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Zsuzsanna Vidra 

Public Discourses on the Roma Holocaust: 
A Case Study from Hungary
Introduction


The history of “remembering” and that of historiography have a close symbiotic relationship: two parallel processes which mutually influence each other; National identities are maintained and nurtured by both. 

But for the Roma this is not yet the case since they are at the very beginning of becoming, of creating, a nation. Or, as the Roma nationalists describe this process, they are at  their “ethnogenesis”.


When analysing the history of the “remembering” of - or the historiography of - the Roma Holocaust it appears clear that both are linked strongly to the historical and political discourses which surround the Jewish Holocaust. In this paper I intend to show how the Roma Holocaust was first acknowledged and then accepted internationally, in the shadow of the Jewish Holocaust; as a kind of “lesser” Holocaust. I will then analyse Hungarian public discourse about this subject from the transitional year of 1990 to show how the issue of the Roma Holocaust has been articulated, and what are the major characteristics of this articulation.


Analysis of this issue is crucially important for several reasons. First of all, the exploration of the events of Roma Holocaust and the subsequent integration of this set of narratives into the collective Hungarian (and international) memory represents an important phase in the identity building process of the Roma. 

Secondly, it appears that the local dominance of social and political attitudes which discriminate against the Roma creates an environment in which the recollection – the reconstruction, or new  remembering  - of a long-forgotten past in Roma history is taking place in a context which inevitably generates a wide ranging set of discourses and standpoints in the majority society. Beyond this, the paper will explore the question of the Jewish Holocaust since the evolving historiography of the Roma Holocaust always uses the Jewish Holocaust as a major reference point.   


My subject involves many “neurotic” questions that Hungarian society has not yet addressed: fundamentally, the continuing strong societal prejudice against the Roma, the ambivalence surrounding the Jewish Holocaust; and the related questions about the responsibility of Hungarian society during the Second World War with particular emphasis on the forced deportations. The time period of the empirical analysis of this study is the decade after the regime change. Several studies have demonstrated that in the early 90s the sudden appearance of political anti-Semitism characterised much the political discourse. Equally, several researches have found that an open anti-Roma discourse as well as a narrative of blame-culture which sees the Roma responsible for their unfortunate social situation, and the increasing “ethnicising” of many  social questions has also characterised the public political discourse. 

However, it is not only the demonstrable presence of political xenophobia that is alarming in Hungary but it has also been shown through many surveys that the amount of xenophobia and prejudice against all minorities among the population is one of the highest in Hungary in Europe. And the most abused minority group is the Roma: open discrimination and racial violence is part of our everyday life. 


From these perspectives it can be assumed that the question of the Roma Holocaust generates many views and standpoints, or as we will call it, “discursive positions”. 


Firstly, I will describe how the Roma Holocaust became an issue for historiography and for commemoration – “remembering” - at the international level. To give a brief summary of the international scene is important for the discourse analyses that follows it because we can then see, and explore, the relation of the national and international “positions” more clearly. In fact, elements found in the international discourses about the Roma and the Roma Holocaust will serve as staring points and generate further discourses on the national level. In the last section, I will describe the most important positions that can be found in the national public discourses and then explain their evolution and their inter-relationships 

The international context


The fate of the Roma during the Second World War was largely unknown until the 1970s. Their persecution was not recognised publicly during the Nuremberg trials of the late 1940s and 1950s nor during the process of the compensation of the victims of the Nazi regime. 

The first step in the history of the commemoration of the Holocaust was the establishment of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in 1979. This remarkable historical event did not automatically involve the recognition of the persecution of other peoples by the Nazis. 

Active Roma organisations
 did lobby for inclusion: they wanted the museum to dedicate some part of its space to the commemoration of the Roma victims as well as Jews. Their attempts failed. In fact, this activity provoked counter-reactions. Despite clear arguments for inclusion expressed by some Roma activists, no Roma was elected into the council of the museum. Elie Wiesel, one of the most influential figures – in generating public knowledge and creating discourse – within the post-war creation of the narratives of the Jewish Holocaust, emphasised at various occasions the uniqueness of the persecution of the Jews. He argued that only the Jews were selected by the Nazi regime for complete extermination on racial basis. Another representative of the same discourse – the historian Seymur Siegel – refused the demands of the Roma by stating that as they did and do not constitute an independent people it is impossible that  they could have been the victims of collective persecution. 


In the 1980s Roma organisations continued their pressure for their “proper” place in the American Holocaust commemoration. Gradually, they managed to create more publicity for their demands and  some Jewish historians writing on the Holocaust started to support them. Among others, Simon Wiesenthal admitted that beyond the six million Jewish victims there were some more millions exterminated from “other” peoples. As a consequence of Wiesenthal’s speech, a councillor position was created in 1985 - the Holocaust Related Gypsy Matters – next to the USHMM. However, in 1986 during the new committee elections, still no Roma member was elected. Despite this, changes in the Holocaust discourse did began: the conference theme chosen by the USHMM a couple of years later was “The other victims”. 


