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Chapter 7
Traveling Activism in/against
the Spirit of Neo Liberalism

INTRODUCTION: THE ROMANI MOVEMENT AFTER THE FALL OF COMMUNISM

During one of the large November 1989 demonstrations against the communist leader
ship in Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel appeared on the stage together with Emil Š uka,
Jan Rusenko, and Vojt ch Ziga. They were three of the Czechoslovak Romani leaders
who were already active in the 1980s and pioneers in the Czech and Slovak Romani
movement (Pe ínka 2003). During the non violent protests that would lead to the resig
nation of the communist leadership, these Roma founded the Romani Civic Initiative
(ROI or Romská ob anská initiativa) and joined Havel and other dissidents who had
founded the Civic Forum (Ob anské forum) a few days earlier. On 22 November, the ROI
leadership formulated a proclamation in which they stated:

Brothers and sisters, Roma! Arise! Let us awaken! Our day has come, the day we have
awaited for so many years. The day is here. The Roma living in this country have, for
the first time, taken their destiny in their own hands. Now it is up to us, if we show
ourselves capable of uniting and of doing something for the sake of our children …
The [Civic] Forum and the ROI will defend all the Roma in the country. Let our
romanipen [‘Romani soul’] lead us to a better life. Let us not forget the truth of our
fathers: who gives respect receives respect! (English translation cited Liégeois 2007:
212)

Three days later, Š uka and Rusenko gave a speech in the presence of about a million of
people who had gathered at Prague’s Letná plain. While some Roma in the audience
were waving a Romani flag, these Romani activists were calling for a democratic society
with equal citizenship rights for the Roma, including the right to maintain and develop
their own cultural and ethnic identity. The appearance of Havel and other dissidents
together with the Romani leaders was more than a symbolic gesture. Since the late 1970s,
an explicit critique of the communist approach to the Roma was part of dissident
attempts to challenge the dictatorship, including its violation of human and civil rights.
Ten years before the fall of communism, the civil movement Charter 77 warned that a
modernization of the Czechoslovak economy would have radical consequences for the
Roma:
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The demand for unskilled labor will then fall,1 threatening the Roma with massive
unemployment which will expose this ruthlessly urbanized minority to extreme
pressure, and fuse their social ostracism and material oppression with a new ethnic
consciousness, all the stronger the more cruelly it is today suppressed. (Charter 77
1979b: 7)

In a nutshell, this warning accurately expresses what happened in the immediate after
math of the collapse of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, even
though the developments differed from country to country (Guy 2001a; Barany 2002).
Large scale unemployment among the Roma, radical forms of institutional and citizen
violence against them, and their budding ethnic mobilization were three important char
acteristics of their situation in the early 1990s. Romani activists established political
parties that ran or are currently still running for local and national elections, while others
joined newly established political parties. Yet others founded new Romani cultural or
media centers or reshaped cultural organizations that had their roots in late communism.
These developments led to the launch of numerous Romani journals, newspapers, maga
zines, and radio and television programs. This has also revitalized the Romani language,
for many of these media started to use Romanes or publish and broadcast bilingually
(Matras 2005). Yet other Roma started to collaborate with the first NGOs that entered or
were established in Central and Eastern Europe to launch community development and
other empowerment and aid initiatives for the Roma, primarily at local levels. These
forms of Romani ethnic mobilization, together with the domestic civil movements and
the transnational social and human rights movements were the main sources of the
current, heterogeneous Romani movement in Europe.2

We can distinguish two different types of analysis of the Romani movement. Firstly,
some scholars (Vermeersch 2006; McGarry 2010; Ram 2010a) have primarily focused on
the Romani movement from the viewpoint of social movement theory, transnational
advocacy, and ethnic mobilization. They focus, for instance, on the ways in which the
dynamic relation between international governing institutions and transnational pro
Roma activism and advocacy has contributed to getting the Roma on the policy agendas
of European institutional bodies and national governments. They discuss what has been

1 In most Central and Eastern European countries the demand for unskilled labor was already substantially
falling since the beginning of the economic crisis in the 1970s (Szelényi 1983; Stark and Nee 1988). This, and
the social economic inequalities, radically worsened the situation of the Roma in the region (Kovats 1997;
Mróz 2001; Fosztó and An st soaie 2001).
2 The pre 1989 international Romani movement—mainly initiated by the International Romani Union (IRU)
that was developed in the 1960s and 70s—has also influenced the post 1989 developments. Yet, since the
1990s the impact of the IRU on the movement has rapidly decreased, most of all because it did not succeed
in modernizing its decision making structures and forms of leadership (Acton and Klímová 2001; Klímová
Alexander 2005). It remains to be seen which role the IRU can play in future developments of the current
Romani movement, in particular now state and supra state bodies have increasingly ignored the IRU and
prefer to negotiate with NGOs formed and led by a younger generation of Romani activists (Nirenberg
2009). Particularly in the field of Romani memory, the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma (Zentralrat
Deutscher Sinti und Roma), established in the early 1970s in Heidelberg, has increasingly played an inter
national role in debates about the recognition of the nazi genocide of the Sinti and Roma (chapter 8, Matras
1998).
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achieved in terms of political mobilization and transnational structures of representation
and concentrate on, among other things, the position of those who (claim to) represent
the Roma or suggest defending their interest. These scholars focus on those forms of
advocacy and activism that form what Peter Vermeersch calls “the formal side of the
movement” (2006: 9, his italics). They concentrate on governmental and non govern
mental bodies and organizations that “attempt to represent Romani interests or are sup
portive organizations that aim to assist, protect, or to mobilize the Roma” (ibid). These
scholars have pointed to various ambiguities that have gone together with attempts to
legitimize and frame different forms of activism and advocacy. Nevertheless, their anal
yses have generally led to a relatively positive evaluation of civil society actors and their
impact on European and domestic Roma policy changes—even though this has not yet
led to a substantial improvement of the Roma’s living conditions. This first group of
scholars has extensively examined the emergence of new Roma related sites of participa
tory governance and, accordingly, looked at the various new and reshaped bodies and
NGOs that have been established at and beyond the state level (chapter 5). Yet, these
scholars do not really explain how the emergence of these sites of participatory gover
nance relates to the ways in which state/civil society relations have significantly changed
since 1989. This topic relates to how ‘the strengthening of civil society’ in post commu
nist countries has become a huge project in itself, in which both transforming states and
IGOs have tried to mobilize civil societies to reinforce state and supra state power and
sovereignty (chapters 5, 6, see also below).

These post 1989 socioeconomic and political shifts are among the starting points of a
second group of scholars who have analyzed the Romani movement. Many scholars
have described how the optimism of Romani leaders and activists in the immediate
aftermath of ‘1989’ soon made place for pessimism or even cynicism.3 Some of these
scholars, who belong to the second group I distinguish, have drawn equally pessimistic
conclusions about the movement’s chances to become really effective and democratic.4
Their assessment is primarily based on factors such as the (re)emergence of institutional
and citizen violence against the Roma; the ways in which this violence is embedded in
institutional structures and related to communist legacies; the difficulty to mobilize civil
societal forces to change this; the lack of grassroots support for the Romani movement,
and the displacement of ‘the grassroots’ in Roma related activism. Some scholars relate
the limitations of the Romani movement and the difficulties in challenging the Roma’s
marginalization above all to the emergence of neo liberal states, markets, and societies in
Europe, and in Central and Eastern Europe in particular.5 These scholars are both critical
of where the Romani movement has hitherto led to and usually not very hopeful about
its short term prospects. Nando Sigona and Nidhi Trehan, for instance, suggest that neo
liberalism has become hegemonic in the region, if not throughout Europe, and led to
seriously undermining viable possibilities for civil societal actors to further the Romani

3 See, for instance, Hancock (1993), Barany (2002), Guy (2001a), Vermeersch (2006), and Liégeois (2007).
4 See, most notably, Kovats (1997), Barany (1998), Trehan (2001; 2009a), Trehan and Kóczé (2009), and Rostas
(2009).
5 See, most notably, Emigh et al (2001), Ladányi (2001), Ladányi and Szelényi (2006), Sigona and Trehan
(2009a; 2009b), Trehan (2009a; 2009b), Trehan and Kóczé (2009), Szalai (2009), and Timmer (2010).
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living conditions.6 They do reflect on the changing state/civil society relationships, but, at
the same time, tend to present the Roma primarily as victims of ‘neo liberalism.’ Insofar
as they see a way out of the suffocating, hegemonic logic of neo liberalism, it is through
mobilizing and supporting forms of local Romani grassroots community resistance and
giving voice to Romani subaltern voices.7

I shall re examine the chances and limits of the Romani movement, relate them to my
analysis of neo liberal governmentality (chapters 5, 6), and question the ways in which
the chances and barriers of this movement have thus far been analyzed. I will argue that
little or only one sided attention has been paid to how the blurring of the boundaries
between state, market, and civil society has profoundly influenced the development of
the Romani movement. We have been able to observe in post 1989 Central and Eastern
Europe what Mitchell Dean calls an unfolding of the formally political sphere into civil
society, which has led to the building of several private public partnerships. At the same
time, the parallel governmentalization of the region’s civil societies has entailed an
enfolding of civil society regulations into the political sphere and led to attempts to
incorporate some of civil society’s core values—agency, participation, voice, etc.—into
formal political institutions at and beyond the state level (Dean 2007: 116 17). I will show
that the simultaneity of these two processes makes it difficult to consider civil society as
merely a “supplement to the development of political institutions” (Matveeva 2008: 12).
We need to reflect on the effects of their boundary blurring and on the possibilities of
their boundary crossings for developing new forms of Romani agency. An analysis of
these effects and possibilities, I will show, has two major implications for how the
Romani movement has hitherto been investigated. Firstly, we will get a different picture
of changed state/civil society relations and the opportunities and limits that are going
with them. Secondly, we will get another idea of the Romani movement’s politics of rep
resentation and its relation to both the Roma’s Europeanization and the involved use of
knowledge and expertise. Taken together, these two aspects will allow me to reveal some
novel dimensions, prospects, and ambivalences of the contemporary Romani movement.

To make an alternative reading of the Romani movement possible, I propose that at
least two steps will be made. Firstly, we need to assess its politics of representation
beyond the ‘global hegemonic neoliberal power’ versus ‘local grassroots community
resistance’ binary. Going beyond this artificial opposition, which tends to essentialize
resistance as residing in discrete localized places or actors, will shed light on how neo
liberal power is constituted, but also contested through diverse social relations and
everyday practices in and outside institutional contexts. Secondly and correlatively,
alongside an ‘activist’ notion of Romani politics, we also need to adopt a less dramatic
notion of politics. Some scholars tend to assess the movement primarily in terms of mass
mobilization.8 Yet, a less ‘revolutionary’ conception of politics is required to reveal how
everyday practices in which Roma are involved do not necessarily preserve ambivalent
status quos, but also try to contribute to transformative participation and new constel

6 See, most notably, Sigona and Trehan (2009a; 2009b) and Trehan (2009a; 2009b).
7 See also Kóczé (2009) and Trehan and Kóczé (2009).
8 See, for instance, Vermeersch (2006: 212, 228), Sigona and Trehan (2009a: 297), and Marušák and Singer
(2009: 201 02).
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lations of citizenship. Seen from this angle, the daily struggles of, for instance, activists to
get ‘the Roma’ on domestic and European policy agenda, but also those of ‘ordinary’
Roma can be interpreted as difficult yet important attempts to re politicize inequality
and poverty affecting the Roma. Combining both notions of politics reveals not only that
such struggles contest neo liberal concepts of participation and existing citizenship
frames at and beyond the national level.9 It also illuminates how diverse actors involved
in the Romani social and civil movement strategically mobilize the Roma’s European
ization across space and difference to challenge the frameworks in which the Roma are
often framed.

I will show that the extension of a conceptualization of politics along these lines can
be considered as a politics of citizenship of participation. I will illustrate how various
kinds of Romani actors have developed practices of citizenship in which they try to
renegotiate the meaning of participation beyond its limited, neo liberal meaning of
individualistic, market participation (chapter 6). The notion ‘citizenship as participation’
that I use in this chapter refers to citizenship struggles for the deepening of democracy
and for challenging old and new practices and mechanisms that (tend to) reproduce in
equality and exclusion. I will show how the politics of citizenship of participation partly
relies on strategies that I call traveling activism. With this notion, I draw attention to the
significance of how various discourses, strategies, and techniques of activism are trans
lated across space and difference. My examination of traveling activism will clarify how
activists travel through disjunctive circuits and how the diverse forms of coalition build
ing that arise from these activities can serve as a productive source for Roma to claim the
right to participate as equal and full citizens. These citizenship practices also reveal that
the governmentalization of civil society has had diverse effects. While it has gone to
gether with practices that persistently de politicize subjects and programs of develop
ment by rendering them natural, private, or technical (chapter 6), it has also provoked
processes of re politicization that challenge these mechanisms of reification and reveal
their ‘dilemmatic’ character (Honig 1996). These processes of re politicization have con
tributed to the production of new forms of agency.

