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“Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves”

Review by Jan Culik, the publisher of the Czech internet daily Britske listy.

1. Central Quotation. “…the film argued that this racial hatred is a kind of post-Communist trauma for the majority white population: the Czechs are taking out their current political and economic frustrations on the Roma. (Jan Culik, 2000)

2. Argument. All over Europe, the Roma suffer discrimination but mostly in the former Soviet block. The film showed the way Roma citizens of the Czech Republic were persecuted and suffered huge discrimination and hatred in this country. It showed the way “white” citizens treated them and expressed hostility towards them both passively, and actively. From the interviews with the latter, it became clear that people think that 95% of the Roma are criminals and “nuisance to citizens”, that they would be “happy if they move away, and be eliminated.” Therefore, they started to move away to Canada, UK, and elsewhere, but with no tangible result for those countries are quite unwilling to grant asylum to them.

3. Question. However, the movie rises several questions and queries: first is that if the movie targeted Britain, how come nothing was shown about the conditions the Roma live in that country. I think it is not enough for the authorities just to be aware of the situation in the Czech Republic. They need to know how those people live in the detention camps waiting for the “verdict”.  Jan Culik says that this film is a “tried and tested maxim that if you have personal friend from other nations, you cannot sustain nationalistic prejudices against those nations”.

But there is no certainty that it would work in this case, because the negative feelings of the Czech people were too strong to overcome such kind of prejudices. They showed by their statements that they knew the conditions the Rom lived in, and that it was unfair for them if they received any privileges.

4.Experiental connection. I think that it is not only the consequences of the post-Communist trauma that the Roma are being treated this way. It is in a human psyche to treat a person looking different from the masses negatively. When they encounter people with a different skin color, or different and unknown cultures a fear arises. Besides, if those different people enjoy the benefits the “normal” people do, they start to feel unfairness that expresses itself in hatred and violence. 

From my own experience, I know that the sense of following the masses is very strong. If everyone in my society treats the Roma with carefulness, and hatred, why should not I do that? 

However, I should say that in Russia the Roma are not treated that severely. From my childhood, I remember being told by my parents and grandparents not to hang around with the neighboring Gypsy kids, but no other actions followed. Very often now one can see that the Roma live a way better than the ethnic Russians, and this fact arises fear rather than hatred in the people.

5. Textual Connection. “After 1960 Caravan Sites Act in England and Wales, local authorities had closed many Gypsy –run camp sites. Wherever they moved, they were faced with greater visibility and increased evictions; the leading activist Gratton Puxon, encouraged non-violent resistance to evictions, and in 1960s he became the Secretary of the Gypsy Council. In 1968 Caravan Sites Act was passed, that obliged local authorities to provide sites in return for draconian powers to remove remaining Gypsies from “designated” localities.” (Judith Okley, 1997. Consequences of Theories of Gypsy Ethnicity). This quotation brings to the fore the importance of the activists in fight against discrimination. Since a large percentage of the Roma population are illiterate, there should be someone who would make there problems known on the academic level. They cannot themselves make the people get rid of the negative feelings, because those people would not listen, and the Roma themselves would be too scared to undertake any actions themselves. Therefore, it is not enough just showing the sensitive fragments in hope to change the attitudes. The changes should be done at the level of authorities, because authorities transmit their sentiments, either consciously or unconsciously to the grassroots. As soon as the governmental and judicial structures start working fairly, people will change their attitudes.    

6. Implications. Despite the criticisms of the film, and dissatisfaction from one of my colleagues in the class with it being too emotional, it is a good thing that it showed not just raw statistics, but real life. Unless we sense the emotions deeply, it is unlikely that we can put ourselves on the place of the suffering people and start performing affirmative actions. More and more documentaries should be done directed towards those in power to improve the situation. 
A
