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Zsuzsanna Vidra

Public discourse analysis in a Hungarian town, 1990-2001

Roma – non-Roma relationships

Introduction
The title of my paper – discourse analysis of the local public sphere in a small Hungarian town concerning the Roma population following the regime change (1990-2001) – is rather telling: it defines the subject matter, the time frame, as well as the methodology. Therefore, it seems more reasonable to begin not by defining my subject, but rather by clarifying why it is important and from what point of view it could be interesting to analyze public discourse in a given town as regards its Roma population. 

In the tradition of media and discourse analysis as well as in ethnic studies, the representation of minorities is a well-studied and researched area. It relates to attitude researches, prejudice and xenophobia surveys, and beyond that, to the philosophical question of the representation and auto-representation of the self and the other. My original interest, however, did not originate from these considerations, but from an empirical observation. This intriguing observation was that while talking and writing about the Roma in any medium (public political discourse, media, or even everyday speech) we always come across what we could call the mixing of the ethnic and the social dimension of the “Roma issue”. In the earlier phases of my research I found the following formulations of this question in public discourse: “Instead of saying disadvantageous social group, certain ethnic group we should simply say: gypsy. Why would it be a prejudice if they call themselves gypsy?” or “I am more and more convinced that the everyday usage of the word gypsy does not refer to “race” but to a state of being or life style.” or “Social problems have accumulated and they have been reproducing on a higher level, that is the composition of ethnicity, which is also a social problem.” or “The minority self-government has been very cautious since it came into existence that it should give support only to those who are really in need regardless of their skin color.”
 

It was not clear what factors influenced whether the Roma were talked about as a separate ethnic group, or rather as a social problem group (the poor). The enigma was further enhanced by the findings of my preparatory research when I made interviews with Roma community leaders. Their self-definition reflected the majority society’s “ethnic group vs. the poor” categorization. 

Starting from this, first I had to look for a framework that would allow me to formulate my question in a scientifically adequate language, which also helped me place my approach in a scientific tradition. 

In Hungary, researches related to issues on the Roma population have a relatively long tradition. There are not only ethnographic and anthropological schools dealing with the subject, but also sociological schools. The core question of ethnographic and anthropological researches is often the subject itself: in other words, the definition of the group. In sociological studies, the definitional question is raised by pointing to the problem of not only the definition itself but also to the very act of definition: who defines who the Roma are. In this respect, the underlying question of sociological studies is very similar to the representation vs. auto-representation question. In brief, the major consideration is whether Roma is who is considered as such by the environment, or rather, the self-definition of the Roma should be considered as well. Formulating the question in this way, the answer might seem quite obvious, however, to reach a deeper understanding of the original “ethnic vs. social question” dilemma, we should not rush to a conclusion. 

In order to see the importance of posing the question in such a way, I would like to briefly sketch the two major sociological approaches to the Roma issue in Hungary. Thus, having clarified the conceptual question of definition – or as it is used in the Hungarian scientific literature, the question of classification – I will point out how it is related to my topic. The ultimate goal of my paper is to show in what ways my research contributes to the current scientific discourses and researches in the domain of Roma related issues. 

In the first chapter, I will briefly talk about the theoretical and conceptual questions raised by sociological researches dealing with the Roma. Secondly, I will attempt to formulate questions in relation to these scientific traditions. Thirdly, I will go through the most important methodological concerns in my research and my major findings. Lastly, I will make a connection between the problems of the theoretical questions and the results of my research.

Framework
István Kemény and his colleagues carried out the first national Roma research in Hungary in 1971. This representative survey aimed at revealing the socio-economic status, the educational background, and the labor market position of the Roma population. From the outset of the research, the first question that had to be answered was related to sampling: how to define who belonged or did not belong to the Roma population. The method that was chosen treated the Roma as a socio-economic sub-group of the society. The researchers assumed that the disadvantages that the groups were afflicted with derived from the negative discrimination of the majority society towards the minority. Consequently, to answer their original question concerning the disadvantageous social and economic situation of the Roma, the sampling had to take place by choosing those who were considered as Roma by the non-Roma population. By that, they supposed that only those who were in bad situation suffered from negative discrimination, and only those who suffered from negative discrimination were seen as Roma. The considerations underlying this sort of sample-taking reflected, on the one hand, the approach applied in the 1893 national census that measured the Roma population by putting into the sample those that were said to be Roma by the majority society. On the other hand, it also alluded to the contemporary communist political considerations that looked at the Roma question as a purely social policy issue. The regime saw the Roma as a specific social stratum with a specific life-style and the political goal that aimed to integrate them believed that eliminating the so-called “gypsy life style” was enough to resolve the problem. 

