Nationalist Pride and Popular Prejudice

Bernard Rorke'

ENEWED attention to the surge in
anti-Romani violence against the
backdrop of economic recession
has led many commentators to in-
inuate that these phenomena are
inter-related. Across media outlets this makes for
easy copy in hard times. The sequence and sub-
stance of events in Italy, Hungary and the Czech
Republic puncture this convenient narrative. The
acts of violence against Roma by state and non-
state actors, the coarsening of public discourse
coloured by inflammatory racist rhetoric and the
increase in broad public hostility towards Roma
predate the economic downturn and form part of
a wider populist assault on the liberal content of
contemporary democracy. Prejudice has become
a mobilising force, and unabashed and uninhib-
ited anti-Romani prejudice has taken centre stage
with crude ultra-nationalism as the core ingre-
dients in a wider radical populist assault on the
so-called liberal consensus. In an idealistic vein,
and somewhat at odds with the venal reality of
contemporary practice, Hanna Arendt described
the task of politics in all times and in all places
to shed light upon and dispel prejudices. She
stressed that prejudices differ from small talk
and idle chatter; that the power and danger of
prejudices is that something of the past is always
hidden within them.? Prejudices dragged through
time without being examined or dispelled block
judgment, obscure wisdom and corrode the fabric
of democracy. When it comes to the situation of
Roma in the European Union (EU), the very real
consequences of prejudice unchallenged are be-
coming all too apparent.
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The brutal murder of Robert Csorba and
his five-year-old son in the small village of
Tatarszentgyorgy in February 2009 sent shock
waves across Hungary. It would be followed
soon by the assassination of Jené Koka, gunned
down as he left home for his night-shift in Tisza-
16k. Agnes Koka, the grief stricken god-daughter
of the latest victim and one of the generation of
educated, active and civic-minded Roma, stated:
“We feel like the real targets. The death of my
god-father proves that whatever we do, however
we try to prove ourselves to the majority popula-
tion and to our own community the only thing that
matters is that we were born to be Roma.” The
Magyar Garda had staged meetings and marches
in both Tiszalok and Tatarszentgyorgy prior to
these fatal attacks. This latest assassination has
further heightened fears that the wave of fire-
bomb, grenade and gun attacks targeting Roma
is a coordinated terror campaign. The police,
hitherto bungling in their investigations and inept
in their response, now concede that three of the
atrocities may be linked; indeed that the attacks
have been carried out by a four-man cell with
military expertise “killing with hands that are too
confident.” Confidence in the police force was
further shaken by an article which appeared in a
newsletter of the trade union of Hungarian police
officers Tettrekész, “prepared for action,” which
boasts some 5,300 members. The article stated
that a “crumbling country, torn apart by Hungar-
ian-Gypsy civil war could easily be claimed by
the rich Jews [...] Given our current situation,
anti-Semitism is not just our right, but is the duty
of every Hungarian homeland lover, and we must
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prepare for armed battle against the Jews.” Judit
Szima, the editor of the newsletter and the gen-
eral secretary of Tettrekész was fourth on the list
of Jobbik candidates in the European elections.
Three Jobbik candidates have been elected to the
European Parliament. Most recently, the 5,300-
member law enforcement officers’ trade union
announced that it had formed a formal alliance
with Jobbik, which prompted many to voice deep
concerns. An investigation into the legality of the
accord is currently underway.®

In response to the killings of the Csorba father
and son, European Commissioner Vladimir Spidla
issued a statement urging European Union Mem-
ber States (MS) to guarantee the security of their
Romani citizens: “Roma have become the target
of organised racist violence — fed by political pop-
ulism, hate speech and media hype [...] and are be-
ing made scapegoats for wider societal problems.””
As Spidla noted, this phenomenon is not confined
to Hungary. In the Czech Republic a similar pat-
tern of incitement and intimidation against Roma
by far-right groups such as the Worker’s Party
has been accompanied by an increase in violent
attacks, most notoriously the horrific firebomb-
ing of a Romani household in Vitkov that injured
both parents and left their two-year-old girl in a
coma with 80% of her body burned. This attack,
which sparked outrage and anger among Czech
Roma, occurred the same evening as a large neo-
fascist demonstration in Usti nad Labem. Further
public outrage prompted Czech TV to halt further

broadcasting of the extremist National Party’s
advertisement for the European elections which
called for a “final solution to the Gypsy question.”
In neighbouring Slovakia, any sense of celebration
of International Roma Day, 8 April, was eclipsed
by the release of footage, subsequently broadcast
on YouTube, showing police officers in Kosice
forcing Romani children to strip naked, kiss and
strike each other in the face. The Slovak Spectator
described these degrading scenes as “reminiscent
of mistreatment at Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib jail.””