This chapter proceeds as follows. I will first explain why we cannot discuss the
Romani movement along the lines of easy, straightforward strategies of empowerment
and emancipation. I will clarify how the post 1989 Romani movement has emerged from
a peculiar mixture of participatory democratic and neo liberal elements, and how their
confluence has confronted pro Roma advocates and Romani activists with dilemmas that
radically traverse their activities. Thereafter, I will explain how practices of traveling
activism represent attempts at articulating a politics of citizenship as participation. I will
illuminate that traveling activism does not depart from or reject neo liberal development
as such, but, rather, tries to mobilize and articulate neo liberal technologies of governing
for different ends. I will look at several activities that have been developed by the Euro
pean Roma Grassroots Organizations network (ERGO) to illustrate how I read traveling
activism and the related citizenship practices. I will show that practices of traveling

9 For a compelling case study on how current Romani practices of mobility contest EU citizenship regimes,
see Aradau et al (2010). In this case study, insights from citizenship studies (Isin and Nielsen 2008) have
been mobilized to develop an original approach to mobility and citizenship.
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activism are relying on a specific, strategic redeployment of expertise and knowledge
and how this mobilization has gone together with new kinds of knowledge formation
and Romani agency.

BEYOND THE PERVERSE CONFLUENCE OF PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY AND NEO LIBERALISM

The Romani movement has been confronted by a dilemma that has largely emanated
from a ‘perverse confluence’ (Dagnino 2008) of two different processes, related to two
different political projects: a participatory democratic and a neo liberal project. The
Romani movement has profoundly been influenced by post communist processes of
democratization, which have gone together with the development of new public spaces,
new forms, subjects, and sites of citizenship, de centered forms of governance, and the
increased participation of civil societal actors in decision making linked to public and
policy issues. Dissident movements with roots in opposition against the communist
regimes, human rights and social movements that appeared in the West since the 1970s,
and the momentum of ‘1989’ have all contributed to the emergence of this participatory
process aimed at developing and deepening democracy, including the building of a
viable civil society. At the same time, the Romani movement has been influenced by the
neo liberal project. Post communist state and civil society building and the transition
from plan to market economies in Central and Eastern Europe have gone together with
the profound articulations of neo liberal governmental technologies (chapters 5, 6). The
participatory democratic and the neo liberal projects have ambiguously flown together:

The perversity lies in the fact that, even if these projects point in opposite and even
antagonistic directions, each of them not only requires an active and proactive civil
society, but also uses a number of common concepts and points of reference. In
particular, notions such as citizenship, participation, and civil society are central
elements in both projects, even if they are being used with very different meanings.
(Dagnino 2008: 55)

I will show how the uncomfortable merging of these two political projects in the case of
the Romani movement has led to ambiguities that complicate a reading of the Romani
movement along straightforward lines of empowerment and emancipation.

There is an important difference between the Romani movement, as well as other
social movements in Central and Eastern Europe on the one hand, and social movements
in parts of the world where participatory democracy had been established longer ago, on
the other. The way in which civil societies have been revived and woven in post
communist Central and Eastern Europe has roughly taken place at the same time of the
global ‘NGO boom.’ This boom took place in the context of influential transformations of
the structures of capitalism, including new approaches to poverty and development
(chapters 2, 5). Moreover, contrary to what is often suggested, neo liberal concepts and
practices have transnational ‘roots,’ including some in pre 1989 Central and Eastern
Europe (chapter 6). In some countries, most notably in Hungary, the impact of neo
liberalization has already become tangible since the early 1980s (Haney 2002). For these



TRAVELING ACTIVISM IN/AGAINST THE SPIRIT OF NEO LIBERALISM 239

reasons, the simultaneity of the post 1989 NGO boom with emergent neo liberalization
in Central and Eastern Europe makes it more difficult to distinguish or phase the partici
patory democratic and neo liberal projects, in particular when it comes to the Roma’s
situation. The fact that some studies and reports that have discussed the Romani move
ment identify ‘civil society’ with private foundations and NGOs, for instance, could itself
be considered as a symptom of the post 1989 confluence of the two political projects.
Indeed, limiting the meaning of civil society to NGOs or what has been called the ‘third
sector’ (next to the state and the market) is itself expressive of the trend “to implement a
‘minimalist’ conception of politics and to nullify the extension of public spaces for
political deliberation that had been achieved by the democratizing struggles” (Dagnino
2008: 59).

Until late into the 1990s, and partly as a consequence of Cold War East West relations
and the related Western distrust of state authorities in Eastern Europe, the direct
Western support for Romani minorities in Central and Eastern Europe mainly consisted
of establishing small scale NGOs. In the course of the years, the steadily growing
number of Roma related civil societal organizations, mainly funded by Western donors,
became a major channel for the initial development of and support for the Romani
movement. At the same time, the restructuring of Central and Eastern European states
and their institutional infrastructures led to the influential change of state civil society
relations. The ‘strengthening of civil society’ and the post 1989 restructuring of the state
were parallel, largely interconnected processes. Partially and incoherently, these pro
cesses contributed to the decentralization of formerly authoritarian communist govern
mental structures, to the privatization of formerly state owned sectors, to the reform of
welfare regimes, and to the development of various kinds of private public partnerships.
Thus, the support for Romani or pro Roma NGOs on the one hand, and for democratic
state and market reform on the other, went together with an unprecedented transfor
mation of state civil society relationships and with a partial transfer of state responsibil
ities to existing, but most of all newly developed civil society actors.

These complex changes in the structures, patterns, tools, and forms of governance do
not involve a de regulation, but, rather, a re regulation of government in the Foucault
ian sense (chapter 1). They have been accompanied by a blurring of the boundaries be
tween state, market, and civil society (chapter 5). This has certainly not only been an
outwardly driven process governed by western actors or IGOs, but a complex process
supported by various kinds of governmental actors, including local and national ones in
the region. As part of these processes of state civil society transformations, IGOs, foreign
donors, and state authorities in Central and Eastern Europe have been looking for
reliable Romani civil society partners with whom they could build up formal and
informal partnerships. In some cases, these emerging dialogues between state and pro
Roma or Romani civil society actors have had their roots in late communist economic
crises and the need for restructuring the socialist economy and reducing the costs of the
then existing Roma assimilation programs (Kovats 1997). In 1984, for instance, the
Hungarian authorities argued that “the integration [of the Gypsies] is restricted by our
difficult economic situation … a consequence of which is that we must now consider the
Gypsy population as playing an important role in the construction of a new consensus”
(cited Kovats 1997: 57). Martin Kovats clarifies that allowing the Roma to play a role in
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communist Roma policies was largely motivated by socio economic difficulties, rather
than by a desire to establish Romani minority self governance and to allow Roma to im
pact on political and policy developments. He suggests that this ambiguity has not dis
appeared with the fall of communism and with the post 1989 development of important
new representational structures, such as, for instance, the minority self government
system in Hungary. He states that the introduction and building of policy dialogues with
tactically chosen members of the Romani minority represent ambiguous state strategies
to postpone the development and implementation of the socioeconomic policies that
were and are still needed to improve the situation of the Roma.

Kovats’ observations on the ambivalent effects of these policy dialogues could be put
into the perspective of the perverse confluence of the two political projects. State actors
that have been involved in the (partial) transfer of their responsibilities to civil society
actors potentially consider Romani or Roma advocacy NGOs as the relatively ideal and
trustworthy partners for (assisting with) the implementation of policies. These NGOs are
seen as agents who are operating in the proximity of Romani communities and who have
developed knowledge and expertise about the local situation. From the viewpoint of
national or international governing organizations, these features make such NGOs ideal
intermediaries between governments and state or supra state institutions on the one
hand, and Romani minorities and ‘grassroots communities,’ on the other. Since the early
1990s, much has been expected of the ‘strengthening of civil society’ through supporting
and establishing NGOs and mobilizing or improving their ‘local’ connections and forms
of expertise. For those Romani or pro Roma NGOs that have been approached by gov
ernmental offices, foreign donors or IGOs (and vice versa), taking up such roles in policy
delivery is most often not a question of choice and, more often than not, represents a
challenge. However, these involvements have also had more ambivalent effects.

The governmentalization of civil society organizations by state and international
governmental actors embodies a complex attempt to loosely but effectively attach such
NGOs to the state and supra state institutional frameworks of governance. In many
cases, these processes of governmentalization have led to the development of so called
QUANGOs or quasi autonomous NGOs. A substantial number of new civil societal
structures, and private public partnerships in particular, are the result of how states
themselves, while mobilizing neo liberal techniques of government, have established
NGOs and other quasi autonomous bodies (autonomous from the state or other donors)
to carry out tasks that were formerly directly organized by state authorities.

The Hungarian minority self government (MSG) system could be considered as a
good though complex example of such a quasi autonomous civil societal structure. The
MSG system—officially initiated in 1993 to protect minority cultures—has enabled ethnic
and national minorities in Hungary to choose, establish, and develop self governments
at the local, regional, and national level. Through a complex and much amended legal
framework, officially recognized minorities, including the Romani, have acquired greater
cultural autonomy (Eiler and Kovács 2002). Since 1993, Romani minorities in Hungary
have established several hundreds of Romani minority self governments at the local
level, some at the regional, and one at the national level. The MSG system has been
developed into a quasi autonomous civil societal structure, even more so since one of its
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latest amendments requires that ‘representative’ Romani NGOs back the formation and
election of Romani minority self governments.

The system, and particularly its effects on the situation of the Roma have been much
criticized, most of all for its limited focus on cultural autonomy and its effect, MSG’s
financial and logistic dependency on other official governmental bodies, and its prob
lematic approach to the self definition of minority members. At an even more fundamen
tal level, the system has been criticized for how it would have de politicized the socio
economic reasons for Roma marginalization and displaced critiques of how these newly
established structures themselves are partly responsible for the reproduction of in
equality.10 Nidhi Trehan, for instance, puts forward:

Progressive representatives of the Romani communities perceived [the MSG] system
as a clever mechanism of political control on the part of the state to co opt Romani
leadership in Hungary, effectively neutralizing radical critiques of the situation …
Nevertheless … large numbers of Romani leaders … have tacitly accepted the impor
tance of the MSG system, which they view as a type of ‘training ground’ for a career
in professional politics as community representatives. (Trehan 2009a: 113)

We have been able to notice the emergence of similar state civil society structures and
partnerships, resulting in similarly ambiguous situations for the Roma, in other countries
in Central and Eastern Europe. For instance, the national agencies for the Romani minor
ities that have been established in the Czech Republic and Romania represent equivalent
attempts to attach NGOs to state institutional bodies. Even though these Czech and
Romanian agencies are structurally different from the Hungarian MSG system and, to
some extent, more centralized than the latter, they could also be considered from the
angle of the governmentalization of Romani and pro Roma civil societal actors.

