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The case of undemocratic Roma politics

Political scientists dealing with issues related to the development of Roma politics after the political changes of 1989, claim that one of the most serious problems of the contemporary politics and policies designed for the Roma populations of the various societies is that they all lack grassroots mobilization. One author distinguished three types of political strategies: “ the first strategy, using advocacy mechanisms of the international system and trans-national political processes such as the OSCE and the Council of Europe could be classified as the most successful. The second strategy, despite support from some states, stagnates in the moment and its inclusiveness raises appetite of Romani agitator to campaign for trans-national representation alternatives, such as a Romani Rights Charter or trans-national policy advisory body. Third, political representation of the Roma within the political mainstream in each state is one of the least successful strategies.”
 Theses strategies all represent top-down type of political organizations which partly explains their weakness and legitimacy or “accountability problem”
. The grassroots political organizations that could counterbalance the current unfavorable situation and could influence national and transnational developments are “unfortunately (…) very weak and immature and so is easily manipulated by established interests”
. The top-down representation of the Roma is characterized by providing “’negotiating partners’ for the state and other institutions, whilst ensuring that these ’Roma representatives’ have no intrinsic political weight that could compel authorities to take any particular course of action.“
 Furthermore, “while top-down support for Roma organizations makes political activity more accessible, deepening political consciousness amongst Roma people, it is at the price of fatally undermining the development of a democratic Roma politics”.
 The same author claims that “the obvious conclusion is that Roma politics is ineffective in promoting the interests of Roma people. The growing number of national case studies demonstrates how and why Roma have not been successful in creating effective interest representation even in states where they form a significant part of the population”

The Hungarian National and Ethnic Minorities Act was introduced in 1993. It “was a landmark for the assertion of political rights in Hungary, and for the country’s Gypsies in particular. For the first time they were recognized as constituting an ethnic minority and thus, over and above the individual rights, were entitled to set up their own bodies to pursue their collective rights.”
 Beyond these positive achievements of the legislation, the implementation of the Act has proven to be a perfect illustration of how a state created circumstances in which Roma politics would be undemocratic, ineffective and Roma representatives have no political weight. 

The ineffectiveness of this minority representation system can be illustrated by the fact that it does not take into account the peculiarities of the Roma minority. The law provides all national and ethnic minorities in the country the right to establish their local and national minority self-governments with the primary function to preserve their distinct minority culture and cultural identity.  In case of the Roma population this raises a lot of problems since the Roma do not have a unified culture or language. Maintaining their culture is not as evident as for the other minorities living in the country. 

The Hungarian minority representation system addresses symbolic/personal identity preservation rather than create the environment for the development of strategic ethnic identity. The strategic ethnic identity refers to a situation in which the actor consciously chooses the ethnic identity with the aim of claiming equal redistribution of resources from the state based on the ethnic identity of citizens. It is different from the more subjective type of ethnic identity that is not a mobilizing, political identity, but it is rather a personal matter, a symbolic gesture that satisfies some personal needs for belonging, remembering, etc.
 All the other minorities benefiting from the law qualify for the first type of subjective ethnic identity as their socio-economic statuses and degree of integration into the Hungarian society is not problematic, whereas for the majority of the Roma population it is not the case. The use of strategic ethnic identity would and could, however, challenge the political positions in the majority society and could lead to a more just political representation and a more equal redistribution.  

Another dimension of the ineffectiveness of the Act is the “disturbingly low educational level of much of the Gypsy population, many of their elected representatives, and even some of their nationally known politicians, are ill-equipped to discharge their functions and elaborate long-term plans”
.

The undemocratic nature of the minority representation system derives from the fact that no real power is given to the Roma. The financing of Roma self-governments is only partly provided by direct state budget, the rest is a result of local and national political negotiations. Thus, Roma leaders, to assure the adequate financing, are obliged to accept whatever deal the state or the local self-government offers in various matters, in other words, “they are becoming pawns of the local majority self-governments”
. Some authors have called this system “the biggest lie of the Hungarian state towards its Roma population”
. The state recreated a system that functions very much how the “Gypsy question” have always been dealt with by states: appointing reliable leaders who are supposed to mediate between the community and the authorities. These “token Gypsy” leaders have to have double loyalty, which is most of the time not possible. They have to be loyal to their community and to the majority society at the same time, even if they have opposite interests. This conflictual role is further enhanced by the fact that Roma leaders have no real political weight as it is not the intention of the non-Roma to provide equal participation in the public sphere. As a consequence, the legitimacy of these leaders is very often questioned by the represented population itself
. 

