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FOREWORD

The three essays we are presenting here for discussion may prove contentious in some readers eyes. They trigger a fundamental discussion on the self-image of the Roma activists, and the goals they should be pursuing in the future. They sow seeds of doubt as to whether the Roma movement is on the right track, and they are doing this, moreover, at a time when the EU Commission, the EU member states are tasked with developing action plans for Roma inclusion. Nicolae Gheorghe welcomes the development options created by the EUs initiative. He writes: For the first time in history, Roma have prospects of reflecting and playing an active part in bringing about social change. The role of Roma opinion-makers is to suggest new approaches, focusing on integration rather than on being victims. But then, in the course of his argument, he calls for a moratorium: no more payments from the EU before a new strategy has emerged  an ethically grounded action scenario.

András Bíró, whose essay has triggered a process of reflection which we aim to flesh out in this book, warns in what are sometimes harsh words against continuing the approach that many Roma activists have adopted in the past. Like his friend and longstanding discussion partner Nicolae Gheorghe, he demands nothing less than a new culture, one in which there is no longer a place for ethically dubious instant gratification (shmekeria)  the search for devious and not always kosher options for satisfying ones own needs.

Martin Kovats focuses on the politicisation of Roma identity arguing that the European discourse of Roma cannot be understood as reflecting Roma reality, but as a construction of the wider political environment. He advocates reflection on how Roma use ethnic identity in their political activities (after all, national citizenship is a more powerful identity in terms of legal entitlement). Furthermore he urges activists to embrace other, non-ethnic, aspects of politics so they can forge effective political relations with non-Roma (without whom Roma politics is segregated and reflects and even contributes to the general marginalisation/segregation of Roma people).

Now, however, the European action programme for promoting Roma inclusion is indubitably justified with the argument that the Roma are discriminated against and ostracised as Roma, and that this ethnic discrimination and persecution has a lengthy tradition behind it. This is why the EU Commission, in the Common Basic Principles for Roma Inclusion, has formulated as the relevant goal that such inclusion be designed as explicit but not exclusive.

So is a book being planned here that aims to oppose the development of a European inclusion program for Roma?

This impression could perhaps be created when people read that the political linkage to the minority is to be abandoned, that its activists and the groups they represent have to undergo a fundamental change, and that it would be better for them not to receive any more money from the EU until this has come to pass.

This is most certainly not the intention of the charitable foundations involved  the Freudenberg Foundation and the Open Society Institute in Budapest  which are fostering the process of reflection that is exemplified in this book. Nor is this the intention of the Pakiv Reflection Group, which is sponsored and also supported by the Freudenberg Foundation and the Pakiv European Roma Fund.

We are, however, firmly convinced that Roma inclusion is not a self-perpetuating process, that much of the funding assigned to the Roma has failed in its intended purpose, and that a very careful rethink and strenuous efforts are required of the Roma themselves if the hopes pinned on the European inclusion program are to be fulfilled. It would be lamentable if the well-meaning European initiative were to fail and the substantial European, national and private funding earmarked for promoting Roma inclusion in Europe during this decade were to trickle away in futile inefficacy, as has frequently happened already.

The Pakiv and Freudenberg Reflection Group attempted at an early stage to put the cornerstones in place for developing a fit-for-purpose inclusion programme, in the shape of the Weinheim Declaration: EU Policy on Roma for the first Roma Summit in Brussels in 2008, and then with their involvement in the recommendations of the European Foundation Centre (EFC) Forum on Roma Inclusion drawn up by European charitable foundations for the second Roma Summit in Córdoba in 2010. While these jointly ratified public statements were being discussed, however, we realised that they would not suffice to assure a successful process of promoting inclusion. This can be accomplished only if at least two conditions are met, which have been addressed but not implemented:

One stipulation is that the preconditions on the part of the Roma themselves be improved: firstly in the category of perception, attitudes and competences among the Roma themselves. What is needed, in other words, is local Roma organisations that are really willing and able to take a proactive role in improving the world they live in. This will often necessitate altered ethnic orientations and a sufficient number of Roma competent enough to act as community organisers.

Secondly, competent and benevolent local administrations are required on the local level. A committed mayor can achieve a lot in conjunction with a strong Roma organisation. Success will indubitably require a framework of national and European responsibilities tasked with reducing discrimination, identifying action thrusts, establishing a monitoring process and creating opportunities for counselling and further education.