Roma related scholarship has, however, not stressed how the governmentalization of
civil society has also taken place at the international level, in IGOs such as the European
Union, the Council of Europe, and the World Bank. The World Bank’s ‘good governance’
and the EU governance agendas are also dedicated to how the mobilization of civil socie
tal actors needs to contribute to new participative and deliberative forms of global and
European governance and to democratizing decision making (chapter 5). The European
Commission, for instance, puts forward that NGOs “can become ‘centers of expertise’
and capitalize on their knowledge of communities by becoming trainers and advisors for
mainstream providers or governmental authorities” (EC 2007: 26). Within the EU, the
governmentalization of civil society relates to a longer tradition to try to bring ‘Europe’
closer to its citizens. Particularly since the early 1990s, the Union has launched various
kinds of ‘proximity policies’ to improve participatory democracy and limit the EU’s
much discussed democratic deficit. The desire to bring the EU closer to its citizens was
one of the reasons for initiating the influential subsidiarity principle in the early 1990s: 11

10 See, for instance, Kovats (1996; 1998; 2001c), Waters and Guglielmo (1996), Szalai (2000), Koulish (2003;
2005), and Trehan (2009a).
11 According to the principle of subsidiarity, which was enshrined in EU law by the Treaty of Maastricht
(1992), “the EU may only act … where member states agree that action of individual countries is insuffi
cient. The principle serves the functions of, on the one hand, setting up a division of competence between
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We affirm that decisions must be taken as closely as possible to the citizen. Greater
unity can be achieved without excessive centralization … Bringing to life this
principle—‘subsidiarity’ or ‘nearness’—is essential if the [European] Community is to
develop with the support of its citizens. (CEU 1992: 5)

In the context of its new governance agenda, the EU has introduced numerous new
discourses, mechanisms, and tools that need to bring decision making closer to the EU’s
citizens. Lifelong learning (EC 1995), activation, and the ‘open method of coordination’
(OMC) are examples of what can be conceptualized as neo liberal governmental technol
ogies of proximity:

Technologies of proximity refer to all those discourses and practices which imagine
democracy in terms of positive experiences of local engagement, participation, and
connection. Proximity is affirmed at the level of the citizen body: democratic life is
seen to benefit from a certain closeness and connection between citizens. It is also
affirmed between citizens and the formal institutions of political authority: people
should feel ‘closer’ to government. (Walters and Haahr 2005: 76)

The tools that have been developed at local, national, and supranational levels to in
crease the role of Romani and pro Roma civil societal actors in decision making can be
considered from the perspective of the articulation of such neo liberal technologies of
proximity.12 Several Romani activists have moved into closer collaborations with nation
al or supranational political institutions or even into their official bodies to help foster
Roma related development programs. However, these commitments have often been
considered as co options, rather than successes.13 Whether co option or a limited form of
successful participation in decision making, the governmentalization of civil society has
undoubtedly led to an ambiguous situation:

[T]he increasing political autonomy of NGOs creates a peculiar situation in which
these NGOs are responsible to the international agencies which finance them and the
state which contracts them as service providers, but not to civil society, whose
representatives they claim to be, nor to the social sectors whose interests they bear,
nor to any other organ of a truly public character. (Dagnino 2008: 59 60)

the EU and member states and on the other, endorsing the primacy of the member states in some domains,
one of which is social policy” (Daly and Silver 2008: 551n52).
12 Seen from the angle of this transnational development of technologies of proximity, QUANGOs are, thus,
not only GONGOs or government organized NGOs; they are also what could be called EURONGOs or
European Union organized NGOs (or NGOs organized and supported by other IGOs, such as the Council
of Europe and the World Bank). Yet, it is important to realize that EU funds for the development of civil
society in Central and Eastern Europe have usually been distributed through state structures in the region.
The number of national Romani NGOs that get direct funding from Brussels is still limited. Nevertheless,
the Council of Europe has funded several new international Romani NGOs, such as the International Roma
Women Network (IRWN), the Federation of European Romani Young People (FERYP), and the European
Roma and Travellers Forum (ERTF) (Nirenberg 2009).
13 See, for instance Nirenberg (2009: 113), and Trehan (2009a: 113).
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This situation has important consequences for issues of minority participation and rep
resentation. Propagators of newly developed technologies of proximity—such as the
Hungarian MSG system and Roma related private public partnerships more generally—
claim that these technologies represent mechanisms that take decisions ‘as closely as
possible’ to the citizen or the involved community of identity. However, often “the use
of new technologies does not mean that publics can speak to governments in ways that
are unmediated” (Newman and Clarke 2009: 136). Frequently, participative governance
implies that civil society actors can help implement policies, while having no direct say
in how these policies are actually developed. The ways in which participative technolo
gies of proximity have been articulated on the ground “highlight the continued signify
cance of questions about who sets agendas, who claims to represent whom, and how
different experiences, identities, and interests can be given voice in the public domain”
(ibid).

The ways in which the Roma have increasingly been involved in participative and
deliberative forms of governance reflect a more general and widespread idea that demo
cracy needs to be based on forms of governing that are better attuned to individual
preferences and questions of difference than the classic welfare state and more classic
forms of representative governance. Deliberative forms of democracy “are viewed as
more responsive to subtle differences of interest and identity than the aggregative
electoral processes of representative democracy” (Newman 2005: 131). However, one of
the outcomes of dealing with questions of difference in this way is, Janet Newman
suggests, that the public or citizenry needs to be constructed as “a differentiated entity so
that citizens or service users can be included from appropriate categories” (ibid). These
processes of categorization tend to naturalize group identities and to divide people in
relatively clearly distinguished population groups, based on categories of age, gender,
ethnicity, profession, and the like. Similarly, participative and deliberative practices of
governance often tend to assume a clearly defined, more or less homogeneous Romani
community. This identification often goes with an ambivalent problematization:

[T]he process of categorization tends to construct problems as the property of the
group concerned rather than of the wider social or political system. ‘Hard to reach’
groups are constituted through a double taxonomy of assumed deficits (lack of skills
or confidence, unwillingness to participate) and potential assets (in the form of social
capital). As such, their participation is linked to a social inclusion agenda rather than a
democratic one. (Newman 2005: 132, my italics)

Consequently, national, but also supranational political institutions tend to reduce their
redistributive role to the capacity building of Romani communities. I have clarified how
the tendency to isolate the situation of the Roma from the larger political, historical, and
socioeconomic context has moralizing and de politicizing effects (chapter 6). Politically
complex issues of marginalization tend to be reduced to problems of morality, decency,
and individual responsibility, which primarily need to be solved by the marginalized
themselves. One of the consequences of this governing through community is that
structural problems affecting the Roma tend to be territorialized. These problems and
how they are supposed to be solved are one sidedly related to the inhabitants and
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infrastructures of specific localities, such as separated or segregated Romani settlements,
sites, and ghettoes (see also Timmer 2010).14 In such cases of governing through relative
ly fixed Romani communities, we have been able to notice the simultaneity of three
overlapping phenomena: the reduction of a democratic agenda to a social inclusion one;
the territorialization of complex structural problems, and the limitation of their solution
to the context of the target groups and their living places. The combination of these
phenomena often goes together with the suggestion that ‘the Romani culture’ is the ‘key
problem’ to be addressed. Hence, “a cultural gloss is overlaid on structural problems”
(Newman 2005: 132). In his evaluation of the Romani movement, Valeriu Nicolae (2008)
puts forward that, despite all the rhetoric on the equal participation of the Roma as
citizens, the dominant public discourse on the Roma is that they need to change their
culture and lifestyle, that they need to send their children to school, that they need to
obey the law, and that they need to integrate into mainstream society. The problems the
Roma face tend to be ‘privatized’ and their solutions considered as their own private,
‘community’ matter and, thus, not as a collective, public responsibility (chapter 6).

Let me link this issue to the suggestion of scholars of the second group (discussed in
the introduction to this chapter) that those who have started to represent the Roma—
including Roma themselves—and speak in their name have become involved in an ambi
valent or even dirty politics of representation. Some of these scholars, for instance, have
discussed the appearance of so called ‘NGOization’ at the center of the Romani move
ment.15 This phenomenon relates to how particularly Roma advocacy NGOs, gradually
departing from a movement agenda of solidarity and participatory democracy, have
become a kind of service deliverers that contribute to, rather than challenge, the success
of the new neo liberal orthodoxies of state and supra state actors. NGOization leads, it is
argued, to an ambiguous situation in which, at new sites of participation, the compe
tences of some representatives—well educated Roma and, particularly, pro Roma advo
cates—tend to be preferred above their capacity to democratically or authoritatively
represent the interests of Romani grassroots communities. NGOization, so the argument
goes, has resulted in a troublesome divide within the movement, according to which
some bureaucratic, professionalized NGOs run the show and limit “the dynamics and
flexibility of civil society” (Rostas 2009: 170). Advocacy NGOs, mostly staffed by non
Romani human rights activists, would currently dominate the NGOization trend and the
setting of the movement’s agenda. Therefore, NGOization has caused a displacement of
Romani NGOs and subaltern, grassroots voices.16 Nidhi Trehan, most notably, critiques
what she considers the “marketization of ‘Roma rights’”, which would have taken “a
logic of its own, which in many cases is disconnected from the diverse needs of Romani

14 This territorialization often goes together with criminalizing the Roma. Such strategies of criminalization
and making the marginalized responsible for (solving) their problems are evidently not limited to the
Roma. Such strategies are applied to the poor more generally (Wacquant 2009; Ilcan and Lacey 2011). How
ever, problematizing Romani identities and mobilities as irregular intensifies the applicability of strategies
of stigmatization and ‘responsibilization’ to the situation of the Roma (chapter 6, van Baar 2011b).
15 See, most notably, Trehan (2001; 2009a; 2009b), Barany (2002), Kóczé (2009), Nirenberg (2009), Rostas
(2009), and Sigona and Trehan (2009a; 2009b).
16 See Kóczé (2009), Trehan (2009b), and Trehan and Kóczé (2009).
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communities” (2009b: 65). In short, NGOization would have radically displaced Romani
grassroots communities and subjects and their voices, interests, and needs.

Nando Sigona and Nidhi Trehan argue that NGOization is generally the effect of how
neo liberalism has impacted on the Romani movement. They consider neo liberalism as
an ideological policy framework, mainly imposed on Central and Eastern Europe from
outside and which would instrumentalize “the NGO vehicle” to achieve its aims (2009a:
297). For instance, they claim that the former World Bank President Wolfensohn and the
billionaire Soros are elite figures who played a crucial role in “the ‘Americanization’ of
Eastern Europe” (2009b: 3). Referring to David Harvey’s (2005) view of neo liberalism,
they link the region’s marketization mainly to the dissemination of discourses of “Ameri
can and Euro Atlantic liberal and neo liberal political elites” (2009b: 8). They primarily
follow a reading of hegemonic neo liberalism as policy cum ideology (chapter 5). In such
a view, I argued in chapters 5 and 6, is neither much space for a consideration of uneven
articulations of neo liberalism, nor for an acknowledgement of the possibly constitutive
role of critique in producing ambivalences within articulations of neo liberal governance.
As a result, they tend to understand it as a rampant hegemonic mechanism that rules
everything and everybody, at least when it comes to the daily realities of Europe’s
Romani minorities. This view of neo liberalism also impacts on the alternative they
propose and the way in which they perceive Romani agency.

Sigona and Trehan present their alternative mainly by contrasting it to what they
consider as counterproductive. They oppose, for instance, urban pro Roma and Romani
elites to rural Romani grassroots communities, top down to bottom up approaches,
external expertise to local knowledge, technocratic professionalism to social justice, and
NGOization to grassroots empowerment. While they value positively and want to mobil
ize the latter sides of these binaries, they consider the former as intrusive manifestations
of a neo imperial neo liberal order.17 Ultimately, alternatives need to be looked for at the
local, grassroots level. For instance, Trehan proposes, that “[w]hat is needed … is … an
analysis that accounts for Romani diversity in Europe through an emphasis on
privileging local level knowledge …” (2009b: 65). Yet, while Sigona and Trehan pay
ample attention to the latter sides of the aforementioned binaries, in their analysis the
‘grassroots’ remain an almost empty signifier. This issue relates to their specific under
standing of the Romani movement’s politics of representation. In their view, the needs,
interests, and problems of the Romani grassroots tend to be naturalize as given, trans
parent, and incontrovertible. However, this view disregards how these needs, interests,
and problems are constituted “within the process of political representation itself, and
not somehow apart from or prior to it” (Saward 2005: 181, his italics). Such a view sug

17 For instance, Trehan puts forward: “Inherent to the neo liberal, technocratic policy approach towards
NGO development, the ‘NGOization’ of human rights has curtailed, if not stunted, the development of an
autonomous, democratic voice which would effectively intervene or mediate on behalf of European Romani
communities and their most critical needs … [T]he advocacy culture and methods of neo liberal human
rights entrepreneurship continues to have a profound impact on younger generations of Romani activists,
who have been exposed to a ‘technocratic, professional’ model … rather than the self help, bottom up
model of community development” (2009a: 225).
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gests that the Roma’s representatives are, but the represented Romani grassroots com
munities are not involved in the politics of representation (or less problematically).18

I call into question the binary oppositions between the Roma’s representatives and the
represented Roma, elites and grassroots, or formal and informal sides of the movement.
Such a ‘binary’ approach to the Romani movement, and to the (im)possibilities of NGO
development in particular, embodies several ontological and epistemological problems.
These binary constructions and the way in which they oppose expert to local knowledge
privilege a problematic view of ‘local needs’ and ‘grassroots communities’ (chapter 2,
Mohan and Stokke 2000). The Romani grassroots communities and local Romani NGOs
are set against a non Romani and Romani elite, including the professionalized inter
national NGOs with whom they are affiliated. Critically, this all adds up to the valoriza
tion of ‘local’ or ‘insider’ knowledge and to the idea that the local Romani NGOs are
‘closest’ to the Roma most in need. This form of localism tends to “essentialize the local
as discrete places that host relatively homogeneous communities or, alternatively, consti
tute sites of grassroots mobilization and resistance” (Mohan and Stokke 2000: 264). The
glorification of local community as the site where Romani activism needs to start and to
be mobilized privileges a notion of politics in which the main aim seems to be to carve
“out spaces of empowerment where ordinary people can define their lives outside the
imprisoning architecture of developmentalism” (Corbridge 2007: 185). I have critiqued
the view of those who consider the ‘development industry’ itself as one of the core
problems of how development is organized (chapter 2). Those who have called for
rejecting this entire ‘industry,’ including the experts who have ‘flown into’ indigenous
movements and contexts, tend to assume that the ‘local’ and ‘non local’ are a kind of
discrete entities that can be easily separated in space. The same rhetoric and problematic
appear when some scholars are discussing the limits of the Romani movement in terms
of the emergence of an ‘ethno business,’ ‘Roma industry,’ or ‘human rights industry’.19
These scholars tend to present the Roma as either victims of the development and em
powerment programs or active contributors to their own ideological deception. How
ever, contrary to what seems to be these scholars’ academic aspiration, the ultimate theo
retical consequence of this representation is that the space for Romani agency vanishes
into thin air. Indeed, if the Roma are only victims of the development programs, they are
denied agency. And when some, more organized and elite Roma are, through NGO
ization, merely contributing to an ambivalent politics of representation, they would
simply not have the right kind of agency, “because they have bought in the development
myth” (Sharma 2008: 119). Indeed, they have started to defend positions that neglect the
‘real’ needs of Romani ‘grassroots communities.’ In other words, the view of ‘global

