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Chapter 6
Articulating Neo liberalism and

the Legacies of Communism

INTRODUCTION

In chapter 5, I introduced and theorized neo liberalism as a form of governmentality and
as a way to address the unevenness and hybridity of how neo liberalism has been
articulated around the globe. In this chapter, I will clarify what this alternative view
implies for an analysis of the concrete realities and socioeconomic participatory chances
of the Roma in present day Central and Eastern Europe. I will show how the domestic
articulation of neo liberalism in the region has ambivalently impacted on the situation of
the Roma, even leading to their dehumanization. I will explain, though, that this is not
simply the result of neo liberalism “writ large” (Ong 2006: 14). Rather, this situation is
the consequence of how recently introduced neo liberal governmental techniques have
collided and been assembled with various everyday social, political, cultural, and eco
nomic practices and institutional settings, which partly need to be understood in the con
text of the legacies of communism.

In the first part of this chapter, I will examine how neo liberal development programs,
and so called activation schemes in particular, have recently been introduced to improve
the labor market participation of East Central European Roma. I will begin with putting
into context the way in which activation programs relate to changing ideas and practices
of welfare and its distribution. I will call into question the way in which, in World Bank
activation programs meant for improving the employment chances of the Roma, they are
problematized as ‘inactive.’ By means of an analysis of how activation schemes have
been introduced to deal with the Roma in Slovakia, I will show that these programs have
gone together with highly ambiguous practices on the ground, ranging from eviction,
exploitation, and dehumanization to difficulties for Roma to effectively enact their legal
citizenship rights.

In order to clarify that we cannot explain these problematic outcomes on the basis of
neo liberalism alone, in the second part of this chapter, I will discuss three legacies of
communism that have greatly impacted on the contemporary situation. First, I will show
how ideas and practices of socio economic reform, including neo liberal ones, played a
crucial role throughout East Central Europe’s twentieth century history and, thus, not
only after 1989. The legacy of these reform ideas, agendas, and practices contests the
often proclaimed idea that neo liberalism has recently been imported to the region and
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largely imposed on it from outside (Sigona and Trehan 2009b). Second, neo liberalism
has been articulated with a range of other socio cultural and economic relationships that
are connected, but not simply reducible to market relations. I will clarify this issue
through interrogating the legacy of diverse kinds of alternative economies that were
developed under communism and that have continued to play a role after the fall of the
Berlin Wall. I will argue that, even though the Roma were also involved in such ‘second’
economies, their difficulty to gain from these alternative and informal networks under
communism has also impacted on their post 1989 situation. Third and finally, I will
discuss the legacy of communist institutional and everyday practices of racism against
the Roma. This examination helps to illuminate how governmental tools, such as those of
activation, have recently been collided and cross fertilized with discourses and practices
in which the Roma are problematized as deviant and inadaptable subjects. These legacies
of communism and the ways in which they have recently been articulated with neo
liberal techniques of governing urge us to reconsider ‘global’ notions of neo liberalism.

CHALLENGING THE ROMA’S DEPENDENCY AND POVERTY THROUGH ACTIVATION POLICIES

At the beginning of the new millennium both the United Nations and the World Bank
have published voluminous reports on the situation of the Romani minorities in Europe.
In 2002, the United Nations Development Program published a so called ‘human devel
opment report’ on the Central and Eastern European Roma under the title Avoiding the
Dependency Trap (2002). In 2005, the World Bank followed with yet another large report,
entitled The Roma in an Expanding Europe: Breaking the Poverty Circle (2005b). As the
rhetoric of these two titles already indicates, these reports represent the current situation
of the Roma in Europe as a tough and persistent one in which poverty and dependency
are far reaching, enduring, and hard to challenge phenomena. Nevertheless, as these
titles show as well, the reports want to offer strategies and suggest interventions to break
the allegedly vicious circles of poverty and exclusion and to avoid the dependency of
many Roma on state support and other patterns that are considered as barriers to their
societal inclusion and self determination.

In a report on employment opportunities of the Roma in the Czech Republic, the
World Bank has elaborated on one such strategy in the field of unemployment policies.
In this report, the World Bank adds the term ‘inactivity trap’ to the rather heavily loaded
language of other circles and traps. As the report explains, the inactivity trap points to
the phenomenon that unemployed persons who receive social welfare benefits “have
weaker motivation to look for a job” (World Bank 2008: 17). In order to deal with the
specificity of the unemployment of many Roma—of whom many would have “skills
constraints” (ibid 2)—the World Bank suggests reclassifying them and dividing them
into three different categories: “In order to understand the nature of Roma joblessness it
is important to divide the concepts of unemployment, inactivity, and discouragement”
(44). The majority of the Czech Roma, the Bank suggests, is actually not unemployed, but
“outside the labor force” or “economically inactive” (42n38). These so called inactive
Roma are persons of working age who “are not participating in the labor market [and]
are also not actively looking for a job” (44). Additionally, the World Bank divides



ARTICULATING NEO LIBERALISM AND THE LEGACIES OF COMMUNISM 193

between the “truly inactive” (33), who are simply “disinterested” (33) in work, and the
“discouraged,” who had looked for a job in the past, but have lost confidence in finding
one, “due to their actual or perceived inability to find employment” (44).1 In particular
those who belong to one of these two categories are at risk of yet another trap: the “job
lessness trap,” which is closely “associated with the erosion of skills and morale” (13). To
avoid all these risky traps and vicious circles and to “make work pay” (24) in the future,
the World Bank introduces again a new set of technical expressions. Effectively “closing
the skills gap” (3) and avoiding the “path dependency” (13) of many Roma require
“strategic vocational skill upgrading” (38), attempts to “incentivize” (39) the Roma,
“measures to tighten responsibilities of job seekers” (24), and efficient “client profiling”
by employment offices (25). Particularly in the cases of the inactive and the discouraged
Roma, the traps need to be challenged by the “outsourcing of activation services” (27) to
private and non governmental organizations, and by the building on “subsidized em
ployment, public works programs, or ‘community employment’ as a central intervention
for unskilled Roma” (38) and as a “crucial activation tool” (3) to turn the tide.

How should we assess this discourse of activation and inactivity and the introduction
of various new instruments to deal with the Roma? The World Bank’s Roma approach
has been developed in the context of a move toward the development of neo liberal
governmental technologies to deal with marginalized groups (chapter 5). The Bank’s
study follows an international trend to describe social policy reform processes as ones
moving toward active welfare regimes. The website of the Active Social Policies Euro
pean Network, for instance, describes these processes as follows:

Existing welfare state arrangements are being reformed and new ones introduced,
reflecting a shift in the main objectives of these arrangements: from citizens’ pro
tection to citizens’ participation. Policy developments at EU level have a clear impact
on these reforms. The European Employment Strategy as well as the Open Coordi
nation Method on Social Inclusion are examples of EU policy interventions that stimu
late and coordinate the development of active welfare states EU wide. The intro
duction of so called ‘active social policies’ or ‘activation programs’ is an important
ingredient of attempts to make welfare states more active and activating. These poli
cies and programs are targeted at unemployed, marginalized, and excluded groups in
society. Most of them aim at integrating these groups in the labor market and im
proving their employability. (ASPEN 2009)

The notion of activation contains different kinds of employment measures with diverse
approaches and emphases dependent on the social, cultural, and political traditions of
individual countries or even of different regions within a country:

Despite the existence of these socially determined differences, all the measures have in
common the fact that they are based on a new definition of the relationship between

1 The report puts forward that the category of the “truly inactive” has a clear gender dimension: most of
them are women, for instance mothers who choose to stay at home to care for children (World Bank 2008: 1,
8, 9, 10 11, 44).
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rights and responsibilities, in other words a new social contract. They all share the
principle that the main responsibility for dealing with unemployment lies with the
individual. In this context, responsibility is not simply taken to mean that the causes
of unemployment are individual (that is, blame), but also in terms of making the
individual responsible for implementing strategies to find work. (Crespo Suárez and
Serrano Pascual 2004: 13)

Thus, the introduction of activation measures relates to the endeavor to reshape the
relationships between state and society and those between state and economy (chapter
5). The redefinition of welfare according to the introduction of designs for developing an
active society has gone together with the emergence of new forms of citizenship—such
as those of the active, contracted, empowered, and responsible citizen—and with new
approaches to unemployment (chapter 5). As the ASPEN website also explains, the aim
of activation programs is not only labor market integration, but also social inclusion and
participation in a more general sense. Thus, the introduction of activation policies in
various European countries could be related to attempts to increase ‘human and social
capital’ formation of groups who are or tend to be marginalized (chapter 5). The
European Anti Poverty Network, for instance, describes activation as “an investment in
human, social, psychological, and cultural resources” (EAPN 2005). The EAPN also
warns that—when activation policies are solely introduced to reduce dependency and
the costs of social benefit schemes—these policies risk to increase, rather than decrease,
poverty and social exclusion. Therefore, the EAPN introduces a number of criteria for
what is called ‘good activation,’ that is, measures that are “capable of delivering allevi
ation of poverty and social exclusion” (ibid). It is particularly the wider notion of social
activation, as well as its close relation with labor market integration, that has recently
been incorporated in various programs aimed at improving economic and social parti
cipation of the Roma.2

What interests me in this chapter in the first place is not whether these activation
programs have been successful or not. It is not primarily the discrepancy between policy
formation and its implementation to which I want to pay attention. I am also not mainly
interested in whether these schemes can be considered as examples of ‘good’ or ‘bad’
activation.3 Rather, I want to examine how the articulation of these neo liberal forms of
governmentality aimed at delineating and constituting post communist forms of welfare
have shaped and reshaped Roma representations and led to new or renewed forms of
minority governance. This approach covers an analysis of the ways in which activation

2 Examples of the mobilization of activation policies to deal with Romani minorities are known from
Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Finland, France, Hungary, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, and Slovakia
(UNDP 2002; GCR 2004b; GSR 2004a; CoE 2005; EC 2005; ERRC and Númena 2007; Syrjä and Valtakari
2008; World Bank 2008). In some cases—such as those in the Czech Republic, Croatia, and Slovakia—the
development of these policies has been actively encouraged and partly funded by EU programs, such as
PHARE and the European Social Fund (ESF). More generally, EU institutions have actively contributed to
the dissemination of activation concepts and practices in EU member states (Crespo Suárez and Serrano
Pascual 2004; Serrano Pascual and Crespo Suárez 2007; van Berkel and Valkenburg 2007).
3 For an excellent, comparative case study on the introduction of activation policies in East Central Europe,
see Sirovátka (2008).
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works on the ground, of how activation has been articulated, of how techniques and
ideas that are related to this notion function in daily practice, and of what effects they
have on how the Roma perceive themselves and are seen by others. As I explained in
chapter 5, we can understand changing Roma problematizations in light of shifting dis
courses and practices of governance and in view of the latter’s impact on minority issues
and conceptions. In chapter 4, I showed that conceptions of welfare and well being are
historically variable and unstable and, since the late eighteenth century, more closely
related to bio politics and the regulation of populations and minoritized subgroups.
Thus, we need to think of contemporary welfare regimes as constructed, contested, and
often contradictory constellations:

[Welfare states] create—not just reflect—arrangements of social divisions and
differences, identities and inequalities, relationships and resources. Welfare states
normalize a conception of a ‘way of life’ and the people who live it. They promote it,
they naturalize it, and they enforce it. (Clarke 2004: 147 48)

In the various ways in which welfare is materialized, made intelligible, and related to
certain desires and imaginaries, we can see how it is aligned with, for instance, equally
contestable practices and conceptions of state, nation, and culture. New governmental
technologies dealing with the distribution of welfare to a population reshape how wel
fare and well being are understood, who are considered as the welfare recipients, and
who are seen as contributors to a state’s welfare. Thus, changing systems of welfare pro
visions go with what we can call a politics of welfare and with new ways to invent and
reconstitute the categories of the needy as well as of the privileged. Accordingly, activ
ation policies, and new modes of welfare governance more generally, can only be
adequately examined if we analyze how the ‘social problems’ they are considered to deal
with, and the individuals or groups they should serve, are simultaneously shaped and
reshaped.4 In the context of changing notions and instruments of welfare in post com
munist Central and Eastern Europe, these shifts have gone together with new identity
formations, including new approaches to ethnic, national, sexual, and religious minor
ities, as well as with new forms of inclusion and exclusion (Haney 2002; Szalai 2009).

These general remarks about changing welfare conceptions and practices lead me
back to my earlier question of how we are to assess discourses of activation and in
activity, once they are related to the Roma’s situation in Central and Eastern Europe. It
has been widely discussed that many Roma lost their work in the aftermath of the fall of
communism. Will Guy, for instance, has outlined the huge impact of these transfor
mations on the lives of many Roma:

[B]y their widespread loss of legal employment Roma have also been deprived of
whatever improvements in social identity and limited popular legitimacy they had
been grudgingly accorded in state socialist society … [I]mpoverished Roma now
subsist on insecure, short term payments in the black economy or remain inactive in

4 See, for instance, Newman (2007), Serrano Pascual and Crespo Suárez, (2007), and van Berkel and Borghi
(2007; 2008a; 2008b).
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their urban slums or rural hovels by day … In this way many Roma are forced daily
to confirm their negative stereotype in local eyes as work shy, scrounging thieves,
while those who behave quite differently are nevertheless branded with the same
image. (Guy 2001c: 22 23)

It is in light of the strong relation between the legacies of communism, the renewed
corroboration of stereotypical Roma representations, and the current socioeconomic and
cultural dynamics in Central and Eastern Europe that I want to call into question the
notion that “inactivity is the technical term used to denote the status of being outside the
labor force” (World Bank 2008: 6n1, my emphasis). The notions of activation and
inactivity—when applied to the current situation of the Roma and attached to schemes
aimed at enhancing their socioeconomic mobility—cannot simply be understood as tech
nical and politically neutral. I will explore how new discourses and techniques of activ
ation have been used to deal with the situation of the Roma in Slovakia. By so doing, I
will show that their emergence has led to new forms of the Roma’s exclusion and to the
reinforcement of stereotypical Roma representations.

