ROMA PARTICIPATION IN POLICY MAKING AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Towards ‘Critical Whiteness' in Romani Studies
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Introduction

Recently there has been a call emerging from Romani activists
and academics for knowledge production related to Romani
people to increasingly take into account the views of those
that are the subject of research and policy development.
Romani activists are asking for a shift away from outsiders
speaking about matters relating to Roma as if they were a
‘target group’ and towards an approach of greater integrity
and usefulness that would allow Romani Studies to move fot-
watd.! This reflects the frustration felt by many with the fact
that the level of racism endemic in Furopean society is not
acknowledged by the majority population and is explained

away through considerations of economics and social welfare.

There is a perception that Romani Studies has been dis-
proportionally focused on Roma as the object of study,
with countless anthropological and ethnographic studies,
surveys, policies, recommendations and strategies written
about them. While very valuable, these? do not engage with
analyses or ways of working with the majority, non-Rom-
ani population. In this context, the Council of Europe’s
youth strategies and manuals for anti-racist education’ are
the exception that proves the rule.

Yet, while there is growing concern internationally with
the rise of anti-Gypsyism, seen as the “root cause of

Roma matginalisation”,* there is as yet little theoretical

and practical understanding of how to address the preju-
dice. This kind of insight seems even more precious and
urgent in a context where some non-Roma are lurching
towards more extremist views. While this pressure seems
to require immediate action of the kind that stops racism
from happening, I would like to argue that “coming to
understanding and resolving exploitation are linked” and
even that deeper understanding of the root causes of an-

ti-Gypsyism should be prioritised over problem solving.

One possible avenue to achieve a deeper comprehension
of the everyday lives and aspirations of Roma and by ex-
tension perhaps also of how they are affected by anti-Gyp-
syism is to give “greater emphasis [...] to research ‘for’ and
‘with” Roma communities through community-based and
patticipatory treseatch”.’ Participatory research — mean-
ing research with and in the best of circumstances, by the
people who are its focus — is held up as a way of allowing
marginal communities to become more central in develop-
ment projects, in political processes, or even in academia,
in the hope that this would allow them to set the agenda.
However, people don’t operate in an ideal world but one
where power struggles have resulted in unequal relation-
ships of oppression based on people’s identities.” It is dif-
ficult to create a situation in which participation as defined
above gives real influence to excluded communities such as
the Roma, without engaging with wider philosophical and
political issues of identity and power.
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Thus it is important when setting into motion participatory
processes that the assumptions and beliefs of those who
hold the power in any given relationship are challenged and
examined, alongside or even before embarking on research
or development projects involving those who hold less
power. From this perspective, I explore how and why the
little understood role played by non-Roma in promoting or
holding back research, activism, community development
and politics focused on Roma is key to successful Romani
involvement in all these areas.

On a wider political and theoretical level, this paper seeks
to show that the project of Romani emancipation will
have difficulty moving forward until the concept of criti-
cal whiteness is incorporated into it, both theoretically and
practically. I contend that until such time that non-Romani
people are willing and able to examine their own racial-
ised identity, even those non-Roma who are committed
to dismantling the discrimination experienced by Romani
communities will be unable to play a powerful role in this
process; whereas those non-Roma who are indifferent, re-
sentful of or actively hostile to Roma could be persuaded
to budge from their positions through a deeper under-
standing of the history of their own identities and how

these are formed and performed in the present.

The task I propose therefore, is to reach for an under-
standing of what non-Romani identities mean, how they
have emerged in Eastern Europe but also more widely, and
how they could move from an ossified and unwitting set of
assumptions towards a live, progressive and positive driv-
er that can ultimately underpin the emancipatory efforts
of the Romani movement. To do this, I use a theoreti-
cal model based on participatory approaches to research
and development, philosophical hermeneutics, critical race
theory and critical whiteness pedagogy. I take each of these

in turn to explain their potential for Romani Studies. I also

point to a possible model of processing the historical leg-
acy and contemporary experience of non-Romani identity
that may be able to move forward towards a better under-
standing of that identity.

In doing so, I acknowledge that Romani people all over the
wortld have been engaged in a process of re-claiming their
Romani identity and that, while they may find the insights in
this paper useful, it is not the place of a non-Romani research-
er such as myself to seck to guide that parallel movement.