18 Even scholars such as Vermeersch and McGarry, who have carefully analyzed the role of interest and
identity formation and the processes in which interests and identities are framed and legitimized, tend to
follow Pitkin’s (1968) seminal, yet unidirectional theory of representation. Focusing on “the formal side of
the movement” (Vermeersch 2006: 9), they concentrate on the flow of interests from the represented to the
representatives and on the role of the latter in the movement’s politics of representation (see also van Baar
2012b).
19 See Trehan (2001; 2009a), Trehan and Kóczé (2009), and Barany (2002).
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hegemonic neo liberal power’ versus ‘local grassroots community resistance’ makes it
methodologically hard to specify the requisite agency to realize any alternative.20

Rather than romanticizing the role of local Romani grassroots communities outside
neo liberal articulations of technologies of government, I propose to interrogate the
political uses of ‘the grassroots’ by various actors, including those who are considered as
local Romani NGOs and grassroots organizations (see also van Baar 2005b; 2008a). Such
an interrogation reveals that the governmentalization of civil society has also led to the
formation of new forms of Romani agency. Moreover, it leads us beyond an analysis of
the Romani movement in terms of merely a perverse confluence of the neo liberal and
participatory democratic projects. The confluence of both political projects in itself does
not tell us much about whether and to what extent the confluence has transformed
practices of participation. Though the perverse confluence approach helps to understand
how solidarity movements tend to be displaced by the individualistic approach of the
neo liberal project, it tells us little about how these displacements are negotiated on the
ground. To some extent, the ‘perverse confluence’ approach still tends to formulate the
conflicts between the participatory democratic and the neo liberal project at the level of
how participation is theorized and conceptualized, rather than at the level of its actual
practice. The latter approach, however, can provide insight into how and under what
conditions participatory spaces and forms of governance have engendered new citizen
ship practices. This leads me to ask: How do Romani activists and others involved in the
movement actually negotiate the meaning of participation in their daily practices? Do
they mobilize, for instance, the contested boundaries between the public sector and the
third sector to try to develop their own agendas? What is the impact of the activists’
involvement in networking on attempts at creating both a more engaged civil society
and more responsive and effective official institutions? Is it possible for Romani activists
or subaltern subjects to appropriate and re embed neo liberal tools in locally situated
practices, rather than merely replicate these tools at the expense of their opportunities to
redirect the movement?

20 Paloma Gay y Blasco has adopted an even more radical view of Romani activism, in which it would be a
form of an almost total assimilation of the involved Roma to the patterns and models of the world of
outsiders. Without seeing a possibility for a productive contestation of the boundaries between the ‘Gypsy’
and the ‘non Gypsy’ worlds, she presents the following caricature of American and Euro centric theories
and ideas of identity and personhood:

[Romani] activism is premised on non Gypsy models of personhood, by which all persons become entitled
to the same human rights, effectively working as equally valuable units of humanity… Roma activists begin
to move away from a performative model of identity to the same emphasis on historical and biological
continuity that lies at the core of Euro American ethno theories… Roma activism both mimics the way inter
national politics are organized and models itself upon non Gypsy paradigms of identity and personhood. (Gay y
Blasco 2002: 181, 184, 185, my italics and abridgement)

The Czech anthropologists Marek Jakoubek and Lenka Budilová have proposed a similarly negative
approach to everything that relates to pro Roma human rights activism, Romani political mobilization, and
the kinds of identity formations that they would provoke (Jakoubek 2004; 2008; Budilová and Jakoubek
2007; for a critique of their view of Romani ethno politics and pro Roma activism, see Cahn 2009).
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TRAVELING ACTIVISM: TOWARD A POLITICS OF CITIZENSHIP AS PARTICIPATION

A networked theory of power (chapter 1) and an understanding of neo liberalism as
governmentality (chapter 5) lead us beyond totalizing, global views of neo liberal power
and enable us to see how activists have mobilized and incorporated neo liberal elements
in the Romani movement for different than neo liberal ends. I call the forms of activism
that are based on this understanding of power and governmentality traveling activism.
With this term, I want to underscore the significance of how various, transnationally
circulating discourses, strategies, and techniques of activism are translated across space
and difference. Traveling activism points to how activists, by crossing the boundaries
between different political terrains and both institutional and non institutional settings,
articulate a politics of citizenship as participation and contribute to shaping new forms of
agency and transformative spaces. Even though these citizenship practices are often
frustrated and usually achieve neither the desired aims nor match the written project
results, they exceed “the search for simple technical fixes” (Hickey and Mohan 2004: 168)
and address participation in terms of broader social transformation.

In the case studies that I will analyze in the remainder of this chapter, I will show that
the involved notion of participation refers to various kinds of claim making, including
claiming the right to have rights, claiming access to public services, claims to be heard
and represented, and strategies to make public and visible what has hitherto often
remained invisible and been rendered the Roma’s ‘private matter.’ Using these claims as
entry points to challenge contemporary development and other policy practices may be
a useful strategy in promoting a basically hybrid notion of empowerment. According to
this view of empowerment, various elements, among which neo liberal ones, are recom
bined to reveal the limits of existing policy frameworks and, possibly, renew them. Even
if these activist strategies always need to be articulated at local levels, the local does not
bound these strategies. They try to achieve “relative levels of empowerment within
networks, rather than producing bounded, localized spaces of liberation” (Williams 2004:
102). Thus, traveling activism does not represent an even geography of activism. Rather,
I will show that the spaces that these forms of activism produce are essentially multi
scalar, entail complex, overlapping and traversing geographies, mobilize diverse forms
of knowledge and expertise, and include various kinds of alliance building.

Traveling activism can be seen as a form of counter conduct (chapter 1). In his search
for an adequate term to specify challenges to prevailing governmentalities and existing
power relationships, Foucault calls such resistances ‘counter conducts.’ He tellingly
rejects the terms ‘revolt,’ ‘dissidence,’ and ‘disobedience.’ He rejects the first “because the
word ‘revolt’ is both too precise and too strong to designate much more diffuse and
subdued forms of resistance” (Foucault 2007b: 200). He discards ‘dissidence’ for the
noun ‘dissident’ implies the ‘substantification’ and ‘santification’ of resistance, which
would limit resistance to particular persons or groups, and excessively glorify their
individual status in the process of contestation (ibid 202). He considers ‘disobedience’ as
too weak a term, though “the problem of obedience is in fact at the center” (ibid 200) of
what he wants to demarcate. For these reasons, he introduces the term ‘counter conduct’
to analyze the components of everyday life struggles that could contribute to reshaping
“the very general field of politics” and “power relations” (ibid 202).
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In a first set of case studies, which are all related to the European Roma Grassroots
Organizations Network (ERGO), I will analyze how traveling activism contributes to
reshaping “the very general field of politics” through mobilizing different kinds of tech
nologies, including neo liberal ones, for some commonly set goals. In what follows, I will
first examine the way in which ERGO presents its strategies and, thereafter, look at these
case studies. However, I do not look at ERGO because it describes itself as a ‘grassroots
based’ network. Rather, I want to interrogate how ERGO ‘goes local’ and both constructs
and mobilizes the ‘grassroots’ it supposedly empowers. I will argue that some of ERGO’s
strategies offer us an example of how the confluence of the participatory democratic and
neo liberal projects can be mobilized in favor of transformative participation and the
repoliticization of development programs. These abilities are not somehow intrinsically
implied by ERGO’s strategies, but are the effects of conflicts and contestations on the
ground.

Officially established in 2003, ERGO has been developed out of several Romani
community development and capacity building initiatives, and out of earlier attempts at
regional collaboration and networking.21 Throughout the years, ERGO has become a
fluctuating, transnational network of Romani ‘grassroots’ organizations in the east of
Europe, with members in Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Moldova, Romania,
Serbia, Slovakia, and Turkey.22 Recently, ERGO has also established an office in Brussels
and collaborated with several other advocacy and activist organizations. In a program
matic pamphlet, ERGO presents ‘active citizenship’ as its main strategy and empower
ment and grassroots mobilization as the two main ways in which it wants to realize this
strategy. The way in which the two central dimensions of this strategy are described
helps to unravel ERGO’s own political use of ‘the grassroots’:

Empowerment is a process that enables people, individually and collectively, to take
control of their own lives and act together to produce change in their societies. Our
concept of empowerment is based on a process oriented approach, which focuses on the
mechanisms of change that provide Roma the possibility of overcoming stigma and
better negotiating their interests in society … The work carried out by our partner
organizations is long term and oriented towards sustainability. ERGO believes the
main priority is the process of change rather than short term solutions. (Cited verbatim
ERGO 2009: 2, their italics)

ERGO approaches ‘grassroots mobilization’ as follows:

21 See Spolu (2003: 16 19; 2004a: 31 34; 2005: 13 18).
22 Usually, one or two stronger partner organizations in these individual countries support several smaller
Romani organizations or activists who try to build (trans)local coalitions. Spolu International Foundation, a
Dutch NGO, has logistically and financially supported these diverse activities. For a long time, Spolu
provided the administration for the network, but without official voting rights in ERGO. Early 2011, Spolu
officially merged into ERGO. Throughout the years, Spolu has been funded by various donors, such as the
EU CARDS program, the Council of Europe Development Bank, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
ICCO, Cordaid, Co operating Netherlands Foundation for Central and Eastern Europe, the One Europe
Foundation, and several individual and corporate donors.
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Grassroots mobilization is a process which brings people together and enables them to
fight for a common cause. Our main concern is to mobilize Roma in different
countries in order to help them to organize themselves, to identify priorities and to
introduce them on the political agenda of responsible institutions at local, regional,
national, and European level. Since most Roma policies are created at the highest
national level, we promote a bottom up approach, taking into account grassroots pri
orities. (Cited verbatim ERGO 2009: 2, their italics)

To some extent, the way in which ERGO defines its central strategy is a clear example of
a neo liberal approach to community governance. Ideas of top down social engineering
have made place for a range of ‘natural grassroots communities’ assumed to regulate the
behavior of their members according to their own values: “in the name of community, …
groups and forces stand up for their rights and enact their resistances” (N Rose 1999b:
136). In the approach of ERGO, the emphasis is also on ‘responsibilization’ and auto
nomization. The activities of the new community experts are characterized less by the
imposition of externally developed principles and duties on communities, and more by
the identification and formation of groups of individuals that can hold formal or
informal meetings and prepare plans to change the situation in their communities. In this
way, groups can be made visible, created, or improved where they already exist, crafted
where they are absent, and resuscitates where they are disappearing (see Li 2007b: 235).
While the identified grassroots groups are imagined as ‘naturally’ belonging or attached
to the involved communities, the experts and empowerment and grassroots mobilization
techniques are considered as crucial to guide and supervise the processes of community
empowerment, participation, and movement building (see also Schuringa and Spolu
2005; van Baar 2008a).

