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A. Introduction

“It is not simply the system which has to change, or opportunities to be equalized – we must also work to change people’s attitudes” (Hancock 2000, p. 5).

The year 1989 was a crucial year for the citizens of what was then Czechoslovakia. After more than four decades of communism, strong dependence on the Soviet Union and oppression of freedom of speech the nation was finally able to free itself from the shackles of thought control. In an almost bloodless revolution the people toppled a system that had determined their lives for years. 

In 1990 the first truly democratic elections were held in more than forty years and the results were unambiguous: people were fed up with communism. With such a result Czechoslovakia was now able to work on its transformation into a democratic state with a free market economy. The Velvet Revolution was as peaceful as the break-up of Czechoslovakia later in 1993 and was a great victory for freedom and justice (Radio Prague: http://archiv.radio.cz/history/history15.html).

But however true all these facts are, they give only a very superficial picture. This description does not take into account the experiences of every segment of the population. For one, it does not consider the experiences of the Roma. What was their fate after the Velvet Revolution?
The history of the Roma was always one of persecution and distrust. At every period in its existence, the Roma were oppressed in one way or another. Now the new Czech democracy promised the rule of law and the protection of minority rights. So everything should have turned out all right in the end even for this group. But did it? 

Obviously, such things can’t and don’t change overnight – but were there at least some tentative steps being made to ease the situation for the Roma? Did their quality of life improve eventually? Or did it decline further yet? These are the questions I’ll try to answer in my essay. 

As everyone knows, political systems are not just abstract structures – they have a direct impact on the people living in it and determine their quality of life, job opportunities and lifestyles. Communism as well as democracy influenced the lives of the Roma very deeply and both left their mark. On the other hand it should not be forgotten that the attitudes from the majority of the population towards a minority deeply influence – and almost dictate – the quality of life for the Roma. 

Therefore, to answer the question about whether – and if so, how – the situation of the Roma changed after the Velvet Revolution, I need to consider two factors: The official policy towards the Roma and the attitudes and opinions prevalent in society at large. In the main part of the essay I will investigate the life of the Roma in the light of these two factors to arrive at an answer to the question: “The Velvet Revolution – A Better Era for the Roma?”

B. The Roma during and after Communism in the Czech Republic

1. The pre-communist era: Roma before and during World War II
To fully understand the situation of the Roma during and after communism in the Czech Republic it is necessary to know about their history. The following remarks are not intended to give a broad historical overview but, rather, an insight concerning the experiences of the Roma in the pre-communist era to demonstrate that their history always has been one of distrust, persecution and forced assimilation.

The first Roma migrated from India towards Europe at the end of the first millennium.
 Shortly after their arrival in Europe, by the 1350s, Romania enslaved its Romani population. This condition persisted until 1856. The situation of the Roma in other areas was not much better. They were expelled from the Holy Roman Empire in 1500 and generally condemned to death in Saxony in 1648 (Marden 2004, p. 3).
The Age of Enlightment in the 18th century brought with it new approaches towards the Roma. In the Austro-Hungarian Empire first systematic attempts were made to integrate them into the wider society. However, this policy demanded the separation of Roma children from their parents, the prohibition of the Romani language and other oppressive measures (Marushiakova / Popov, p. 42).

“The greatest tragedy to befall the European Romani population was the attempt to eradicate it as part of the Nazis’ plan to have a ‘gypsy-free’ Europe” (Hancock 2002, p. 34). Most of the Romani community that lived within the territory of today’s Czech Republic was killed during World War II in internment camps (European Commission 2005, p. 8). Those Roma living in the Czech Republic today are for the most part of Slovakian origin. 

In the light of this, it becomes apparent that the Roma have never been seen as equal citizens. This fact is crucial in order to understand the treatment of the Roma during and after communism in Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic. To say it in Hancock’s words: “[…] the oppressive treatment of a population over an extended period of time will create discriminatory attitudes, the effects of which will continue to assert themselves in the acutal population long after laws have been changed” (Hancock 2000, p. 4).