Two communities, two counter examples: 
the “negotiating partner” type and the self-mobilization type of community

In this paper I will present two case studies of two local communities. They are very similar in that they both have local minority self-governments, and they both have to function in the above described undemocratic circumstances. The political means available for local Roma leaders for promoting Roma interests, influencing local government decisions are very limited. At the same time, these two examples represent two opposite outcomes of the present situation. 

The first one is the “typical case”, the one that demonstrates all the anomalies that the undemocratic political arrangement has created. As a consequence of the top-down arrangement, the Roma leaders are the “negotiating partners” of the local authorities. The possibilities to influence or question local self-government decisions even in cases when the Roma population is directly affected, are negligible. Their dependence on the local self-government financing makes them easy to manipulate. In the first community, which I will present, the local Roma leaders have never challenged the political status quo. 

The second case represents the atypical case. Similarly to the first and all the typical cases, there is a local minority self-government in this community with the same conditions as anywhere else. However, a strong civil obedience movement started there almost a decade ago, which, by today, have developed into a local civil rights movement. This example is almost unique and it represents a real grassroots type of mobilization. The self-mobilization has been manifested in the on-going local conflicts between the local Roma leaders and the representatives of the local self-government. The Roma leadership from the beginning of the 1990s have continuously stood up and defended the rights of the Roma population. They have used all means to protest against local discriminatory decisions by the self-government. This constant protestation led to a constant local conflict between the Roma political leaders and the self-government. Many of the cases have gone to the court and also got publicity. 

The chronicle of the conflicts would be too long to be presented here. However, some events worth mentioning as an illustration:  A community dumping place had been opened next to the district where mainly poor Roma people lived. The self-government did intend to make any effort to liquidate the dumping place and move it outside the village boarders. The local Roma leaders organized several hunger strikes to protest. At another occasion, the self-government issued an order to take off the “Gypsy Self-government” sign from their official headquarters since, according to local authorities, it should have also contained the word “minority”. Roma leaders opposed to the decision. Finally, the Minority Rights Ombudsman declared that the original sign – without the word “minority” – was legal. Another on-going conflict is the case of a private school that had been founded in the community. The tuition fee is too high for the majority of the Roma families. The school represents open segregation. Roma leaders have been fighting against the school, and at this point national bodies (including ministers) have been involved and taken sides in favor of the Roma. The case have not been resolved till now. At the last minority self-government elections, non-Roma have been elected into the Roma minority self-government due to the negative campaign that local authorities had carried out against the Roma leaders.    

In this paper I analyze the interpretations given by Roma and non-Roma members of the two communities in interviews
 about the situation and characteristics of the local Roma population as well as about the nature of local interethnic relationships. Through this analysis I intend to answer the following question:  what conditions, or social factors may contribute to the development of grassroots self-mobilization of Roma in the undemocratic political circumstances in one community and not in the other(s)?
First of all, I will present some examples taken from interviews with Roma and non-Roma local community members about the perception of the local Roma population. 
In the first community, local non-Roma community members share both positive and negative images about the Roma. The positive ones are well expressed in the following statements that represent the traditional “folk image” about the Roma:  

“At the Gypsy ball it was a pleasure to look at the Gypsies. When they express their real personalities there is nothing strange about them.” 

“We saw dancing, happy gypsies, like Sarkozy
 who is funny and nice and nobody would be afraid of him. The Gypsies at the folklore festival were all like him.” 

“The American melting pot is today a salad bowl: the local minority self-government

tried to apply this to the Hungarian circumstances by emphasizing the self expression

of Gypsies at the Gypsy ball.”  

Negative statements about the Roma population reflect the frustration that the majority society struggles with. Their perception of the Roma population is dominated by the image that “Gypsies cause problems to the community”. It is indeed the case that the social-economic situation of the Roma has deteriorated to a large degree as compared to their standard of living in the socialist regime. They are seen as a “social problem group” and since the paternalistic values and institutions of the socialist system have disappeared, what has remained is the despise enhanced by the fact that the non-Roma population interprets the presence of the Roma in their town as impeding their own development. This negatively interpreted experience instigates hatred towards this population. In the new system the symbolic and juridical differentiation of groups on ethnic bases is possible, so that the object of this hatred and frustration easily gets an ethnic label
. Here are some examples for illustrating this frustration: 

“Instead of saying group with multiple disadvantages or certain ethnic minority we should simply say Gypsy. Why should it be considered as a prejudice when they call themselves Gypsy?”

“Now it became certain that the future history of our town will be more and more about that ethnic group. Soon we have to create the Hungarian minority self-government.”