Who participates? The meaning and prac-
tice of participation

Participatory action research has deep and wide roots® in
the field of liberation pedagogy and has in fact underpinned
movements against oppression especially but not exclusive-
ly in Latin America. The meaning of participation itself has
changed over the years in response to top-down approaches
to development,” from the involvement of local people in
projects and programmes designed for them, mainly in ru-
ral contexts; through participation explicitly linked to cycles
of learning and action not only for those who are disem-
poweted, but also for those who are in control;'” to a more
recent focus on how participatory approaches can support

active citizenship and structural change."

In the context of Romani Studies, participatory research
is particularly pertinent, given the centuries during which
outsiders have spoken for and represented Romani peo-
ple. In the UK, there has been work using participatory
approaches with Gypsy, Romani and Traveller communi-
ties,'” but in general, most of the research ‘on” Romani
people has not included them.” Meanwhile, there is a
stated intention to arrive at national and EU development
strategies that are more appropriate for and respectful of

8  Mary Brydon-Miller et al., “Jazz and the Banyan Tree: Roots and riffs on Participatory Action Research”in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative
Research, 4™ ed., ed. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2011), 387-400.

9 Robert Chambers, Rural Development: Putting the last first (London: Longman, 1983).

10 Robert Chambers, Whose Reality Counts?: Putting the first last (London: Intermediate Technology, 1997).

11 John Gaventa and Gregory Barrett, So what difference does it make? Mapping the ontcomes of citizen engagement, IDS Working Paper 347 (University of

Sussex: Institute of Development Studies, 2010)

12 Margaret Greenfields and Andrew R. Ryder, “Research with and for Gypsies, Roma and Travellers: combining policy, practice and community in action

research” in Gypsies and Travellers: Enmpowerment and Inclusion in British Society, ed. Joanna Richardson and Andrew R. Ryder (Bristol: The Policy Press, 2012).

13 Annabel Tremlett and Aidan McGarry, “Challenges facing Researchers on Roma Minorities in Contemporary Europe: Notes towards a research

program”, European Centre for Minority Issues, Working Paper Number 62, (]
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the choices of Romani people and civil society,' so cleat-

ly more work is needed in this respect.

However, as is often the case when working with hith-
erto excluded communities, the devil is in the detail, and
there are many possible pitfalls as to who participates,
how they participate and for what purpose. It is clearly
difficult to create a situation in which participation actu-
ally gives real power to a community; big questions arise
over who sets the agenda and whether research is truly
inclusive of everyone or just tokenistic. The critics of
participation go as far as to say that the approach has
been hijacked by an instrumentalist ethos that at best
“hides and at the same time perpetuates certain sets of

»15

power relations”" while at worst participation can be

downright destructive and have negative consequences.

However, even its critics recognise that participation is a val-
id concept when it is applied to political activism and chal-
lenges oppression. To achieve its broader and some would
say, primary potential, participation needs to overtly chal-
lenge power relationships and also needs a solid philosophi-

cal basis, lest it ends up favouring form over substance.'¢

All this brings forth the question of whether those of us
who hold the power v/s-a-vis Romani people are willing and
able to undergo a double process of applying participatory
inquiry to our practices and examining the deeply held be-
liefs or even prejudices that we bring to our work practices
or academic writing. In other words, do non-Roma have
the tools and knowledge that would allow them to ques-
tion their own identities and how they have come to be
‘the majority’ that contributes to ‘Roma exclusion’ — terms
that suggest non-Roma ate in the societal driving seat and

have more influence than Roma do over their own affairs.

Here, more fundamental approaches to human under-

standing such as hermeneutics and a deeper critique of

power relations such as critical race theory can be help-
ful. To these I now turn to explore what they can bring
to Romani Studies.

What can we learn from the Other? Herme-
neutics, identities and Romani Studies

Philosophical hermeneutics as an ontological discipline
was developed by Hans Georg Gadamer."” Through Gad-
amer’s work, hermeneutics transcended its early roots to
engage with the nature of human understanding. Herme-
neutics is thus understood as a challenge to the “self-cer-

tainty and decidedness”'®

that (because of the profound
influence of modern science) we bring to knowledge and
to our ways of knowing. It opens the door to another
way of seeing the world, one that seeks truth in an ap-
proach that is less predefined and more to do with a state
of mind than with a particular method. It also leaves
that door wide open to points of view that jar with one’s

wotldview and even overturn it.