CHANGINGWELFARE, CHANGING STATES OF MIND

In the summer of 2002, some members of the Romani minority of the Eastern Slovak
town of Bardejov told me that every now and then when evening falls, police officers
show up in their neighborhood. Around 9.30 pm a police car usually drives slowly
through their streets and turns on the car’s radiotelephone to announce: “Come on
Gypsies, it’s time to go to bed! Take your kids away from the street and turn off your
lights. Tomorrow is a new working day!” The local Roma consider this police behavior
to be extremely humiliating, most of all because the majority of them became unem
ployed after 1989 and did not manage to find a new job since then. One man explained to
me that this kind of degradation is usually not restricted to the police: “From time to
time, when we stand in line at the municipal employment office and it’s our turn, the
office suddenly closes or we are left out” (interview 2002f).

Many Central and Eastern European Roma have bad experiences with state insti
tutions looking after employment, housing, health care, education, or public safety for
the Roma, as well as with companies where Roma have tried to apply.5 Employment
offices, for instance, often apply double standards when it comes to attempts to employ
Roma. Frequently, employees of such labor offices express their prejudices openly. When
the director of a labor office in Prague was asked in 2005 for the reasons of high unem
ployment among the Czech Roma, he suggested that “it’s because of the Romani culture
and their lifestyle; they do not fit with the discipline of work. Roma do not have the
motivation to work; they are unreliable, lazy, and prefer to live on social assistance
[rather] than earn a living” (cited Hyde 2006: 3 4). While law in most Central and Eastern
European countries forbids the registration of unemployed persons on the basis of

5 Several reports have documented these experiences (see, for instance, CoE 2005; 2006; ERRC 2006a; 2007e;
2007c; 2007b; ERRC and Númena 2007; OSI 2007; AI 2007; 2008; 2010a; 2010c; 2010d; 2010b).
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ethnicity, several cases have been documented where labor offices register either the un
employed or vacancies with an ethnic reference. In 1999, the director of the Slovak
National Labor Office, for instance, publicly announced that employment offices all over
the country usually marked Romani applications with an R without informing the
applicants. He suggested that this practice was not discriminatory, but, rather, necessary
to deal efficiently with the Roma’s “complicated social adaptability” (RFE/RL 1999b: 26).
He added that this form of registration helps the country to allocate EU monies aimed at
improving the situation of the national Romani minority.6 More recently, the European
Roma Rights Centre (ERRC)—a Budapest based non governmental human rights organ
ization—has registered a case where a Hungarian labor office systematically enrolled
companies that are unwilling to employ Roma by adding an R to the company’s name in
the office’s computer system (Hyde 2006). Throughout the years of its existence, the
ERRC has documented many cases where companies and state related offices and ser
vices practiced discriminatory attitudes toward the Roma.7

It is in this climate of prejudiced attitudes toward the Roma of many labor offices and
companies that, between 2003 and 2004, the Slovak government introduced a thorough
revision of its welfare programs, including activation policy and radical cuts in social
benefits (GSR 2003a; 2004a; Smith and Rochovská 2007). In February 2004, the reduction
of welfare allowances caused extreme social unrest among those who were affected by
these measures. Many people who were getting social benefits, including a large number
of Roma, started to demonstrate, mostly in peaceful ways and particularly in Central and
Eastern Slovakia (Marušák and Singer 2009). However, after a few incidents where Roma
looted shops, Slovak media persistently framed the protests as ‘Roma unrest,’ ‘Roma
riots,’ or ‘Roma lootings’.8 In response to unorthodox measures taken by the Slovak
government, a Slovak daily newspaper headed “This is war!” For the first time since the
fall of communism, the Slovak government mobilized the national army to deal with
internal affairs. State officials announced that this mobilization was necessary to
“monitor Romani communities” and “restore public order”.9 Suggesting a state of emer
gency, the Slovak Minister of the Interior canceled all leaves of his police officers (ERRC
2004b). During a visit to Eastern Slovakia, Mikuláš Dzurinda, the country’s Prime
Minister at that time, legitimized the mobilization of about thousand soldiers and a few
thousand police officers as a security measure. He publicly stated that “state authorities
will make use of any legal tools to punish violence so that people could feel safe” (cited
SITA 2004c).
The Roma were particularly blamed for causing an insecure situation for their fellow
citizens. Dzurinda stated that the mobilization of the army marked a turning point: “For

6 While this practice was abandoned in 1999, some Slovak labor offices later introduced a system that
marked non Romani applications with a B of biely, meaning ‘white’ in Slovak (Zoon 2001b: 26, 109n54, n55;
Vašecka 2001: 180).
7 Several cases have been reported, for instance, where Roma called a company that offered jobs. They were
invited to come to their office, but once the Roma showed up, company representatives declared that the
positions were already filled. However, after their visits it turned out that the vacancies were not filled at all
or, later than their visit, given to non Romani applicants (Bodrogi and Danka 2006; CoE 2006).
8 See SITA (2004j; 2004i; 2004f; 2004b).
9 See SITA (2004h; 2004g; 2004e).
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thirty years, we have lacked the courage to consider more deeply the fact that those
people who do not work but abuse the social benefit earn more than employed people.
Maybe it was necessary for this moment to come” (cited Magdolenová 2004). His remark
that those who are unemployed make more money than the employed not only strained
the truth and underestimated the consequences of the changing welfare system. It also
neglected the reasons for extreme poverty among many, mostly long term unemployed
Roma. Moreover, his claim that the Roma had already started to abuse the system under
socialism reversed the causes and effects of their current situation and reinforced a
prevalent popular stereotype of the Roma as profiteers, parasites, and socially deviant
subjects. In 2002, a shopkeeper in the center of Košice, for instance, told me: “We want to
go forward, but the Gypsies don’t. They are feeble minded and have a bad mentality.
They will never change. If we give them money, they only abuse it” (interview 2002b).
Someone else whom I interviewed came up with an explanation for this alleged be
havior: “Mentally, the Roma have got stuck in the communist past. Then, they began to
learn how to exploit the social system” (interview 2002c). This is a cynical remark or,
interpreted differently, a troublesome outcome of a series of communist practices aimed
at assimilating the Roma. As I will explain later in this chapter, under communism, the
Roma’s alleged inadaptability was considered a result of the capitalist and feudal roots
of their way of life. Cynically enough, the Roma’s alleged difficulty to adapt to the post
communist world order has frequently been interpreted as their pathological addiction
to former communist living habits and behavioral patterns. The Roma’s supposed
inadaptability under both communism and post communism has therefore reinforced
the idea that they are not able to adapt at all, no matter what political system dominates.
As a result, the Roma’s marginalization is frequently problematized in terms of culture
and behavior. Consequently, culture and poverty are racialized in a troublesome way.

The political responses to the social unrest clarify that Slovak politicians, the respon
sible ministers in particular, related the need for the reform of the social system more or
less directly to the situation of the country’s Romani minority. In reply to the ‘Roma
riots’ and in order to re establish ‘public order,’ the government decided to raise “social
benefits to those actively seeking work” (SITA 2004d). Introducing this measure, the
government tried to compensate the general reduction of social benefits with the increase
of the payments for those who are involved in activation policy.10 However, activation
policy has not been introduced to exclusively deal with the situation of the Roma. In
general, activation policy has been introduced to manage the trajectory of unemployed
persons toward a paid job and, therefore, is officially considered as only a temporary
solution to those who are looking for employment. As soon as they have increased their
‘employability’ and found a job, the policy’s aim is achieved. Those who follow skills
trainings or are involved in educational programs to enter the labor market get, for a
limited period of six months, a so called ‘activation payment’ in addition to some basic
social benefits for the unemployed. Employers, including NGOs, who employ someone
who is participating in an activation program, are subsidized. Many of those who are
involved in activation policy participate in ‘public works programs’ or ‘community
work,’ which are forms of employment considered as contributing to local or national

10 See SITA (2004d; 2004a; 2004b) and Spolu (2004b).
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welfare and well being. This form of work, which is generally referred to in Slovakia as
activation work, includes employment in garbage collection, public garden work, and
other low skilled professions. As the new Slovak Act on Employment Services clarifies
”activation activity [sic] is defined as support for maintaining the working habits of the
job seeker … Activation activity may be performed in the form of minor communal
services performed by the latter, or of voluntary works organized by a legal person or by
a natural person” (GSR 2004a).

FIGURE 6.1 The entrance door of a Romani NGO in Eastern Slovakia, including the badge
of the European Social Fund. This community center is called an ‘activation center’

(aktiva né centrum). Photo: Yolande Jansen, 2005

The Slovak government considers the introduction of its activation policy as a success
and a contribution to meet the EU’s Lisbon Agenda and an expression of its ambition to
help make the EU the world’s most competitive knowledge based economy (EC 2000c).
Only in the year 2004, more than 200,000 citizens participated in the activation programs,
which were co funded by the Slovak government and the European Social Fund (ESF)
and mostly administered by municipalities and NGOs (UNDP 2007: 77). The welfare
system reform has reduced the expenses of the Slovak government on social assistance.
In November 2005, the Slovak newspaper Sme announced that this state budget would
even have been dropped to 50 per cent of what was the common spending before 2004.



200 CHAPTER SIX

ACTIVATION PROGRAMS AND THEIR DEHUMANIZING EFFECTS ON THE ROMA

Yet, in order to evaluate the impact of this reform, we need to examine what has actually
happened on the ground. The social policy reorganization has resulted into a deterio
rated housing situation for many of the unemployed, including numerous Roma. Due to
the cuts of the social allowances, the numbers of Roma who can no longer pay their rents
on time have rapidly increased. After the introduction of the new welfare system, many
more renters have decided to evict Roma from their apartments due to their arrears of
rent.11 In many cases, Roma have been evicted to so called ‘sub standard housing’ or
‘houses for non adaptable citizens,’ which are usually abandoned or newly created
apartments or houses in segregated urban or rural areas where good facilities are rare. In
many of these cases, the housing rights of the involved Roma have been violated (ERRC
2004a; 2006d; MŠF et al 2006).12

However, even if we only examine the impact of the activation projects themselves
the picture becomes gloomy. Whereas activation policy does not particularly target the
Roma, many of them have been involved in ‘activation activities,’ activation work in par
ticular.13 In some regions of the country, practically all who have been registered for
activation projects have a Romani background. In the Central Slovak town of Brezno, for
instance, one of the main local companies offers ‘activation activities’ to 275 employees,
of whom 95 per cent is Romani. In the Brezno region, this company is commonly re
ferred to as ‘the Gypsy Company’ (Oravec and Bošelová 2006). We need to evaluate this

11 The eviction of Roma had already been made more easy by the introduction of a new law in 2001—the
legislative act no. 261/2001—which has substantially weakened the legal position of tenants (MŠF et al 2006).
More generally, we need to see this act and the acts on social assistance and employment services (GSR
2003a; 2004a) as part of a longer social policy reform trajectory, which started with the end of Me iar’s neo
authoritarian rule (1993 97), the election of a center right coalition government under the leadership of the
Christian democratic party of Dzurinda (1998 2006), and the post 1997 introduction of neo liberal govern
mental techniques to Slovakia’s political and socio economic life (Smith and Rochovská 2007; Stenning et al
2010: 49 55).
12 In the Czech Republic, the authorities introduced yet another technical term to describe this form of sub
standard housing. In 1994, some municipalities started to experiment with evicting Roma to so called
holobyty (‘bare’ flats or apartments) in suburbs, at the fringes or even outside of municipal borders. In some
cases, companies have been hired to produce a kind of container apartments that offer only rudimentary
facilities. In the mid 1990s, many politicians and local authorities embraced the holobyty solution (interview
2003g; Víšek 2003). Evictions have been motivated by the debts of tenants, but also by attempts to gentrify
neighborhoods, and by the interests of ruling or campaigning political parties or mayors. In 1994, for
instance, the then ruling political party ODS in the Czech town of Kladno campaigned by putting posters
on walls in public spaces that explicitly promoted the segregation of Roma in holobyty. The poster stated
that “civilized people [were] obliged to live in direct contact with asocial groups of citizens … If we want to
influence these citizens positively … we need to concentrate them … The advantage of this solution is the
long term influence on the same group using a concentration of means. It is not possible to change their
lifestyle in a positive way if they are scattered all over and not all of them are registered” (cited Zoon 2001a:
177). The posters also called for “alternative punishments” because “fines are only paid by civilized people”
(ibid). In the course of the years, the devastating effects of the holobyty solution have become clear. The
segregation of Roma in the Czech Republic has steadily grown and resulted in a number of new serious
social and economic problems (COHRE et al 2002; Baršová 2003; ERRC 2006c; 2006b; OSCE 2008).
13 UNDP data suggest that almost 50 per cent of all Slovak Romani households receive a so called
‘activation allowance’ (2007: 49 50).
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ethnic labeling in light of how activation policies have contributed to new forms of ex
clusion.

In Slovakia activation policies do not at all function as a tool to increase the number of
those who have a relatively stable job. In the first year of their existence, activation
measures had only led to an independent job in the case of about one per cent of the
participants.14 Moreover, in most of the cases, ‘activation activities’ have not been com
bined with training programs (UNDP 2007: 71). Laco Oravec and Zuzana Bošelová
(2006) of the Milan Šime ka Foundation in Bratislava have remarked that this could not
really come as a surprise for in this period, according to Slovak statistics, the number of
registered jobs in Slovakia was twenty times lower than the number of registered unem
ployed persons. They have also put forward that, due to the government’s decision that
an activation payment could be received on the basis of an open ended term, rather than
of a limited period of six months, “activation policy [has] evolved from a short term
active labor market policy tool into a new form of long term social dependency” (2006:
14 15). Consequently, this policy has created the possibility to involve participants conti
nuously in ‘activation activities,’ which have by now become the equivalent of under
paid jobs.15

A serious consequence of how this policy has been enacted is that activation work has
enabled employers to flexibly recruit a cheaper and well exploitable labor force. Several
companies “have dismissed their employees and replaced them with individuals from
the activation program” (Oravec and Bošelová 2006: 16). This has particularly hit many
marginalized Roma. About 60 per cent of the members of this group who are currently
involved in ‘activation activities’ are actually carrying out the same work as they did
before (UNDP 2007: 80). In other words, their working status has shifted from doing
work on the regular labor market to doing it as part of activation programs. However,
the general payment for activation work is substantially lower than the official minimum
wage in Slovakia—only about 60 per cent of the latter. For this reason, Oravec and
Bošelová call this practice “a form of modern slavery” (2006: 15). Their research reveals
that the Romani activation workers habitually need to do the worst, most degrading,
physically heaviest, and most labor intensive tasks. They have also documented cases
where the Roma were demanded to do work that did not belong to their official duties,
such as work in the households of non Roma and the performance of personal tasks for
mayors and activation project managers. Even in cases where activation involves public
works, it regularly happens that municipalities mobilize the participants to do more or
less useless work, such as the daily cleaning of the streets of the town where this was
formerly done once a week.