2. Roma under communism

2.1 Policy towards the Roma
Two factors were decisive for the policy towards the Roma during the communist era. The ideology that determined the politics in the Soviet Union and their “sphere of influence” during communism was Marxism-Leninism. This theory held that the state should be led by a dictatorship of the proletariat with a Marxist Leninist cartel party as ‘avant-garde’ (Ministry of Interior Nordrhein-Westfalen: http://www.im.nrw.de/sch/402.htm). However, Marxism-Leninism presupposes a homogenous population. In this ideology there is no place for different cultures and interests – thus, there is also no place for the Roma. 

On the other hand, permanent work for every citizen was obligatory and “wasted productive potential was a fundamental issue for the communist state and, consequently, its first priority was to ensure that every adult Roma was drawn into permanent employment” (Guy 2001, p. 290).

In the aftermath of the Nazi-period and the disastrous killing of Roma in the Czech Republic, the post-war communist government promised that anti-Gypsy racism would not be tolerated. As in the 18th century, the official state policy turned towards assimilation again (Powell 1997, p. 93).

The general aim of Communist policy was to make Gypsies equal citizens of their countries but successful equalisation was understood to mean the complete assimilation of Gypsies, so that they would swiftly vanish as a distinct community (Marushiakova / Popov 2001, p. 47).

Thus, typical aspects of the Romani culture, like nomadism and their traditional occupations were forbidden and heavily punished because they were considered an obstacle to a smooth integration into society at large as well as the economy. Therefore, the dominant aim was to draft all Gypsies into the socialist labour force (Mirga / Gheorghe 1997, p. 4).

To contribute to the aim of assimilation, the communist government provided apartments to the Roma and other underprivileged households. However, the housing conditions of Roma were still worse than that of the majority of Czechs. Often they lived in low-quality buildings and satellite apartment complexes on the outskirts of larger towns (Socioklub UNHCR 2003, pp. 18-20).

Thus it has to be concluded that the policy of the communist government failed. It created Romani “ghettos” and the Roma, once more in their history, weren’t seen as being equal – instead, they were oppressed and humiliated. 

Between 1941 and 1945, the Nazis exterminated some 500,000 Gypsies in an effort to eliminate their ‘degenerate’ and ‘antisocial’ way of life. Between 1957 and 1989, a very different sort of campaign against the Gypsies was waged in Eastern Europe. No one was to be imprisoned, let alone killed. Indeed, repression and discrimination could not have been further from the thoughts of the early Communist reformers. But the desired end was surprisingly close to the fascist dream: The Gypsies were to disappear (Stewart1997, p. 5).

2.2 Attitudes towards the Roma within Society

As demonstrated above, due to their “otherness”, the Roma have been traditionally the victims of prejudices, distrust and racial violence ever since they set foot in Europe. The communist policy was one of “assimilation” and “integration” rather than persecution and eradication, but this did not change too much concerning the hostile attitudes towards the Roma among the populace. 

The official policy of assimilation required that discrimination of Roma should remain invisible, but the emphasis that the Roma are an underclass that has to be assimilated into society just confirmed and strengthened the already existing prejudices (Powell 1997, p. 94).

Furthermore, another factor that Stewart (1997, p. 7) mentions in relation to Hungary is also important with regard to the Czech Republic: The government promised in the beginning of the assimilation campaign that the Roma would “disappear” after the successful integration into the working class but this proved not to be the case  – although the employment level for male Roma reached the national average by 1970 (Guy 2001, p. 293) Roma communities carried on and the social differentiation increased. The population believed that money for housing programs was “wasted” on the Roma and directed their anger towards them. 

So, while racial discrimination was not accepted officially, it nonetheless continued to exist as it has done all those centuries in the past. 