Gadamer argues that we all have deeply but often not wit-
tingly held beliefs determined by our “hermenecutic situation
— i.e. the situation in which we find ourselves with regard
to the tradition we ate trying to undetstand”" In this con-
text, situation means both context and historical horizon or
placement, and is created by not only our individual personal
history, but the history that has brought each of us to where
we are now, e.g. our family history, the history of our people,
our class or ethnic group or our nation. As such our under-
standing of everything that surrounds us is inflected by this
tradition, or ¢ffective bistory. We each have our effective his-
tory - the starting point for our future understanding of the
world. Whenever we attempt to grasp anything, we come up
against that starting point. Thus, when we come into contact
with another person, culture or identity different from our

own, Gadamer suggests that, even if we are not aware of it,

14 Buropean Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social

Committee and the Committee of the Regions, “National Roma Integration Strategies: a first step in the implementation of the EU Framework”,
Brussels, 21 June 2012, available at: http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files /com2012_226_en.pdf.

15 Bill Cooke and Uma Kothati, Participation: The new tyranny? (London: Zed Books, 2001), 11.

16 Orlando Fals Borda, “Participatory (action) research in social theory: Origins and challenges” in The SAGE Handbook of Action Research: Participative

inquiry and practice, 1st ed., ed. Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury, (London: SAGE, 2001), 33-34.

17 Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London, New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2004), xxiv.

18  Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding, 106.

19  Gadamer, Truth and Method, 301.
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that contact is limited and circumscribed by our respective
effective histories, creating a horizon of understanding or
“range of vision that includes everything that can be seen

from a particular vantage point”.*

For Gadamer, the way to live consciously and correctly in
the world is to expand our vision by engaging in an in-
tentional “circular movement of understanding” that al-
lows us to integrate more and more fresh elements into the
picture of reality that we have constructed about a given

1

phenomenon,” while at the same time acting upon that

phenomenon to change it.

To do this, it helps to engage with awareness of what has
been called the hermeneutic dialogue whenever we en-
counter the Other — that thing which is different, or that
person who is different from us and with whom we seck
understanding but with whom we often experience misun-
derstanding. What’s more, “the basic posture of anyone in
the hermeneutical situation has profound implications for
ethics and politics, inasmuch as this posture requires that

one always be prepated that the other may be right.”*

To prepare us for the other being right, hermeneutics res-
cues the notion of preudice from its “current pejorative
connotation [acquired] with the ideas of the Enlighten-
ment, when European scientists, philosophers and histo-
rians sought freedom from any prejudgment through the

application of precise methods.”*

Thus prejudice in the
social sciences is no longer considered an obstacle - instead
it becomes simply the starting point of any dialogue, some-
thing freely acknowledged and eagerly challenged through

the art of questioning and remaining open to new insights.

To do this well, we need what Gadamer has called Bildnng.**
The concept has sometimes been translated from the origi-
nal German as ‘culture’ or ‘cultivation” but encompasses a

much wider notion. Bi/dung has been desctibed by Davey”

20 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 301.

21 1bid., 292.

as including a “process of self-formation”. According to
Davey, Bildung is also a practical “capacity to act” but with-
out a definite end-goal (“it has no goal outside of itself”)
and is concerned with the process of acquiring a certain
maturity that allows one to question and remain open to
new experiences, while at the same time grounding these in
a thorough understanding of the past. Thus, the precondi-
tions to useful dialogue become: acknowledging one’s his-
torically constructed prejudices and engaging in a lifelong
and continuous process of Bildung related to the topic that

one seeks to understand.

Thus equipped with the capacity to see our own prejudices
and a profound attitude of openness, we become ready to
accept the provocation of the Other — a situation ot expeti-
ence that we cannot make sense of within our own reality,
but that is understood quite differently if seen from the

point of view of our interlocutor.

Working through the provocation (which may require ad-
ditional learning, a great deal of dialogue and relationship
building) can eventually bring people to a fusion of hori-
zons, which admittedly is always partial but brings with it a
new level of understanding from which we can move for-
ward in new and almost certainly unexpected ways. This
fusion is not necessarily as harmonious as the word may
suggest. It can give rise to either understanding or mis-
understanding, to friction or strife, as well as creativity or
constructive debate. Of course, the new understanding
gained in this zone of ‘fusion’ is different for each party
and, while it can be shared, it is also possible that it leads
to completely separate world views.

