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„Speaking purely technically, the Romani question can be settled in two different ways. The first way is to eliminate the source of the problem: to gas, to shoot dead, to eliminate, to expel the Roma minority. As this variant is not possible, for you do not feel like doing it, which we really did not, there is the other variant: to learn how to live with the Romani people. And that is no unilateral affair. This means that we have to learn to live with the Roma and the Roma have to learn to live with us.“


Link to this article : www.tol.cz/look/TOL/article.tpl?IdLanguage=1&IdPublication=4&NrIssue=60&NrSection=3&NrArticle=11937&tpid=247&ST1=ad&ST_T1=job&ST_AS1=0&ST_LS1=-1&ST2=body&ST_T2=letter&ST_AS2=0&ST_LS2=-1&ST_max=3
1) Michal Vajrauch is a Czech sociologist whose interview was published in Transitions on-line, on April 15th. He led an experiment in Pardubice, a city of 90 000 inhabitants not far from Prague after a skinhead attack against Romani, aiming at making Czech and Romani communities coexist. In order to do that, as a member of the municipal council, he promoted the creation of a Romani Commission with half of its members from the Roma community, so that issues involving Roma could be decided by Roma.

    As the municipality cancelled this Roma commission, considering it could now manage Roma issues on its own, this project is at a low point, although Michal Vajrauch insists that dialog between the mayor and Romani representatives, though not as consistent as previously, is still going on.

    As far as Vajrauch’s attitude towards the Romani community is concerned, he seems to have found a middle standpoint quite exceptional. Of course, he is not anti-Romani, since he is defending their interests, but on the other hand, he keeps repeating that, as a two-sided dialog, he “had to look for and find common solutions to very justified needs and interests of the Romani people on the one hand, and very correctly and seriously explain to the Romani people that some of their wishes cannot be realized at all or at least not in the given situation.“
2) What improvement did this experiment bring ? This experiment was mostly positive : indeed, it made both the Roma of Pardubice and the other inhabitants more conscious that the Roma community deserves to be granted same rights as the Czech population and that, therefore, they should have the possibility to take part in public life. Even after the Commission was dismissed, there has been a real momentum in Pardubice’s Roma community to play an active role in public life.

Which were the weaknesses to be pointed out ? Not only the lack of communication between the mayor and the Roma commission but also, on one hand, a limited communication towards the non-Romani population, and on the other hand, a somehow insufficient explanation about the failure, which doesn’t seem to propose a way to prevent a failure if a similar project was to be implemented in the future.

3) The C will stand for Confrontation rather than connection, since this experiments reflects the “willingness to live together” of people having a common past, which is Ernest Renan’s definition of the Nation, as compared with the double concept prevailing in Czech republic of “citizenship” (občanství) for all the people living durably in Czech republic and willing to take part to public life, and on the other, the “nationality” (národnost), based on ethnic origin and thus excluding minorities from the Czech nation. This very obstacle can at the same time give Czech “citizens” from other nationalities specific right as minorities, which is not the case in France, where people from different ethnic origins are considered as part of the French nation when they are granted French citizenship.

(This subject being controversial, I just hope no one will be offended by this quite subjective standpoint.)

4) If not in all its developments, I consider this project, in its dialog principle and in the real improvement it can bring in relations between a co-existing minority and the rest of the population, as a model, unfortunately aborted, that should be tried more often, not only in Czech republic but also in other cities where there is a minority issue. This show also go together with laws making this kind of attempts easier and more effective.