The ‘community’ of community development or grassroots empowerment—whether
withering or passive or already active—tends to be understood as preceding the devel
opment processes and interventions. Even though their interests, needs, and priorities
still need to be defined, the underlying idea is that they and new community identities
will crystallize during guided processes of mobilization. Those involved in grassroots
empowerment will become aware of their commonality in the process of community
(re)building. Thus, in this respect, there is a similarity with how the discussed de
politicized forms of participation assume a coherent, given community ‘behind’ those
who (claim to) have the competences to represent them. Discussions with the supposed
‘grassroots’ may characterize the ways in which bottom up approaches have been
negotiated. Nevertheless, many of these approaches constitute the collective Romani
subject as people who potentially possess human and social capital, but do not (yet)
know how to mobilize it effectively. Empowerment programs are seen as the necessary
interventions to turn the tide, while “empowerment is typically treated as a simple
quantitative increase in the amount of power possessed by an individual” or group of
individuals (Cruikshank 1999: 71). The programs “seek to mobilize and maximize the
subjectivities of those perceived to lack the power, hope, consciousness, and initiative to
act on behalf of their own interests” (ibid). However, “understood as a means of
combating exclusion and powerlessness, relations of empowerment are, in fact, akin to
relations of government that both constitute and fundamentally transform the subject’s
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capacity to act.” Thus, “rather than merely increasing that capacity, empowerment alters
and shapes it” (ibid). Put differently, such empowerment programs do not merely turn
‘powerless’ persons into more ‘powerful’ ones, but change the relations of power in
which the subjects of these programs are embedded. This issue relates to the kind of
critique a governmentality approach involves. It does not follow the path of ideology
critique, which, in the case of neo liberal empowerment programs and strategies, aims at
unmasking neo liberal ideological representations in order to reveal ‘real’ relations:

Rather, it makes clear the immanent disjunction and dissonance between how prac
tices of empowerment are viewed by their advocates and the intelligibility or logic of
such practices … [T]he relations between the poor and the activist, the poor and the
bureaucrat, and indeed the poor and themselves … are constituted within a distinc
tive rationality, technology, and strategy of power. The agency of the poor does not
anticipate ‘emancipatory visions of society’ outside power relations but is an element
in a particular set of power relations. (Dean 1999: 69 70)

Similarly, the communities of community building and grassroots mobilization are not
given, “but are constantly remade through modern governmental practices, such as
development, census, voting, which provoke multiple, shifting, and antagonistic identi
fications” (Sharma 2008: 154). Thus, rather than focusing on ‘good’ local Romani NGO
versus problematic, professionalized INGO involvements, we need to look at how devel
opment interventions by diverse actors shape contentious communities within the pro
cesses of development themselves.

The technologies of government that ERGO mobilizes and the way in which they aim
at ‘responsibilization’ and autonomization can be identified as ‘neo liberal.’ But can they
also be mobilized for different uses than the largely negative ones with which neo
liberalism is frequently associated? Governmental techniques and those who articulate,
translate, reshape, negotiate, and develop them can travel (Lewis 2008; Larner and
Laurie 2010). Hence, we might also ask whether these techniques can “‘migrate’ across
strategic camps” (Ferguson 2009: 174). Indeed, as James Ferguson puts forward, “devices
of government that were invented to serve one purpose have often enough ended up,
though history’s irony, being harnessed to another” (ibid). The strategy that ERGO has
developed on paper undeniably intends to break with the strictly neo liberal version of
active citizenship in terms of activation (chapter 6) and to reinforce alternative visions of
participation:

Active citizenship refers to the shared ownership of society, the principle of self
determination and its associated values ... Through active citizenship, people develop
a sense of identity and belonging to society. Active citizens are aware of their rights
and responsibilities and act accordingly; they are able to exercise and defend these
rights while assuming their responsibilities and duties. Currently, most Roma projects
or policies perceive Roma as socially problematic and passive beneficiaries, placing
the focus on poverty and dependency. Strong emphasis is placed on the responsibil
ities of Roma towards non Roma, in the form of indisputable requirements … ERGO
advocates changing this paternalistic attitude. We believe Roma should participate as
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active fellow citizens in their own societies, by taking up the responsibility to alter
their own situation and to contribute to the shaping of society. (Cited verbatim ERGO
2009: 2, their italics)

ERGO relates this approach to a dynamics between citizenship as legal status (official,
formal rights) and citizenship practices that aim at reshaping and contesting relatively
well established rights frameworks:

Citizenship is often reduced to a set of formal rights and downplays the participatory
dimension. However, ERGO promotes a more dynamic concept of active citizenship,
starting with fundamental citizens rights and moving towards more abstract rights,
such as own identity and universal respect. In putting this into practice, our member
organizations assess the dynamics among all actors; Roma as well as national, region
al, and local authorities and NGOs. (ERGO 2009: 2)

But how are these paper realities connected with practices on the ground? What do we
make of the evolutionary logic inherent to the way in which ERGO presents its own
strategies? Can those who have lastingly lived at the receiving end of prejudice and who
have often internalized narratives of inferiority and discrimination be turned into self
confident actors aware of their rights as smoothly and steadily as ERGO suggests? Even
if we assume that they have become more active citizens, are they then able to “act
accordingly,” to develop “a sense of identity and belonging to society,” and to “fight for
a common cause” (ibid 2)? It would be wishful thinking to consider development inter
ventions as unilinearly and cumulatively leading to a better capacity to act and to better,
more sustainable, stable, and independent living conditions for the involved Roma. In
many cases, Roma development and empowerment programs have led to more capri
cious movements, in which a temporal improvement of some circumstances is followed
by a partial or even total relapse. Such up and down movements do also not contribute
to the desired increase of the Roma’s self esteem. Rather, they often lead to the increase
of distrust in projects meant for them. This fluctuating process of upward and down
ward movements has not only been reserved to practices that are related to ERGO. This
process is typical of how many post 1989 development and empowerment programs
have been enacted.

Yet, the fact that empowerment programs and processes are more often than not
disturbed on the ground should not necessarily be interpreted as their failure or as the
mere inappropriateness of the strategy to bring Roma together to fight for a common
cause. This issue relates to how a governmentality approach moves beyond assessments
in terms of discrepancies between programmatic design and implementation. Indeed, “if
read simply in comparison to their intended outcomes, the failure of these programs on
the ground—through routinization, the capture and co option of schemes, the repro
duction of the power of village elites—is both familiar and unsurprising” (Williams 2004:
98). Assessing the results of pro Roma projects one sidedly in terms of failure is, at least
to some extent, dependent on the ambitious political points of reference of those who
perform these critical evaluations:
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In part, the idealism of a naïve understanding of participatory development writes
‘failure’ into such projects from the outset. In so far as the poor are supposed to be
come ‘empowered’ by dint of their engagement in participatory events alone, this
view of participation does not merely raise the standard for developmental ‘success,’
it sets it impossibly high … [J]udgments of projects that see their problems merely as
‘failures’ within the act of participation itself are tilting at windmills. (Williams 2004: 98,
his italics)

My point is not that ‘failing programs’ do not exist, but that we need to be careful with
attaching ‘failure’ too easily to the empowerment logics of human and minority rights or
community development approaches (see also van Baar 2012b). Identifying the failures
one sidedly with such programs and those who carry them out risks neglecting what
these programs make possible. Similarly, “to blame development professionals for not
truly taking on board participatory values, or locally powerful figures for acting in self
interested ways, may protect the purity of a mythic participatory ideal” (Williams 2004:
98). However, “it fails to elucidate participation’s potential and limitations in changing
development practice” (ibid, my italics). Let me now turn to a couple of case studies to
elucidate some of these potentials and limitations.

Inside the nebulas of complaints: development programs on trial
In the summer of 2005, I visited a project of one of ERGO’s (observing) members in
Serbia, based in Novi Sad. Three of its staff members brought me to the village where the
project was carried out. When we entered the living room of one of the local Roma that
was turned into a kind of community center, almost all Roma of the town, including
many of their children, had come together and were waiting for our visit. Initially, two
women and a man enthusiastically started to tell everything about the local project.
Soon, however, some of the others who were present began to disagree with what the
three had presented till then. Those who intervened started to discuss a couple of more
problematic details about the project and even to question its impact. After a while, the
central theme of the discussion had entirely changed. Many who were present were now
involved in a heated debate about how the interim results of the project had to be evalu
ated regarding the other difficulties they were facing in the village and the county more
generally. Some of the participants in the discussion began to criticize the municipality
and suggested that real progress could only be made if the local government would do
more for them. They suggested that local officials had used the fact that they were in
volved in the NGO’s activities as an excuse to continue to neglect the needs of the Roma.
Some of these participants agreed that the project was good, but just a drop in the ocean.
The activists with whom I went to this village also started to be involved in the discus
sion and tried to defend some of the project’s original intentions and discuss how it
could be redirected and used to put the mayor under pressure. They also began to clarify
some of the original principles of their organization and to explain that real mobilization
would imply thinking beyond concrete projects. Some of local Roma agreed and suggest
ed to mobilize a local councilor to organize a meeting with the mayor (interview 2005i).

Later that day, together with the activists from Novi Sad, I visited a project in Serbia’s
Croatian Hungarian border region. One of the main activists in town, who was running
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a relatively successful local Romani center, explained to us that the project initiatives
were nice, but extremely limited regarding the real problems they were facing in the
border region. At the same time, in the course of our talk, he introduced to me what he
was professionally doing for the county’s government, where he had become an advisor
on Roma related issues. He tried to convince some mayors in the district that the infra
structures of some Romani neighborhoods had to be improved—something many Roma
he knew considered as a pressing issue. When I asked him what his relationship with
ERGO meant to him and whether it helped him, he said he did not know the exact
answer. Yet, he hoped that the fact that he had attracted a foreign donor and got assis
tance from the Romani NGO from Novi Sad had improved his position at the county’s
negotiation table. In his turn, he wanted to know from me, the scholar from Amsterdam,
how I perceived their local situation (interview 2005e).

In these two cases, and in several others I became involved with, I bumped into situa
tions in which the Roma involved in the local projects and processes of ‘grassroots
mobilization’ were critical about their results. They did not present themselves as obedi
ent ‘consumers’ of the projects, but seized the opportunity to discuss the project’s rele
vance vis à vis what they considered as important issues to address in order to change
the situation in town and beyond. During these meetings it became clear that some tried
to defend the project, that others suggested how the project had to be changed, while yet
others, stressing the project’s inadequacy, took the opportunity to discuss what they
considered as the most urgent needs of their community. Even though, in both towns,
some of the local Roma had intensively been involved in developing the content and
structure of the projects, their consultation had not guaranteed that the projects could be
smoothly implemented and realized without difficulties. Not only were those who were
not directly involved in the carrying out of the project critical about its potential or
results, also those who had initially supported the project had started to question its
adequacy. Yet, the more general ways in which the empowerment and development
programs were put ‘on trial’ clarified that they questioned the overall structure in which
their work had to be carried out. The Roma in these villages considered it as unjust that
they were left to their own devices and the goodwill and whimsicality of the non
governmental sector. Though some saw it as helpful that the local and regional Romani
NGOs were involved in their affairs, they primarily addressed the state’s and county’s
inefficiency and unwillingness to take care of them.

To put it slightly differently, they mobilized their relationship with these NGOs and
the networks in which they were involved to address these affairs, to try to make them
public at all, and to hold state agents and offices accountable for delivering the relevant
public services. During these discussions and the ones I had at other places during my
research trips, the involved Roma referred to basic services, such as housing, education,
employment, health care, and infrastructure, in terms of facilities that were simply not
organized for them in the same way as they were for others. Directly or indirectly, issues
of justice and inequality were among the central frames of reference of their doubts,
complaints, and requests. Seyla Benhabib has put forward that “all struggles against
oppression in the modern world begin by redefining what had previously been con
sidered ‘private,’ non public, and non political issues as matters of public concern, as
issues of justice, as sites of power which need discursive legitimation” (1992: 100, my italics).
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Accordingly, these Roma problematized their situation in terms of citizenship as partici
pation. At a very basic level, their participation in society was addressed in terms of
citizenship and articulated as a right, yet not simply the right to be invited to join a state,
IGO, or NGO organized empowerment or development program. Rather, their citizen
ship as participation was at stake. This can be considered as “representing an expression of
human agency in the political arena, broadly defined, [and] enables people to act as agents”
(Lister 1998: 228, my italics). The way in which the Roma questioned how they had ambi
valently become committed to, complicit in, and/or excluded from community develop
ment and empowerment programs clarified that they were involved in a politics of
citizenship in which they tried to claim the right to such basic forms of participation and
recognition. They claimed to be acknowledged as agents, as “makers and shapers,”
rather than merely as passive “users and choosers,” of the development programs that
were, in the eyes of some, designed behind their backs and at their expenses (Cornwall
and Gaventa 2000). If the discussions in which I became involved clarified anything in
particular, it was that the development programs were not at all a question of something
technical or neutral and that the participants re politicized them as inadequate to ad
dress more structural issues of poverty and inequality. In other words, the way in which
the various kinds of interventions (whether initiated by NGO, IGO, or state actors) were
put on the stage during the meetings expressed that they were the central issue to be
addressed.