In the second community, the one where local Roma leaders have been protesting against unjust treatment by the local authorities, the non-Roma members of the community expressed the following statements about the Roma and their situation: 

“Segregation is not good, integration is not good either, because Gypsies don’t have their own culture. Assimilation is the only solution for Gypsies. During communism everything was fine. Assimilation problems started in the 90s with minority rights. Our mayor
 just wanted to be famous, so he manipulated Gypsy - non-Gypsy relations. Assimilation is necessary since they have no culture and language. They will need 20 or 50 years and they will become Hungarian. Their dances represent a lower level of Hungarian dance, their music is basically Hungarian music and their culture is borrowed from other cultures.”

Another important statement was made by a local social worker: 

“They were more organized before, when they had their “Vajda” 
, now we have to organize them”

For a better understanding of the question, some self-expression of Roma members of the communities will be presented here. 


In the first community, Roma leaders expressed self-hatred that reflects the interiorization of the negative image created by the majority society: 

“Gypsies have always lived according to their own laws and never really showed any intention to accept and adopt to the social norms of the host country.”

“The reasons of the school failure of Gypsy kids are not the social problems but rather our backward traditions, for example, Gypsy parents worry too much about their children”.

The discursive elements used for identity assertion in this particular community represent the negative mirror of the identity assignment practiced by the majority population.  

On the other, hand they also express their frustration, a hesitating response to the negative Roma image of the environment: 

“In what we have integrated, they (members of the majority society) immediately forget and take it as natural.” 
The best illustration for the interiorization of the majority's negative image and the submissive political behavior are the following sentences:

“Only those should be supported who fulfill the tasks and requirements that the society sets, and those who do not just claim their rights. We support those who do something for their own social emancipation.”

They demonstrate how far the interiorization can go. Roma leaders draw an internal division line within the “Roma community” between the deserving/good Gypsies (integrated), and those who should not benefit even from Roma solidarity, the undeserving/bad (non-integrated) Gypsies. 

As a complete opposite to this case, in the other community the “famous” local Roma leader states: “we stop being servants for Hungarians!”

As part of the identity assertion process that is taking place in this community, the same local Roma leader shared with us the constructed history of interethnic relationships in this community tracing back the antagonism to the 19th century and even before: 

“Gypsies were not allowed to speak their language, they could not wear their clothes. Their children were taken away by local authorities.” 

In this community, despite the fact that the substantial power is not in the hands of the Roma
, but quite on the contrary, they have almost no power what so ever, identity assertion is taking place as a consequence self-mobilization.   

In the following pages I will attempt to formulate some hypothesis as to what social reality can be discovered behind the Roma and non-Roma statements presented above. What is the significance and meaning of the concepts used in these examples, such as integration, assimilation? How are these related to one another? How can the deciphering of these concepts help us to understand the social factors that may contribute to self-mobilization? 

During communism Roma “otherness” was first of all regarded as a social problem, a social integration question that had to be tackled. Integration policies in multicultural societies usually mean “conditions in which different ethnic groups are able to maintain boundaries and uniqueness while participating equally in the essential processes of production, distribution and government. (…) not a flattening process of assimilation, but as equal opportunity accompanied by cultural diversity in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance.”
 In the socialist regime, however, integration consisted of the paternalistic approach that set the objective of social emancipation of backward social groups: “The starting point for policies directed at the Gypsy population must be the principle that, despite certain ethnographic peculiarities, it does not constitute a nationality. In addressing their problems, their specific social situation must be taken into account and their full rights and obligations as citizens must be guaranteed, whilst the requisite political, economic and cultural conditions to exercise these must be created”.
 In fact, integration was part of the general socialist modernizing project that aimed at the social alleviation of all backward social groups in the society. The Roma constituted one among the other socially backward groups with no “ethnographic peculiarities”. So the integration project was carried out in relation to the Roma by not making any juridical differentiation based on ethnic grounds. However, in practice, they were records in all institutions (schools, medical care, etc.) that differentiated between Roma and non-Roma individuals based on the personal judgment of the person compiling the specific record. These records had no cultural significance, they simply had utilitarian meaning implying that persons labeled as Gypsy, needed different treatment due to the backward social environment they come from. The social integration policy of the socialist regime was intrinsically linked to an assimilationist policy, or in other words, “this was no more than a drive to assimilation masked as an approach to handling a social crises.”

“Culture” or “tradition”, however, had a second meaning implying folk tradition. Folklore in the socialist system was a meaningless expression of cultural difference and ethnic or national origins. The socialist state supported organizations and institutions that were to express “folk identities” through dance and music and arts. “Albeit short-lived (…) A Cultural Association of Hungarian Gypsies (was) set up in 1957. (…) The organization’s declared aims including fostering original creative work by Gypsies in the fields of literature, music and other arts as well as the preservation of Romani for academic enquiry”
. This state policy had the role of keeping any self-expression of particular identities under control. Furthermore, the folk tradition is not a significant part of a group identity, so its support did not mean real identity affirmation. 