2.3 Summary: Roma in the communist era

After the killing of thousands of Roma during the Nazi regime, the communists declared that anti-gypsy racism would not be tolerated. Instead of eradication, their policy was one of assimilation. To achieve their aim, nomadism and other traditional features of Romani culture were forbidden, and the Roma were forced to settle down in designated buildings – so, once more the Roma faced oppression and degradation. Thus, perhaps not entirely surprisingly, the policy of assimilation failed. Roma communities continued to exist, which was also due in part to new Roma ghettos. Also anti-gypsy racism lived on among the general public. The only thing that changed was that these attitudes now existed more or less “invisibly”.
3. Roma after the Velvet Revolution

3.1 Policy towards the Roma

3.1.1 The transitional period: 1989-1998

Romani experience during the 1990s was uniformly bleak as their always low social status went into free fall (Guy 2001, p. 297).

The Velvet Revolution deeply affected the life of the Roma – first of all, they lost their relatively secure economic position. Due to their low educational qualifications and the lack of professional skills, they were unable to compete for jobs in the new market economy. Furthermore, the privatisation of landownership led to the loss of jobs with the state and the discrimination of the Roma on the labour market worsened the situation (Mirga / Gheorge 1997, p. 7). A Czech government report estimated the unemployment rates for the Roma in the year 1997 at around 70 per cent, rising to 90 per cent in some places (Guy 2001, pp. 295f.).

The general era of privatisation also affected the Roma in other ways: during communism the Roma often lived in municipal houses, which were now sold on to private owners. The rents increased and if tenants were not able to pay, the contract could be terminated quite easily and quickly. Aside from this, the privatisation process impaired the capability of municipalities to provide social housing, something on which many Roma were – and are – dependent (Socioklub UNHCR 2003, pp. 24-27). This led to a situation where “the Romani population is overwhelmingly concentrated in what are officially recognized to be the worst housing conditions” (Powell 1997, p. 91).

However, the Czech government did not do overly much to support the Roma, although “the dramatic change offered hope of greater Romani integration into public life and first omens seemed promising as formal political gains were accompanied by a flowering of Romani culture” (Guy 2001, p. 293).

Although there were some encouraging signs, such as the acknowledgement of the equal political and legal rights of the Roma by the Czech and Slovak governments in 1991 (Guy 2001, p. 294) and the guarantee of minority rights in the Czech Republic in the year 1992 (Marden 2004, p. 4), overall “between 1993 and 1997, the Roma were, for the Czech government a very low priority” (Sobotka 2001, p. 2).

Another problem, as far as the Roma were concerned, was that in December of 1992 the Law of the Acquisition and Loss of Czech Citizenship (Czech Citizenship Law) was passed. After the Czech Republic and Slovakia decided to go their separate ways on 1st of January 1993, Czech national citizenship was automatically granted to those who had always retained this nationality, whereas those Slovaks who moved to Czech areas after World War II, which included many Roma, had to apply for the citizenship. 

The requirements for citizenship were a clean criminal record for five years prior to the application and permanent residency in Czech territory for at least two years before the application. Many Roma had difficulties to meet these requirements (Marden 2004, p. 4), which meant that a large number of adult Roma –estimated to be as much as 50 per cent – were ineligible for Czech citizenship and in consequence deported to Slovakia or excluded from social welfare. Czech officials hoped that the division of Czechoslovakia might give them the opportunity to get rid of people of Roma nationality (Guy 2001, pp. 297-299).

However, due to outcries from human rights groups as well as from the European Union (EU) – the Czech Republic applied for membership in January 1996 – the Czech government had to modify this law in April 1996, but did so in a very modest way. So, the criticism continued until finally, in the year 2000, the Czech government responded by amending the citizenship law significantly (Marden 2004, p. 5). “For the Czech Republic the citizenship law was an unprecedented public relations disaster which achieved nothing except to convince the Roma they no longer had a future in their homeland” (Guy 2001, p. 298).