The principal focuses envisaged for promoting inclusion, namely housing, employment, health and education, are the responsibilities of different ministries. Whether these theoretical projects can be translated into reality and coalesce to form a holistic, comprehensive approach is something that will be decided on the local level. Whether anti-discrimination will become a dimension of all the action envisaged will depend on the local political culture involved. And this may vary quite considerably from place to place. Without a discussion on the options for and costs of integration, without investment in the capacity building of Roma, and without systematised support from local authorities, no inclusion programme, whatever its nature, can possibly be successful. If the top-down process from Europe to the towns and villages does not encounter a bottom-up process propagating in the opposite direction, the funds will have been spent in vain, and in some cases have done more harm than good. On the local level, the question of identity politicisation does not arise to the same extent. There, you are what you are, and you have an identity, irrespective of how it is expressed. The primary consideration here is the question of whether all citizens will act together in order to overcome unacceptable inequality and discrimination.

What gives us hope is that localities can be found where developments of this kind can take place. What gives us cause for concern is the unresolved question of how such desirable developments can be generalised and put into practice at other locations as well. A process of this nature has to begin by clarifying questions of values and the requisite resolve. It is here that we aim to provide some fresh and hopefully fruitful impetus.



Christian Petry

Pakiv European Roma Fund


Tell him the truth, even if it hurts!

Confucius about the powerful



I reject politics that are based solely

on racial identity, gender identity,

sexual orientation or victimhood in general.

Barack Obama

THE PRICE OF ROMA INTEGRATION

ANDRÁS BÍRÓ



This essay is offered as a contribution to a dialogue of engaged and like-minded individuals, Roma and non-Roma alike. In particular it concerns the future of the integration of this transnational community into a globalised world. As I have been entrusted with the far from easy task of kicking off this dialogue, I feel an obligation to state my biases at the outset, with the proviso that the conclusions I may have reached are nothing else but hypotheses based on empirical experience with no claim to be objective or scientific. Therefore they are open to debate, correction, rejection or in the best case, to being taken into account. Moreover I apologise in advance to my Roma readers if, in its arguments or hypotheses, this essay may hurt their sensitivities or feelings, since its motivation is to unveil some of the reasons for pervasive prejudices and not to justify them.

Returning to Hungary after 30 years as an émigré, during which the fate of the populations of the Third World had become my main personal and professional interests, I was struck by the obvious and widespread discrimination against Roma. My involvement in the development of the rapidly growing Roma civil rights movement started with the political transition of 1989-90. Two decades later it seems appropriate to revisit our thoughts, approaches and actions in a bold attempt at introspection, carried out in a frank and demystified spirit. The title of this essay requires an explanation. My contention is that throughout the centuries the uneven process of integration and marginalisation of Roma in the societies where they live has never occurred without losses  without paying the price  in terms of culture.{1} These changes have been generally imposed by the requirements of the host societies, often by exclusion and force  even genocide.

Nowadays, for the first time in history, the Roma, through their movements, activists and leaders, have the opportunity to formulate their independent thinking and strategies about the matter. Contributing to such a development seems to me the main objective of this essay.

The Obama quotation is intimately connected to this objective because, in my opinion, as long as victimhood dominates the spirits of the excluded, and a new civic consciousness does not develop on the basis of the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it makes little sense to hope for integration based on respect, multiculturalism and equal opportunities.

Therefore this time it is the Roma who are to be put under the magnifying glass in trying to pinpoint what might be the stumbling blocks on their side in the integration process. It takes two to tango, as the saying goes. So attacking exclusively the prejudices and stereotypes of majority attitudes  unacceptable as they are  and ignoring the Romas own weaknesses reproduces, in my view, the victimhood stance which blocks action and explains the impossibility of changing the status quo.

However it must also be emphatically stated that the historic responsibility of the majority vis-à-vis the cohabiting minority can neither be dismissed nor denied, all the less so in societies guided by democratic principles and constitutions.

Trying to explain aspects of such a topic from the viewpoint of an outsider is inherently biased and may be perceived as illegitimate by those in the community under discussion. However the fortunate circumstance of this venture is that this contribution is but one of many and other participants will have the advantage of speaking from the position of insiders. Thus the danger of one-sidedness will be limited and the end result will hopefully contribute to a creative debate.


The components of the national{2} psyche and character are important building blocks of any national consciousness. … [I]t contributes to self-characterisation, a mechanism of self-suggestion and appears since ancient times as a constitutive element of all social groups aware of their sense of belonging. In this way it is the group itself which … creates collective psychological characteristics via unwritten behavioural and moral norms.