The other school of researchers, Szelényi Iván and Ladányi János, considered this approach outdated as well as scientifically questionable. In 1997-98, a heated debate between these schools was published in a journal2. Szelényi and Ladányi claimed that the major problem with the other school’s approach was that their method was not adequate to bring any reliable results about an ethic group. Primarily because by using the definition that says that “the Roma are those who are considered as Roma by the environment in a society” measures only those who are excluded and discriminated by the majority population. The society does not regard and treat as gypsies those who are more or less integrated into the majority culture. Therefore, this method cannot give any account of the Roma who are not poor and excluded. Furthermore, they claim that the Roma and the non-Roma populations do not constitute mutually exclusive groups. They can never be regarded as objective categories since, according to Bourdieu cited in their article, only actors acting in historically determined situations can be regarded as objective realities and these actors are in constant classification fights with each other, and through these fights and negotiations they create their collective identity3. Besides the classification debate, the authors introduce two more analytical concepts that also aim to account for the situation of the Roma in the changing socio-economic system. One of them is the ethnicization process and the other is the concept of the underclass. The first one describes the process of when the population starts to attribute ethnic characteristics to poverty and the poor due to the unexpected and abrupt economic and social changes that destabilized previous social statuses and positions. Using the concept of underclass, borrowed from American sociology, the authors claim that, with the economic transition, not only the rate but also the nature of poverty has changed: now we have to face long-term and generational poverty. The Roma are over-represented in this stratum; however, they do not constitute the whole underclass. Their findings show that approximately one third of the underclass is of Roma origin. 

Questions
I tried to clarify some conceptual considerations in the current Hungarian sociological discourse. Now I would like to formulate a few questions by using these concepts. That could lead to answering my original interest about the conceptualization of the problem of ethnicity and poverty or social question as regards the Roma.   

The first one, the definition or classification debate touches upon some very important questions of the sociology of knowledge. The second school imagines various mental maps where we can distinguish several overlapping circles of definitions and self-definitions of the Roma, and they claim that a research measures the mechanism and the dynamism of the ethnic classification process as well as the social interests behind this process. My first question that I tried to account for in my study was whether we could detect the problem of classification in the public discourse and whether we could use the method of discourse analyses to make statements about the mental maps. 

The second conceptual tool that I mean to use is the idea of the ethnicization process, which, according to the definition, means that certain social actors try to understand and interpret given social problems as if they were the characteristics of an ethnic group or even a race. My question is to what extent discourse analyses can account for this process.

The third question regards the use of the concept of the underclass. Before we begin any discussion about it, we have to distinguish a political and an analytical usage of the underclass. The analytical one conceptualizes the process in which certain social groups are marginalized and excluded. The political usage was conceived as a reaction to the social process of exclusion and developed a political discourse that accused the individual for his social failure. If I accept the existence of the underclass in Hungary as Ladányi tries to prove in his researches, then my question is what kind of considerations exist in relation to the underclass.

The research
In the following paragraphs, I will briefly describe the subject of my research in more detail, the methodology, and the major findings.

The town where I undertook my project is situated in a deprived area of Hungary, where approximately 20% of the population belongs to the Roma community. The town used to be a prosperous socialist industrial town that underwent a deep crisis beginning in the late 1980s with the gradual bankruptcy of the metallurgical factory. By the mid-1990s, unemployment figures went up to approximately 25%, which represented only registered unemployment. The Roma population was affected the most. Since the majority of them used to be employed in the low ranking jobs and had a very insufficient education, they were the most exposed to the effects of the economic transition. Today, the rate of unemployment is somewhat lower, around 10%. However, the situation of the Roma has deteriorated even further. 