Academics such as Georgia Warnke have used the concept
of the hermeneutic circle to explore how our identities too,
are historically constructed and bound by tradition,” and
how we need to bring rigour and insight to the question of

identities, without becoming slaves to a particular method.

22 Robert J. Dostal, The Canbridge Companion to Gadamer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002),32.

23 Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding, 33.

24 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 8-16.

25 Nicholas Davey, “Philosophical Hermeneutics: An Education for all seasons?” in Education, Dialogue and Hermenentics, ed. Paul Fairfield (London,

New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011), 46.

26 Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding, 65.

27  Georgia Warnke, Affer Identity, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
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Warnke links hermeneutics to racial identity, exploring
the contexts under which racial identity is meaningful. Al-
though she believes that racial identities may in the future
lose their significance, she explains that at this historical
moment in time a racial understanding of identity is histor-
ically necessary precisely because humanity has not proc-
essed the history that resulted in racial discourses and there
is still a need to correct mistakes of the past that have led
to centuties of racial oppression.®

She uses an example from the writing of WE.B. Du
Bois®” to explain how people who have historically been
seen in racial terms, and have been the targets of scien-
tific racism, are forced to take on a racial identity even if
they are reluctant to. Importantly, Warnke concludes that
even those of us who were not forced to take on a racial
identity because of being racially oppressed are never-
theless called upon to reconfigure our understanding of
ourselves when confronted with the ‘effective history’ of
how racial identities were created. In other words, she in-
vites everyone to acknowledge the prejudice embedded in
our own racial identities and to accept the provocations
that this brings into our lives.

In this sense, Paul Gilroy’s thinking is particularly apt to
show the way towards a complex understanding of the his-
torical processes involved in the development of a racial
identity. Gilroy is particulatly insistent that we need to “re-

construct the history of ‘race’ in modernity.”*

History, Gilroy says, can teach us not only to understand
where racism comes from but also how different concepts
of race coexist and interact with each other in the present,
and how it is possible that attitudes that were thought to
have died in the “bloody penumbra of the Third Reich”

28  Ibid., 119.
29 Ibid., 170.

are layered below and among “the culturalist, anthropolog-
ically-minded race-thinking of the 1950s.%!

However, history in itself does not automatically teach any-
thing; It is in the encounter with the position of another who
may have a different view of history that we are provoked to
wonder whether there is a reason why what we have always
thought to be true is not so in someone else’s view “so that
when we find contradictions we question them and make ad-
justments to out undetstanding”.** In this case it is helpful,
when encountering someone who has been seen as racially
different to ourselves, to question where that difference origi-

nated, how it developed and where it has left each of us.

It is helpful to turn also to Homi Bhabha whose argument
is that racism is not an anomaly, but “part of the historical
traditions of civic and liberal humanism”.* In this sense,
we can say that there is a generalised effective history of
racism in society, but this is in addition to each party in the
encounter having their own effective history.

Focus on ‘black’ and ‘white’ - lessons from
critical race thinking

Commentators on the work of W.E.B. Du Bois have come
to a similar conclusion, namely that all the “various peo-

”3 _ and in Du

ples... exist within the veil of blackness
Bois’ interpretation this definitely includes white people
who are “tethered by a fable of the past”, meaning their
own white, unprocessed identity.” It’s important to note
that neither black nor white are immovable constructs -
blacks can be both oppressors and victims, while whites
can transcend their prejudices.” However, they all operate

within the structures of a racialised reality.

30 Paul Gilroy, “After the great white error... the great black mirage”, Transformation Number 47 (2001), available at: http://transformation.ukzn.

ac.za/index.php/transformation/article/viewFile/840/655.
31 Ibd., 31.

32 Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding.

33 Homi K. Bhabha, ““Race’, time and the revision of modernity” in Theories of Race and Racism: A Reader, ed. Les Back and John Solomos (London:

Routledge, 2000), 366.