14 Since then, the results have not substantially improved (ERRC 2007b; UNDP 2007). Comparable bad
results of attempts to employ or reemploy Roma and Travelers through activation policies have recently
been reported from the Czech Republic, France, and Portugal (Bedard 2007; ERRC and Númena 2007).
15 During fieldwork conducted in 2005 and 2006 in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, I discovered that
almost all of the Roma who actually had a job were not employed on regular conditions, but participated
more or less permanently in ‘activation’ and ‘community work’ (interview 2005g; 2005h; 2005j; 2005d;
2005m; 2005n; 2005k; 2005b; 2006a; 2006b; quantitative research corresponds to my field work experience,
see UNDP 2007).
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Due to the fact that the Roma are generally overrepresented in activation work, in many
local cases the activation programs that have been initiated to enhance the ‘employ
ability’ and “maintain the working habits of the job seeker” (GSR 2004a: art 52, §1) func
tion as a form of ethnicity based neo liberal governmentality that racializes post com
munist class formations, naturalizes ethnic differences, and maintains, rather than re
duces, ‘the habits’ of the majority to sub humanize or even dehumanize the Roma.
Indeed, since the activation programs have thus far not resulted in regular employment
for most of the involved Roma, these policies tend to reinforce stereotypical Roma
representations as if they are lazy, useless, inadaptable, and inactive. The Slovak welfare
reforms have thus produced effective sites of intervention in what call be considered the
unforeseen dehumanizing effects of the activation approach. This bio political regulation
involves “not only a process through which regulatory power produces a set of subjects.
It is also the process of … de subjectivation, one with enormous political and legal con
sequences” (Butler 2004: 98). In many cases, Romani activation workers who are formally
Slovak citizens do not enjoy basic housing, labor, and human rights, because their
second class work rank and tremendously marginalized position, rather than their offi
cial citizenship, determine their living conditions.

The troublesome temporal or even long term evaporation of several important com
ponents of citizenship can be linked with the current trend toward ‘contractualism’
(Yeatman 1998). In neo liberal market strategies, citizenship has less been conceptualized
as a ‘status’—associated with rights, safety nets, benefits, and the like—and gradually
more as a ‘contract’: a conditional access to rights. In accordance with this trend, in place
of the term ‘right to employment’ the term ‘right to access to employment’ has recently
been introduced to Slovak social policy reforms (UNDP 2007: 77). However, the contract
ualization of citizenship goes beyond the specific context of employment related con
tracts, such as ‘individual action plans’ and contracts with job seekers (chapter 5). This
contractualization includes innovative social contracts:

[They invoke] new forms of governmentality that are based on the inculcation of new
forms of governable subject, subjects in which the person—his or her ‘inner will’—be
comes a resource enabling the transformation of welfare states through the transfor
mation of obligations into commitments. (Newman 2007: 367)

From the angle of neo liberalism as governmentality (chapter 5), the endeavor to activate
marginalized groups can be seen as technologies in which individuals are innovatively
constituted as governable subjects: “activation measures can be understood as opening
up more of the person to governmental power, requiring them to collaborate in the
development of new subjective orientations to the worlds of work and welfare” (ibid
366). Activation measures problematize citizens as freely choosing and responsible
agents, rather than as passive welfare subjects, by incorporating them in processes in
which responsibilities are increasingly dealt with at an individual, rather than a collec
tive level. By shifting responsibilities toward private persons, they are encouraged to be
‘active’—yet only in particular ways—and engage themselves in partnership with the
state “in finding solutions to the problems of welfare after the welfare state” (ibid 368).
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Yet, the frequently one sided focus on those who need to be ‘activated’ and on the en
hancement of their ‘human and social capital’ to remove their “skills constraints” (World
Bank 2008: 2) risks to neglect the socioeconomic, political, and historical reasons that
have led to their exclusion. The discourses and practices of activation and the correlated
narratives of social inclusion, cohesion, and self empowerment tend to avoid the use of
traditional categories—such as power, poverty, domination, equality, and exploitation—
and often one sidedly represent existing practices of exclusion as problems of inade
quately mobilized social capital (Mayer 2003). This tendency to isolate an individual’s
biography or group’s history from the larger political, historical, and socioeconomic
context has strong moralizing and de politicizing effects: politically complex trajectories
toward marginalization and their intersections with practices of citizenship, governance,
and identification tend to be transformed into problems of morality, decency, and indi
vidual responsibility, which primarily need to be solved by the marginalized themselves.
As the Slovak case illustrates, governmental techniques that have officially been intro
duced to ‘activate’ citizens and encourage them to make choices on the basis of new
social and labor market opportunities, have been turned into the exercise of coercive
strategies that often require the Roma to take up what regularly remains badly paid
work on the margins of the labor force in the face of the withdrawal of state welfare
allowances.16

The World Bank has suggested that the employment opportunities of the ‘inactive’
Roma in Central and Eastern Europe should be improved by introducing activation poli
cies while simultaneously taking into account the ‘nature of Roma joblessness.’ Interest
ingly enough, however, the World Bank approach relies heavily on references to ‘best
practices’ of the governance of activation in Western states, such as Australia, Germany,
the Netherlands, Scandinavian countries, and the United Kingdom. Apart from the ques
tion of whether the practices in these countries can be considered as ‘best’ ones,17 the
World Bank study neglects that the history of welfare and other socioeconomic practices
in former socialist countries, let alone the impact of socialist legacies on Romani minor
ities, cannot easily be compared with those in Western ones. The World Bank states that
“the inactive” and “hard to place Roma long termed unemployed” (2008: 19) can be
dealt with by adapting domestic policies to internationally established ‘best practices’ of
activation. In the Czech case that the World Bank’s report discusses, it puts forward that
this strategy involves “carefully reviewing international experience, adapting it to the
Czech context, and designing promising pilot interventions with in built impact evalu
ation” (ibid 37). The Bank considers this procedure of the permanent review, design, and

16 The section on the impact of activation policies of the UNDP report on the living conditions of the Roma
in Slovakia concludes: “welfare recipients are forced rather than motivated to work” (2007: 81). Despite this
clearly critical note, this UNDP report has generally failed to address the relationship between the current
governance of activation in Slovakia on the one hand, and the emergence of new forms of stereotypical
Roma representations as well as of discriminatory attitudes toward them, on the other. It remains a mystery
why the UNDP has explicitly decided to exclude an analysis of discrimination toward the Roma in the labor
market from its investigations (ibid 76n29) for such an examination could have led to a better and more
critical evaluation of how activation policies have been enacted in Slovakia.
17 Various studies have addressed the shortcomings of the articulation of activation schemes in Western
countries (Bredgaard and Larsen 2008; Dahlstedt 2008; Fuller et al 2008; Newman and Tonkens 2011).
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redesign of activation schemes a “reform laboratory” or “policy laboratory” approach
(ibid 37).

However, as my examination of activation schemes in Slovakia implies, we need to
critically interrogate how such reform laboratories have affected the socioeconomic
position of those whom the World Bank describes as the “hard to place Roma long
termed unemployed.” The Slovak case shows that marginalized Roma, rather than being
actively reintegrated and empowered to effectively enhance their opportunities, tend to
be forced to perform well established stereotypes. In this case, neo liberal forms of
governmentality have influentially rearranged disciplinary and sovereign practices of
power. The ‘traditional’ seam between sovereignty and citizenship—which assumed an
almost self evident relation between a state, its territory, and full rights for this state’s
citizens—has been broken open and produced spaces in which the poorest among the
Roma are on a daily basis confronted with various degrees of insecurity. In order to
claim their rights, more often than not, they need to look beyond the official state and
market structures and rely on the interventions of NGOs and advocacy and human
rights organizations (chapter 7). At the same time, the position of many Roma on the
margins of the labor force largely exposes them to the disciplinary forces of arbitrariness
and exploitation. We can consider this situation as a development toward a differential
bio political approach to different population groups:

Marginality itself … [has] become an organized zone within the social [sphere],
toward which those persons [are] directed who are incapable of following more com
petitive pathways … In place of … older [social policy] practices, or rather alongside
them, we are witnessing the development of differential modes of treatment of popu
lations, which aim to maximize the returns on doing what is profitable and to mar
ginalize the unprofitable. Instead of … eliminating undesirable elements from the
social body, or reintegrating them more or less forcibly through corrective or thera
peutic interventions, the emerging tendency is to assign different social destinies to
individuals in line with their varying capacity to live up to the requirements of com
petitiveness and profitability. (Castel 1991: 294 95)

Castel puts forward that we can divide different types of population management vis à
vis those groups who are minoritized as abject, deviant, or unable to catch up with the
attitudes of the majority. In the case of the Roma, we could, for instance, distinguish
between their elimination from the social body during Nazism, diverse corrective and
therapeutic interventions during communism, and market led forms of Roma popu
lation regulation during post communism. However, we need to avoid an easy division
of the region’s history in a wartime, communist, and post communist period. As Castel
acknowledges, new social policy practices do not necessarily replace older ones, but
could continue to exist in conjunction with them. Similarly, the current changes of ‘trans
itional’ political systems in Central and Eastern Europe do not simply represent a de
cisive shift to regulatory modes of control, but embody an ambiguous mixture of regu
latory and disciplinary ones. The Slovak Roma case illustrates that neo liberal forms of
market governmentality set out a combination of regulatory norms and ethnicized
modes of discipline, where the latter are merely deployed to deal with those who
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participate practically permanently in activation work. In other words, we deal with a
differentiation of bio political investment in different population groups, where majority
groups are privileged over other, ethnicized minority ones, and professional work over
what is euphemistically called ‘activation’ or ‘community work.’ This fusion of “market
calculations and ethnic governmentality means that varied populations are subjected to
different technologies of disciplining, regulation, and pastoral care,18 and in the process
assigned different social fates” (Ong 2006: 79). However, how do we need to understand
the almost self evident way in which the Roma are directly or indirectly targeted for a
different treatment?

GENEALOGICAL TRAJECTORIES OF DIFFERENCE: LEGACIES OF COMMUNISM

To understand the genealogical trajectories toward the differential treatment of different
population groups, and how different Roma related governmentalities intersect, overlap,
or contradict in post 1989 Europe, we need to take into account at least three different
legacies of communism that affected and continue to affect the situation of the Central
and Eastern European Roma. The acknowledgement of these legacies and their effects
also helps understand why the Roma’s problematization as inactive has indirectly contri
buted to tendencies to marginalize or even dehumanize them. The first legacy to be
taken into account is that of the late socialist economic reforms in the region that laid the
clear yet hybrid and ambiguous foundation for post 1989 neo liberal policy reforms.
Secondly, following critiques of uniform narratives of modernity and capitalism,19 we
need to pluralize the region’s economic and cultural history beyond what some call
‘capitalocentrist’ views (Smith and Stenning 2006). Thirdly, we have to acknowledge the
influential communist histories of how the Roma were marginalized as socially (and
even mentally) deviant subjects, who did not belong to the ‘nation’ and who were
rendered abject and ‘inadaptable’ by means of various governmental interventions.

Let me begin with the first legacy. Many studies that discuss the post 1989 Central
and Eastern European transformations and the impact of neo liberalism in the region
start from a ‘transitologic’ view (Haney 2002: 5). Transitologic views adhere to a bifur
cated model of the region’s history into clearly divided periods of pre 1989 state social
ism and post 1989 market capitalism or neo liberalism. These viewpoints often go to
gether with the assumption that neo liberalism was first developed in the West and,
thereafter, imported to Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (Szacki
1995; King 2001). Likewise, the ‘successful’ or ‘shock therapeutic’ introduction of neo
liberalism to these regions is attributed to international pressure from outside the region
and to imitation or the need for legitimacy in Central and Eastern Europe. However,
neo liberalism has hybrid ‘origins’ and its introduction to Central and Eastern Europe
was due to an already much longer existing transnational network and dialogue:

18 We could connect the technologies of pastoral care to the interventions of NGOs and other civil societal
associations (chapter 7).
19 See, for instance, Gibson Graham (1996), Chakrabarty (2000).
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[T]he drafting of post communist transition blueprints, even with the participation of
American economists, should not be analyzed as the diffusion of an innovation from
West to East, but as translation meant to align the interests of Western and East Euro
pean economists and reinforce their transnational ties. Within this transnational net
work it was impossible to assign the role of active authors to American economists
and passive recipients to East European economists. In this case at least, neo liberal
ism was not a preexisting theory or ideology that was disseminated from West to
East, but was itself synonymous with the network that connected American and East
European economists and with the translation strategy that coordinated their inter
ests. (Bockman and Eyal 2002: 345)

In their genealogical analysis of economic practices developed throughout the twentieth
century in Central and Eastern Europe, Johanna Bockman and Gil Eyal show how an
extensive Cold War dialogue between Western and East European economists, a late
communist struggle among socialist scholars and politicians over the necessity of socio
economic reforms, and dissident discourses of ‘anti politics’ laid the foundation of
various post 1989 neo liberal articulations in the region. Bockman and Eyal explain how
Central and Eastern European late communist economists who were going to play a
vital role in the post 1989 marketization “felt ‘pushed’ into becoming neo liberals as a
result of their experience with reforms during socialism” (2002: 338). These economists,
such as Václav Klaus in the then Czechoslovakia, János Kornai in Hungary, and Leszek
Balcerowicz in Poland, “typically depict this experience as a series of failures, which
clarified to them that the state socialist economy could not be reformed and needed to be
abandoned altogether” (ibid). Both the transnational—including Eastern and Central
European—‘roots’ of the post 1989, neo liberal transformations and the already existing
tradition of economic translation and reform strategies in the region help to explain why
the region’s articulations of neo liberalism could have such dramatic consequences for
many Roma. However, we need to discuss two other legacies to understand why these
changes have particularly hit the Roma.