In my research, I focused on the local public sphere in the period following the political changes: from 1990 until 2001. As for my methodology, I used the method of qualitative discourse analysis to describe the local public sphere. This method is based upon the Bourdieauan presumption that the public sphere is made up of actors with different views, opinions, and assumptions who have different degrees of power.  In the course of the formation of the public debate or discourse, the actors place themselves in this discursive sphere, according to their very heterogeneous interests, that is also influenced by the power that each actor possesses. My assumption is that the opinions and positions formulated in regards to the “Roma issue” in the local public sphere are also determined by these factors. The discursive sphere is in constant change as power relations change. By analyzing our last decade, one has the chance to see the nature and the driving forces behind these changes and determine the state of public discourse. Furthermore, by having a picture of how public discourse evolves, we can touch upon the major turning points in the discourse and relate them to external events. 

The local newspaper between 1990 and 20015 constituted the corpus of the research. I have selected those articles, interviews, and speeches of the local – both Roma and non-Roma – elite that could be related to the issues concerning the local Roma population. 

In the analyses, three major themes appeared to constitute the “local gypsy question”: the housing policy and the related “neighborhood or ghetto questions”, the social or social policy questions, and the identity, cultural and mobilization questions of the Roma. These were the most often discussed themes that inspired most of the public debate and conflict on Roma issues. 

In the analyses of each of these themes, I used the method of qualitative discourse analyses described above. While applying this method, first one has to reconstruct the linear history of events in order to see how certain themes evolve in time. Thus, one could talk about e.g. the “housing story”. Then the actors have to be identified. In the present research, these are the local politicians, the local government representatives, people working for local authorities, journalists, and the representatives of the Roma self-government and Roma activists as well. After the identification of the individual actors, the so-called discursive positions have to be determined. The positions are basically the aggregation of the opinions that the individual actors take. These reflect various attitudes so the positions are named after their most salient attitude. These are: tolerant, intolerant, prejudiced, factual, humanitarian, technical, etc. The following step in the analyses is determining the positions’ internal and external changes. In other words, the changes that take place within one position as well as in the relationship of these positions to each other. 

Concerning the discourses on the housing or as it is sometimes called the ghetto issue, the following tendencies were discovered: at the beginning of the 1990s, the local government had a strategy that took into account the condition of the buildings that belonged to the local self-government6.  The social problems of tenants did not appear in their decision-making procedure or their political speeches. Several changes took place in the mid-90s that were reflected in public discourses. In this period following the deepest economic crises of the immediate post regime change period, some signs of improvement of the situation were noticeable. However, social tensions did not disappear. On the contrary, they started to grow. One of its manifestations was the increasing number of conflicts in certain neighborhoods. In the public discourse, the explanation was that there were more and more gypsy newcomers settling down. The town leadership tried to find a solution to the problem by declaring the new strategy named “town rehabilitation”. This new policy basically involved demolishing buildings considered inhabitable by the authorities. As for the people living there, they had to move out with or without compensation. Very often, the tenants of these buildings were poor Roma families who could not pay their rent and utilities, and became illegal tenants. As a result of carrying out this local government policy, the public discourse regarding the situation became more and more radical, and extreme voices and intolerant political positions appeared. For example, a town representative said the following: “As a result of the implementation of the town rehabilitation policy, we managed to get rid of our unwanted guests. Nobody knows where they came from, but now they dominate even their own species.”7

Regarding the social policy question involving poverty and unemployment, the following tendencies were revealed. The early 1990s meant the biggest social challenge for the town and the whole country. Unemployment afflicted the town’s entire population. The different nature implied by a Roma and a non-Roma person’s unemployment was not obvious in this period. It was only in the mid-1990s that the question of employability arose and as a result, it turned out that a lot of Roma people would never find a job because of their insufficient level of education. The more and more manifest employability problem of the Roma population and its obvious consequence – poverty – led to a type of public discourse that would rather blame the victims of economic changes than find the causes of the problems. The accusations, such as “they are poor because they don’t want to work” were very often related to the ethnic dimension of the question. The ethnic stereotypes of lazy and parasite gypsies were enhanced and served as good explanations of the situation. At the same time, the social distance of Roma and non-Roma people was growing. 