Nevertheless, as a consequence of the social integration policies of the socialist regime “by the 1980s Gypsies were in a more favorable position than in preceding decades. Many had been offered a chance of advancement in life, and those who were able to take it found they were no longer regarded by the surrounding community as “ real” Gypsies. Those achievements rested on singularly shaky foundations, however. Their generally poor educational standards and lack of job skills constituted a time-bomb that exploded with devastating force in the period after the unforeseen collapse of the socialist regime in 1989, to engulf a substantial proportion of the Gypsy population, along with all the efforts and illusions of the foregoing few decades.”

My proposition is that the differences between the two communities, regarding the self-mobilization and the lack of it, derives from the social integration and assimilation processes affecting these communities during the communist regime. The different behavior of the Roma leaders as well as the different reactions of the non-Roma members can be understood through these processes: to what extent the socialist type of integration had an impact on the social relations in the given settlement?

The first community used to have socialist industry, which meant that part of the Roma population was integrated into the majority society during the socialist period mainly through work, in the factory. Different waves of Roma migration had taken place. Those who arrived earlier had better chances to integrate successfully: they worked in the local factory and they had the possibility for social mobility. An important wave of new migration took place during the 1970s. Roma people arriving with this wave were recruited from other parts of the country, rural areas, in order to fill up the unskilled posts within the factory. These manual jobs required no qualification and provided no social mobility. The social integration of this population proved to be very fragile and temporary. After the economic and political changes they all fell out of the labor market and became immediately the non-integrated part of the Roma population. Nevertheless, in the collective memory there is a vivid image of the “integrated” Roma. 

At the same time “folk tradition”, another image of the Roma, was supported by the socialist state and could be practiced in the community even if it had no real connection to the local Roma population. 

Summarizing the characteristics of the first community, we can see a “happy socialist town” with integrated Roma, meaning culturally assimilated, who, in their free time, get together in the socialist community center and dance and sing the dances and songs of their ancestors. 

The second community was less influenced by such integration. It is a rural settlement, therefore, the socialist type of social integration that took place in industrial areas could not happen here. In the factory, in a sociological sense, more equal relationships were established between Roma and non-Roma people. As the socialist integration period had been skipped in the second community, there are still more traditional social relations among community members. The traditional unequal lord/peasant and servant/Gypsy relations have been preserved without much disturbance. We can assume that the lack of this period explains why the assimilationist discourse is very pronounced in this community. 

In other words, the Roma (or at least their elite) in the first case are more easily seen as an integrated or “willing to integrate” population since the experience of the socialist period is more vivid when the Roma were in realty more integrated due to the socialist politics. Those who are the losers of the political and economic changes, the new non-integrated strata, are excluded even by the Roma leaders. In the second case, however, no such image is available, but rather a more traditional one. 

This socialist type of integration had another face, however, that is equally important for the understanding of self-mobilization. It involved also a type of pseudo-political representation which was undemocratic; it was no real representation and its aim was to facilitate Roma integration/assimilation with the assistance of appointed Roma leaders. (Gypsy Councils, for example). The majority of Roma leaders, who are active today, had been socialized in the undemocratic political relationships between Roma and non-Roma. This type of pseudo-political representation was more likely to exist where integration of other types existed as well. In other words, in an industrial town, like our first community, social integration went along with appointing Roma leaders to “represent” their community. Whereas in a rural area, our second community, there was no need for such representation since life continued in the socialism, more or less, as it had been going on for centuries. There was no need to “assist” the Roma population to integrate/assimilate. As a consequence, Roma leaders, who were socialized during the socialist period in this type of political relations, can more easily accept undemocratic treatments and less likely to protest. Whereas, in places where political socialization of this type did not play a role, political self-mobilization and grassroots actions are more probable.    
Conclusion
All in all, in the first example the cleavage between the Roma and non-Roma populations seems smaller, social relationships more equal as a consequence of the socialist integration policies. It influenced and changed not only Roma’s self-image but also the majority population’s images about them. At the same time, due to the other consequence of the socialist integration policies, the political relations between Roma and non-Roma have preserved their dominant-dominated nature. In the second community, where socialist type of integration had a smaller role, social relations kept a more traditional form. This may contribute to a more negative image of the Roma population (in the sense that they are not integrated) and therefore it may be easier to instigate interethnic hatred. The lack of socialist type of political socialization, on the other hand, may facilitate Roma leaders to engage in self-mobilization.   
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