The second legacy I want to discuss is the one of diverse kinds of economic and
cultural practices, and of various survival and livelihood strategies developed under
communism to cope with scarcity, to improve living standards, and—particularly in the
case of the Roma—to escape social isolation. Various studies of the transitions in Central
and Eastern Europe have adopted a ‘capitalocentric’ view. These studies look at the
changes primarily from the angle of the emergence of capitalist markets and their socio
economic, cultural, and political effects. Seen from this perspective, survival strategies
that are related to maintaining and developing non capitalist, informal, and remittance
economic and cultural practices are considered as responses to the economic transitions in
the region and the related emergence of new forms of poverty. Some of these non
capitalist, informal, shadow, grey, and black markets have undeniably grown after 1989.
However, several studies (Smith 2000; 2002a) have shown that we cannot adequately
understand the appearance of these markets from a capitalocentric angle, that is, from
the post 1989 introduction of capitalism to the region (or even from the constraints of the
formal socialist economies during the last phase of communism). Rather, we need to
understand these alternative economic and cultural practices as both integral parts of
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former socialist societies and as co constituent of Central and Eastern European socio
economic and cultural realities, including neo liberal articulations.

An analysis of this legacy of communism is important to understand the current situ
ation of the Roma for two reasons. Firstly, it can clarify that the Roma, despite current
trends to marginalize and dehumanize them have also developed new and reshaped
older strategies to challenge these trends (see also chapter 7). Secondly, an examination
of this legacy and its background can also explain why the Roma, even despite their own
past and current ability to develop survival strategies, have been marginalized in double
or even multiple ways (Ladányi and Szelényi 2006: 176 82). One of the important con
ditions of possibility for benefiting from non formal and non capitalist market activities
is having access to wider social and cultural networks. However, since many Roma faced
and continue to face difficulties in getting access to such wider social and cultural
networks, for them, it also more difficult to developing these non formal, non capitalist,
and alternative activities. As I will explain below, this double marginalization also ex
plains, at least partially, why many Roma have recently tried to migrate out of Central
and Eastern Europe to look for better futures in Western countries.

As a rich, extensive literature shows, under communism, various unofficial economic
and cultural practices were developed that can be regarded as kinds of socialist survival
or livelihood strategies.20 From the perspective of the study of governmentality, we could
consider them, at least partly, as practices of counter conduct (chapter 1). These activities
ranged from non market economic practices, such as domestic food production, self
provisioning, and care work, to grey or black economic practices. One of the dominant
fields of this second economy was informal work:

Informal work was practiced in a range of fields including construction and main
tenance, agricultural work, repair work, small scale industry, personal services, and
so on. In many cases, this secondary work was founded on resources, skills, client
bases, and capital developed in the primary workplace … In some instances the
second economy was condoned or even encouraged by state enterprises, allowing
workers to produce goods or services after normal working hours in the primary
workplace, contributing to both additional earnings and plan fulfillment … In less
legal scenarios, workers saw the workplace as a source either of additional covert
earnings … or for acquiring socialist property for personal use or reappropriation …
(Smith and Stenning 2006: 194)

These alternative economic practices were not limited to links with the formal infra
structures (workplaces, farms, machines, etc.) of the official communist economies. These
practices were also based on economic and cultural activities that were strongly related
to inventive and innovative extensions of household economies:

[They involved] a longstanding set of economic practices in which households pro
duce food on urban allotments, in gardens or on rural private plots. In undertaking

20 See, for instance, Wedel (1986; 1992), Smollet (1989), Sik (1994), Pine and Bridger (1997), Begg and Pickles
(1998), S Clarke (1999; 2002), Bren (2002), Crowley and Reid (2002), Caldwell (2004), and Cellarius (2004).
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such activities, household members appropriate their own, or other family members’,
surplus labor as expressed through the material products of the land. These products,
in turn, [became] a part of a wider ‘economy of regard’ (Roger Lee 2000) involving re
ciprocal circuits of non monetized exchange and, occasionally, become commodified
through sale in markets or on the street … (Smith and Stenning 2006: 196)

This wider ‘economy of regard’ went beyond the mere provision of goods and was
basically a socialist form of networking aimed at the arranging of matters such as goods,
access, information, and services. As some argue (Wedel 1986; 1992; Ledeneva 1998),
these arrangements became a central and more or less necessary element of the shortage
economies of late socialism. Since formal supply channels increasingly did not work,
several kinds of everyday practices were developed,21 which were usually based on the
networks of relatives, friends, and acquaintances:

These kind of relationships operated in daily life as a way of “obtaining goods in short
supply, of better quality, or at lower prices by providing access … to foodstuffs and
other goods of everyday consumption” (Ledeneva 1998: 28); of maintaining access to
health care, education, and other services that were otherwise out of the reach of most
citizens; of obtaining employment, job transfers and promotions in the workplace.
Though not a part of the formal economy, these [everyday] practices were wholly
engaged with it. Very rarely were such goods and services actually provided by non
state entities. The whole process relied on the roles played by one’s family, friends,
and acquaintances in the formal economy and the access they had, formally, to goods,
services, information, or influence. It rested therefore on the formal, state economy.
(Smith and Stenning 2006: 197)

These everyday economic and cultural practices were widespread during communism
and need to be seen as integral parts of communist economic and cultural realities, rather
than as practices that were developed outside the formal state economy. This genealogy
of hybrid cultural economic practices complicates contemporary, ‘presentist’ views that
understand current everyday practices and engagement with informal, alternative, and
non market economies as merely responses to neo liberal realities. Instead, I perceive of
current survival and livelihood practices as rearticulations of these already existent
everyday economic and cultural practices. Exploring these rearticulations alongside,
rather than in contrast to, current articulations of neo liberal techniques in Central and
Eastern Europe, makes it possible to challenge capitalocentric narratives of its recent
history—though, at the same time, we need to be wary of romanticizations of post 1989
informal and non market led cultural economies of life (Stenning et al 2010).

This caution is particularly relevant in connection with the Roma’s situation. The
heterogeneity of current cultural economic practices and their relations to the communist
past help to explain why the Roma currently tend to be marginalized in more than one

21 These everyday life practices also got their own names, such as blizki in Bulgaria (Cellarius 2004), the chata
culture in Czechoslovakia (Bren 2002), za atwi sprawy in Poland (Wedel 1986; 1992), and blat and the dacha
culture in the Soviet Union (Ledeneva 1998; Lovell 2002).
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way (next to the ways in which they maintain and reshape survival strategies). Indeed,
already under communism, for the Roma it was much more difficult to get access to the
circuits of these alternative economies. For instance, since the Roma were generally not
allowed to own land prior to the communist period, they were frequently excluded from
joining socialist agricultural cooperatives.22 Indeed, they had no land to contribute and,
due to their exclusion from cooperatives and collectivized farms, it was more difficult for
Roma to get access to the informal circuits reliant on these state infrastructures (Barany
2002: 137). Moreover, whatever kind of work the Roma did, in payment practices they
were often treated unequally. In the Slovak part of Czechoslovakia, for instance, the
Roma were frequently paid in kind, usually food, rather than in cash (Hübschmannová
1998). For Roma, it was also much more difficult to undertake construction work aimed
at improving their own living conditions. In her memoirs, the Slovak Romani woman
Ilona Lacková, recalling how Romani attempts to improve their houses were dealt with
during communism, writes, for instance:

Getting a building permit for a Rom wasn’t a simple matter. According to an edict by
the party and the government, the [Romani] settlements were supposed to be
liquidated, and so an order went out forbidding construction in the settlements. The
Roma didn’t give a damn about that and built illegally—if they had the means. Some
of them finished, some of them had to pay a fine of up to fifteen thousand [crowns]
and kept building, but there were cases when the officials sent a bulldozer and rolled
it right over the structure as a punishment. In some places they got permission to
build in town, but for the most part the villagers didn’t want to let any gypsies into
the community. (Lacková 1999: 183)

Elaborating on the latter case, Lacková moves on to describe a sad story about how a
Rom who finally got permission to build something in the center of a town, found his be
longings demolished by non Romani peasants when he was almost done with his work
(ibid 183 84).

Despite difficulties to get access to the social and cultural economic networks that
could compensate for scarcity, the Roma were involved in some of these networks. In
most of the Central and Eastern European countries, for example, some of them contin
ued to be involved in entertainment. Local restaurants or non Romani and better off
Romani families hired them for parties and ceremonies. In some countries, Roma contin
ued to be involved in more traditional professionals, such as in forges in Poland (Mirga
1993), in horse trading in Hungary (Stewart 1997), and in the production of cooper and
wooden goods in Romania (Achim 2004). Some Romani groups, such as the Transyl
vanian Gábor, managed to develop a relatively lucrative trade in consumer goods that
were only difficultly accessible for others (Jacobs 2008). Often, these Roma involvements
with alternative and informal economies overlapped and intersected with activities in
grey and black markets.23 Moreover, though migration was almost impossible during

22 See, for instance, Guy (1977), Stewart (2001), and Davidová (2004).
23 See, for instance, Stewart (1990), Crowe (1991), and Kalvoda (1991).
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communism,24 some Roma were able to benefit from seasonable labor transactions or
newly established transregional networks. The latter was the case in Czechoslovakia
where, after the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans in the aftermath of the war, many
Roma were voluntarily or forcibly ‘resettled’ in the depopulated and industrialized
Czech border regions. Since the majority of the Czech Roma was murdered during the
war (chapter 8), these for the most part sedentary Roma mainly came from the Slovak
countryside. They started to develop new Czech Slovak social and cultural economic
networks. However, the development of these Romani networks was primarily the result
of the extreme difficulties these Roma faced in getting access to more formal services and
in getting accepted by local authorities and citizens (see below).25

After 1989, the alternative socialist social and cultural economic networks have
generally continued to exist, though they have also undergone influential changes. Some
have suggested that particularly the very poor and households experiencing extreme
hardship in Central and Eastern Europe tend to resort to alternative, informal, and non
market activities. Yet, scholarship on this theme gives a substantially different picture.26
Partly building on the knowledge that these networks were developed asymmetrically in
communist societies, these studies show, for instance, that subsistence food production
in countries, such as Bulgaria, Hungary, and Slovakia, is not an activity undertaken by
the very poor:

Rather, it is one that predominantly involves relatively affluent households that have
enough land and the monetary resources to be able to afford to subsidize an in
efficient form of food production … Those with access to better resources in terms of
social, human, financial, and knowledge/skills capital, with stronger social networks
and with better placed families (Wedel 1986) are more likely to be engaged in a range
of diverse economic activities than disenfranchised, marginalized workers and
peasants. (Smith and Stenning 2006: 196, 207)

Research on the Roma’s situation in Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia confirms
the outcomes of these studies. In contrast to what is frequently suggested, majorities in
these countries are much better positioned to take advantage of ‘second economy’
opportunities than Romani minorities. János Ladányi and Iván Szelényi, for instance,
have shown that the latter have fewer opportunities “to compensate for the absence of
employment by relying on the informal sector” (2006: 175). This is particularly the case
when unemployment goes together with spatial segregation. A study on poverty and
welfare of Slovak Roma, for instance, concludes:

24 Yugoslavia was the notable exception, for, after the opening of its borders in 1963, a number of Roma took
the opportunity to migrate temporarily or permanently to West European countries (Barany 2002; Ackovi
2004), where they often experienced great difficulties to get accepted (for the notorious Dutch case, see
Willems and Lucassen 1990; 1998; Willems 2003).
25 See also Guy (1975; 2001b), Lacková (1999), and Davidová (2004).
26 See, for instance, Clarke (1999; 2002), Smith (2000; 2002a; 2002b), Brown and Kulcsar (2001), and Stenning
et al (2010).
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Due to limited formal employment opportunities, many Roma work in the informal
sector. Because of the absence of taxes and official and unofficial fees, employment in
the informal sector is frequently more attractive than formal jobs for employers and
employees alike. Common activities include salvaging and selling scrap metal, petty
trade, and part time work in agriculture and construction … Roma in geographically
isolated and segregated areas have fewer opportunities for involvement in the infor
mal sector, because their communities are closed off from broader society; more over,
they have limited connections outside of the settlement to help them find work.
(World Bank et al 2002: 31)

Ladányi and Szelényi show that the only household coping strategy in which the Roma
are overrepresented is the rudimentary one of gathering herbs, mushrooms, and wood.
Others studies also mention their participation in various kinds of recycling industries.
However, as I will explain below, these coping strategies are often criminalized and one
sidedly interpreted as originating from ‘the Romani culture.’

The desperate situation at home in Central and Eastern Europe has encouraged a
substantial number of Roma to migrate temporarily or permanently and develop various
kinds of remittance economic networks. Some of these networks rely on structures that
were developed under communism. The Czech Slovak Romani connections discussed
above are examples of such socialist legacies. Inquiries into the socio cultural dynamics
of impoverished Slovak settlements show how some of their inhabitants maintain close
relationships with relatively better off friends and relatives in the Czech Republic
(Jakoubek and Budilová 2006). However, new forms of displacement—such as the Czech
citizenship law that, after the dissolution of Czechoslovakia, excluded many Roma who
lived in the former Sudeten German areas from Czech citizenship—have contributed to
imputation and criminalization of these forms of mobility (Šiklová and Miklušáková
1998; Nedelsky 2003). There is also a clear relation between recent accusations of Czech
authorities that Slovak Roma abuse the Czech welfare and asylum system and the im
putation of these post 1989 forms of mobility (see below).

