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SM629 European Policy and Practice towards the Roma
“Razor blades amidst the velvet? Changes and continuities in the Gypsy experience of the

Czech and Slovak lands” by Chris Powell
1. Central Quotation

“The negatively differentiated treatment of the Romani populations of the Czech and Slovak lands thus needs to be understood in terms of important continuities. Whether by elimination or assimilations the intent has been to inhibit the Romani autonomy and the outcome to consign Roma to the bottom of the social stratification heap. The aftermath of the Velvet Revolution and Divorce has further worsened the situation of the Roma.” (Powell, pp. 92)
2. Argument

Chris Powell argues that the word “Velvet” for describing the revolution in 1989 and the Divorce ignores the plight of the Roma, whose situation has deteriorated in almost every way since 1989. Looking back, the history of the Roma in the Czech and Slovak lands is one of continuous oppression. During the communist period the state policy was assimilation of the Roma and racism was relatively invisible. However, state racism has been replaced by open citizen racism after 1989, which manifests itself for example in direct and indirect discriminations on the streets and in public places. In addition the state action rather legitimates that inhibits citizen racism by braking own rules when the issue concerns Gypsies. Finally Powell emphasizes the usage of the Roma as scapegoats to explain the “new” citizen racism.
3. Question

The way I see it the text is logical and well structured. The thing I want to criticise is that Powell’s remarks are very one-sided – one-sided negative. The revolution in 1989 also brought positive changes for the Roma-as modest as they may be sometimes.  Minority rights for example became part of the state policy and aid organizations emerged. How does this fit into Powell’s picture?

4. Experiential Connection

Powell pictures the increasing citizen racism in the Czech Republic, which manifests itself openly on the streets. I never witnesses discrimination but the comments of Mrs. Viragova during our field visit affected me. She told us, that she herself experienced affronts (“Death to all Roma”) and that many Roma don’t have the heart to use the public transport in the evenings. This open racism in the midst of a liberal society is shocking.
5. Textual Connection

“In respect to Roma we have witnessed a shift from governments defining the issue as ‘a Gypsy problem’ in the early 1990s […] to ‘issues of the Roma community’ with implications for human rights policy and increasing considerations of diversity in state educational an employment policies.” (Sobotka, pp.10) This quotation of Eva Sobotka contradicts Powell’s arguments in the way that it stresses improvements in the situation of Roma. However, it is important to see that she wrote her text seven years after Powell’s text was published. It would be very interesting to know, whether Powell changed his exclusive negative view during the time.
6. Implications

Powell describes the widespread racism in the Czech Republic and identifies as one reason dissatisfaction – mainly on the labour market – which requires a scapegoat. It becomes obvious, as in many texts before, that only a far-reaching change of the society can solve the problem of racism. People have to loose their hold on stereotypes and get rid of prejudices, which blame Roma for all miseries. The state on the other hand has to care for fair chances and the abidance of his own laws.
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