Jenő Szűcs



Uniqueness and Universality



To my knowledge Roma are the single socio-ethnic group which is spread all over the globe. Having lost their homeland a millennium ago, for centuries they have represented a culture of the other in the countries to which they have travelled and where they have lived, identified by multiple names while speaking more than 150 varieties of Romani. All this time until the modern era they have been intermittently either on the road or settling, meanwhile displaying an unmistakable character and distinctiveness which has been both cause and pretext for their exclusion.

Because of their extreme diversity and complexity, the way of looking at this community cannot be other than multifaceted and interdisciplinary. Thus, as a rule, this essay will try to combine three approaches, looking at aspects of Roma experience from three distinct angles:



the vertical view, trying to take into account social stratification within groups or clans (extended families) in terms of the power situation of the players;



the horizontal aspect, perceiving the role of belonging to a subgroup or clan often taking precedence over a sense of broader ethnic identity;



the transversal perspective, considering the degree of integration into majority society. This has become an increasingly significant factor demonstrating the diversification of the community and is sometimes related to increase or decrease in social mobility.



An attempt will also be made to combine diachronic with synchronic perceptions of the relationship of the Roma with the majority as a certain aloofness and mystery, including the frequent romantic idealisation of envied freedom, which has coloured their image for centuries. If ever there was a community bound up with persistent stereotypes, this one is surely the winner of the contest.

It is highly questionable whether this ambitious method of exploration can be applied throughout this essay, since it requires a consistent methodology which has yet to be developed. Nevertheless it seems worth trying it out in order to avoid simplifying, value-loaded generalisations.

The most salient distinctive factors and basic characteristics of the Roma are associated, in my view, with their relationship to territoriality. Solid historical data are lacking, which would explain the reasons for leaving their original homeland, or for their prolonged stay in Persia before their arrival in the continent of Europe in the late Middle Ages. Since then, varying periods of settling and wandering have alternated until the present day, when only a small proportion of Roma has remained itinerant in some western European countries. With few exceptions though, one general statement seems pertinent: nowhere have significant numbers of Roma turned into peasants or farmers, so that their roots and livelihood have become based on the land. In this distinctive trait I see the fundamental reason for Roma being perceived by local people as the other. Clearly this cannot be the only reason for their fate but their preservation of this intrinsic detachment from the very basis of settled societies is an important and longstanding cultural difference.

I am often confronted with the argument that there exist other itinerant groups, with non-agricultural subsistence strategies. For instance, there are nomadic tribes in Africa and Asia, as well as certain Amerindian pre-agricultural, hunter-gatherer communities, not to mention the Jewish Diaspora. However the nomadic, animal-breeding, itinerant groups are dependent on grasslands and waterholes for their subsistence and thus have a permanent relationship to the land, which is both pragmatic and spiritual  even if the settled peasants consider them as predators. The Amerindian tribes, as well as the Jews, have a basic spiritual relationship to land, as they worship their sacred territories. For millennia the latter have repeated: next year in Jerusalem until it became reality with the establishment of the state of Israel. In their case the relationship to the land and the home country coincide, whereas in the case of the Roma the aspiration for a home country is practically absent. Moreover, the rich Roma folklore emphasises and values the birdlike, free, itinerant existence,{3} seen simultaneously as a blessing and a curse.

For others, intimate connection to territoriality is the traditional way of subsistence, but for Roma their livelihood is based on services offered to settled, recipient communities, on which they depend. For centuries and to a great extent until the present day, this basic fact has determined a market relationship where non-Roma are viewed essentially as clients. This appears to be the relevant factor in the relationship and this perception is shared by the gadjo{4} as well. Cajoling, persuading the buyer to acquire the proffered goods, is an indispensable technique for achieving success. Therefore linguistic proficiency and delivering a shrewd psychological performance{5} became as important to survival as the quality of the product or the possession of the relevant skills.


{1}The term culture as a way of life is used in this paper as the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of society or a social group encompassing artefacts, arts and literature, ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs.

{2}In many countries of Central and Eastern Europe the Roma have the official status of a national minority; in others, as in Hungary, they are classified as an ethnic minority.

{3}It is well worth mentioning that the cartwheel became the unifying emblem of many Roma civil and political organisations symbolising the peripatetic past, a shared history and identity of the Roma people.

{4}In the Romani language gadjo is the term for a non-Roma person, gadje in the plural.

{5}Some researchers coined the concept of utilitarianism as a requisite attitude in this behaviour.
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