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Ian Hancock (2000): “The Consequences of Anti-Gypsy Racism in Europe”

1. "[…] the oppressive treatment of a population over an extended period of time will create discriminatory attitudes, the effects of which will continue to assert themselves in the actual population long after laws have been changed." (p. 4 of 6)

2. In his analysis of Anti-Gypsy racism in Europe, Hancock draws a parallel between the current situation of Gypsies in Europe and of Black people in the US. According to him, the feeling of racism, which is sharply implemented in people's minds, cannot suddenly disappear simply by adopting laws. A people which was considered to be inferior and which was dehumanized for centuries will remain as such in mentalities during a long time. It will still be treated like an inferior by every entities of the dominant group: administration, school, State. And finally it will psychologically integrate its worthlessness, expressing its hopelessness by violence and riots. The solutions to fasten the recognition process are to combat racism on different levels: by means of law with penalties for racist administrators, through school and educational system, and by using the media. The aim is to show the other people that if the same chance is given to Roma, they can do as well as anybody. But we should act quickly; otherwise we have to fear the worst.

3. I am not too sure whether Hancock's solutions to racism would be reliable; I find them a little bit superficial. Actually they are not really convincing in the US: Black people have an access to media (many singers, journalists, directors, actors), anti-discriminatory laws exist to grant equality and children have access to the educational system in the same way, it depends if their parents have money to pay for the school fees or not. However racism is still a reality. Hancock says himself that: "Any population which has been devalued to the point of losing its identity as human beings over a period of centuries will not automatically be seen as equals simply by passing a law." (p. 2 of 4). To me, the real challenge is to fight against people's fear by destructing ignorance towards minorities. The best would be to integrate them by putting people together in dwellings, in areas and in buildings, as well as in schools or in associations. Even if it seems to be hard to put it into practice, it is the most efficient way to breach the ignorance's barrier before it is too late.

4. My own experience is that prejudices and racism towards Roma are very strong in Czech Republic, almost like an obsessive feeling and it leads to violent reactions. One week ago I was over the main entrance of a building, waiting for an inhabitant to open the door. Actually I give French courses to her son. An old woman who also lives here arrived behind me and heckled me in Czech. Her voice sounded aggressive and she seemed to be very angry. I don't speak Czech so I really didn't understand the reason why she was speaking to me that way. After a while she asked me if I was Russian. I answered "Ne, jsem Francouzska." Surprisingly and suddenly she started speaking perfect French and apologized with embarrassment. My pupil's mother arrived and the old woman told her the incident in Czech, as if it was amusing and without any shame. She apologized again to me, admitting she had been "really impolite" and left. The mother explained that this old woman thought I was a Roma because I have an olive skin, and that I wanted to enter the building to burgle the apartments! I don't really look like a Roma. My grandmother was a Moroccan and I resemble a Spanish. This woman does not seem to make the difference between the people once they are not blond-haired and blue-eyed, although she can speaks 6 or 7 languages (Russian, German, French, Spanish, English, Czech…). Moreover she was a foreign languages teacher and she is a Jew. That is why I think she wasn't an ignorant unskilled and uncultivated person and she certainly had to suffer from xenophobia and anti-Semitism herself. How can such a person be so intolerant? I find it really worrying because if she is not more open minded, what about other people who couldn't study and have never had the opportunity to be in contact with "different" people? To me racism towards Roma is not the fruit of ignorance. It seems to be common to all social backgrounds, which shows that it is deeply entrenched in people's minds.

5. "This complex lexicon used to name Roma shows a reality: Roma, established in all the areas of Europe, are not recognized as a cross-border ethnic group with dispersed settlement.  They are marginalized minorities everywhere and find themselves in an alarming situation vis-à-vis the rise of nationalisms, for example in ex-Yugoslavia. [ …] The picture of the nomads revealed by the words is this of another world, in the fringes of the society, ignored and underrated by "Gadje", i.e. the non travellers.  It will obviously be a long journey to reduce the suspicions, which are always put up too easily with exclusion."
 Evelyne Verlaque shows in this article that there is racism, ignorance and lack of understanding to the points of the worlds used to name Roma. First, no one really knows how to name them: Bohemians? Gypsies? Romanies? The vocabulary itself reveals a deep malaise in all the languages. In France, the word "travellers" is generally used in the administration, although it doesn't mean anything precise. Nobody knows or wants to call them "Roms" or "Rroms", which is the term they chose to name themselves. Now, doesn't it mean that they are not recognized as a real people, since their identity is denied by words? Similarly many terms used to name them in English, in French and many languages are pejorative. For example, "Bohemian" is used as a synonym for "tramp, vagabond" in English and in French. A "Manouche" is someone who is dirty and has sloppy clothes. I find it interesting to draw a parallel between the vocabulary used for Roma and for Black people in the US and elsewhere. The latter are named "Negro", "little Black Sambo", "piccaninny" for ages. This "semantics racism" is characteristic of the reject towards such populations. This point isn't mentioned in Hancock's article but seems significant to me. The words used for Roma show enduring feelings and even violence towards a population from other places, whose identity seems different from the recognized norms. As a consequence it astonishes and disturbs. Without any place, without any founding text or written standards for his language, this people indeed disturbs the thinking habits, causing suspicion  and incomprehension. 

6. Although Hancock's solutions don't seem to be convincing enough to me, his analysis is really valuable. It is true that the problems with Roma communities are getting worse because we let them languish in poverty and in inhuman conditions. We could see it this summer in France when the Roma and North African communities confronted each other on several occasions, which caused injured and 5 dead in both sides (besides, it's not accident that two discriminated and rejected communities come to kill each other). It's crucial to make the Roma culture and traditions known by organising concerts, exhibitions, and lectures in which Roma people can come to tell their stories and their experiences. In certain parts of Europe, the majority seems to be willing to learn to know better Roma. For example, in Paris a big conference during 2 days was organised in November 2005 and was a great success (more than 300 participants). However, it's confirmed that television and media in general are the most reliable means to increase the vast majority's awareness. That's why the showing of many films, reports and debates on Roma seems to be an essential first step.
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