Overall, social tensions declined in 1995-96 in comparison to the early 1990s, nevertheless the ethnicization of political discourses on social issues increased. It could be explained by saying that the town sees the emergence of new economic possibilities in the mid-1990s, but it cannot solve the general problem of the Roma population and, moreover, they are seen as obstacles of the new development. So, the classical situation of naming the Roma as scapegoats took place. “The gypsies make up one third of the population and they turn down all possibilities to make their lives better and they want to enforce the dictatorship of the minority on the majority. This terror is not tolerated in any society. Not even in the most developed democracies. The local government should keep it in mind when it makes decisions on this issue. We should set the limit to which extent we are willing to support these people.”8

As for the mobilization or the identity question of the Roma, the representatives of the minority self-government always tried to comply with the demands of the majority. It also had an effect on the Roma elite’s self-image: they emphasized the inability of the Roma people to integrate into the majority society: “Gypsies have always lived according to their own laws and never made any effort to accept and conform to the norms of the host society.”9 This phrase is very much in line with how the majority politicians refer to the Roma. It reflects to a certain degree the major problems related to the cultural autonomy that is provided by the state to all minorities in Hungary including the Roma. In the case of the Roma minority, the major challenge is not the maintenance of cultural difference – as in the case of the other recognized minorities in Hungary – but rather the growing social problems.

My findings revealed the following points: at the beginning of the decade, we could observe a cohabitation of the Roma and the non-Roma population that was exempt of major and visible conflicts. The major debates concerned the social problems of the Roma population. From the mid-1990s, a clear radicalization of the public discourse was emerging after the establishment of the local minority self-governments, which involved ethicizing the social questions.  
Conceptual account
Now I would like to turn to the final part of my paper in which I endeavor to make some conceptual clarifications and draw a conclusion.

My three conceptual questions were linked to the problem of classification or the problem of identifying someone versus self-identification, the process of ethnicization of public discourse and often its consequence on policy making, and the concept of the underclass. My concern is to find out how these questions could be used in a qualitative research and how the method qualitative discourse analysis could enrich the conceptual framework in relation to Roma researches.

My first question was whether we could use the method of qualitative discourse analysis to sketch the mental maps assumed by Szelényi and Ladányi, and what relevance the findings could have. In my research I was studying the local public discourses and identified the various positions taken by various actors and the changes that these positions went through in the course of a ten-year period. It was revealed that the mental maps of actors – both Roma and non-Roma – could be drawn via their changing attitudes to the Roma people and the “Roma issue”. In my view, three factors determine the positions: the “who”, the “when” and the “how”. This means that the definition of the Roma changes not only according to which actor – who – we ask, but also according to when we ask, and on how he is situated in the power relationship network at the given moment as well. The attitudes towards the Roma issue can be described by the different constellations of these factors. It implies that an actor can have a certain attitude at a given moment and can take a different view or attitude in regards to the same issue at another given moment as power relations change.

One element worth studying to find out more about the nature of the changes of these attitudes, is to see how people define and relate to “otherness”. I made some general observations in my research concerning this question. In the early 1990s, the everyday concept of “otherness” contained mainly positive, but also very romanticized elements: “At the gypsy ball we could see happy, dancing and singing gypsies. The book that everybody has read is the Crescent Moon10 in which one of the best characters is Sárközy, the gypsy. He is a funny, nice guy, nobody is afraid of him. At the ball the gypsies were like him.” or “The American melting pot today is a salad bowl: the gypsy leaders seem to try to apply this to the local gypsy community by emphasizing gypsy cultural self expression”.11 

In the second half of the decade, the general attitudes to “otherness” had changed. “Otherness” was nearly always mentioned with contempt: “The future story of our town is now sure to be about this ethnic group. Sooner or later we have to establish the Hungarian minority self-government.”12

In brief, we can say that by using the method of qualitative discourse analyses, we could draw different mental maps according to the given moment, and they could account for the different nature of identification and self-identification of the Roma ethnic group as well.  