Though some of the newly developed remittance cultural economic networks rely on
East East migration,27 most of them relate to migration to West European countries and
beyond.28 As I have shown above, the articulation of neo liberal techniques in East
Central Europe has hitherto neither led to a substantial improvement of the Roma’s
socioeconomic position, nor to their inclusion in training or education programs that
could change this position. The post 1989 emergence of new forms of Roma migration
and the development of several remittance economies are closely related to the multiple
forms of exclusion the Roma face at home. Though frequently fragile, criminalized, and
leading to new kinds of tensions inside or between different Romani communities, these

27 East East Roma migration has taken place, for instance, from Romania and Slovakia to the Czech
Republic, from Bulgaria to Poland and Turkey, and from Moldova to Ukraine and Russia (Marushiakova et
al 2004; Uherek 2004; OSCE and CoE 2008).
28 A number of Czech, Slovak, and Hungarian Roma have also migrated to Canada (Ronald Lee 2000;
Prónai 2004; Uherek 2004; Caparini 2010; Eggenschwiler 2010; Salter and Multu 2010; Tóth 2010). Some
Roma from Serbia, Bosnia, and Kosovo managed to escape to the US during and after Yugoslavia’s violent
dissolution (OSCE and CoE 2008).
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remittance economies are often the only more serious coping strategies that the Roma
have been able to develop to improve their socioeconomic position.29 In some cases, the
emergence of these migration and remittance networks has also resulted in new alliances
between domestic and migrant Roma (Sordé Martí 2012).30

Up until now, I have shown that economic practices in contemporary Central and
Eastern Europe cannot be explained from the angle of the articulations of neo liberal
techniques alone. They are also constituted by other, alternative economic and cultural
practices. The latter were already developed under communism, have recently been
reshaped and rearticulated in conjunction with neo liberal practices, and can be seen as
different kinds of coping or livelihood strategies. The Roma are also involved in these
alternative, cultural economic practices. However, in contrast to what is often believed,
the Roma, and in particular the poorest among them, have lesser or even radically lesser
means to benefit from such informal and alternative networks than others. I have argued
that their limited access to these networks has also been caused by how the Roma were
already disadvantaged in getting access to such networks and economies during
communism. However, hitherto I have not yet explained why particularly the Roma had
and have lesser opportunities to profit from these networks. To explain this relationship,
I want to discuss the legacy of communism that relates to the transformation of racism.

The transformation of everyday and state racist practices against the Roma
In my discussion of the impact of the recent social reform on the housing situation of
Slovak Roma, I have mentioned that the places where many of them have been evicted to
are often called ‘sub standard housing,’ ‘houses for socially inadaptable citizens,’ or even
‘houses of an adjusted standard for non adaptable groups of citizens’ (GSR 1997b: 80,
§C1; 2000: 29, §3). The discourses of inadaptability and non adjustability, and the related
provision of sub standard services, are quite at home in Czech and Slovak narratives on
the Roma and are integral parts of the communist legacy.31 The idea that the Roma
would deserve less advanced services and that they would be inadaptable to whatever a
modern life requires has a long and turbulent history. In 2005, a Slovak Romani man told
me that he had worked more than twenty years for the same collectivized industrial unit
when he was fired in early 1990. When he asked his boss why he had decided to fire the
Romani employees first, his boss answered: “You know, it is impossible for us Slovaks to
live on 1,000 crowns a month, but you Roma know how to manage that” (interview
2005g). The implicit idea that the Roma are second class citizens, who easily know how
to manage poverty and mobilize clandestine networks to generate income, has often

29 See, for instance, Slavkova (2008), Vullnerari and King (2009), Vullnerari (2012), Makaveeva (2010), and
Grill (2012).
30 In contract to the World Bank’s claim that, for the Roma, “migration only is a short term coping strategy”
(2008: 73), research in Roma migration shows that some of the new networks have been developed since the
mid 1990s.
31 During communism, the Roma often received housing with fewer comforts than those allocated to other
citizens. In Hungary, these apartments were designated as csökkentett érték or csökkentett komfortfokozat
(housing of ‘reduced value’). In Czechoslovakia they were described as ‘category IV’ types of housing
(Barany 2002: 131; Bernáth and Polyák 2002: 23).
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been cross fertilized with the suggestion that the Roma are socially or even mentally
inadaptable.

The use of discourses of inadaptability and non adjustability to frame the Roma as
socially or mentally deviant has a notorious history in most of the former communist
countries. Official Czechoslovak communist practices of state racism toward its Romani
minority, for instance, were usually articulated in a language that was largely stripped of
explicit ethnic references and that mobilized categories of social deviance to ethnically
stereotype the Roma (Sokolova 2008). From laws adopted to ban ‘nomadism’ and
eradicate bad “inheritances from capitalism” (SÚAR 1958b) to measures implemented to
‘reeducate’ Czechoslovakia’s “unfortunate fellow citizens and their children”
(Kucharová 1970), and from handbooks for social workers on “care for socially unad
justed citizens” (MPSV 1972) to the notorious Czechoslovak sterilization decree of 1972
introduced to limit threats to the country’s ‘healthy population’ (PRP 1977), official state
discourses generally used categories of social deviance to deal with the Roma.32

Various scholars have reflected on the importance of the fact that communist regimes
generally regarded the Roma as a ‘social problem’.33 Jean Pierre Liégeois and Nicolae
Gheorghe, for instance, relate their problematization in social terms to the legitimization
of dubious state interventions in the lives of the Roma and to the depoliticization of the
discrimination linked with these interventions:

Roma/Gypsies are thought to have no linguistic, cultural or ethnic roots. They are
instead a ‘social problem’ requiring ‘rehabilitation’ and ‘reintegration,’ who can—and
must—be brought back into the fold of ‘society’ … It is this vision, which lies behind
the assumed duty—and thus the right—of active intervention, and gives rise to
measures of ‘assistance’ opening up the way for full scale drives aimed at ‘reinte
gration’ and ‘rehabilitation.’ These flawed analyses encourage a focus on the conse
quences of a given situation (such as health problems, poverty, illiteracy, etc.), rather than
on their root causes (rejection, inappropriate provision, etc.). The next stage is to juggle
these parameters, which only modifies the effects without addressing the causes, and risks
aggravating the situations supposedly being rectified. Another perverse effect of the devel
opment and use of this kind of imagery: since it categorizes Roma/Gypsies in social,
rather than ethnic or cultural terms means that neither their authors, nor the law, con
sider the resulting measures are discriminatory. (Liégeois and Gheorghe 1995: 13, my
italics)

Similarly, V ra Sokolova discusses “the omission of the term ‘Gypsy’ from the law” and
how communist measures were “fully stripped of the designation ‘Gypsy’ and talked
only about ‘travelers,’ ‘wanderers,’ and ‘asocial persons’” (2008: 94, 82). She puts forward
that, “by retaining the content of the policy and simply renaming the people in question,
the state authorities consciously conflated ethnic categories with categories of social
deviance into a collapsed definition of a ‘gypsy’” (ibid 82). Accordingly, she describes

32 The citations have been taken from Sokolova (2008: 91, 201, 224, 232).
33 See, for instance, Gheorghe (1997), Mirga and Gheorghe (1997), Guy (2001c), and Stewart (2001).
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the shift from pre communism to communism as a shift from framing the Roma in ethnic
terms to framing them in social ones:

The discursive shift of replacing the ethnic and cultural content of the term ‘Gypsy’
with ideas from social pathology (for the purpose of assimilation) was accompanied
by a redefinition of ‘Gypsy culture’ and Romani collective values with allegations of
their filthy lifestyle, incompetent parenthood, unhealthy reproduction, unnatural
sexuality, etc. … The perception of social difference was integral to articulating ethnic
difference without using the rhetoric of ethnicity. (Sokolova 2008: 13)

Akin to Sokolova’s approach to the communist Roma problematization, Guy also
describes the shift of the official socialist state discourse as one from “ethnic to social
group” (Guy 2001c: 8).34

Some scholars who have analyzed communist practices toward the Roma have taken
the problematization of the Roma in social terms and their stigmatization as deviants in
official state policies at face value. The Slovak historian Anna Jurová, for instance,
suggests that many Czechoslovak citizens rejected the Roma during communism “not
because of racial or ethnic reasons, but for deficits in their basic hygiene and behavior”
(Jurová 1993: 113 cited Sokolova 2008: 90). She even states:

[T]he Gypsy question [sic] arose in [socialist] Slovakia with great urgency for solution
as an exceptionally serious social problem of the backward population, elevated by
the sharp growth of [the] Romani population, but also as a problem of general safety,
as the necessity to eliminate their wandering and growing criminality. (ibid 18,
English translation cited Sokolova 2008: 76)

We are confronted with a similar problematical neglect of how communist forms of
population regulation produced, rather than started from, such alleged social deficits in
Viorel Achim’s analysis of Romanian communism. He suggests that “the failure of
[communist] integration policies depend[ed] also on the particular characteristics of [the
Romani] population” (Achim 2004: 198). He draws this conclusion by reason of what he
calls the Roma’s “explosive demographic growth” and their “demographic behavior.”
The latter not only “differ[ed] from that of the [majority] population”—which followed
“a modern demographic model”—it also caused a “civilization gap between the Gypsies
and the majority population” (ibid 199).35 Both Jurová and Achim mix up the causes and

34 Those scholars who openly criticized the official communist regimes’ problematization of the Roma in
terms of social deviance—such as Eva Davidová and Milena Hübschmannová in Czechoslovakia—were
underrepresented and accused of performing subjective, biased forms of research. Due to her critique of the
regime’s Roma approach, Hübschmannová was forbidden to publish any explicitly critical study or article
until 1989 (Sokolova 2008: 181 82).
35 In chapter 4, I argued that Achim neglects the impact of eighteenth century bio political considerations on
Habsburg Roma approaches (2004: 69 78). Similarly, he ignores how Romanian communist bio political
preoccupations with the Roma had effectively transformed the prevailing governmental approach toward
them from one in cultural or ethnic terms to one in terms of social deviance, anti social behavior, and a lack
of civilization. Therefore, Achim also misses the point when he denies that Nicolae Ceau escu’s pro natalist
(anti abortion) policies of the 1970s and 1980s actually (also) functioned as an anti Romani measure. Achim’s
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effects of communism, most notably when they tend to blame the Roma for their ‘bad
and deviant demographic behavior’ or even for the failure of communist assimilation
policies toward them.

Yet, even those analyses of communist practices toward the Roma which suggest,
much more moderately, that the ways in which these practices collapsed into brutal
forms of discrimination need to seen as a discrepancy between policy and its implemen
tation miss the crucial point to be addressed (McCagg 1991; Marushiakova and Popov
2001a). As I have argued throughout this study, we need to analyze governmental prac
tices beyond policy implementation binaries. We need to avoid considering state social
ist policies as neutral narratives that only started to become problematic when they were
materialized. Starting from such a binary opposition suggests not only that mostly well
meant policies are only wrongly interpreted or badly implemented on the ground, it also
assumes that policies are a kind of blue prints of how things should work, rather than
integral parts of how things work, fail, or succeed in practice.

Thus, I do not assume that racism and discrimination toward the Roma were largely
the effects of a bad, poor, or biased implementation of basically well meant communist
policies. Rather, I approach these state practices from the angle of how newly invented
governmental discourses, techniques, strategies, and forms of expertise produced new
forms of state racism. Here, Foucault’s genealogical reflection on the transformations of
race discourses in modern European history is helpful. In his lectures of 1975 76, he
explains that “socialism has made no critique of the theme of bio power … It has in fact
taken it up, developed, reimplanted, and modified it in certain respects, but it certainly
not reexamined its basis or its modes of working” (Foucault 2004: 261, for his notion of
bio power, see chapter 1). When the emergence of socialism is considered as a result of
economic transformation and as the articulation of a struggle against capitalist enemies,
Foucault argues, socialism inevitably revitalizes the theme of a bio political kind of state
racism. However, this renewed form of state racism—which had its forerunners in his
torically earlier racist forms of socialism, such as Blanquism and the Paris Commune—
differed from the Nazi kind of state racism, which was a clearly ethnic racism responsible
for the biological protection of the ‘privileged’ race and for the elimination of ‘inferior’
races (ibid 82, 262). Rather, another kind of racism—a racism of “the evolutionist kind,
biological racism—[was] fully operational in the way socialist States (of the Soviet Union
type) [dealt] with the mentally ill, criminals, political adversaries, and so on” (ibid 261
62). In the state racisms developed in the Soviet Union and Central and Eastern Europe,
what revolutionary discourses considered the class enemy became a kind of biological
threat to be dealt with as if it was a racial enemy: “So, who is the class enemy now? Well,
it’s the sick, the deviant, the madman” (ibid 83).36 This reframing can also explain why
the dominant narrative often did not refer to the Roma in ethnic and cultural terms:

focus on how official state policies were formulated under Romanian communist rule—rather than on how
the Roma problematization in social terms enabled new bio political strategies and practices toward them—
leads him to draw the rather naïve conclusion that “in Romania, no measures of racial nature were taken
and there were no special laws for the Gypsies” (ibid 200).
36 Foucault also makes the following remark: “As a result, the weapon that was once used in the struggle
against the class enemy (the weapon of war, or possibly the dialectic and conviction) is now wielded by a
medical police which eliminates class enemies as though they were racial enemies” (2004: 83). It would take
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Bio political state racism can be justified in terms of the goal of the evolution to an
ideal society or optimizing the quality of the population as much as the evolution of
the race. The practice of state racism upon populations retarding social and political
evolution does not necessarily always speak the language of race. (Dean 1999: 148)

The way in which the Roma were differentiated as a part of the population to be dealt
with differently becomes clearer when we focus on how policies toward them became
integral part of what, throughout the East bloc, was notoriously called ‘the Gypsy
Question.’ In the first decades after the Second World War, most socialist countries
reframed their ‘Gypsy Question’ as a social one and based it in one way or another on a
Leninist Marxist notion of class. The common way to reframe minority issues in the early
postwar period was to rely upon Joseph Stalin’s approach to the ‘national and colonial
question.’ He formulated the criteria minorities had to meet to be regarded as national
minorities:

A nation is not a racial or tribal, but a historically constituted community of people …
A nation is a historically evolved, stable community of language, territory, economic
life, and psychological make up manifested in a community of culture … It is only
when all these characteristics are present that we have a nation. (Stalin 1935: 5, 8, 9)