The greatest symbolic change took place when Eile Wiesel admitted regretfully in one of his speeches that the Jews had not paid sufficient attention to their “Roma friends” and had not heard their “sorrowful and sad voice”
. 


At this point of the history of commemoration the Holocaust, historiography split into two, at least as far as the relation to the other - and mainly Roma - victims is concerned. On the one hand, works appeared that tried to exclude the Roma from the Holocaust, and on the other hand an increasing number of Jewish Holocaust researchers recognised the common fate of the Jews and the Roma. 


The first group, the exclusivists
, use various arguments to prove that the persecution of the Roma was completely different from that of the Jews’. The primary evidence is mathematical: the number of the victims. The fault of this argument is that the Roma victims were in general not registered in the same, and precise, manner as the Jews. The other important argument of the exclusivists is the claim that the comparison of the persecution of the two groups is nonsense since there are no documents which prove the Nazis planned the complete extermination of the Roma. The argument is still highly influential despite the fact that even the first works on the Roma Holocaust
 mention Nazi documents which contradict this statement. The third typical argument used to exclude the Roma from the Holocaust discourse is the one which claims that Roma were persecuted not on a racial basis but because of their anti-social behaviour. 

The second group of researchers do not make the same presumptions. On the contrary, while working on various aspects of the Holocaust and carrying out interviews with survivors, they quickly concluded that people belonging to other groups had suffered the same persecution as the Jews. This approach constituted the basis for a new discourse drawing on issues of “multi-racial” solidarity and contributed greatly to the changing of the Roma Holocaust discourse.

It has been demonstrated how the history of the Roma Holocaust writing evolved and intermingled with Jewish commemoration and Holocaust writing. There is however another kind of narrative exploration of the persecution of the Roma during the Second World War. This could be called the “independent Roma Holocaust historiography” as  exercised mainly by romologists. That is to say, experts whose original field is the study of the various aspects of Roma culture and history.     

“The Destiny of Europe’s Gypsies”, the first book in this area, was published by two authors, Donald Kenrick and Grattan Puxon in 1972. This was the first work that tried to give an overview of the history of the Roma during the war. Kenrick deals with this subject as a romologist. First, he researched the Romany language in the Balkans and realised quickly that in the long history of the persecution of the Roma the Nazi Holocaust had been totally ignored. The next significant work was produced by Ian Hancock (The Pariah Syndrome, 1987) then by Gabrielle Tyrnauer. She was commissioned by the USHMM to prepare a study in 1985, published in 1989. The England based Gypsy Lore Society covered the subject in their special issue on the USA in 1986. 

The real breakthrough happened at the end of the 80s and beginning of the 90s. Fraser dedicates a short chapter to the history of the Roma Holocaust in his book “The Gypsies” published in 1992. At the same time, more and more works appeared about the Roma Holocaust in different countries
. These texts explored how the rounding-up, deportation and extermination of the Roma took place and what roles individual nation-states had in these affairs.

Today the Hertfordshire research group and publishing house has the most important role in this area. They largely co-ordinate the work with the help of the Rene Descartes Gypsy Research Centre in Paris; and the financial assistance of the EC. They emphasise that they work with a new generation of historians; and that they have renewed and broadened their research methodology as well. It now consists of researching the previously inaccessible archives of the ex-socialists states which had been the occupied territories of  Nazi Germany. 

Case Study: Hungary

I will analyses the post 1989 period concerning public discourse on the Roma Holocaust in Hungary. The sample comprises of daily and weekly national papers, as well as Roma and Jewish cultural periodicals from 1989 till 2002. 

As a first step I made a brief assessment of the type of articles found in the sample. The following major turning points relevant to the Roma Holocaust discourse were discovered: until the mid-1990s, there is no mention of the subject, and there are no significant events either that would generate discourse. This is the conclusion we arrive at by analysing the daily and weekly national papers. However, the Roma and Jewish cultural journals did publish about the subject. 

In fact 1994 is the first year when Roma Holocaust related articles start to appear in national (both left and right wing) papers. It is with the rise of the discussion about the compensation that it becomes an interesting issue for the newspapers. Lots of articles are published on the subject and, it will be demonstrated, the typical discursive patterns are formed. Another important event in the mid-1990s is the beginning of the public commemoration of the Roma Holocaust in Hungary. It also begins to make a very significant impact on the national public discourse. These are the events that create the frame of the discourse on the Roma Holocaust. 

I will make a brief account of the positions identified in the discourse in the last decade. I analyse two major positions that determined the discourse: that of the historians and researchers, and that of the politicians. The discourses produced by the representatives of these positions comprise distinctive elements. However, these elements are overlapping. So I analyse the appearance, the usage, the context of these elements in order to be able to characterise the patterns of the discourse of the various positions. 