This theme is also important regarding the way in which we assess rights based
approaches to the Roma. Ultimately, the ways in which these citizenship practices aim at
broadening relatively well established discourses and definitions of citizenship address
the right to participate in the very definition of societies as political systems. The politics
of citizenship, in which this participation in society is at stake, closely connects with
rights based discourses and those who are propagating them. These tools can help to
establish participation as a right, not only in terms of existing political, social, or civil
rights, but also in those of new rights and frameworks to address them—such as housing
or reproductive rights and frameworks of spatial justice.23 In other words, the Romani
citizenship practices of participation not only strategically mobilize rights based
frameworks to tackle questions of discrimination and inequality. They also, and more
generally, question cultural and socio political mechanisms that tend to render the Roma
abject and place them outside political communities. This issue is clearly at stake in cases
where the Roma are collectively disconnected from utilities, such as running water or
electricity. For instance, a group of Albanian Romani women affiliated with the ERGO
network through the Romani NGO Roma Active Albania (RAA) has recently protested
in public against the fact that they have no access to running water (ERGO 2010).
Through such citizenship practices they not only make the issue public, they also try to
establish the involved Roma as ‘a public’ and, thus, part of the political community at
large.

Though these Albanian Roma have hitherto not been successful in getting access to
running water, elsewhere similar citizenship practices have led to attributing rights to

23 See, for instance, CRR and Porad a (2003), COHRE et al (2004), Schwarte and Adebowale (2007), and
Harper et al (2009).
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Roma. A case study from Kriva Palanka, a town in North Macedonia, can illustrate this
(see also van Baar 2008a; 2009). Most of the inhabitants of Kriva Palanka’s Romani
neighborhood live in bad socioeconomic and environmental circumstances. Late in 2002,
when some Roma could not pay their bills, the electricity company ended the power
supply to the entire quarter. Before the company was privatized at the end of the 1990s,
electricity had been supplied in exchange for votes. Because most of the members of the
Romani community were unemployed, they could not pay their debts. The cut off
mobilized some of Kriva Palanka’s Roma. They agreed to form a delegation, who went
to negotiate with the company manager. After several unsuccessful attempts, they con
sulted Fundatia Avundipe, a small scale regionally operating Romani NGO, known for
its collaboration with local and national authorities. Avundipe organized a meeting with
the mayor and representatives of the company and the Romani neighborhood. This
roundtable discussion was successful. Electricity was reconnected in exchange for labor
offered by members of the community to the company; electricity meters were installed
to see who was able to pay and who was not—thus making the Roma accountable
individually, rather than collectively (interview 2004d).

Reconnecting the houses of the Roma to the electricity network can easily and cyni
cally be read in the context of the spirit of neo liberalism and its emphasis on individual,
rather than collective responsibilities. Yet, the appeal to equal treatment and the politics
of citizenship as participation that have motivated these actions need to be put in a
broader framework. As Arjun Appadurai (2002) has shown in another context, forms of
self organization by marginalized groups and techniques to convince potential social
and civil partners of their local projects and encourage them to invest in these projects
may lead to policy changes. In the case of Kriva Palanka, the NGO Fundatia Avundipe
collaborated with numerous social actors—the involved Roma, the electricity company,
the municipality, a local school, and, last but not least, the then emerging ERGO net
work—to try to achieve more than just the reconnection. The ERGO network combines
such local initiatives and activism with experiences and knowledge shared on the basis
of horizontal exchanges between Romani communities in different districts and regions
and across national borders. Regularly, the members of the network organize meetings
where they discuss their strategies. The very structure of the network enables actors to
vary strategically their position in the network in coordination with other more or less
autonomous actors or to transform temporarily its structure to achieve particular aims
more effectively. As part of its transnational strategy, “ERGO has started to work toward
different, more open network structures … This way, the entire network or some of its
members can enter into temporary alliances with organizations and people that do not
have a formal relation with the ERGO member, but face the same problem” (Spolu 2005:
12).

The various forms of networking involved in current Romani activism touch upon
important ways in which it tries to strategically ‘de territorialize’ the problems Roma
face and, in so doing, to link them (again) to more complex and structural issues. Let me
mention two examples. The first is the ludic way in which, in February and March 2010,
ERGO organized “the most Roma friendly mayor” competition in five South Eastern
European countries (ERGO 2010). This competition was part of ERGO’s international
campaign to respect the citizenship of all in society and to encourage a dialogue between
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local authorities and representatives of Romani minorities. Questionnaires with ques
tions about the local Roma approaches and strategies and about the inter ethnic relation
ships were sent to municipalities in the five countries. The participating Romani NGOs
announced the campaign in the national media—on radio and television and through the
internet—and established independent selection committees, in which minority experts
and journalists were given a seat. The campaign offered the winning mayors the oppor
tunity to talk about their Roma approach in the media. The five winning mayors were
invited to present their approach at the second EU Roma Summit, held in April 2010 in
Córdoba in Spain. In this way, mayors with progressive views about how to improve the
situation of the Roma were turned into a kind of ambassadors of their own countries and
indirectly mobilized against those who present the Roma themselves as the main
problem. At the same time, by publishing the final scores of the participating municipal
ities, ERGO has produced its own tools to show in which places Roma tend to be ex
cluded and their problems ‘territorialized’ and in which towns ERGO has observed
progress toward de segregation and ‘de territorialization.’ I will return to the importance
of these alternative forms of data collection when I will discuss the role of knowledge
and expertise formation in the Romani movement.

A second example of strategic ‘de territorialization’ is precedent setting. Indeed, once
one group or organization has set a precedent, with the help of external partners other
groups could also mobilize to try achieving something similar elsewhere. This happened
successfully as a result of mediating work done by Integro Association from Razgrad, a
Bulgarian member of the ERGO network and itself the center of a large domestic net
work of Romani NGOs and activists.24 By legally registering the land on which some
Roma lived in the land registers, Integro set a precedent for other villages where Roma
faced problems due to the fact that they were not officially registered. In this particular
case, and perhaps more generally, I want to suggest:

[The strategy of precedent setting can turn] the survival tactics and experiments of the
poor into sites for policy innovations by the state, the city, donor agencies, and other
activist organizations. It is a strategy that moves the poor into the horizon of legality
on their own terms. Most important, it invites risk taking activities by bureaucrats
within a discourse of legality, allowing the boundaries of the status quo to be pushed and
stretched—it creates a border zone of trial and error, a sort of research and development space
within which poor communities, activists, and bureaucrats can explore new designs for
partnership. (Appadurai 2002: 34, my italics)

In no way, I want to idealize these research and development spaces as progressively
and cumulatively leading to situations where the involved Roma can adequately and

24 Some authors (Rostas 2009; McGarry 2010) have discussed a few of the more successful members in the
ERGO network, such as Împreun in Romania (actually a former member). Yet, they tend to discuss them
in isolation from both the transnational networks in which these NGOs operate and the national networks
that these ERGO members have developed themselves. More research needs to be done to analyze how the
large domestic networks of ERGO members such as Roma Active Albania and Integro Bulgaria have
gradually developed and to examine how their transnational tries have also contributed to the emergence
of new (parts of) networks elsewhere.



258 CHAPTER SEVEN

without difficulty enact their citizenship. These border zones of trial and error are often
nebulous zones in which the choices between survival practices and informal activities
on the one hand, and inclusion into the formal structures of the state and civil society, on
the other, are based on strategies in which marginalized Roma weigh the pros and cons
of this inclusion against each other. Consequently, the involved forms of risk taking are
not limited to bureaucrats and other ‘frontline’ workers, but are an integral part of how
networks such as ERGO operate. In their partnerships, they always run the risk that
some of their local partners do not share the activist or moral aims with them. ERGO, for
instance, is strongly in favor of process driven long term change, rather than of the
short term project models on which many externally funded initiatives for Roma are
based. Yet, the bias against the project model cannot avoid that some of the partners with
whom the ERGO network collaborate, reinterpret the work they do in project terms that
also need to guarantee an income for those who are involved. Within this uncertain
political terrain, the discourse of many development and activist interventions often
turns out to be based on a fetishization of the notions of participation and civil society.
There, the “sanitized worlds of civil society and good governance” (Corbridge 2007: 194)
anticipated by mainstream social movement and development policy literatures have
simply no easy, if any starting point (Chatterjee 2004). Approached from the point of
view of grassroots mobilization, it is crucial to recognize that the participatory spaces
that such programs want to establish are part of broader historical, social, political, cul
tural, and spatial processes. These influence and saturate participative arenas and often
make it impossible to dissolve even a few of the power relations in which potential
project participants are involved, including patriarchy, alternative employment, systems
of patronage, usury practices, and other informal networks (see chapter 6). The Roma’s
inclusion in such power relations can also explain why it is often ambivalent for them to
decide upon the added value of their contribution to development programs:

People rarely limit their perceptions to ‘the program’ … and their willingness to draw
on the helpful powers of participation will be affected by their imminent return to the
power soaked everyday spaces that surround them. Moreover, the public nature of
participatory technology links the right to speak with the consequences of doing so
and … exposes the marginalized to the risk of inadvertently revealing their survival
strategies. (Kesby 2005: 2056)

When Romani community development and empowerment interventions happen under
these circumstances, and they often do, the outcomes are highly ambiguous.

Yet, even in such cases, I propose to bend the one dimensional narrative of failure into
another, less dark direction. During several of my fieldtrips, the visits to local sites where
Roma lived were an experience of entering into nebulas of complaints. Some were really
proud of what they had established or achieved and others resolved on their intentions
to make a change. Several of them had also made a change. However, the majority of
people I met complained about the local or regional situation, about discrimination,
about the unequal or corrupt distribution of resources, about segregation in housing or
education, about some other Roma in town, about the local NGO and those who were
involved, etc. How do we need to assess these different kinds of complaints? Are they
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straightforward, clear manifestations of failure or the Roma’s aversion against others or
some of their fellows and the organizations they run? I don’t think so. To value these
complaints more productively, it may help to develop something like an ethnography of
complaining (Corbridge 2007), in which ‘failures’ are not seen as points of closure, but as
entry points into the ambivalent realities of development scenes (Sharma 2008). When it
comes to the situation of the Roma, civil society is still fragile in most Central and
Eastern European countries. Yet, through these diverse forms and kinds of complaints,
the involved Roma, as well as non Roma, are giving voice to their dissatisfaction with
the different ways in which development and empowerment have hitherto been
organized. They blame the EU, the state, and civil society organizations for not being
able to improve the situation. While civil society is thin, these complaints, and above all
the emerging fragile yet solidifying participatory channels developed to express them,
clarify that civil society is deepening—even though frequently not in the way in which
we usually think about civil society. My examples may suggest that, in the case of the
Roma involved in development programs, these do nothing more than reconfirming the
status quo and, thus, indirectly legitimizing the existing power relationships. Yet, as I
have already touched upon, reading their practices along these lines too easily reduces
the strategic value of the Roma’s involvement in development and empowerment pro
grams. For them, leaving the door open to those who are in much more powerful posi
tions than they are, can play a strategic role in attempts to enact their citizenship more
effectively, if not now than maybe in the future.

Moreover, there is another, more substantial dimension to the ways in which the
complaints have been addressed. They relate to the participatory channels developed to
express the complaints. Ethnographically, they relate to questions such as “Who gets to
complain to whom and when? For what reasons? What motivates the complaint? How
are complaints dealt with?” (Corbridge 2007: 197) I have illustrated that the complaints
have become a central part of the daily development and empowerment scenes and have
been expressed at moments of gathering and federating with members of the networks
or with local, regional, or even international officials and experts. Sometimes complaints
or requests are expressed in meetings with frontline workers, councilors, or mayors and
are leading to formalizing relationships that were either informal or non existing prior to
such meetings. Complaining, thus, has gradually become a somewhat awkward part of
more formal governmental infrastructures and has started to interfere with technologies
of rule. Through the developing network structures of initiatives such as those of ERGO,
it has become possible to ‘scale up’ the complaints and reach those who are involved in
Roma related policy building at and beyond local levels. In this way, complaints can
productively solidify and turn into mundane or even institutionalized forms of critique.
At the same time, through incorporating constructive projects, such as ERGO’s “most
Roma friendly mayor” competition, into the network structures “chains of information”
(ERGO 2010: 14) are built. These chains can help to de territorialize the problems Roma
face and link them to their socioeconomic, political, historical reasons, backgrounds, and
contexts.