Among party officials it was common sense that the Roma did not meet these conditions.
Regardless of the eighteenth century construction of their supposedly common and
homogeneous linguistic, cultural, historical, and, thus, national background (chapters 3
and 4), the Roma were now considered as lacking a common history, culture, economy,
territory, and, in the end, nation (Stewart 2001; Barany 2002). Thus, the ‘Gypsy Question’
represented no individual ‘National Question,’ but was only part of other ‘National
Questions,’ such as the Hungarian or Czechoslovak ones.37 At the same time, communist
regimes rearticulated nineteenth and early twentieth century Roma representations as if
they constituted a ‘foreign,’ ‘drifting,’ and ‘rootless element.’ By so doing, these regimes
legitimated that the Roma first had to be assimilated into the nation to enable in any way

an entire chapter to analyze the socialist Roma approaches in terms of a combination of non liberal,
authoritarian governmentality, pastoral forms of power, and what Foucault calls here ‘medical police.’ As I
explained in chapters 2 and 4, ‘police’ refers to early modern European forms of population regulation.
‘Medical police’ represented an important and influential part of these forms of regulation (Carroll 2002).
An illustration of the articulation of what we could call ‘communist medical police’ are the practices of
forced bathing in Romani settlements, which took place in socialist Hungary between the 1950s and the mid
1980s. In this period, more than half of the Hungarian Roma had to undergo systematically carried out
treatments of cleaning, delousing, and disinfecting. Throughout the country, the Ministry of Health
installed so called Roma sanitary inspectors and developed mobile disinfection units that regularly visited
Romani communities to clean their inhabitants. These units were trucks with mobile shower cubicles,
which could clean up to 100 persons per hour. During these processes of forced cleaning, which, in some
cases, lasted four days long and which forced Romani men, women, and children to be undressed in the
same space, the insecticide DDT was used to disinfect the Roma and their clothes. This usage continued
even after 1968, when world health organizations banned DDT and decided that, due to its devastating
effects on one’s health, it could only be used for agricultural means (Bernáth 2002).
37 In studies on communism that uncritically followed this logic of nationalism, the Roma disappeared
entirely from the analytical radar (see, most notably, King 1973).
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a consideration of the ‘Gypsy Question’ as part of the ‘National’ one. A Czechoslovak
socialist party ideologue, for instance, suggested that the ‘Gypsy Question’ could only be
solved by the Roma’s “social and cultural assimilation [and] a fusion with a more ad
vanced cultural environment” (Sus 1961: 9 11 cited Sokolova 2008: 92). As a result, the
‘Gypsy Question’ had to be solved by “the gradual liberation of Gypsies from the conse
quences of retardation as a legacy of the capitalist regime” (SÚAR 1952 cited Sokolova
2008: 83). According to party officials, the Roma’s alleged backwardness caused by their
‘capitalist lifestyle’ covered the entire socioeconomic spectrum:

Cultural differences between Czechoslovak and Gypsy populations rest on the defi
ciencies in their employment, health, education, housing, and hygiene. (ÚVA 1958
cited Sokolova 2008: 93)

To challenge their ‘retardation,’ the central secretary of the Communist Party designed
and developed new committees—so called ‘Committees for the care and reeducation of
the Gypsy population’ (ibid)—that had to assist to assimilate the Roma into mainstream
Czechoslovak society. This ‘reeducation’ had to ensure that the Roma would “become
proper citizens of [the Czechoslovak] homeland, who will understand that only hard
work toward the development of socialism will provide them with the security of an in
creased standard of living and hence a happy future without wrongfulness, poverty, and
hunger” (SÚAR 1952 cited Sokolova 2008: 83). Thus, the proposed ‘reeducation’ was an
attempt, firstly, to deny Roma the status of a nation and a ‘homeland,’ and, thereafter, to
adapt them to ‘the only true nation,’ the Czechoslovak one in this case. Drawing the
Roma into the working class, they would turn from an alienated, “mobile section of
Czechoslovak society” (SÚAR 1958a) into “citizens with a nomadic origin” or into
“citizens with a gypsy origin”—as the official socialist discourse rendered the Roma. In
this way, they would become good socialist laborers, who would ultimately be released
from the yoke of their ‘capitalist lifestyle.’ In the first years after the Czechoslovak
communists came to power, the authorities claimed that their approach was already
successful for “work [had] transform[ed] [the] Gypsies in truly miraculous ways” and
they had “willingly and quickly adjust[ed] to reliable work” (SÚAR 1950 cited Sokolova
2008: 85).38

Thorough analyses of the practices of socialist state authorities, scientists, social work
ers, medical doctors, surgeons, pedagogues, and the like also substantiate that the kind
of racism that was inscribed in their discourses was not explicitly ethnic, but based on
categorizing the Roma in terms of social deviancy (Haney 2002; Sokolova 2008). In the
history of Czechoslovak communism to which I will limit myself below, we can dis
tinguish three phases of how official state discourses and popular approaches toward the
Roma were articulated to discriminate them. The ‘anti nomadic’ legislation of the late
1950s, the segregated school system developed in the 1960s, and the 1972 sterilization

38 Please note how this rhetoric is similar to the one of Heinrich Grellmann, in particular when he remarked:
“Now, think of the Gypsy, when he has stopped being a Gypsy; think of him with his productiveness and
his many descendants, who are all transformed into useful citizens; and one will feel how uneconomical it
was to throw them away like trash” (1783: 141 42, my translation, see my reflection upon his work at the
end of chapter 4).



218 CHAPTER SIX

decree represent three dominant instruments that characterize successive, overlapping
phases of Czechoslovak communist state racism. I will firstly discuss these stages and,
thereafter, in the next section, the impact of these histories on the post 1989 transforma
tions.

The largest part of Czechoslovak Roma lived sedentarily for a long time when ‘anti
nomadic’ legislation was introduced in 1958. Many authors who have analyzed this and
comparable bans on ‘Gypsy nomadism’ in former communist countries take them at face
value and, consequently, examine these measures in terms of the success or failure of the
targets formulated in the policies or decrees.39 However, I do not in the first place under
stand these measures as aimed at nullifying or substantially limiting the Roma’s move
ment (see also van Baar 2011b). I consider it as analytically more helpful to look at these
bans as ways to regulate Roma movement, to differentiate it from other, regularized
forms of mobility, and making it productive. In Czechoslovakia, discourses of nomadism
were governmentalized to problematize Romani mobility as excessive, deviant, and
backward and, at the same time, to control their movement within the country’s borders.
This control included the Roma’s ‘movements’ (trips to relatives, commuting) between
Slovakia and the Czech Lands, where many Slovak Roma were forced or encouraged to
work as part of the large scale industrialization projects of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s in
the Sudeten German border areas that were depopulated after the war. However, even
these trips back (and forth) to Slovakia were often not voluntary. Many of the Czech
local authorities, who employed these Slovak Roma, refused to register them as perma
nent residents (Guy 1975) and, thus, kept them moving. Rather than understanding these
refusals as ‘illegal’ vis à vis Czechoslovak socialist law—as, for instance, Guy does
(2001b: 315n16)—we can also consider them as ways to make the Roma’s movement both
controllable and productive, and to legitimize the correlated sub standard housing of
Roma in basic barracks near their workplaces in Czech industrialized zones.40 Without
suggesting any kind of conspiracy from the side of the officials, we could say that there
was simply no need to eliminate Romani mobility. The practices of the socialist system
made it possible to differentiate, accommodate, and supervise different kinds of mobility
and pathologize the Roma’s as requiring special measures, including sub standard
housing.41

39 In the 1950s and 1960s, ‘anti nomadism’ measures were also taken by other former communist countries,
such as the Soviet Union (Khrushchev’s 1956 decree against ‘Gypsy’ nomadism, see Lemon 2001), Bulgaria
(decree 258 of 1958, see HW 1991a; Marushiakova and Popov 2001a), Poland (the Roma settlement project
of 1964, see Mróz 2001), and Romania (confiscation of horses and wagons and the dispersion of compact
communities in the late 1940s and early 1950s, see HW 1991b; settlement projects of the early 1960s, see
Achim 2004).
40 Twenty years later, when the Czechoslovak human rights movement Charta 77 (Charter 77) had become a
serious critic of the communist regime, Charta criticized the relationship between the Roma’s situation and
their stereotyping as ‘nomads.’ In one of their pamphlets, Charta condemned the use of the 1958 law to
regulate the Roma’s movement and develop substandard living conditions as “racist repression” (Charter
77 1979a: 7) The Roma, “while not nomads, [were] forced to migrate on account of living conditions not of
their own making” (ibid).
41 As I have explained elsewhere (van Baar 2010a; 2011b), this relation between the Roma’s nomadization
and the legitimization of their substandard housing also characterizes recent problematizations of Romani
mobility, such as those in France and Italy.
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From the mid 1960s onward, this pathologization would get a new dynamics. The sup
posed “social and moral causes” for the “developmental and medical problems” of
Romani children (Meisner 1972: 14 cited Sokolova 2008: 185) were instrumentalized to
legitimatize the development and dissemination of a far reaching, segregated special
school system, in which Roma were generally overrepresented (ERRC 1999).42 In 1970, a
pedagogical interim report about this system concluded that “Gypsy children achieve
better results in remedial schools (zvláštní školy)… because the conditions of [the reme
dial] school better suit the mentality and preparedness of Gypsy children” (Machácková
1970: 46 cited Sokolova 2008: 204).43 Such fallacies are typical of how discriminatory
measures toward the Roma were legitimized. Sokolova, in her analysis of Czechoslovak
Roma discourses, shows how, in the 1960s and 1970s, scientific studies appeared that
tried to explain ‘Gypsy characteristics’ in terms of physical anthropology. One of these
studies provides an analysis of “seven anthropomotorical features: body height, cranial
length and width, facial width, nose height and width, and mouth width” in order to
interrogate the levels of “Gypsy social and biological integration” (Beneš 1975: 75 78
cited Sokolova 2008: 183). However, these studies generally concluded that we could not
explain ‘Gypsy behavior’ in anthropomotorical or genetic terms and, thus, needed to
explore other directions for explaining it. A particularly striking conclusion was drawn
in a study on Romani children:

It is generally impossible to characterize the population of Gypsy children as
medically or developmentally pathological, because the majority of individuals are
healthy. Rather than a product of some hereditary inferiority, most developmental
and medical problems [of Gypsy children] are consequences of social and moral
causes. (Meisner 1972: 14 cited Sokolova 2008: 185)

Claims, such as those that the “developmental and medical problems” of Romani child
ren had social and moral backgrounds, were closely related to a far reaching patholo
gization of Romani children, parents, women, and families more generally (see also
Haney 2002). In the end, it were the Romani parents, and particularly the mothers, who
were neglecting their children and unable to carry out good childcare; it was the family
environment—the milieu—in which Romani children had to grow up that spoilt them,
and it was the general Romani ‘mentality’ that reduced their chances in society. A
document of the Ministry of Health, for instance, states that the Roma’s “tendency to
ward romanticism, amusement, temperament expressed in music and dance, their fond
ness of bright colors, and their modest needs and [absence of] ambition” reduces the
possibilities of their successful integration into society (FMPSV 1980 cited Sokolova 2008:
188). This problematization of Romani families as deviant and incompetent was inher
ently connected to the development of a series of state interventions in their private and
public lives, most notably to the emergence of the special school system, of social work

42 Between 1970 and 1975, for instance, three per cent of non Romani Czechoslovak children went to these
‘remedial schools’, while 80 per cent of all Romani children attended them (Hübschmannová 1993: 119).
43 Legislation had also made it easier for social workers to separate Romani children—who lived in
“inappropriate conditions” and whose parents “neglected to take care of them”—from their families (see
Sokolova 2008: 192).
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aimed at assessing the ‘quality’ of Romani parenting, of welfare offices who had to
decide on whether or not a family should get its monthly child support, and of orphan
ages and children’s homes where Romani children had to be educated who lived in what
was called ‘bad Gypsy environment’ or ‘endangered families.’

A methodological handbook for social workers developed in the 1970s shows how far
the official discourses had moved into the direction of the Roma’s total pathologization
and criminalization. This four hundred pages long handbook, entitled Care for the Socially
Unadjusted Citizens (Pé e o spole ensky nep izp sobené ob any), includes articles that psy
chologists, sociologists, lawyers, sexologists, criminologists, and physicians wrote to de
fine, explain, and solve the problems of “socially abnormal, pathological, and deviant
persons.” In the authors’ attempts to elucidate the phenomenon of inadaptability they
produced various circular arguments. First, they firmly related the behavior of non
adaptable persons to social phenomena, such as criminality, alcoholism, parasitism, and
prostitution. Then, they consider all these interrelated residues “of the previous capitalist
regime” and the ways in which they constitute “deviant, socially not adapted persons,
problem families, and conflict groups” as a problem of “social inheritance” that was
hard, if not impossible, to eradicate:

If a child is raised in a pathological subculture, which is in contradiction with the
prevailing culture, he or she will become delinquent in a similar process, in which an
Eskimo becomes an Eskimo …Most carriers of socially pathological phenomena come
from seriously deficient families. Many criminals, recidivists, alcoholics, prostitutes,
citizens avoiding work, and other non adjusted citizens grew up in conditions of
broken families, families of alcoholics, and otherwise non adjusted persons, as well as
from families with substandard cultural levels. (MPSV 1972: 9, 26 cited Sokolova 2008:
225 26)

As Sokolova remarks, not a single time did the book use the term ‘Gypsies.’ Yet, the
book and the general information on “fundamental problems of socialization and non
adaptability” that it contained was used by social workers who, according to their offi
cial work description, often had to deal with ‘citizens of Gypsy origin.’ While this does
not yet indicate that the handbook was only used to deal with the Roma, it nonetheless
implies that the term ‘citizens of gypsy origin’ and the concepts that were used to define
phenomena of inadaptability and deviance had actually become interchangeable
(Sokolova 2008: 226).