3.1.2 New approaches
In respect to the Roma, we have witnessed a shift from governments defining the issue as ‘a Gypsy problem’ in the early 1990s and making an analogy with crime prevention and increasing internal security (police power, supremacy of municipalities) to ‘issues of the Roma community’ with implications for human rights policy and increasing considerations of diversity in state educational and employment policies (Sobotka 2004, p. 10).

The year 1998 can be seen as the starting point for a new Roma policy in the Czech Republic. This year brought the first Social Democrat-led coalition, and the country was eager to become a member of the EU (Guy 2001, p. 301). In 1993 the EU introduced the Copenhagen criteria, which set out the requirements for candidates to become member states, including its policies on human rights and respect for minorities. This, together with the growing fears of increasing Roma migration to Western Europe among the old member states, led to open criticism of the Roma treatment in the Czech Republic and consequently to pressure on the government (Vermeersch 1993, pp. 9 f.).

On 1st April 1999 the new Czech government approved a radical document outlining a new approach to long-term policy towards Roma – the concept of assimilation was explicitly rejected and the new guiding line put its emphasis on the ‘multicultural society’, with the effect that since this time considerable efforts have been made to carry out a range of Roma-related activities and to demonstrate this to the EU, which financial supported governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Guy 2001, pp. 302-306).

With the accession of the Czech Republic into the EU in the year 2004 “the social, rights, and security issues surrounding Roma became internal issues. […] Even if the Roma don’t migrate, their exclusion and impoverishment pose different policy challenges for a Union that must now deal with them as citizens and minorities” (Guglielmo / Waters 2005, pp. 776-778).

With the EU accession, the Copenhagen criteria became irrelevant; from then on the anti-discrimination norms of the Union took its place and became binding law. Especially important here is the “Race Directive”, which implements “the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin” (European Commission 2004, p. 11).

However, a look at the situation of Roma in the Czech Republic shows that this directive doesn’t seem to have an impact on reality. 

Roma communities continue to suffer from a culmination of social and economic disadvantages, aggravated by changing economic conditions, discrimination and a lack of willingness by local officials and communities to adopt the necessary measures to improve the situation (European Commission against Racism and Intolerance 2003, p. 21). 

Roma children, then and now, are in great measure excluded from mainstream education, the Roma are, again, increasingly pushed into ghetto-like neighbourhoods and they still face significant barriers in the labour market. In the Czech Republic in 2004 the unemployment rate for the general population was 10.8 per cent whilst the rate for the Roma was estimated between 50 per cent and 80 per cent (European Commission 2004, pp. 17-26).

“More efforts are needed to integrate the most vulnerable groups into the labour market. This is particularly needed in regions other than Prague and for the Roma population” (European Commission 2004, p. 14).

3.2 Attitudes towards the Roma within Society
In an important sense the collapse of the communist state has ‘liberated’ people; they are now free (and more likely to have the power) to discriminate and indeed to engage in physical violence (Powell 1997, p. 94).

The first decade after communism saw a wave of anti-gypsy racism. Neo-fascist groups emerged – ranging from skinhead gangs to Ku Klux Klans. In the time between 1989 and May 1995 it is estimated that twenty-seven Roma died as a result of racial violence in the Czech Republic. The government did little to protect their Romani citizens (Guy 2001, p. 294).

In addition, the media also played its part in stereotyping the Roma, and police were reluctant to act where violence has been targeted against Roma. This led to an atmosphere in which anti-gypsy racism was seen as normal (Powell 1997, p. 93).

