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How do young Roma adolescents spend their free time? And do they create new subculture?

1. Introduction


Have you ever thought of activities you do in your free time? After coming from work or from school, during weekends and holidays we have plenty of free time. Some of us spend it actively - doing sports, going out for walks, studying, reading, doing hobbies or passively - watching TV, chatting with friends or just hanging around. But have you ever thought of what are the free time activities of young Romani people? Do they spend it just like their peers of majority population? This paper tries to find out such answers and uncover leisure time activities of young Romani adolescents, which are in many aspects strongly influenced by particular subcultures.
2. Methodology


My work is based on results of interviews done during our field visit of July 13, 2006 at Plzeňská Street, Prague 5, chatting with Gabriela and Martin as well as my own observations and what I have seen when just meeting young Romani people, interviews with them and also my visits of hip-hop concerts in Prague.
3. Data Presentation

3.1 Own experience and feelings

In the beginning I would like to point out, that due to racism and discrimination, which is unfortunately present in our society, Romani adolescent do not have the same opportunities to spend their free time like majority adolescent do. In my interviews I heard many times that even though young Roma are very good at sports and are talented musicians, it is still harder for them to make their ways. For these negative aspects of discrimination, young Roma people tend to spend free time among themselves, and mostly within their territories, meaning at streets or private places of theirs. Regrettably, this situation only puts further barriers to the relations of majority and minorities living in Czech Republic. 
3.2 Interview with Martin


As they are often "not welcome" in activities of majority adolescents, they are pushed to spend time within their minority. Young Romani create new subculture, inspired and adopting aspects of other minorities subcultures, especially Afro-American. Many of them get involved in new styles, which came to Czech Republic after 1989, such as rap, hip hop, RnB, break dance, beat box and many others, originally American street-life styles. Young Romani people feel being treated similarly to the African-Americans, Mexicans, Portoricans in United States some years ago. Therefore styles like rap and hip-hop are much closer to their hearts than mainstream styles of Czech young majority. With their sense for music and spontaneity they are predestinated for this kind of music. Moreover, the community and people of such subcultures are absolutely anti-racist oriented. 

Most of the hip-hop and rap songs lyrics are about fight against authorities, against system and against racism. This trend becomes visible in all post-communist countries with Romani minorities. For example band Kontrafakt, one of the most famous Slovakian hip-hop bands, very well known among hip-hop community all over Europe, consists only of Romani young men, dissatisfied with living conditions and way of treating of Romanies. They express their feeling by music, beats and hip-hop and became extremely popular not only among Romani, but also majority population. 
3.3 Interview with DJ Witch and own experience

A friend of mine, DJ Witch, one of the most well known hip-hop DJs in Czech Republic (Indy & Witch), who in 2002 got Zlatý anděl - a price of Czech Music Academy, knows this European hip hop subculture very well and he told me that Roma have much closer to this music due to their destiny, historical and social development than others, just like in US, where this subculture originated among African-American community, which was out on a limb of society. He also said that in last few years there was an enormous boom of Roma young people getting interested in hip hop and all the stuff around it and brought new wave. They often sing about their lives and experiences, such as Gipsy, one of the most famous Czech RnB musicians, in his song "Life of a Roma". Song lyrics about real situations and things that happened or can happen in every day life of Roma became much more popular than some idealistic lyrics of mainstream pop music. 

DJ Witch told me that Roma even start using new terms and words from their hip-hop songs in everyday language, some Romani-Czech or Romani-English composites and expressions. These terms are quickly adapted by the audience. He said that some Romani are so interested in this subculture, some of them even try to learn English to understand English texts. During last month I visited 2 hip-hop concerts. I closely watch the structure of audience. I would say roughly 20 to 30 % of them were Roma.  
3.5 Interview with Roma


When I spoke with two small Romani guys around 8 or 10 years of age during the field visit, they had no clue who was Jiří Paroubek or Václav Klaus, but they named at least 10 hip-hop and rap bands, both Romani and Americans or others, which I did not even know. This confirms how popular this subculture becomes among Romani young population.
4. Interpretation

From the sources I worked with it is obvious that young Roma tend to differentiate themselves from their peers. Their idols do not come from the majority mainstream commercial spheres, instead they have chosen idols from originally American subculture. That is caused by similarities between social development and destiny of people who created this kind of subculture in America or elsewhere and social development and destiny of Roma living in Czech Republic and other places of central Europe. 
5. Reflections

As I spent some time in New York and some other US cities and I visited couple of hip-hop concerts there and the community of people around, I can clearly see the significant influence of young black Americans in fashion and street wear, which becomes extremely popular among young Roma people. They start wearing typical hip-hop outfits like wide pants, oversized t-shirts, basketball jerseys, baseball hats, headbands, new haircuts and many other, typically African-American aspects of fashion. Young Roma undoubtedly follow styles of this American subculture, which is much closer to them than any other.
6. Conclusion


Situation of young Roma and their approach towards majority peers hopefully becomes better with foundation of Romani centers in their neighborhoods, just like Athinganoi at Smichov, Prague 5. Many of them with similar interests can meet there and share their experience, contacts and practice or other relationships can arise. Well, maybe we will see one of young Athinganoi clients becoming rap or hip-hop superstar within couple of years. Maybe this will be the element that will bring Roma unified and call for self-determination within majority population.