In Italy the brutal murder of an Italian woman
in November 2007 sparked a wave of arson at-
tacks and mob violence directed against Roma
living in camps. Tensions were further stoked
in the run-up to the April 2008 general elec-
tion, as Silvio Berlusconi’s campaign promised
a clampdown on “Roma, clandestine immigrants
and criminals” and his coalition’s candidate for
Mayor of Rome pledged the expulsion of “20,000
nomads and immigrants who have broken the
law.”!® In the wake of the burning of one ille-
gal camp in Naples, the head of the right-wing,
anti-immigrant Northern League party, Umberto
Bossi, argued the attack was understandable, say-
ing: “People are going to do what the political
class cannot.”'" The controversial plans by Ber-
lusconi’s Interior Minister, Roberto Maroni of
the Northern League, to fingerprint all Roma
including children living in camps drew fire from
EU politicians and human rights groups. It even
prompted a scathing attack by the mass Roman
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Catholic publication Famiglia Cristiana which
likened the security decree to the racial laws im-
posed by Benito Mussolini in the 1930s.!> More
recently, Berlusconi refused to condemn an ally
in Milan who proposed that seats and carriages
on local public transport be reserved for native
Italians and declared that his party rejects the idea
of a “multi-ethnic Italy.”"* He used a vote of con-
fidence to push through an amended pacchetto
sicurezza or “security package” which is was rati-
fied by the Senate in early July. This new security
package, together with other recently adopted
legislation, contains provisions that directly tar-
get migrants and minorities. Another disturbing
measure is the introduction by emergency decree
of “Citizen Anti-Crime Patrols.” In light of previ-
ous violent actions by unofficial vigilante groups
against Roma and other minorities the spectre of
officially sanctioned squadristi with a specific
mandate to “enhance public security” and to tar-
get “illegal immigration” is decidedly sinister.

As stated earlier, the tendency of late to link
the spike in anti-Romani violence with the impact
of the current global economic crisis is simplis-
tic and misleading. While it is entirely plausible
that an economic crisis may aggravate existing
tensions and further erode the legitimacy of
governing elites, anti-Romani prejudice remains
well-nigh ubiquitous and has long thrived in good
and bad times alike. Like most forms of prejudice
it is neither static in terms of its content, nor is it
somehow spread evenly across the polities of the
European continent. Within different states preju-
dice against Roma is either more or less pervasive,
more or less overt, manifests itself to differing de-
grees and in very specific direct and indirect forms
against Roma and/or takes its bearings from the
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flows and eddies of wider political developments.
The gravity of the situation was highlighted by
the former UN Special Rapporteur on Housing,
Miloon Kothari, who warned in October 2007
of the “undeniable growth of anti-Romani senti-
ment” in Europe, and the failures of authorities
to tackle this problem: “It is regrettable that the
actions of many public authorities — particularly
at the local level — have been to acquiesce in this
intensification of anti-Romani hatred.”"* Anti-
Gypsyism must be recognised by all EU Member
States as a long-established and distinct species of
racism prevalent across Europe and on a par with
Islamophobia and anti-Semitism.

To better comprehend the recent ominous and le-
thal surge in anti-Gypsyism it is more appropriate to
attribute it to a wider political malaise than to forge
a synthetic, reductive cause-and-effect linkage with
current economic woes. Among the new Member
States, political instability and an erosion of trust
in democratic institutions has led to a situation
where, as Jacques Rupnik put it, “Democracy has
no rivals but is losing supporters. Populist move-
ments, to some extent express that ambivalence and
discontent.”” Described by Ivan Krastev as “the
new, electoral version of the Molotov cocktail,”
populism is not anti-democratic but profoundly
anti-liberal. Common features include authentic
anger, unrestrained hatred of the elites, cultural
conservatism, Euroscepticism, declared national-
ism and undeclared xenophobia.'® At its extreme,
expressed through radical rightist manifestations
within an increasingly polarised political context,
xenophobia is “declared” and much of the “au-
thentic anger” is directed towards Roma and other
minorities. Back in 1996, reflecting on the rise of
Jorg Haider and the Freedom Party in Austria, Tony
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Judt cautioned against indulging the thought that
this represented some kind of renascent fascism or
even a sort of para-nazism: “an echo of the ghosts
of Europe past.”” Rather the successes of Haider and
his ilk stand for something more far more serious:
“they are the ghosts of Europes yet to come.”"’

Now that the ghosts are with us, what is to be
done? A cursory inventory of what 4as been done by
European institutions reveals them to be engaged as
never before. The Council of Europe has long been
a vociferous champion of Roma rights, producing
numerous reports, issuing forthright statements
and clearly identifying priorities to encourage its
members to protect minorities, to combat racism,
anti-Gypsyism and intolerance and to prevent
social exclusion. Since 1995, the Committee of
Experts on Roma and Travellers (MG-S-ROM) has
been tasked by the Council of Europe with advis-
ing Member States and encouraging international
authorities to take action where needed.