The second conceptual question is related to the process of the ethnicization of public discourses. Szelényi and Ladányi claim that big social and economic changes, such as the transition of socialist countries into the capitalist order, can generate the ethnicization of public discourses. In my research, an important observation was that the ethnicisation of discourses was not so significant right after the political changes and the biggest economic crises but rather later on in the mid-1990s, when different types of changes occurred. One of them was the beginning of relative economic development, which entailed the increase of the gap between the loosing and the winning strata of the society. The so-called winners felt that their new social status was quite unstable and were convinced that the losers do inhibit their further development. These considerations contributed to blaming the “other” who was seen most of the time as the lazy, parasite gypsy.  

The other factor that contributed to the ethnicization process was the establishment of minority self-governments. The most important task of this institution is to maintain and nurture cultural identity and cultural difference. In the case of the Roma minority, this task is problematic. Often both the Roma and the non-Roma population expects the minority self-government to carry out social assistance duties which they are not authorized to do and have no means to do. Since the symbolic embodiment of minority difference – i.e., the minority self-government system – implies both cultural and social meaning, it confuses the concept of difference. Paradoxically, guaranteeing minority rights and the maintenance of cultural difference engendered the ethnicization of public discourse. 

Relying on quantitative researches, Ladányi claims that an underclass has developed in Hungary due to the economic transition that took place in the country. It is similar to what the Western societies have long known: a social group afflicted by long-term unemployment and poverty and unable to get out of its desperate situation without external assistance. In my research, I found that the political usage of the underclass has appeared in local discourse as the accusation of the marginalized group: “Social assistance spoils the individual who should himself do something to improve his life. However, certain national political decisions are against our local interests. Universal, unconditional social benefits have created a parasite social group that cannot change and does not even want to change its lifestyle anymore.”13 

An important point has to be made concerning the concept of underclass and the related accusation issues. In the Western societies, and mainly in the US, the neo-liberal economic policies engendered the discourse of blaming the poor for their situation. This is very similar in the Hungarian case; however, since the Hungarian welfare system is very decentralized, this led to an enhanced accusation of the poor on the local level. 

The other important observation is that the accusation phenomenon is also used to a large extent by the Roma elite who distinguishes between the “bad” – the undeserving – and the “good” – the deserving – Roma: “Only those who deserve it or at least don’t destroy their environment should be helped.”14 
The discourse analysis method reveals the local manifestation of the concept of the underclass and the process by which the Roma are divided into “bad” and “good” categories used by both the majority and the minority elite. 

Conclusions
My original question was how do we account for the problem of the confusion of the “ethnic” and the “social” questions in public discourses. I found two scientific traditions that use different approaches to defining the Roma ethnic group.  

The first one is the “gypsy politics” of the socialist era, which defined and treated the Roma population as a “social problem”, a disadvantaged group. In line with this political approach, the Kemény-school measured the disadvantaged who were considered as Roma by the majority population. My assumption is that these political and scientific traditions are manifested in the discursive confusion of ethnicity and social problem. 

On the contrary, the other school of Roma researches intended to distinguish the ethnic and the social dimension by pointing out the problems related to the classification of the Roma, and accounting for the process of ethnicisation and finally introducing the concept of the underclass. Behind their new approach lie the historical experience of the right to self-determination and the politics of recognition of cultural differences. In this paper, by using these concepts as analytical categories, I managed to understand the mechanisms of the confusion of ethnicity and social question in the public discourse. 
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4  P. Bourdieu. 1991. Language and Symbolic Power. Cambridge: Polity Press.


5 The local newspaper is a weekly subsidized by the local government. It underwent several name changes during the 1990s. I do not give the name of the newspaper not only because the name varies but also because I want to keep the anonymity of the town.  


6 These are flats owned by the local government and are partly social flats, partly rental flats without social subsidy. In the “housing story” both kinds of flats play a role. 


7 A town representative in an interview published in the local paper after the evictions took place.   


8 Local government representative.


9 Roma minority self-government representative.


10 A Hungarian classical novel by Géza Gárdonyi about the battle of Eger during the Turkish invasion. 


11 Coverage on the gypsy ball by a journalist in the local paper. 


12 Minority self-governments are the political manifestations of cultural difference in the Hungarian public sphere. They are allotted the right to maintain the identity and the cultural distinctness of the given ethnic or national minority group.    


13 Local representative. 


14 Roma political representative.
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