34 Anne Marie Hancock, “Du Bois, Race and Diversity” in The Cambridge Companion to W.E.B. Du Bois, ed. Shamoon Zamir (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2008), 93.
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36 Hancock, Du Bois, Race and Diversity, 97.
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Hancock also reminds us that we owe to Du Bois’ intet-
nationalism the insight that the veil of blackness extends
to othet peoples and races,” not just Black Africans who
were the focus of his scholarship. This paves the way
for the application of the concept to Romani Studies.
For although the thinkers above talk about racism in
general, or perhaps in particular about the experience
of being black in the USA or the UK, their observations
are just as pertinent to the racialised realities surround-

ing Roma and non-Roma identities.

For a sense of the ‘multiple genealogies’ of the racial-
ised understanding of Romani people, it is useful to think
back to how medieval notions and realities of oppression
and slavery aimed at Roma played out in Eastern Europe.
According to lan Hancock® “Gustitutionalised antigypsy-
ism in Enrope [that] began in the fourteenth century with slavery
and continnes to this day”, with the sources of this virulent
prejudice starting with religious intolerance and the mis-
taken association of Gypsies with Islam in the times of
the Crusades, and continuing with the general equation
of Romani people’s skin colour with blackness and evil in
the European mind. However, Hancock also points to a

7% and to the

more recent “parallel, created ‘gypsy’ image
phenomenon of scapegoating that feeds on earlier preju-

dices and continues to fan the flames of anti-Gypsyism.

This account of the development of anti-Roma racism
is backed up by extensive historical research using data
from contemporary records, for example those originat-
ing in the Romanian Principalities (currently roughly the
territory covered by Southern and Eastern Romania) at
the time of the abolition of Gypsy slavery (the term is
used in its historical context).”” They show that not only

37 Hancock, Du Bois, Race and Diversity, 98.

did the enslavement of Gypsies in the Romanian Princi-
palities last for centuries, but also that it developed into
an institution with long-lasting effects."!

Other scholars have traced the way in which these early
instances of oppression have laid the groundwork for the
virulent forms of prejudice that resulted in the Romani Hol-
ocaust duting the Nazi era.*> ¥ The same racial discoutses
continue to underpin seemingly more liberal yet profoundly
oppressive attitudes that still survive in the modern era of
European integration. One example is viciously racist jokes
on social media that, even when publicly challenged by
prominent Romani activists, are met with a backlash rather

than understanding or apologies from the perpetrators.*™

Returning to hermeneutics, a history that includes centu-
ries of racialised views of Romani people means that not
only they but also non-Romani people are equally bound to
‘tead’ their identities through the lens of race and racism.*
In other words, not only Roma but also non-Roma are ‘ra-
cialised’, or have developed a racial identity. Non-Romani
people are equally born into and develop a set of identities
that can no more avoid being perceived in a racial con-
text than can look away or escape from the role of racial
oppressor that has been played by the ancestors of those
non-Roma since the early Middle Ages. Of course, neither
Romani nor non-Romani are immovable constructs and
there are many possible permutations of those identities.
However, all operate within the structures of a racialised
reality extending beyond the confines of individual coun-
tries or cultures. Thus it is just as helpful for the project
of understanding anti-Gypsyism to see Romani people as
politically affiliated to a ‘black’ identity, as it is to see non-

Romani people as ‘white’.

38 Tan Hancock, We Are the Romani People (Ame Sam E Rromane Dene), (Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2002), 54.

39 Ibid., 61.

40  Viorel Achim, The Gypsies in the Romanian Principalities: The Emancipation Laws, 1831-1856 (Bucharest: Grupul de Cercetare pentru Istoria Minori-

tatilor, Institutul de Istorie “Nicolae lorga”,2004), available at: http://www.iini-minorities.ro/resurse/Achim-Viorel_The-Gypsies-in-the-

Romanian-Principalities_2004.pdf.
41 Ibid., 109.

42 Gethard Baumgartner, A History of the Roma Genocide (London: Centre for Holocaust Education, UCL), available at: http:/ /www.holocaustedu-

cation.org.uk/teacher-resources/subject-knowledge /history-roma-genocide/.

43 Michael Stewart, “Remembering without Commemoration: the mnemonics and politics of Holocaust memories among European Roma”, Journal

of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 10 (3) (2004), 569.

44  Michael Bird and Stefan Candea, “Anti-Roma views rampant across all Romanian political parties”, EU Observer, 29 April 2014, available at:

http://euobserver.com/euelections/123907.