In Strasbourg on 14 November 2007, the Grand
Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights,
by a vote of 13 to four, ruled that segregating
Romani students in special schools is a form of
unlawful discrimination that violates fundamental
human rights. The European Parliament has adopted
numerous resolutions condemning anti-Romani rac-
ism, specifically urging the European Commission
in 2005 to develop a European Strategy for a coordi-
nated and comprehensive approach to Roma inclu-
sion. This was echoed in the Council Conclusions in
December 2008 which called upon the Commission
and the Member States in close cooperation:

10. on the basis of the conclusions of the report
from the Commission, to take account of
the situation of the Roma when designing
and implementing policies to defend fun-
damental rights, combat poverty and dis-
crimination and uphold gender equality, and

ensure access to education, housing, health,
employment, justice and culture, and where
appropriate to identify specific actions for
2009 and 2010 to that end;

11. to make better use of the Structural Funds,
the Pre-Accession Instrument and the Eu-
ropean Neighbourhood and Partnership
Instrument to promote the inclusion of the
Roma, particularly in the fields of educa-
tion, housing, health, employment and ac-
cess to justice and to culture;]...]."

In response to effective and targeted civil so-
ciety advocacy by the EU Roma Policy Coalition
and others, combined with prompting from gov-
ernments participating in the Decade of Roma
Inclusion, the European Commission has moved
in recent years from passive somnolence to active
engagement. The establishment of an integrated
EU Roma Platform marks an unprecedented ef-
fort to grapple with Roma issues at a European
level. At the first ever EU Roma Summit in 2008,
President Barosso declared, “The Commission
strongly rejects any stigmatization of Roma. In
the European Union every man, woman and child
has the right to live a life free from discrimination
and persecution. This is an issue of European and
universal values, as well as an issue of fairness,
social solidarity and democracy.”"

Some of the rhetorical and at times inchoate
clamour for “Europe” to do more to address the
current crisis seems oblivious to the limitations of
the competencies of the various institutions and
prone to a wider misconception that European su-
pranational institutions can provide a panacea for
ailments that are altogether more intimate. There
is a danger that many have succumbed to what
Tony Judt called “the grand illusion™:

If we look to Europe as a catchall solution,
chanting “Europe” like a mantra, and waving
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the banner of “Europe” in the face of recalci-
trant nationalist heretics, we may wake up one
day to find that far from solving the problems
of our continent the myth of Europe has be-
come an impediment to recognizing them [...]
The mere invocation of the promise of a united
Europe could substitute for solving problems
and crises in the present. To be sure there is
a certain self-fulfilling advantage in speaking
of Europe as though it already existed in some
stronger collective sense, but there are some
things it cannot do, problems it does not ad-
dress. Europe is more than a geographical no-
tion but less than an answer.?

While the Euroscepticism may be overstated
for many tastes, 13 years after this caution was
written it seems ever more pertinent. And it
serves as a timely reminder that as far as prac-
tical politics is concerned, the primary locus of
democratic accountability stubbornly remains
within the nation state. To paraphrase Richard
Rorty, the governments of our nation states will
remain, for the foreseeable future, the principal
agents capable of making any real difference in
the amount of selfishness and sadism inflicted
on fellow citizens.?! It remains the case that de-
mands for justice, recognition and redistribution
to promote Roma inclusion and combat prejudice
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matter most when a national government can be
called to task to meet its democratic obligations
towards its most disadvantaged citizens. It is here
that the oft-maligned EU has a role to play, on the
one hand taking Member States to task when they
fail to meet their obligations, and on the other as-
sisting them to coordinate their efforts to promote
Roma integration and to defend human rights.

In his address at the EU Roma Summit, Presi-
dent Barosso declared, “There is no place for a
laissez-faire or business-as-usual approach.””
The boundless cupidity and reckless stupidity
cultivated by laissez-faire, free-market fundamen-
talism has plunged the economies of Europe into
severe crisis. If one is to draw an analogy between
economy and society it is that in either sphere
nobody can credibly contemplate ‘“business-as-
usual”. A laissez-faire approach to integration of
Europe’s largest ethnic minority could precipitate
a profound and deeply corrosive crisis that negates
the liberal content of representative democracies.
There is nothing inevitable about this coming to
pass. The threat posed by radical populism needs
to be faced and countered in every democratic pol-
ity. The task of progressive politics to shed light
upon and to dispel prejudices has acquired a new
urgency if Romani communities are to be spared
another century of exclusion.
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