Position of the historians and researchers


(1) The position that I identified first is that of the Roma historiography first appearing in Roma cultural journals and later in the national papers as well. The intention is to publicise the results of international Roma Holocaust researches. At the same time, this approach helps to integrate the “fate” of the Hungarian Roma into the broader European context. One of the major characteristics here is the linkage of the sufferings of the Second World War to the contemporary discrimination and exclusion-strategies which derive from anti-gypsy attitudes. It can be best demonstrated by a Roma historian’s statement often quoted in this type of discourse: “The Holocaust has not ended yet for my nation”
. This position can be further characterised by its specific relation to the Jewish Holocaust. Authors from this kind of position refuse the exclusivist Jewish Holocaust writing. All in all we can say is  that this position is part of the identity building process of the Roma but at the same time tries to be objective.


(2) The next position identified can be called archival empiricist. It basically constitutes the work of the historian László Karsai
 who instigated huge public and professional debate. He considers his primary methodology - the search of archives -  as the only objective one. This approach is close to the exclusivist tradition. In the mid-1990s a very heated debate evolved between the  two approaches.


The debate was about the objectivity of the archival method. The representatives of the Roma historiography position claimed that this cannot lead to objective “true” results since the deportation of the Roma victims were in the most cases not recorded by the officials. Thus the memory of the Holocaust survived only in the individual and collective memories. Part of the debate is about the number of victims. The archival empirisist approach estimates around 5000 people in Hungary whereas Roma historiography position estimates around 50 000.


(3) The third position that we found is characterised by the emphasis of the common destiny of the Roma and the Jews. The major elements of the narrative of this approach are the common experiences of persecution and the deportation, the xenophobia towards both peoples (in the case of the Jews it is rather hatred and envy whereas in the case of the Roma is contempt). The lack of an independent Roma Holocaust narrative is also emphasised and it is explained by cultural and political reasons. The cultural one is that the Roma does not have a common written culture; the political one is that they lack sufficient and efficient political representation. The position of the Jewish and Roma common destiny discourse arrives at the same conclusion as that of the Roma historiography one: “the Holocaust has not ended for them”
. 


(4) Finally we could distinguish a position that does not aim at studying the Roma Holocaust itself but it places it into an already existing discourse on the Jewish Holocaust. One of its major themes is the question of responsibility of the political elite and the society during the war. “It is everybody’s responsibility even if the horrible things were not committed by the Germans. (…) why didn’t the Allied Powers bomb the railway tracks leading to Auschwitz if they knew what was going on? But they didn’t know. Then why do we blame the 1944 Hungarian political elite? Maybe not only our conscience should be examined but others’ as well.”
 It refuses to face the responsibility of the Hungarian elite and society in the persecution of the Holocaust victims and it relativizes genocide. (It compares the 25 million victims of the Second World War to the 100 million victims of the communist regimes.) Another characteristic of this approach is that it always mentions the Roma Holocaust along with the Jewish exclusivist approach, the standpoint that is somewhat hostile to the idea of accepting “the other victims” idea. 

Political positions


(1) The first one relies on the Roma historiography position. It can be named the Roma political Holocaust narrative. It interprets and uses the Roma Holocaust in the following way: the Roma have been persecuted for centuries and the Holocaust was the culmination of the centuries long discrimination. The Roma had the same destiny all over Europe. After the war the deportation and extermination of the Roma became a taboo in the European countries. However, the discrimination and persecution is still going on. The societies are watching it indifferently. All that constitutes the basis for the political demands of the Roma.  


This Roma political narrative also features in the above described public debates in Hungary. The archival empiricist approach criticises this Roma political Holocaust narrative of using research results for its political goals: it makes claims of a far larger number of Holocaust  victims to gain more political attention and make society feel guilty. 

However, we have to point out that the new history school of Roma Holocaust, which the political narrative position relies on, aims openly to draw more attention to the situation of the Roma - their present discrimination - and to revive the memory of their forgotten Holocaust.  


(2) Among the non-Roma political positions the first, the solidarity majority position, can be interpreted as the political stand that listens to and accepts the demands of the Roma political Holocaust narrative position. The following is a citation from a political speech that appeared at the commemoration of Roma Holocaust: “The society should solve the social and economic problems of the Roma population and fight against prejudice and discrimination.”
 


