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Fieldwork has been used in Anthropology for years. Bronislaw Malinowski and Claude Levi Strauss are just two of the many names to have pioneered anthropological research. In sociology, political science and anthropology, fieldwork is essential for the observation of societies in situations around the world. There are several methodologies that all have their value in different societies. Questionnaires and surveys have been important tools in the past, for example GALLUP and MORI polls have been a significant source of data in the UK. However these two methods have limitations as well as advantages, in situations that are all too familiar in researcher and anthropology questionnaires are not viable sources of information. Language barriers and illiteracy are just two situations where questionnaires are insufficient. This brings me to our fieldwork research, conducted on the Roma community of Usti nad Labem. Written research methods were out of the question for obvious reasons so instead we travelled to the community of Predlice where we spent the day with two Roma teaching assistants. We visited the local school, which has a Roma majority, where we spoke with the headmaster. We were then taken into a Roma family home where we had the opportunity to ask questions through a translator. We then went on to see the renowned Maticni Street ‘wall’.

My expectations of the day were somewhat low since I feared language barriers would impose on the situation. I was also sceptical about our ability to remain ‘hidden’ during our observations. These were fears that soon disappeared as the day progressed. Our guides were surprisingly warm and cooperative. We obviously weren’t hidden but we were able to witness life as it was, without it being staged, which allowed us to make observations that would be otherwise impossible. Although books and film are highly valuable resources they are the outcome of a particular author/filmmaker’s interest. Ian Hancock, for example may have a different approach to the Roma than a BBC film crew might. Our fieldwork allowed us to access a Roma community objectively without being at the mercy of a particular agenda.

Throughout the day we spent at Usti within the Roma community I kept four general areas in mind; community, school, housing and a fourth general category. Although we didn’t take notes throughout the day, I wrote down my findings later based on these four categories. Under the vaguely termed ‘general’ category I looked at the individual feelings of the Roma people we spoke to, since the three other categories were quite broad and impersonal.

The rest of my paper will be split into four sections for each of these areas following with a paragraph of what I considered to be shortcomings of the research, finishing with a brief conclusion.

Community


In Usti we visited two different Roma communities. The most noticeable thing was the apparent rivalry between the communities. Our guides from Predlice did not accompany us to the second community of Maticni. When asked why, we were simply told ‘we have no interest in them’. This tension was even evident within Predlice when our guide told us about the tension between richer families of Moravian Roma with the rest of the area. This struck me as I think it is a common misconception that the Roma identity is one when this is of course not the case. We were shown streets that were predominantly inhabited by one or two families. Although in the sense of community there seemed to be a lot of dividing factors, the Predlice community was by and large united with exception of the Moravian family. However despite their economic advantages they still choose to live in the heart of the Predlice community. This is partly down to the dependence on the surrounding families for rent etc but also because they would find it difficult to be accepted anywhere else. Thus we see that even in times of difference the two groups find themselves in one community interrelating despite the tension. 


We saw some pubs and gambling bars where people came together, much as a community might come together in a bar in a non-Roma community. It appeared to be that people knew each other. In my opinion when walking through the streets more people seemed to know each other than would be common in external communities. However much I felt like an outsider in Predlice I did feel like there was a definite sense of community.

Housing


However much I had seen on film and in texts I wasn’t really prepared for the housing conditions. Particularly those of Maticni Street. I found the external appearance of both communities, but again particularly that of Maticni rather than Predlice very depressing and unsatisfactory. Building facades were poorly maintained and houses looked desolate at times until a person appeared at the window. I think it is quite remarkable that the local council can see it fit to allow an area to be in such a condition. Time and time again research has shown that good maintenance of communities makes for better society; I think the Usti local council has clearly overlooked this since nothing about either of these communities is particularly encouraging. Even the litter was noticeably worse in these areas of the town.


Our guide told us that most of the properties in Predlice community are privately owned thus rent is not fixed by the state. This is a huge area of exploitation by powerful owners who can raise prices for properties that in some cases aren’t even fit for occupation. The most alarming thing is that richer Roma families own several of these properties.

The School


As I mentioned previously we visited the Zakladni skola Predlice, or the elementary school of Predlice. We met with the headmaster who gave us an overview of the school and its achievements, strengths and weaknesses. We were also shown around the school. I think it would be fair to say that the school is the heart of Predlice. Although not specifically a Roma school it is a majority Roma school by composition, which isn’t surprising when you take the location into consideration. 


The headmaster told us about the numerous activities that the school operates not only for the children at school but for after hours and in the community in general. I think the school is a great achievement of some very determined individuals but the funding problem seemed to dominate the headmaster’s discussion of the situation. Which is by no means a bad thing and quite understandable. The achievements of Zakladni are undeniable but I couldn’t help feeling that there is a distinct lack of support from the government and the wider community. Even the media are often critical of the school. Either that or they are very enthusiastic about it. Although the school does get promotion, it’s not always good promotion. With a handful of Roma teaching assistants but no Roma teachers to date it was evident in the headmaster’s determined but tired tone that only one part of a big journey has been made.

General


Under this heading I’m going to mention the actual attitudes of Roma and how individuals appeared to us. Although such an account can’t be applied to a community in general, it can be used to offer greater insight into Roma not as a ‘way of life’ as commonly mistaken but as an actual identity. There was little mention of politics throughout the day, when it was addressed it was at a local level referring to police attitudes and benefits. There seemed to be an inherent apathy that is fully understandable. I got the impression that the particular family we visited, where five people shared two bedrooms, that there is a feeling that politics and all the related bodies just aren’t for them. Although we spoke to two very committed and hardworking Roma teaching assistants, when we spoke to one of their daughters who were currently out of school and out of work through little choice of her own, I saw a real problem of ambition. The ambition is undeniably there in the beginning but it soon erodes after several instances of alienation or prejudice that is a huge part of Roma life outside of the community. Apathy is an inevitable situation as younger Roma become disheartened by the system that repeatedly fails them.


We were welcomed into a home where we were treated with a lot of respect, far more than would be shown it has been the opposite situation. All questions were answered that we asked and we weren’t once made to feel as if we were intruding in any way. There is an evident dissatisfaction in the communities, which in my belief is entirely understandable.

Problems?


I think the interpretation was a slight problem as speaking through a translator depersonalises conversations, making it harder to overcome the ‘stranger’ boundaries that are evident initially in all meetings. I also think that at times, particularly in the school, it felt like we were only being told the bad parts, which is perfectly understandable but it still leaves our findings somewhat patchy. To finish on a more positive note however, I think the day had far more successes than failures. It took us beyond the textbook illustration of the Roma identity and allowed us to see and feel it for ourselves, however incomplete the picture was at times we saw a side that is unknown to many academics; the reality.

Summary


We may not have been dressed in army fatigues participating in hidden observation but we were amidst the two Roma communities of Usti. It allowed us to see both communities, not in an arranged packaged way but the rough edges. Nothing convinced me more that the Roma are the last group that is acceptable to discriminate against more than this day of fieldwork did. The institutional neglect was blatant and the group of adorable but rowdy young children climbing on abandoned cars on Maticni Street really caused me to ask myself why this is allowed to happen.
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