The influential pathologization of the Roma and the governmental interventions that
were developed in post war Czechoslovakia to deal with them led to such a radical
revival of the belief that the ‘ideal’ society could not only be designed but also fully
materialized, that some claimed that the ‘hard work’ of assimilating the Roma began to
bear fruit. A demographic study of the late 1960s, which stated to have discovered a
significant decrease of the Roma population’s natural growth, claimed that many Roma
were “released” and that a “satisfactory speed of Gypsy integration with the rest of the
population” was achieved (Srb and Vomá ková 1969: 221 cited Sokolova 2008: 189).
Resembling some of Heinrich Grellmann’s darkest eighteenth century thoughts (chapter
4), one scholar claimed:
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[I]n some cases it was also [scientifically] proven that when proper hygiene and skin
care is applied [to the Roma], it is possible achieve normal skin color. As evidence I cite
an example: in Rocycany there are two Gypsy women who have beautiful white skin,
achieved by proper attention to personal hygiene. (Bu i 1973: 14 cited Sokolova 2008:
186) 44

However, the most dramatic way in which normalcy, whiteness, proper hygiene, and
beauty were ‘naturally’ combined to legitimate the Roma’s discrimination was un
doubtedly related to a final stage of Czechoslovak Roma approaches that I want to dis
cuss.

In 1972 a sterilization decree was introduced “to prevent the involuntary and ill
informed sterilization of all Czechoslovak citizens by outlining strict requirements an
applicant had to fulfill in order to be granted permission to undergo the procedure”
(Sokolova 2008: 10). Recently, the Czech Public Defender of Rights and ombudsman
Otakar Motejl has estimated that as many as 90,000 women—mostly Romani—may have
been sterilized in the former Czechoslovakia since the early 1970s (Taj man 2009).45
Sokolova argues that, by the time that the Czechoslovak authorities introduced the
notorious sterilization law, the term ‘Gypsy’ had almost become an equivalent of the
term ‘unhealthy’ in social, medial, educational, and scientific narratives. This becomes
particularly clear when we see how the practices of sterilization, school segregation,
demographic research, and racial discrimination against the Roma came together on the
ground. In the 1970s, the Slovak government promoted a “more adequate” demographic
monitoring of the “unhealthy population of Gypsy children” and the development of
“health indications, which could be used as justification for sterilization” and as a means
“to suppress further unhealthy populations in these [Gypsy] families” (PRP 1977: 5). At
the same time, a municipal secretary suggested that the Gypsies’ “obvious retardation
[did] not have to be measured by any special tests.” According to her, this retardation is
“readily apparent to anybody who sees the ways the Gypsies live,” and obvious since
their “children are unable to succeed in the regular elementary school” (cited Sokolova
2008: 229). In the town in question, the Eastern Slovak village of Jarovnice, many Romani
women were actually sterilized between 1971 and 1989, as was the case in many other
towns throughout Czechoslovakia.46 In the context of the atrocious sterilization practices,

44 Probably it is also this kind of reasoning that had ultimately made it possible, as late as the early 1990s,
that washing powder producer Ariel could show an advertisement on Czech television in which a Romani
child was literally whitewashed.
45 In general, Romani women were sterilized when they needed medical assistance in a hospital or clinic
(during a delivery or an abortion). They had to sign an official form before undergoing the medical proce
dure. In most of the cases, the women were not informed that, by signing this form, they were at the same
time agreeing with their sterilization. Only after the operation they were told that they were also sterilized
or, in yet other cases, they only found out when they did not succeed in getting another child. In other
cases, women were offered relatively high amounts of money if they agreed upon being sterilized. Though
opportunities to sterilize men were taken into account, the officials considered it ‘easier’ to start with
women due to the fact that they had to visit hospitals and clinics much more often regarding child related
inspections than men.
46 Though widely documented, the sterilization of Romani women in socialist Czechoslovakia, but also in
the post communist Czech Republic and Slovakia, remains a highly delicate issue that has thus far only
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and of the problematization of the Roma in social, rather than ethnic or cultural terms
more generally, Sokolova concludes that:

Many local offices translated ethnicity neutral instructions as a mandate to sterilize
Romani women in a belief they were acting in the interest of both the nation and the
Roma women themselves. Such a high level of agreement on an ordinary level
demonstrates that, contrary to the official rhetoric, racism was a pervasive and vital
phenomenon manifesting itself in the everyday life of the society. ‘Gypsy’ was almost
universally translated into a ‘Czechoslovak’ social speech as ‘unhealthy,’ complying
with the officially marketed image of a ‘Gypsy’ not as an ethnic/cultural subject, but
as a socially/mentally/sexually deviant object. (Sokolova 2008: 230, her emphasis)

In the final decades of Czechoslovak communism, the representation of the Roma as
socially, mentally, and sexually deviant came close to claiming that they were not simply
‘backward’ or ‘retarded’ and, thus, ‘only some serious steps behind’ and basically ‘im
provable’ but, rather, immobile and, therefore, incorrigible. Seen from this angle, it is
telling that the Slovak socialist government’s so called Bureau for the Questions of the
Gypsy Population (Sekretariát Komisie vlády SSR pre otázky cigánských obyvatelov) called for
a stricter implementation of the sterilization decree to guarantee ‘more adequately’ the
protection of the ‘healthy population’:

In practice, Gypsy citizens are still being encouraged too little to use the possibility of
sterilization … In many cases, especially when the parents are mentally retarded, they
are not able to realize that for their own health, as well as for the child that would be born
psychologically defective, sterilization is necessary. But even such parents cannot be
sterilized without their consent. The only legal way to circumvent this problem right now
… is to constitute such a citizen legally incapacitated and assign her a social guardian.
(PRP 1977: 6 cited Sokolova 2008: 232, my italics)

The possibility to circumvent the consent of the involved ‘mentally retarded Gypsy
citizen’ by mobilizing a guard to ‘protect’ her against herself represented a crucial step in
turning de jure citizens into de facto denizens and dehumanized beings. Only if the Roma
would be entirely assimilated into the Czechoslovak nation, they could be considered as

marginally been recognized by the involved authorities. One of the important reasons for the poor
recognition of these past sterilization practices is certainly related to how the so called ‘Gypsy question,’
and official documents and laws that promoted sterilization in particular were largely de ethnicized. In this
respect, Sokolova’s study on Czechoslovakia’s cultural politics of ethnicity substantially contributes to
understanding the contexts of the sterilization practices, as well as the current difficulties to get them
adequately recognized (for critical views and overviews, see HW 1992; CRR and Porad a 2003; ERRC
2004c; Cahn 2006; Kopalová 2006). However, in 2009, at the instigation of the Czech Minister of Human
Rights and Minorities Michael Kocáb, the Government of the Czech Republic officially expressed regret
over the sterilization of Romani women (ERRC 2009; Romea 2009a). Kocáb has also suggested that this is
only the first phase of the apologies; in a second phase the Czech government would need to negotiation
about a form of compensation for the victims: “In this first phase we wanted to express commiseration. The
second phase could not be on the table given the economic crisis and the fact that next year’s budget has
already been set” (Kocáb cited Taj man 2009).
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equal, healthy, autonomous, and human members of this society. As yet, however, that
was supposedly not the case. This way of reasoning, and particularly its collapse into the
Czechoslovak sterilization practices, represented one of the most devastating circles of
all circular arguments produced, defended, and put into practice during the communist
era.

SHAKING HANDS: THE INADAPTABLE MEETS THE INACTIVE

Four years after the collapse of communism, Vladimír Me iar, Slovakia’s first post
Czechoslovak Prime Minister, gave an informal address to his party members. A secret
recording of his speech revealed that he dubiously reflected on the growth of the Romani
population. Their birthrate, he stated, is much higher than that of the other Slovaks:

So, the prospect is that this ratio will be changing to the benefit of Roma. That is why
if we do not deal with them now, then they would deal with us in time … We ought
to take into consideration … the extended reproduction of the socially inadaptable
population. Already children are giving birth to children, or grandmothers are giving
birth to children—poorly adaptable mentally, badly adaptable socially, with serious
health problems, who are simply a great burden on this society. (Me iar cited Kohn
1995: 178 79) 47

Me iar’s speech shows that discourses on the Roma’s alleged inadaptability did not dis
appear after the fall of communism. As statements of politicians and policy documents
show (Zoon 2001b), these discourses did even not disappear after the years of Me iar’s
neo authoritarian rule (1993 97). In 2000, Róbert Fico—the leader of the political party
Smer and Slovakia’s Prime Minister between 2006 and 2010—claimed that “the popu
lation growth of the Roma threatens to ruin Slovakia’s social system.” He described the
Roma issue as “a time bomb that will cause trouble if not kept under control” (Fico cited
Angelovi 2000).48 Such statements have not been reserved to populist politicians, such
as Me iar and Fico, but centered on the Slovak political arena. In 1999, the then Slovak
president Rudolf Schuster remarked that the Roma “lack the will to integrate … and …
profit from state help, but are neither willing nor capable of assuming responsibility for
the improvement of their own situation” (Schuster cited RFE/RL 1999c). He also linked
the Roma’s survival strategies with their ‘backward culture’ and alleged abuse of the
social security system:

47 Me iar suggested solving ‘the Romani problem’ by cutting the social benefits of parents with many
children. When he had left the center of the Slovak political scene, ‘his’ proposal to implement this measure
was actually adopted by the Slovak parliament (GSR 2003a).
48 To solve ‘the Romani issue’ Fico followed in Me iar’s footsteps (see the previous note) by suggesting to
substantially cut the social benefits for Romani families with more than three children (Togneri 2000). Fico
has continuously used anti Romani rhetoric to increase his popularity. In the spring of 2001, the outcomes
of Slovak polls suggested that he was considered the most trustworthy public representative of the country
(Nicholsonová 2001). In the course of the years, the popularity of his party Smer has steadily grown. In 2006,
Smer won the parliamentary elections and Fico was elected Prime Minister.
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[Their] lifestyle is oriented towards consumption, and they live from hand to mouth.
Because of their lower educational level, the philosophy of some is to simply survive
from one day to the next. If we add their increased propensity for alcohol abuse,
absence of at least a minimum degree of planning, and low concern for developing
normal habits including a sense of responsibility, hygienic habits and ethics, this
philosophy of survival is becoming one of living ‘from one benefit to the next.’ (GSR
1999c)

Even those who are officially appointed to deal with the situation of the Roma have often
made comparable statements. In 2001, the Slovak Hungarian politician Pál Csáky, then
Slovakia’s Minister for Human Rights, Minorities, and Regional Development, was
responsible for dealing with Romani minority issues. When he was asked whether the
solution to the ‘Roma problem’ was a question of money, he answered:

The Roma problem arises from the absence of a model for mutual coexistence between
completely different cultures. If you had an unimaginable amount of money, could
you change India into a modern European country in four years? No. Roma mentality,
culture, thinking, reactions do not stem from the classic Slovak culture. (Csáky cited
Reynolds and Habšudová 2001)

Considering ‘the Romani culture’ a backward one that is hard, if not impossible to ‘mo
dernize’49 also motivated some to suggest ‘learning’ from the past experiences with steri
lization. In 2000, the director of a Slovak hospital, reflecting upon what he considered a
worrisome growth of the Roma’s birthrate, put forward:

Twenty years ago . . . mothers of three or four children were offered 5,000 to 30,000
crowns to undertake a sterilization … Now, those who are interested in sterilization
have to pay a minimum of 8,000 crowns, which is not possible for Romani women.
They don’t have even 3,600 crowns to pay for an abortion … I have been arguing for
years that policymakers should visit us and live in the town for at least two months
and then consider the seriousness of the problems, make decisions, and propose
solutions. (Ivan Voloin cited VN 2000)

49 In some cases, even those who have analyzed the current development of ‘Roma policy’ and the
majority’s attitudes toward Roma in the light of communist approaches to them have reproduced the
narratives of modern vs. traditional communities as well as the developmental logic that is usually integral
to such discourses. Imrich and Michal Vaše ka, for instance, suggest that for many Roma the Czechoslovak
communist regime’s attempt to make the Roma “part of the ‘people of the Socialist country’ … meant
liberation from their original society and from traditional ties” (Vašecka and Vašecka 2003: 33, my emphasis).
Here, the authors reinforce a reified and homogeneous understanding of what ‘Romani culture’ would be.
This understanding is even intensified by their suggestion that “the majority of the Roma,” due to “their
historical marginalization, lifestyle and a consciousness that is ill suited to a post industrial way of life,”
“are literally ‘out of time’” (ibid 36 37). Despite their reflections on the historical specificity of policies
toward the Roma, Vaše ka and Vaše ka follow a minor, yet persistent tendency in scholarship on the Roma
to examine their ‘culture,’ ‘communities,’ and ‘lifestyles’ as relics of a traditional society or in (relative)
isolation from wider socio economic, cultural, and political contexts and patterns (for another examples of
this tendency, see Jakoubek 2004; for another critique of this tendency, see Hegburg 2006).
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The discourses on the Roma’s supposed inadaptability and lack of responsibility re
garding issues such as work and family planning went together with new or reshaped
strategies to problematize their mobility. When, at the turn of the century, some Slovak
Roma tried to look for better futures elsewhere, their attempts to migrate, ask for
asylum, and develop new remittance economies were persistently criminalized and
stripped from their socioeconomic, historical, and political contexts. Prime Minister
Dzurinda stated that the Roma have apparently “learned how to misuse the social
system not only in Slovakia, but also in EU member countries” (cited TASR 2000a). The
chairman of Slovakia’s parliamentary committee for EU integration blamed the Roma for
being “‘false’ asylum seekers who were going to Belgium and other countries to seek
‘economic advantages’” (František Sebej cited RFE/RL 1999a). The situation for the Roma
worsened when Western countries, afraid that Roma were coming to their countries,
were imposing visa requirements on Central and Eastern European countries and taking
unorthodox measures, such as collectively deporting the Roma back to their countries of
origin (Cahn and Vermeersch 2000) and secretly and preemptively screening Roma at
airports in Central Europe in order to avoid that they could even start asylum proce
dures in the West (Fawn 2001).

In Slovakia, the return of the Roma led politicians to propose radical sanctions against
unsuccessful asylum seekers. The Roma were blamed for the reintroduction of visa
requirements for all Slovaks and for contributing to negative attention paid to Slovakia
abroad. Fico proposed that anyone who returned to Slovakia after “speculative requests
for political asylum” elsewhere should not get access to social benefits for the duration of
a year ( TK 2000b; 2000a). Members of the extreme right Slovak National Party (SNS)
were even more radical. One proposed revoking the passports of asylum seekers for five
years after their return to the country (Togneri 2000). Yet another, reacting to Finland’s
introduction of visa requirements, blamed the Roma for “drawing barbed wire around
Slovakia” and proposed that “the whites [sic] will not feed them” anymore (Jaroslav
Paska cited TASR 2000b). Thinking along these lines, a variety of images of mobility
come together: the Roma are blamed for being socio economically immobile, while
being, at the same time, both excessively mobile regarding their migratory movements
and held responsible for limiting the mobility of other, non Romani citizens.