(3) We can also observe a position that emphasises the responsibility of the victims themselves: “It is important that the Roma should be willing to integrate and not only benefit from the social assistance and benefits. The survivors should stand for morality and responsibility and then the memory of the martyrs will be stronger than metal”
. According to this approach the majority recognises the Roma Holocaust if they, the Roma, can prove that they are worthy members of the Hungarian society. Another element of this political stand can be found in this quotation: “In those days this ethnic group did not enjoy the support of the society, they could only rely on the help of individuals but this could not have been very effective. Hungary has really become an independent country in the last four years, it is not submitted to any foreign powers.”
 This argumentation implies that Hungarian citizens were helping the Roma during the war, but it could not have been effective because of foreign occupation. It also refers not only to the Nazi but the Soviet occupation. This combination of the arguments is very similar to the one that we know in relation to the Jewish Holocaust: the refusal of facing and taking into account the responsibility of the Hungarians in the Holocaust. 

Conclusions


On the one hand I described the international context in which the Roma Holocaust gained its legitimacy and by which the whole question became more and more important on the national level as well. On the other hand I analysed process of integrated the Roma Holocaust into the national discourse of a country. Through this analyses I discovered that it is embedded in the system of existing discourses about the Holocaust and the public discourses regarding the Roma.


The following conclusions can be thus drawn. Selecting from the major discursive elements of the above described positions, two trends become clear. The first one approaches the Roma Holocaust from the point of view of public discourses on the Roma. Its most important character is to link the persecutions suffered during the war with that of today’s discrimination. The Jewish solidarity approach and the principals and arguments of the independent Roma Holocaust historiography serve as a basis for constituting this trend. 


The other trend emphasises a particular, already existing discourse on the Jewish Holocaust. The specificity  of this discourse is not to face the past and thus avoid accounting for the responsibility of the society in the persecutions. Furthermore it relativises the Holocaust which serves to question the victims’ right that their sufferings should be recognised. It integrates the discourse on the Roma Holocaust into this pattern. On the one hand, the responsibility argument is taken up: the society was not responsible in the persecutions during the war and it is not responsible for the situation of the Roma today. It implies that the Roma themselves are responsible for their unfortunate social and economic situation today. By putting emphasis on the exclusivist Jewish approach with regards to the Roma Holocaust, it is aimed to undermine the solidarity standpoint that exists and that, as I have shown, generated some very important scientific and political discourses.   


I intended to discover how certain discourses enter the national discourses. It was shown that the discursive elements found on the international level can be traced in the national discourses as well but at the same time the national context differentiates them and generates new types of discourses. 

References
Churchill, W. (1997) Assaults on Truth and Memory. 

Hancock, I. (1987) The Pariah Syndrome: An Account of Gypsy Slavery and Persecution. 
Karoma Publishers, Inc., Ann Arbor, Michigan.
Hancock, I. “A zsidók rekciója a Porrajmosra” (The Reactions of Jews to the Porrajmos), 
Phralipe, Octóber 1996, Budapest
Karsai, L. (1992) A cigánykérdés Magyarországon 1919-1945 – Út a cigány Holocausthoz. 
(The Gypsy Question in Hungary 1919-1945. Way to the Holocaust) Cserépfalvi 
Könyvkiadó, Budapest. 

Katz, K.ÉS, October 13, 2000

Kenrick, D. and Puxon, G. (1972) The Destiny of Europe's Gypsies. New York: 
Basic Books. 

Michael Burleigh-Wolfang Wippermann (1991) The Racial State: Germany 1933-1945. New 
York. 
Müller-Hill, Benno (1988) Murderous Science: Elimination by Scientific Selection of Jews, 
Gypsies, and Others: Germany, 1933-1945. Oxford. 

Newspaper articles:

Napi Magyarország, 20 November, 1999

Népszabadság, 4 August 1997

Új Magyarország 21 May 1994

Új Magyarország 21 May 1994

� The International Romani Union had its first meeting in 1971. 


� In Ian Hancock: The Pariah Syndrome: An Account of Gypsy Slavery and Persecution. 


� This label comes from Ward Churchill: Assaults on Truth and Memory, 1997


� Kenrick, Donald – Puxon, Grattan: The Destiny of Europe’s Gypsies (New York, 1972)


�The first works that appeared dealt with the history of the persecutions in Germany: Müller-Hill, Benno: Murderous Science: Elimination by Scientific Selection of Jews, Gypsies, and Others: Germany, 1933-1945 (Oxford, 1988); Michael Burleigh-Wolfang Wippermann: The Racial State: Germany 1933-1945 (New York, 1991)


� Ian Hancock: A zsidók rekciója a Porrajmosra (The Reactions of Jews to the Porrajmos), Phralipe, Octóber 1996, Budapest


� László Karsai: A cigánykérdés Magyarországon 1919-1945 – Út a cigány Holocausthoz. (The Gypsy Question in Hungary 1919-1945. Way to the Holocaust) Cserépfalvi Könyvkiadó, Budapest, 1992 


� Katalin Katz: ÉS, October 13, 2000


� Napi Magyarország, 20 November, 1999


� Népszabadság, 4 August 1997


� Új Magyarország 21 May 1994


� Új Magyarország 21 May 1994








8