These processes are not occurring outside the governmentalization of civil society
discussed in this chapter’s first half. Rather, these processes of re politicization are an
integral part of it. I do not present these processes as the easy solutions to the problems
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that many Roma face. Traveling activism strategically contributes to the enactment of
citizenship as participation. At a basic level, this politics of citizenship turns problem
spaces—in which the Roma are considered as either ‘problems’ or de politicized subjects
of development—into what can be called ‘dilemmatic spaces’ (Honig 1996). Such
dilemmatic spaces do not offer ready made or easy solutions. Rather, they make the di
lemmas of empowerment and development “visible and available for being acted upon,
rather than compressing and displacing them into the difficult choices of individual
actors” (Newman and Clarke 2009: 184). These dilemmatic spaces make “contestation,
conflict, and contradiction visible and debatable” (ibid). To turn problem spaces into
dilemmatic ones, de territorializing strategies need to go beyond localized spaces. Mike
Kesby, for instance, puts forward that “if empowerment through participation is to
become endemic in a host community, its discourses and practices must escape from the
project laboratory” (2005: 2058 59). If this does not happen, “participatory projects will
simply produce temporary carnivalesque arenas that allow yet contain a ‘ritual of
rebellion’ against prevailing frameworks” (ibid). Kesby puts forward that, “as with
power, repeated performance is necessary to stabilize empowerment’s effects” (ibid
2055). Making these effects more stable and sustainable “will involve their becoming
embedded in (and therefore transforming) everyday spaces” (ibid 2058). In the final
section of this chapter, I will discuss some ways in which these effects can be made more
stable and sustainable. I will explain that phenomena such as NGOization have pro
duced more diffuse effects than has hitherto been suggested in scholarship on the Roma.
I will also clarify that the possible stabilization of empowerment’s effect are not to be
based “on privileging local level knowledge” (Trehan 2009b: 65), but, rather, on how
traveling activism opens up opportunities for mobilizing hybrid forms of expertise and
knowledge across space and difference.

TRANSNATIONAL NETWORKING AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

The governmentalization of civil society and the parallel development of new spaces of
participatory governance have not exclusively led to the de politicization of poverty and
inequality. On the contrary, these developments and spaces themselves have, at the same
time, created room for maneuver to re politicize poverty and inequality. New public
spaces have been developed where representation itself has become a site of negotiation
and contestation. This is true even in situations where programs for the Roma have
supposedly ‘failed.’ We need to acknowledge that these developments have also led the
Romani movement into new directions, notably deviating from neo liberal doctrines.
One of these directions is the production of new forms of agency:

While participative governance constitutes the public as active agents, it also
constitutes the possibilities of their agency. It does so by controlling the places, norms,
and rules of participation—for example, by setting agendas, defining membership,
and delimiting the interests and identities that can be legitimately expressed.
However, while such strategies shape identity, they do not determine agency. While
the proliferation of initiatives that seek to draw citizens and communities into
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participative governance subjects them to new regulatory strategies, it also creates the
possibility of new subject positions and forms of identification which may not be
‘tidy’ or ‘stable.’ And the active citizen may not act in the way envisaged by
government; the empowered service user may not use their power in an approved
manner. (Newman 2005: 133 34)

We cannot one sidedly view civil society’s governmentalization, and the NGOization of
human rights and community development in particular, in terms of strategies in which
new public spaces are largely being “co opted into partnership arrangements that
enrolled them into formations of governmental power” (Newman and Clarke 2009: 143).
Indeed, “public participation initiatives create new kinds of dilemmatic space, producing
discomfort for both facilitators and publics, as well as opening up tensions between
them” (ibid). Conversely, co option suggests clear and singular reasons for state or
supra state governmental institutions. It also tends to assume coherent and smooth
policy transfer, uniformity of the acts of involved experts, and an unequivocal nature of
expertise. Let me challenge these assumptions to clarify how new participatory struc
tures have gone together with the production of new forms of agency and the transfor
mation of everyday spaces. First, I will address the issue of policy transfer. Policies
cannot be considered as easily transferable from the one place to the other, even within
domestic contexts. Rather than discussing policy in terms of transfer, we better speak of
processes of articulation (chapter 5). By means of a brief analysis of some practices
related to the Hungarian MSG system, I will illustrate what this reorientation implies in
terms of, often unforeseen, transformative participation. Second, I will discuss the
question of knowledge and expertise and show how various Romani activists and
NGOs, while practicing traveling activism, have developed new forms and practices of
knowledge formation that are basically of a hybrid kind. These actors have increasingly
become involved in different kinds of networking, in which such new forms of
knowledge formation are strategically mobilized.

At the beginning of this chapter, I have presented the Hungarian MSG system as an
example of a quasi autonomous civil societal structure, and as part of the trend to
governmentalize civil society. I discussed how the system has been criticized for
increasing, rather than decreasing, ethnic boundaries and conflicts. Its limited focus on
cultural autonomy and recognition, it has been argued, also tends to displace issues of
inequality, justice, and redistribution. Last but not least, the MSG system would have
turned the local Romani self governments into a kind of service deliverers (or even less
than that) doomed to be inadequate. Yet, much of this critical literature has “occluded
the political agency of Roma communities” (Schafft and Brown 2000: 214). Few scholars
have analyzed the circumstances under which, despite the system’s apparent inability to
address the Roma’s privation, Romani minority self governments “find themselves able
to mobilize resources which can substantially affect their overall standard of living”
(ibid). One of the interesting outcomes of these examinations is that about three quarter
of the local self governments have tried to mobilize the recognition structure of the MSG
system for redistributive aims (Molnár and Schafft 2003a; 2003b). Thus, while the system
has been developed for reasons of cultural autonomy and recognition, in practice the
overwhelming majority of the Romani minority self governments articulate this system
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differently. This different use of the system does not necessarily conflict with the
negative effects of civil society’s governmentalization. Indeed, “signing the municipal
government off of its legal obligation to provide for the social welfare of its residents”
(Pallai 2003: 81 82) led local self governments to take over tasks from the municipal
government for which they are officially not responsible. Consequently, they have be
come the kinds of service deliverers that easily but uncomfortably fit with the neo liberal
project. Júlia Szalai (2000) has argued that the combination of MSG’s recognition structure,
its local articulation to address issues of redistribution, and the ‘outsourcing’ of social
welfare provision to the Romani self government has more often than not led to the
increased ethnicization of group boundaries and conflicts. Yet, in particular where these
local Romani self governments have refused or stopped to be held responsible for re
distributive policies, we have seen the possibility of “individual political actors to mani
pulate recognition and redistribution within the system” to their advantage (Pallai 2003:
80, my italics). In her analysis of the Romani MSG in the South West Hungarian city
Nagykanizsa, Nicole Pallai shows that the self government’s representatives succeeded
“in demonstrably improving the chances of upward social mobility among their consti
tuents by maintaining a powerful consensus with the municipal authorities, by under
emphasizing their redistributive efforts, and by seeking financial support from outside”
(ibid 81). Pallai’s findings correspond to the results of a research among more than 200
local Romani MSGs, conducted by Kai Schafft and David Brown. Their research reveals a
wide range and depth of developmental activity by these Roma local MSGs:

[A number of them] have helped to establish new political elites within minority
communities who have, in many cases, forged substantial linkages with local and
extra local institutions, both governmental and non governmental. They have devel
oped and initiated a wide variety of programs, from social and agricultural support,
to educational and local media programs directed toward the Roma minority. There is
evidence that these projects in many cases benefit, not only Roma, but ethnic
Hungarians as well, strengthening intra community social ties and networks as they
improve local socio economic conditions. (Schafft and Brown 2000: 214)

Schafft’s and Brown’s conclusions contradict neither the critiques of the MSG system,
nor value the activities of some of the relatively successful MSGs at the expense of
identifying widespread structural problems. Though they show that many local MSGs
do not and cannot function well due to structural problems, they also show that these do
not necessarily hinder that MSGs articulate policies at the local level to their advantage.
Both Pallai and Schafft and Brown argue that the Romani self governments’ abilities to
attract financial means, from NGOs or other private and public donors, have often
helped them substantially to benefit from the MSG structure.25 Pallai (2003: 81n253) also
suggests that the involvement of the MSG representatives in international training

25 Romani MSGs in Hungary have been supported by a variety of more professional NGOs, such as Partners
for Democratic Change, the Democracy Network, OSI, and USAID. In the context of the local MSGs, it is
imported to mention OSI’s Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative (LGI), an initiative that
is specialized in improving governance practices and the provision of public services, particularly at the
local level (see Gál 2002: vii).
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programs has helped them to confer legitimacy on their MSG in the eyes of those with
whom they collaborated at the local level.

Let me analyze, before I move on to the importance of these training programs, the
MSG system at a more theoretical level. As said, since its launch in 1993, scholars and
Romani activists have criticized the system as an inadequate or even non functional gov
ernmental instrument to address Romani issues. Yet, two important ways in which the
system has been mobilized during the years are often overlooked. Firstly, I have explain
ed that the system has unforeseeably been used for other than its ‘original’ uses and
intentions, and not always without being successful. Romani actors have developed
strategies to address a variety of social issues and manipulate the system in ways that
allowed them to benefit from it. Secondly, the system itself has paradoxically become an
instrument for critiquing the construction of new ethnic racial boundaries between
majorities and Romani minorities. Indeed, the system has contributed to the formation of
dilemmatic spaces in which delicate issues have become public. Among them are the
organization of local voting, issues of representation, access to and reform of public ser
vices, processes of Romani minoritization, and the limits or drawbacks of the current
recognition structures. This unforeseen yet prominent functioning of the system can be
interpreted, alternatively, as an important way to address and challenge the bio political
mechanisms that render the Roma problematic.

Let me now move on to the issue of expertise and knowledge involved in the Romani
movement. Just as policy only crystallizes at the moment and site of its articulation,
knowledge and expertise change according to specific circumstances. Romani NGO staff
and activists have often been trained by other, more professional and influential NGOs,26
as well as by initiatives of the EU, the OSCE, and the Council of Europe. One of the
interesting developments of the past two decades is that several Romani NGOs and
activists have mobilized these education and training tools in their own ways. Moreover,
new networks, such as ERGO, have emerged in which Roma increasingly also train other
Roma, thereby making strategic use of temporal or more stable links with other partners
in and outside these networks. I do not want to ignore the risks and limits of what some
have called ‘ethnopolitics’ (Barany 2002; Brubaker 2004) and others ‘ethnodevelopment’
(Laurie et al 2005). Yet, Romani activists are not simply passive receivers of expertise
developed elsewhere. They are also active and increasingly professional developers and
disseminators of knowledge and expertise. Let me illustrate this by discussing one of the
activities of the Prague based Romani NGO Romea.

Romea is led by a group of young activists who focus on news production through
articles, press releases, a magazine, and their bilingual website, which informs its
audience on domestic and foreign developments of the Romani movement. Yet, since its
establishment Romea has also facilitated many other processes and projects, such as
organizing trainings for Romani journalists, offering computer courses and internet
facilities to Roma, organizing debates, maintaining relationships with governmental
agencies, and offering Roma the opportunity to look for jobs through using Romea’s
website. Here, I want to highlight one initiative. Early in 2004, Romea introduced an

26 These trainings have been organized by, for instance, OSI, PER, Partners for Democratic Change, Spolu,
and, to a lesser degree, the ERRC.
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educational project that deployed the internet to try to fulfill its aim of challenging the
dominant, often stereotypical representations of the Roma in the Czech public opinion
(interview 2005c). By so doing, Romea hoped to contribute to a better social and histori
cal understanding of the situation of Romani minorities in the Czech Republic. One
section of Romea’s website provided information on Romani history, culture, and lan
guage. Furthermore, Romea featured interactive discussions about the social issues and
problems that the Roma are currently facing in the Czech Republic, such as the relatively
large number of Romani youngsters who are addicted to drugs. The website also offered
information that was included in the curricula of a significant number of Czech schools.
In the spring of 2004, Romea contacted more than eleven hundred schools throughout
the country, including elementary and secondary schools in both the regular and the
special school system. By the beginning of the 2004 2005 school year, almost seventy
schools had registered at Romea’s school website. Teachers at these schools have begun
using the materials provided by Romea, which have hitherto not been available in Czech
history or language books.

This example brings to light some important issues. It shows, for instance, that the
identities of those who are considered as ‘experts’ are changing with the emergence of
new forms and sites of participatory governance. Trehan claims that the “younger
generations of Romani activists” are in particular need to conform to the “technocratic
models” of contemporary NGO entrepreneurship. According to her, more critical
activists “tend to become sidelined or co opted to a large degree” (Trehan 2009a: 225).
She discusses this trend alongside “the creation of a parallel system of expertise on
Roma” that would have “placed epistemic capital firmly in the hands of non Roma”
(ibid 165). My own fieldwork points, at least partly, to another direction. Professional
and critical Romani experts, who have usually also been involved in trainings elsewhere,
are increasingly emerging from the ranks of the movement. This is the case with Romea,
which operates mainly in the field of media and representation, but also with the ERGO
network and networks, such as the Roma diplomacy network (Nicolae and Slavik 2007)
and the International Romani Women Network (Izsák 2009). For instance, Roma who, in
the 1990s, were involved in ‘pre ERGO’ community development initiatives are now also
training other Roma at the local level. What is more, Romani press and media centers,
such as Dženo and Romea in Prague and the Slovak Roma Press Agency (RPA) in
Košice, started as agencies that criticized mainstream Czech and Slovak media for their
biased reporting. Currently, these relationships are increasingly reversing: they have
become sources for domestic and foreign mainstream media, but also for organizations,
such as the ERRC (2011). These examples challenge geographies of knowledge and
expertise production that separate know how and knowledge developed at the local
level from externally developed knowledge systems. These examples, including the
example of the Hungarian MSG system, reveal that heterogeneous actors and experts are
currently involved in policy translation. Indisputably, those who are involved in the
articulation of Roma policy include more and different kinds of actors than those who
are traditionally considered as the official policy makers.