In the neighboring Czech Republic, similar criminalizations of Romani mobilities and
identities would emerge in a post Czechoslovak dispute between Czech and Slovak
officials. In December 2003, the Czech weekly newspaper Respekt published a cartoon on
its cover in which we see various dark skinned figures, who are approaching over water
in tiny boats (figure 6.2). They carry a violin, a guitar, a pan, an axe, and a television with
them. A swimming dog desperately tries to climb on board. These figures, including
their children, are portrayed with red eyes and Dracula teeth. The title “Slovak Roma in
front of our gate” (Slovenští Romové p ed branami) and a homonymous article in this news
paper issue accompany the cartoon ( ápová 2003; Reisenauer 2003). The cartoon rep
resents the Roma, right from childhood, as bloodthirsty robbers. Being without solid
ground—they come over water—they are resolved on looking for new destinations
where they can maintain or extend their supposedly illegal and criminal practices. The
cartoon was meant as a critical reflection on a then emergent idea—mostly expressed by
some Czech politicians and media—that numerous Slovak Roma were coming to the
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Czech Republic and purposely placing a heavy load on its asylum system. In actual fact,
we dealt with a new episode in the discussed Czech Slovak history of the Roma, in
which they were repressed as ‘nomads’ during the Interbellum period, murdered and
displaced in the Second World War, ‘resettled’ during the 1950s and 60s, problematized
as deviants to control their movement and population growth during communism, and
denied Czech citizenship after Czechoslovakia’s dissolution. From the Roma’s point of
view, these forms of mobility largely expressed a continuation and renewal of strategies
to cope with the new, post communist and post Czechoslovak circumstances. Among
those who were and are currently still ‘traveling’ back and forth between the Czech
Republic and Slovakia are many Roma who have a history related to the ‘resettlement’
policies of the first two decades of Czechoslovak communism.

FIGURE 6.2 Pavel Reisenauer’s cartoon at the cover of the Czech weekly newspaper
Respekt (December 2003), with the headline “Slovak Roma in front of our gate”
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Let me now connect my analysis of the legacies of communism with my examination of
activation policies made at the beginning of this chapter. The spectral life of racist dis
courses of Roma inadaptability that has continued to threaten the Roma after the fall of
communism can be put in the context of currently transforming governmentalities to
ward the Roma.50 The, in many respects, devastating combination of communist authori
tarian governmentality and medical policing has transformed into forms of Romani
minority governing that are basically liberal. One of the features of liberal and neoliberal
governmentalities is the possibility for critiquing bio political preoccupations with mi
norities and, thus, the effects of processes of minoritization (chapters 2 and 4). However,
governing at the liberal nexus of freedom and security does not necessarily mean that
illiberal forms of government do no longer exist. Within the context and scope of liberal
government, interventions to assist those who are considered as not yet able to exercise
their own autonomy or act in their own best interest can still be legitimized in liberal
ism’s name. As Mitchell Dean puts forward:

The liberal norm of the autonomous individual is a figure carved out of the substan
tive forms of life that are known only through [this figure’s] exceptions, e.g. insuffi
cient education, poor character, welfare dependency, statelessness, underdeveloped
human capital, absence of spirit of improvement, lack of social capital, etc. (Dean
2002: 49)

In current discourses on the Roma, we have been able to notice a crucial, yet ambivalent
shift from problematizing them as socially deviant objects to framing them as ethnic, cul
tural subjects, who now—as we have seen in the first half of this chapter—need to be and
become ‘responsible,’ ‘empowered,’ and ‘active’ citizens. On the one hand, they conform
to the liberal norm of the autonomous individual, while, on the other, they still need to
be ‘autonomized’ and ‘responsibilized’ with the assistance of various kinds of experts
and mediators. Once persistent ideas of state led planning, social engineering, and the
wide ranging management of the Roma’s socioeconomic, cultural, and political realities
have slowly but surely made place for notions of Romani communities prepared to in
vest in themselves and assumed to regulate the behavior of their members according to
their own values.

A range of post 1989 Slovak policy documents on the Roma articulate this change.
Only their titles tell the ambivalent story of this transformation. In the mid 1990s, these
documents still aimed at the solving of “the problems of citizens in need of special
care”.51 At the end of the 1990s, these ‘problems’ where renamed those of the “Romani
minority”.52 Since about 2002, the reference to ‘problems’ has disappeared and the Roma
are discussed in terms of ‘integration’ or ‘inclusion’.53 Their framing in terms of inte

50 Recently, the discourse on the Roma’s alleged inadaptability has also and radically been reintroduced in
the Czech Republic. In February 2011, a group of 48 Czech mayors even signed a so called “Declaration of
Mayors” in which they call for adequate measures regarding “the issue of the socially inadaptable” (Romea
2011e).
51 See GSR (1995; 1996; 1997b; 1997a; 1998).
52 See GSR (1999a; 1999b; 2000).
53 See GSR (2003b; 2004b; 2005).
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gration and inclusion certainly relates to the Europe wide trend to increasingly discuss
the Roma in terms of European integration and social inclusion. Yet, these Slovak policy
discourses on the Roma are clear manifestations of numerous encounters between the
revitalized narrative of inadaptability and the emergent discourse of activation. On the
one hand, youth “employment centers” need to be established and “proper motivation”
used “to encourage the [Romani] youth to work.” On the other hand, however, “pre
ventive” and “disciplining” educational programs need to be designed “for children
from dysfunctional, non supportive, and socially pathological families” (GSR 1997b: 78,
§5, 7, 9, 11). Roma need to be encouraged to participate in “life long education,” while
models need to be worked out “on how to solve the housing problems of socially in
adaptable citizens” (ibid 80 81). “Active voluntary organizations and citizens’ associa
tions directed toward developing the social, economic, and cultural level of the [Romani]
community” need to be supported, whereas “pregnant [Romani] women” are character
ized by their “bad way of life” (ibid 82 83).

The same ambivalent merging of discourses of inadaptability and activation appears
in the much more extensive policy documents of a few years later. On the one hand, “the
‘Behave Normally’ pilot project” and the “Model Projects for Houses of an Adjusted
Standard for non adaptable Groups of Citizens” need to be updated. On the other hand,
however, “re qualification courses for unemployed Roma” need to be organized to im
prove their access to the labor market (GSR 2000: 13, 25, 29). “Rational use [need to be
made] of the network of special schools,” while, at the same time, “educational and ad
visory events for adults [need to be organized] in co operation with Romani non govern
mental organizations and self government bodies” (ibid 14, 36). “Regular meetings with
police, doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, etc, [need to be organized] with the aim of
improving the [Romani] population’s education level,” while “projects in the area of
small businesses and self employment of Roma” need to be developed to encourage
their empowerment (ibid 16, 26). And so forth.54

Many of the ambivalences that have accompanied the articulation of neo liberal
techniques discussed in this chapter come together in how, for instance, has been dealt
with the Roma in the Slovak village of Letanovce. The extremely poor Romani settlement
in Letanovce, inhabited by about 800 Roma, is entirely segregated from the rest of the
town and situated at about a kilometer from its center, just outside the official municipal
borders. The Roma who live here are officially unemployed. The settlement lacks basic
infrastructure and the shacks are mostly made from recycled materials and wood from
the large forest at the border of which the settlement is located. Already during com

54 Even in those cases where dubious terms to deal with the Roma have recently been abandoned, the traces
and effects of the communist Roma approaches, as well as how they have been reshaped, often remain
highly ambiguous. Partly under the pressure of European court cases against the Czech Republic (ECtHR
2007; ERRC 2008), the Czech government, for instance, has recently decided to formally remove the cate
gory of ‘special schools’ from its national educational system and replace it by ‘practical elementary
schools’ (GCR 2004a; Komarek 2009). Nevertheless, the subcategory ‘children with social disadvantage’ the
educational system currently uses is vaguely defined to include children from “family environment with a
low social and cultural status” (GCR 2004a cited ERRC 2007c: 43; see also Gall and Kushen 2010). While the
involved law does not clarify how this category needs to be applied, yet another formal Czech government
document (GCR 2005) explicitly associates this category with the Roma. This indicates that their cultural
background is considered to be a disadvantage (ERRC 2007c; see also AI 2010a).
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munism, these Roma were used to chopping wood in the forest and using the logs for
heating their small houses. In 1988, the forest was officially declared a National Park.
However, particularly since timber thieves have increasingly tormented Slovak forests,
the Letanovce Roma have frequently been represented as criminals and accused of en
dangering security in the national park, which, since the early 1990s, has been developed
as an important tourist site ( TK 2006j). The Slovak government also aims at getting the
park recognized as one of UNESCO’s World Cultural Heritage Sites.

To try to change the situation in Letanovce, various plans have been developed in the
course of time. According to one of these plans, the entire settlement had to be removed
and rebuilt somewhere else, at the remote site of a former collective farm (Smolka 2002).
However, due to various kinds of opposition, most of all from the municipality res
ponsible for that site, but also from the Roma themselves, this plan was not realized (but
see TK 2006b; 2007c). The Slovak regional and local authorities have also looked for
other solutions and, for instance, introduced various public works programs for the
Roma in Letanovce.55 In these community work projects, Roma have been deputized to
guard the park as part of a community policing program (SITA 2002). Following the
government’s proposal to “support positively and use the natural authority of leaders in
Romani settlements … with the aim of progressive decriminalization of these communi
ties” (GSR 1997b: 84), the Letanovce Roma are encouraged to collaborate with a local
NGO, the police, municipal authorities, and National Park officials to contribute to their
own and the National Park’s security. Following a “partnership based problem solving
approach” to community policing (OSCE 2010: 77), such initiatives need to encourage
the Roma to actively discipline, police, and ‘responsibilize’ their own communities
(chapter 5). Articulating a similar philosophy, a Roma community center has been built
in the village of Letanovce. The center is located in the middle of the town and needs to
support the Roma to connect with the world of the modern media—computer equip
ment has been made available—and with their fellow citizens in town. However,
Letanovce is a community with weak governance structures and poor policing capa
cities, most of all because basic infrastructure, the radical effects of education in special
schools, discrimination by their fellow citizens, and long term unemployment dominate.
When neo liberal community policing projects are introduced to such communities, they
are doomed to failure and risk leading to reactions that blame the Roma for the failure,
rather than the conditions in which they need to live. This is also the case in Letanovce.
Despite various attempts to get the Roma involved in the National Park guarding project
and to encourage them to make the community center their own, most of the Roma have
dropped out of the guarding project and do not use the center. Milan Kroscen, a Rom
who lives in the Letanovce settlement, has commented on the situation:

What good is the community center to us? What we want is jobs. Under communism
we were working, but Slovaks hate us and won’t give us jobs. Now there is 100 per
cent unemployment here. They say we are lazy, but we’d all take any job going. They
say we steal. Yes, we steal wood from the forest just to stay alive, I admit it. (Kroscen
cited Nurden 2004)

55 See Rep iak (2002, interview 2002d; 2002e).
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have discussed the ways in which neo liberal technologies of governing
have been introduced to challenge large scale unemployment among the Roma in post
1989 East Central Europe. I have paid particular attention to how such neo liberal tools
have been cross fertilized with domestic socio cultural and economic practices. These
practices can be related, at least partly, to the legacies of communism. I have shown how
the assembling of neo liberal governmental technologies with such practices have
resulted in an ambivalent situation for the Roma, leading to their eviction, exploitation,
dehumanization, and the limitation to effectively enact their legal citizenship rights.

Activation programs have sometimes been heralded as forms of ‘workfare with a
human face.’ Activation policies, seen as endeavors to combine labor market integration
and social and human capital formation with an individualized approach to the margi
nalized, would be ‘tailor made’ to an individual’s circumstances. In this chapter, I have
shown how the articulation of activation schemes in Slovakia, officially initiated to
enhance the Roma’s (and other citizens’) ‘employability,’ actually function as a form of
ethnicity based governmentality that tends to naturalize the ethnic differences between
Romani and other parts of the population. Yet, I have also clarified that we can see these
ambiguous effects neither as the direct outcome of neo liberalism, nor as primarily the
‘inadequate’ implementation of neo liberal measures.

An interrogation of neo liberal programs from the angle of how they are assembled
with various other elements, tools, practices, and historically inherited patterns of go
vernance and prejudice can also help to redirect the focus of inquiries into such pro
grams and into the variety of actors involved. The hybridity and, thus, ‘impurity’ of the
neo liberal forms of governance, as well as the ways in which they affect the situation of
the Roma urge us to analyze, for instance, how and under what conditions notions and
practices of welfare have changed. Why and how are neo liberal programs actually
mutated in the daily reality of welfare delivery? Why, for instance, does the Slovak im
plementation of activation schemes frequently go without offering the involved ‘clients’
the intended training programs? How are European funds (ESF) used to pay ‘activation
allowances’ in Slovakia? Have the Roma or advocacy groups and NGOs related to them
become involved in new partnerships with state institutions? How exactly do the
involved Roma—alongside and in reply to neo liberal programs—develop alternative
livelihood strategies and citizenship practices? To answer these and similar kinds of
questions requires, for instance, research into the everyday practices of municipal or
privatized ‘reintegration’ offices, as well as into the ways in which frontline or social
workers who work there negotiate with their Romani clients. How do these local circum
stances and the ways in which municipalities or NGOs have recently got access to Euro
pean funds, influence their daily practices and Roma approaches? One other important
and related domain that needs to be further investigated to answer such questions is
how the current Romani social and civil movement has impacted on the situation of the
Roma. Indeed, alongside the trend to problematize Romani identities and mobilities as
irregular or even disruptive, we have seen a clear, heterogeneous movement in which
Roma and activist and advocacy organizations try to challenge the Roma’s current situ
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ation. This movement, including its chances, promises, and ambivalences, is the central
theme of the next chapter.




