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Powel, Chris (1997) “Razor blades amids the velvet” In: Action, Thomas (ed) (1997) Gypsy politics and Traveller identity.  Hatfield: UHP, pp. 90-99; Reader 140-144.

1). Central Quotation: Speaking of the Velvet Revolution “ One might have hoped, then, that such political liberation would lead to steady improvements in the broader social circumstances of Roma.  However, if we consider some basic social stratificatory variables we find that such is by no means the case”. AND “A given state may attempt to inhibit, release or wash its hands of citizen racism but it makes its attempt within a far broader context which determines the parameters seeming to limit the ‘choice’ of the Czech and Slovak states appear to an alternation between ‘handwashing’ and ‘releasing’.”

2). Argument:  Powel argues that the social circumstances of the Romany have not improved after the fall of communism but in fact have gotten worse.  He also argues that years of racism through many different regimes have developed a “citizen racism” in the Czech and Slovak Republics.  However, he says that the new states must combat this “citizen racism” and not use it to promote the state’s legitimacy in the eyes of its non-Gypsy citizens and other European states.  

3). Question: Wouldn’t one think that the Czech and Slovak Republic’s desire to be included in European Institutions would result in better treatment of the Romany rather than worse?  Powel says that the Czech and Slovak Republic’s are weak states.  Can these republics, with their weak respect for (and weak ability to enforce) law, assert protections for the Romany?  Is the Romany issue just not one of major concern for your average Czech or Slovak?

4). Experiential Connection: I can relate to the racism experienced by the Roma of the Czech Republic.  I to had an unfortunate meeting with skinheads here in Prague.  What is more alarming is that I reported the hate crime (simply being attack for being a foreigner) not because I expect the police to find and prosecute the skinheads (because that would be unrealistic in this country) but for the reason of statistics.  I get the feeling that statistics for hate crime go, for the most part, unreported because the victims would feel the same way as me, the police will not find the perpetrators and if they did they couldn’t protect me from them afterwards.

5). Textual Connection: A great support text to this one would be Carol Skalnik Leff’s book The Czech and Slovak Republics: Nation Versus State pages 170-173.  These pages go into deeper detail of the struggles of Roma post-1989 in terms of state racism, right wing officials fight against “aliens” and the citizenship laws.

6). Implications: As a result of the Czech and Slovak state’s neglect to combat “citizen racism”, the situation of the Roma in these lands has gotten worse since the communist period.  With the social safety nets of the communist system lifted, and a weak state taking its place, the Roma are virtually left to defend themselves.

