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European policy toward ethnic minorities: Focus on Roma.

Field Report on the field visit of Friday the 31st of       March.

A) A group of students that take the class of “European Policy toward Ethnic Minorities: Focus on Roma” went on a field visit in a Roma district in Prague 5, Smichov, on Friday the 31st. The aim of this visit was first to meet some Roma people, to add some practical experience to the theoretical knowledge teach by the course. The visit was divided in three parts. First, the visit of Grafická School, mainly frequented by Roma pupils and there meeting with the headmistress and teaching assistant. Secondly the visit of some Roma families in some “typically” Roma housing, and finally the meeting with two Roma women, Regina Demeterova and Bozena Viragova, engaged in a NGO, Romano Dives, helping the Roma community in Smichov, through plenty of activities. 

The study resulting from this visit should focus on one topic stressed during the observation and interview. I choose to concentrated, on the question of the Roma toward the “external” population, more or less toward the “white people”. This interaction will be mostly seen through Czech people or our little group during this visit. 

Indeed I would find interested trying to know the “other side” of the Czech-Roma relation, which the one we know is largely lead by racist and discriminatory behaviors (as Eva Sobotka stresses, 91% of Czechoslovakian people disliked Gypsies
) Thus, what is the feeling among Roma toward this racism? Do they develop a “defensive” racism? Do they try to assimilate and to integrate? To gather? If this group field visit will not be enough to answer these questions, we can only try defining the outline of an answer.

B) On this morning visit, the two main methods to collect data were naturally the collective interviews and the observation. Because of my topic, I tried particularly to pay attention on look Roma people were glancing at us. Especially in the school, were our “strange” presence could be seen in the eyes of the pupils and were their reactions are good informations about the way they see us... Concerning the problems, I only see the lack of time, which did not permit me having a clear idea concerning my topic. Furthermore the fact to be a quite big group, approximately 15 people can also change the reaction of people toward us.

C) -The first thing I remarked, was the bewildering majority of Roma children in the school. Even if the area is housing a big Roma community, the number of 85% of Roma children seems huge. The answer seems to be a refusal of the Czech parents to submit their children in some school where Roma children are. But on the other side the Roma families tend to gather their children in the school where other Roma children are and where apparently the situation is satisfying. That illustrates the phenomenon of separation of the two communities and therefore the isolation of the Roma. This was confirmed later, when Bozena Viragova revealed that Roma are the last, Czech people want to live with.

-Then when I asked to the two members of Romano Dives, what was the relation to Czech people among the Roma, the answer was kind of double. On one hand they want to be successful in their life, to be seen as fully Czech citizen and be integrating in the society, but on the other hand, this integration in the “white” society leads mostly to some rejection of the Roma one. For instance Bozena Viragova, explained us that her good integration in school (good results and “white Czech” friends), leads her to be called “white gypsy” by the other Roma students. Therefore, it seems to be quite hard to fully take part in the two communities, even if the number of mix-wedding seems to be quite important.

-Concerning the real feeling of a majority of Roma toward Czech people, the answer was not clearly explained. Looks, pupils were glancing is therefore only an indication. Mostly the very young children we were meeting were welcoming us with smiles and “dobry den” whereas the oldest one (around to 13 and more), seems colder with us and sometimes ignoring us, looking very proudly. Nevertheless any conclusion will be too hasty.

-I found also funny and interesting, as we were introducing ourselves in Romano Dives office: “you look like us!” exclaimed Bozena Viragova to a girl from our group probably having some Indy origin. The sound of the voice was amused, enthusiastic and proud, to see some girl, maybe Roma, in a group of “researching” students. 

D) This experience is in my opinion very rich, indeed this field experience give us an other point of view on a topic taught in course or known by some racist speeches of some drunken people... I found only the group visits of families quite embarrassing, closer to a zoo visit as a field work, which should teach us something about the people life. Therefore I could not feel able to ask question to family as I planned it before. I thought also, that we would have some time devoted in the school to speak with children, which was not the case. Because of those reasons I had to focus more on looking, than speaking. Concerning the experience that brought me this project, it mostly confirms the opinion I had before, concerning the huge division between Roma community and rest of population. However I was really surprise how the contact was easy and warm with Roma we met, seeing that I thought Roma as a very close community, which is hard to enter in. I did not know too, how the racism toward them was huge and lead them to avoid night transport, or more generally night going out. This information helped me in the drawing of my conclusion.

E) After this field research, I would like to stress the important gap between the Roma population and the “white” Czech inhabitant. Indeed even if some policies of integration and of improving of human rights have been lead the last years, unemployment (more than 90% in Smichov among the Roma population), discrimination in schools, house expulsions or racism are widespread. Often discriminated in schools and jobs, Roma seems early to admit the idea, of unemployment, and may fall in some parallel business like prostitution or drugs dealing, which confirm the impression of bad Roma, thief and dangerous... They fall in a vicious circle, from which it seems difficult to get out. Furthermore, deeply discriminate, community appears as a help in case of difficult situation, like lack of money. Gather is therefore the best solution, which permit resisting to racism they are victims. On the same point, discrimination has developed among them a feeling of mistrust, which brings them to avoid contact and relation with people from outside of their community, even if in the same time the feeling of one day being accept is really present. During the field visit, two example of opposite reactions were given to us, first a withdraw into the community, or a total deny of the community, changing Roma name for a Czech one, and breaking away from Roma folklore and culture.

We can notice also a misunderstanding between both communities. A dispute between children from the two communities seems immediately interpreted by the parents in some racist terms instead of seeing a reason to this problem.

It would be quite interesting to draw a parallel with the French situation of immigrants in the “banlieues”. Indeed this vicious circle, discrimination, hopeless feeling, violence, which leads to a new form of discrimination, is also very established and seems again hard to get out. 

F) In conclusion I would first mention again the positive role of this field visit, which should really be developed. The concept of writing a paper after having be witness of some scenes or interviews, forces to keep out presupposition and be the most objective. That is why it would be false to conclude this paper on some positive remarks concerning relations Roma/Czech. Despite some positive points, the situation should be seriously improved to break discrimination and integrate Roma in the society.
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