I also want to draw attention to the increased significance of scholarship in (building)
these new kinds of alliances. A large number of scholars who analyze and publish on
Roma related topics have directly or indirectly been involved—as experts, advisors,
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monitors, consultants, mediators, activists, etc.—in the Romani movement. As a result,
scholarship has increasingly become one of the vital knots in the transnational Roma
advocacy and Romani activist networks. Moreover, scientific input plays a role not only
through incorporating scholars in the transnational activist networks; it also plays a role
via the strategic use of social scientific methods or the mimicking of such methods in the
ways in which pro Roma activism is developing. ERGO’s “most Roma friendly mayor”
competition, for instance, can be considered as an alternative way of benchmarking, as a
kind of audit from below. This competition was based on sending questionnaires to
municipalities in which ERGO members produced their own criteria for what counts as
valuable local Roma policy and as viable and constructive local approaches to the Roma.
We can understand these ludic, inventive practices of measurement a manifestation of
the emergence of an active, calculating Romani citizen, who produces its own statistical
means and tools for showing what kinds of environments are ‘Roma friendly’ and which
municipalities tend to neglect their Romani population. In this way, the involved
Romani NGOs are actively participating in the politics of knowledge and gaining entry
in decision making, policy processes, and public debates about the performance of local
governments and bureaucracies.

The deployment of these alternative forms of knowledge and expertise production
within pro Roma advocacy and Romani activist organizations needs to be interpreted
beyond cooptation and one dimensional forms of NGOization. Though these forms of
knowledge production replicate processes of neoliberalization, they rework and redirect
tools, such as benchmarks and indicators, to produce their own ‘chains of information’
and to create and render visible specific ‘Romani grassroots realities.’ Like all social
scientific tools, these statistical instruments aimed at measuring ‘Roma friendly’ places
are both productive and performative (Osborne and Rose 1999; Law and Urry 2004).
Indeed, “measurements do not merely inform—they make demands on those who should
be informed [and they have] performative and regulative consequences” (Barry 2002:
277). Romani activists involved in networks such as ERGO use social scientific tools to
bring Roma friendly or unfriendly places into existence and make them visible as
quantifiable ‘facts.’ ERGO has established a local policy monitoring program in which it
has also mobilized these forms of knowledge and expertise to contribute to improving
employment, education, health or housing policies. We need to see these kinds of active
ities in light of a much wider development in which pro Roma advocacy and Romani
activist networks are producing their own surveys and their own indicators to show how
particular policies affect the situation and perception of the Roma. Various pro Roma
advocacy NGOs have developed their own monitor systems, such as the OSI’s EU
Monitoring and Advocacy Program (EUMAP), a large monitor mechanism that has pro
duced a series of reports on issues such as minority protection and education (eg, OSI
2001; 2007). In the course of the years, these advocacy and activist actors’ involvement in
the politics of knowledge formation has also gradually shifted from ‘shaming and
blaming’ strategies, in which entire countries were blamed for discriminating against the
Roma, to more diverse and heterogeneous strategies. The latter kinds of strategies offer
Romani activists tools that help not only to show that their government or educational
system does not perform well. Increasingly, these strategies also make it possible for
them to inform their local government where exactly they can improve their policies.
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The example of how knowledge and expertise travel across space and difference can also
be extended to the ‘movability’ of the pro Roma and Romani actors involved in the
movement. Hitherto, I have discussed how old and new and established and alternative
actors articulate expertise within the public or the third sectors. In addition, we need to
consider the effects of the boundary crossings between these sectors. Some scholars have
discussed how human rights and Romani activists have crossed the boundaries between
the public and the third sector and started to work for governmental institutions or vice
versa. Trehan, for instance, describes these boundary crossings as “a ‘revolving door’
phenomenon, whereby the state and the NGO sector serve as alternative and/or parallel
spaces of activity and employment for non Romani and Romani intellectuals” (2009a:
132 33). Vermeersch discusses how, in the latter half of the 1990s, newly established
ministerial bodies dedicated to Roma policy in the Czech Republic and Slovakia began to
employ people with a background in advocacy organizations, such as Helsinki commit
tees and OSI funded alliances.27

These scholars have adopted a relatively fixed concept of these boundaries and the
identities of those who cross them. While it could be analytically helpful to separate
these sectors, my interrogation of the blurring boundaries between state, market, and
civil society suggests that we need to reflect on the correlated transformations of the
spaces of participatory governance. This implies that we also need to examine “the types
of relationships and forms of power that link structures and processes across the sectors.
How are these constructed, both by individual agency and by broader contextual aspects
of politics, history, or culture?” (Lewis 2008: 564) The relatively new, interdisciplinary
study of boundary crossings “aims to learn from the career trajectories and experiences
of individuals who travel between the third sector and the public sector” (ibid; cf Billis
2010). Boundary crossing studies examine “the motivations and experiences of those
who have crossed over,” and seek to explore “the broader meanings and implications of
these movements” (ibid). An entire study could be dedicated to tracing various individu
al career trajectories and their effects on the Romani movement. A boundary crossing
perspective on the development of the Romani movement trains the analytical lens on
how everyday policy and activist practices and the agency of the involved actors have
influenced the development of the movement. A study of boundary crossings vis à vis
new forms and sites of participative governance could also further complicate the idea
that Roma working for ‘the government’ or professional human rights NGOs are more
or less automatically becoming agents of neo liberal rule (Sigona and Trehan 2009b;
Trehan 2009a). Structural issues and persistent processes of Roma categorization often
hamper these Roma to perform in the way they would like. Yet, due to their boundary
crossings, their identities are changing in complex ways. Often, they try to find ways to
steer middle courses and to bring in their own ideas into decision making processes:

Much can be learned from these boundary crossers, whose ‘hybrid’ or ‘hyphenated’
professional identities are constructed from within … ‘in between spaces’ in which
plural identities reveal new perspectives on history and change. (Lewis 2008: 574)

27 See Vermeersch (2006: 204). See also Rostas (2009: 173).
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Many Romani and pro Roma activists are involved in boundary crossings. During the
travels and boundary crossings, activists usually build (on) strategic alliances, which are
engagements within and across various publics.

All these different examples underscore the importance of networking in the Romani
movement. Through federating, the ERGO network, for instance, has expanded various
directions across ethnic or gender difference, ranging from temporal or more stable
associations with local partners (mayors, municipalities, volunteers, teachers, etc.) to
professional advocacy organizations, politicians, and scholars at national and inter
national levels. In 2008, for instance, ERGO co established the EU Roma Policy Coalition
(ERPC), a loose network of various strong partners, such as OSI, ERRC, Amnesty
International, the European Roma Information Office, the European Network Against
Racism, Minority Rights Group International, and the Roma Education Fund. Though
the members of the ERPC network do not always have the same agendas, they have
strategically mobilized what binds them. One of their aims has been to put pressure on
governments and the European Commission to develop more coherent, effective, and
just Roma related policies. In so doing, they have contributed to the development of the
EU Framework on National Roma Strategies on Roma Inclusion, adopted by the Euro
pean Commission in June 2011 (EC 2011).

We can put these achievements in the perspective of the long term contributions of
these forms of alliance building. One of the remarkable developments of Europe’s post
1989 history is how Roma advocacy and Romani activist networks have tried to chal
lenge European governmentalities toward the Roma. These networks have actively
contributed to the development of Europe’s minority policy and to the discussion of the
Roma’s situation in all Europe and, thus, beyond the initial focus on Eastern and Central
Europe. When the EU launched its new enlargement policies in 1993 and suggested to
guarantee the ‘protection of minorities,’ it had almost no minority policy. Due to con
tinued pressure by Romani actors, pro Roma groups, and other advocacy groups, the EU
has gradually shaped its current minority and anti discrimination policy, including its
race equality directive (Ram 2010a; 2010b). Similarly, the extension of the debate about
the Roma’s situation to all Europe has much been the work of Romani activist and pro
Roma advocacy organizations that have persistently targeted the hypocrisy in West
European criticism of the Roma situation in Eastern Europe. Last but not least, as I will
discuss in the next chapter, Romani cultural and memorial practices have increasingly
challenged the exclusion of Romani histories and memories from national and European
ones. The involved multi scalar networks, and the way in which they mobilize the
Roma’s Europeanization, have contributed to the repoliticization of the socioeconomic,
political, and historical reasons of the Roma’s marginalization. These practices do not
represent clearly progressive and unambiguous achievements. Though expressions of
‘horizontal solidarity’ across space and difference have unquestionably emerged, they
often remain ephemeral phenomena. Therefore, Romani politics in Europe compares
with feminist politics in India:

[It] must be a politics of ephemerality, where solidarity functions as a vanishing and
reappearing horizon but which, nonetheless, remains a vital mobilizing factor and
vision that indeed makes political struggle possible. (Sharma 2008: 182)
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CONCLUSION

At the beginning of chapter 5, I discussed the rapid post 1989 emergence of new Roma
related centers of expertise and knowledge formation throughout Europe. I explained
that some of these are entirely new institutions and organizations, while others have
been developed within the boundaries of existing or transforming state bureaucracies or
international governing organizations. In this chapter, I have discussed these newly
emerged forms of expertise and knowledge in light of the development of the post 1989
Romani social and civic movement. In chapter 6, I clarified that neo liberal technologies
of inclusion have contributed to the de politicization of issues of poverty and inequality
by rendering them into politically neutral and technically governable problems. In this
chapter, I have shown that solidarity based, participatory democratic attempts at re
politicizing such issues by dint of human rights or community development discourses
and tools have also and ambivalently been traversed by neo liberal logics. I have argued
that, therefore, empowerment cannot be understood as an unproblematic, progressive
strategy of emancipation for the mobilization of the Roma and for the improvement of
their situation. However, I have also shown that the governmentalization of civil society
has not just de politicizing effects. At the same time, this governmentalization has
inaugurated new forms and spaces of participatory governance that have contributed to
the contestation of the traditional boundaries between state, market, and civil society. A
politics of citizenship as participation has emerged in which Roma claim the right to par
ticipate as equal citizens in contemporary European societies. Though this politics of citi
zenship has often been articulated at the local level, it is not based on a reified approach
to ‘the local’ or to those who are frequently and uncritically understood as ‘Romani
grassroots communities.’ Rather, through multi scalar strategies in which knowledge
and expertise tools and discourses are appropriated and mobilized, this politics of
citizenship tries to articulate practices of transformative participation. I have illuminated
how the continuous traffic in translation and mimicry beyond simple replication contests
territorialized notions of Romani culture or ethnicity and facilitates what I call traveling
activism. With this notion, I underscore the significance of how various discourses,
strategies, and techniques of activism are translated across both space and difference. My
examination of traveling activism has clarified how activists travel through disjunctive
circuits and how the diverse forms of coalition building that arise from these activities
can serve as productive sources of transformative participation.

If there was any specific keyword to this chapter, then it was ‘ambivalence’ and its
possible and not easily achievable productivity. Departing from either or isms and, thus,
also from an analysis of the Romani movement in either pessimistic or optimistic terms,
calls for a less radical notion of politics than some scholars and activists will feel con
tented with (Corbridge 2007; Chhotray 2008). I have suggested thinking about the cur
rent, heterogeneous Romani movement in terms of a less dramatic, less ‘revolutionary’
concept of politics. In normative endeavors to trace transformative elements and
prospects in the Romani movement, scholarship has hitherto adopted ambitious notions
of politics or the political. For instance, some tend to assess the movement’s chances and
prospective in terms of ‘mass mobilization’ (Vermeersch 2006: 157, 211; Trehan 2009a:
188; Marušák and Singer 2009). These are welcome and important analyses. Yet, concep
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tualizing politics in terms of radical change and transformation may overlook important
issues. Indeed, if radical change and transformation do not take place or cannot be per
ceived, some tend to conclude that pro Roma and Romani activism tends to preserve a
dubious status quo, rather than contribute to making a change. This is the case when
professional human rights organizations are one sidedly seen as agents of neo liberal
rule (Sigona and Trehan 2009b; Trehan 2009a), rather than as knots in larger, hybrid
transnational activist networks that try to articulate rights as an issue of public and equal
participation. Being attentive to the productivity of ambiguous encounters between neo
liberalism and participatory democracy enables us to see new forms of agency and how
these can contribute to transformative participation.




