had never really taken place for others. “We are finished with the
world” (Wir sind fertig mit der Welt) says one of the Sinti survivors in the documentary.
She expresses why compensation has been the false word. The radical denial of the
Romani Holocaust and the anti Romani attitudes that motivated this neglect have
resulted in a feeling, shared by many Sinti victims, thatWiedergutmachung has come “too
late for all of them” (Ein für allemal zu spät)(FAZ 1989). Das falsche Wort powerfully
illustrates that it did not in the first place come too late because many of those who had
the right to get compensated had already died or were in the last phase of their lives.
Rather, it has come too late, Spitta and Seybold show, because it has been based neither
on equality nor has it led to treating Sinti and Roma on equal grounds. The contestation
of the politics of Wiedergutmachung has revealed its failure to really remember the Sinti
and Roma in the double meaning of both coming to terms with the Nazi past and guar
anteeing societal participation on equal grounds.

How could Das falsche Wort be related to the governmentalization of Holocaust re
membrance in the EU narrative? Transposed to the European level, the impact of this
documentary reveals the contours of the current European memory problem. Das falsche
Wort confronts us with the consequences of turning the remembrance of a past that still
radically intersects with the present and current forms of minority governance too easily
into pedagogical discourses and the justification of determining political action. As I
have emphasized, the narrative in which the EU presents itself as the protector of
fundamental values seems to be much less able to reflect on whether some of its own
governance mechanisms could endanger the forms of membership it promises to guar
antee. Throughout this study, I have shown how European governmentalities and the
possibly negative way in which they impact on the lives of Romani minorities are largely
dependent on how governmental rationalities and technologies are articulated on the
ground. I have shown that the ambiguities that go hand in hand with these articulations
cannot be understood as discrepancies between ‘sound’ policies or discourses developed
at the European level and ‘bad’ or ‘inadequate’ implementations at the local level.
Rather, I have argued that it is the complex dynamic between them, between disparate
elements to be assembled, and between this interplay and legacies of the past that, often
unforeseen, results in ambiguous settlements. If contemporary political action and active
European remembrance policies are to be based on developing structures of temporality
in which Nazism and Stalinism are represented as the negative founding myth of Europe
and the EU as the protector of the values that totalitarian regimes violate, the EU risks to
overlook the exclusion mechanisms inherent to its own daily functioning. The structures
of temporality that the EU’s active European remembrance narrative tends to create
could nominally be focused on the inclusion of minorities such as the Romani. Yet, these
structures tend to assume a post totalitarian, European time, refrained from illiberal
forms of governance. Replacing structures of temporality based on narratives of people
with or without history by structures of temporality that rely on reordering time itself
through periodizing Europe’s history in a before and after the emergence of the EU risks
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to forget how EU political time is saturated by its own moments of denial and illiberal
rule.

Spitta and Seybold’s Das falsche Wort illustrates that, in order to keep memory alive,
we need to include in our memorial acts a reflection on how the denial, neglect, and for
getting of some pasts tend to continue to ambiguously affect present political action. The
main issue is that the EU discourse on Holocaust remembrance claims that the EU
guarantees inclusion and membership for all its citizens, no matter what their back
ground is. Seen from this angle, the EU as the alleged protector of fundamental values
and rights indeed guarantees the inclusion of its Romani minorities. But this EU
narrative seems to be much less able to reflect on whether some of its own governance
mechanisms could directly or indirectly endanger the forms of membership it promises
to guarantee. Though the EU discourse on European remembrance includes reflection on
the causes and consequences of Nazism, this narrative does not adequately include the
possibility that the EU as a community of fundamental values still needs to come to
terms with a past that endangers its foundation. An adequate reflection on how this past
still affects the EU’s present functioning, however, is particularly important when Holo
caust remembrance starts to be mobilized for political reason of participation, inclusion,
competitiveness, and greater cohesion and unity within and throughout the EU. This
issue is all the more urgent now that Romani minorities throughout Europe are generally
approached in terms of activation, social inclusion, and active citizenship without suf
ficiently reflecting on the historical conditions under which their marginalization could
have occurred at all.




