Course: European Policy and Practice towards Roma

Paper: The Consequences of Anti-Gypsy Racism in Europe

Author: Ian Hancock (February 2000)

Student: Paul O’Keeffe                       

1. ‘Racism must be recognised as a cancer which, if not checked, will lead us surely and inevitably into a catastrophic situation which has the potential to destroy Europe in a 21st century chaos’, (p.1).
2. In the post-Soviet era Central and Eastern Europe cannot pick and choose which parts of democracy it will follow. For this reason the spectre of racism towards Roma is something that must be addressed and eradicated swiftly. Hancock draws a parallel between the African-American experience and that of the Roma in their struggle against racism. The consequences of such odious ‘prejudice plus power’ is a reinforcement of certain behaviours in the majority and minority populations. For the weaker minority population this manifests in anger expressed outwardly against the institutional framework of the majority population, and inwardly against the prejudiced person themselves. According to Hancock the ills of a racist society will not disappear through economic and educational means, but there is also a need to monitor closely and penalize those societies that turn a blind eye to it.
3. While Hancock offers effective ways at stopping visible racism (through economic penalties for those that partake) I feel that he underestimates the power of education in addressing racism at its roots. I feel that racism is borne out of ignorance and that education should be at the forefront of any drive to eradicate it.
4. I fully agree with Hancock’s argument that racism manifests internally in the persecuted group. When I worked at UNHCR I took part in the implementation of the GROFO project, which addressed substance abuse among the Roma, in the Czech Republic. From my involvement in this project I learned that a lot of societies ills have a far deeper base than most people realise and the best way to combat such problems are through education and creating awareness.
5. ‘The main implication of learning theories of prejudice and stereotyping is that these phenomena are primarily due to ignorance or misinformation about members of unfamiliar groups. Intergroup contact, especially from an early age, shows members of different groups that they are more similar than they expected and that members of the other group are not all the same’, (Bernstein et al., 1994). According to this line of reasoning stereotyping and prejudice will weaken as a result of better intergroup communication. The obvious vehicle for this is at primary school before negative stereotypes and prejudices are learned. While Hancock does note the importance of such an approach, I feel he doesn’t put enough emphasis on it and takes a more reactionary approach through his advocacy of heavy penalties for those that commit acts of racism. While there is a need for such deterrents, I feel there is a greater need to stop the problem before it begins. 
6. This inclusive approach has been used to great effect in many multi cultural societies. This contact hypothesis has been extensively tested in the US, especially in the years following desegregation of the school system. Various studies found support for the hypothesis, especially at the early primary school level. However, the hypothesis was only found to be true under specific conditions, such as equal economic and social status. Thus to implement such an approach in the Czech Republic such conditions would have to be incorporated into any plan of making the schooling system more inclusive.
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