The Velvet Revolution brought freedom – but also the freedom to show racism openly. And this racism continues to exist. Roma “continue to experience marked discrimination and social exclusion, and to encounter difficulties in gaining unhindered access to employment, education, social security, healthcare, housing, other public services and justice” (European Commission 2004, p. 6). According to a survey of the year 2000 65 per cent of Czechs revealed their tendency to be racially intolerant toward Roma and viewed Roma unfavourably (UNC: http://ils.unc.edu/~hallw/RUES/ethandnat.htm).
As the European Commission Against Racism and Intolerance stresses in its report on the Czech Republic (2003, p. 22), the majority of local authorities are not motivated to take appropriate action to improve the situation of the Roma. Rather, action geared towards excluding the Roma are more popular – and, taking advantage of the prevalent mood of society, authorities have a free licence to exploit racism.
3.3 Summary: Roma in the Post-Communist Era

The first decade after the Velvet Revolution was marked by a wave of anti-gypsy racism and by a government that did very little to protect its Roma citizens. On the contrary, they passed the Czech Citizenship Law, which openly showed that the Roma are not welcome in this country. However, due to the international pressure of NGOs and its ambition to become a member of the EU, from 1998 on the Czech government made its first attempts to improve the situation for the Roma. 

However, these attempts are weak, and the attitudes towards the Roma among the general public are laced with prejudices and hostilities. This again makes government initiatives more difficult. “Hostility towards the Roma has been repeatedly noted as an obstacle to sustaining government policies on the Roma” (European Commission 2004, p. 47).

C. Conclusion: The Velvet Revolution – a better era for the Roma?

The Velvet Revolution brought fundamental changes for the population of the Czech Republic – and for the Roma as well. After decades of forced assimilation and oppression, finally the Roma were “free”. Free to enjoy their own culture and free to participate as Roma in public life. 

However, prerequisites for freedom are support of the government and acceptance by the population. But this was – especially in the first decade after the fall of the communism – not the case. The first decade was marked by a wave of anti-Gypsy racism and racial violence, a decline of the social and economic status and by authorities that were indifferent or even hostile towards the Roma communities. Roma were not prepared for the competition that a free market brings, in addition they suffered from the privatisation of land and houses and their bad situation was compounded by direct and indirect discrimination in all areas of society. The Velvet Revolution had the potential to be a great victory for all peoples – it is a shame that the Roma did not get much out of it.  On the contrary: in many ways their situation got even worse. 

With the application for EU membership the Copenhagen criteria became important for the Czech government, the Roma issue attracted the attention of international NGOs and the fear of migration was a prime concern among the older EU members. These pressures led to a change of the Czech policy towards the Roma: the new guiding line was now the emphasis on the ‘multicultural society’. The government officially acknowledged the distress of the Roma and introduced a long-term policy to improve their situation. With the accession of the Czech Republic into the EU, the Roma issue has become an international matter and EU anti-discrimination directives are now binding for the country. 

So, theoretically at least, things are looking rosy for the Roma – but the problem is that reality hasn’t quite caught up with this. The Roma in the Czech Republic still live in the worst housing conditions, their children are still excluded from the mainstream education and the employment rate among Roma still exceeds the average national rate many times over. Any efforts made by the government are not enough, and more international pressure as well as pressure from the Romani population itself is necessary to improve the situation. Here, the EU plays an important role. 
The Roma question […] has been confounding policy makers for centuries. European institutions have a truly historic role to play in finally overcoming one of bleaker aspects of European history. It would be more than a shame for them to fail to rise to the challenge (Kovats 2001. p. 111).

Although the last years have raised hopes that the Velvet Revolution and accession to the EU would finally bring about to a better era for the Roma, one point should not be forgotten: every policy is dependent on the support of the population and a real improvement of the situation for Roma is dependent on their acceptance into mainstream society. History shows that the Roma always had to face a large amount of prejudices and distrust. Unfortunately, little has changed during and after communism. To ensure that the Roma can look forward to a better future, a profound change in people’s attitudes toward them would be necessary. This acceptance of the Roma seems to be the only viable way to sustain a truly peaceful ‘multicultural society’, something that is not only desirable but necessary as well.
“And whatever negative repercussions will be borne by the Romani population because of antigypsism, all European populations will be victims too” (Hancock 2000, p. 6).
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