45  Warnke, After Identity, 105.
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Taking a radical feminist approach, Angela Kéczé applies
just such a lens of critical race theory to understand how the
experiences of Romani women are different from those of
both white males and white females in Hungary, and encour-
ages a dialogue between Romani women and the “sisterhood
of women of colour” who have challenged the “totalizing
norms of the broader feminist movement”.*’” Thus, Kéczé
articulates a basis from which Romani women can fight their
own specific battles against oppression, even going as far
as suggesting that “critical studies of whiteness” could be
a useful next step for the Romani movement.”® In the next
section I will unpack the theoretical and emancipatory rea-

soning for this attention to whiteness.

The challenge of critical whiteness

In the contemporary wortld, “whiteness, as a global forma-

”# and has a lot

tion, is alienating to its subjects and objects
to answer for when it comes to the exclusion of non-white
subjects such as Romani people. Leonardo shows how “glo-
bal studies in whiteness” when added to the insights of
critical race theory can lead to a new model of knowledge
production, one that acknowledges the distinct white racial
identities of the majority of those currently producing that
knowledge. Critical whiteness secks to go beyond denial to
embrace that identity and work with it, noticing in particular

its content of white supremacy and white privilege.

The message from critical white theorists is that to dismantle
the ways in which some people are kept in a subordinate po-
sition because of racism, it is imperative that those affected
by whiteness — that is all of us whose identity is non-black
— learn to engage with the concept in theory and praxis, and
apply it to our individual circumstances. Extrapolating to the

situation of Roma, I argue that for those of us whose identi-
ty is non-Romani and who have not been directly targeted by
racism, there is no way to understand or affect race oppres-
sion unless we process our own (for want of a better word)
‘white non-Romani’ identity.” Going back to the theory and
practice of participation (in politics, development projects
or knowledge production), not only do we all have to ac-
knowledge our respective positions in the constellation of
power created by anti-Gypsyism, but for participation to be
real and effective, we all need to participate. At present, non-
Roma (as well as many Roma) fail to participate in disman-
tling the construct of anti-Gypsyism, by allowing a racialised
reality to claim their minds and dictate their actions.

As for the methods to approach the project of exploring
non-Romani white identities, embracing critical whiteness
pedagogy® is one way in which those of us who were raised
with that identity can make sense of our racial experience
and move forward to form a new vantage point, one that
more fully engages with our own history by seeing it through
the eyes of Romani people and communities. Critical white-
ness pedagogy has the potential to lift people whose identity
has been constructed as ‘white’ out of a defensive position,
or one that remains stuck on grievances around political cor-
rectness. It offers another way of understanding white (or
non-Romani) identity, one that can fill a previous ‘identity
vacuum’ with a positive, empoweting anti-racist energy.”
Such a transformation has been very aptly called “one of
the ultimate acts of humanity: race treason”,” designed to
dismantle white supremacy while at the same time enriching
the lives of those of us who are engaged in it.

Feminist scholars such as Ruth Frankenberg® have done
considerable work examining the effect of whiteness on

individual women’s lives, starting from the premise that a

46 Angela Koczé, Gender, Ethnicity and Class: Romani women’s political activism and social struggles (Budapest: Central European University, 2011), 64.

47 Tbid, 65.
48 1bid., 70.

49 Zeus Leonardo, “The Souls of White folk: Critical pedagogy, whiteness studies, and globalization discourse”, Race, ethnicity and education number 5

(1) (2002), 45.

model, but that is not a discussion to be addressed in the current paper.

50 There is of course a question of how people who are not Roma but have been targeted by racism relate to this (by necessity) incomplete binary

51 Dana Nichols, “Teaching Critical Whiteness Theory: What college and university teachers need to know”, Understanding and Dismantling Privi-

Jege, Volume 1 Number 1 (2010).
52 Ibid., 6.

53 Leonardo, The Souls of White Folk, 46.

54 Ruth Frankenberg, “White Women, Race Matters”, in Theories of Race and Racism: A Reader, ed. Les Back and John Solomos (London: Routledge,

2000), 447-4061.
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profound and personal understanding of how ‘whiteness’
operates for each of us is necessary to move forward and
away from racism. Indeed, feminist perspectives have been
at the forefront of engaging with critical white pedagogy,
inspired by theotists and activists such as bell hooks™ who
insist on the need to embody and practically apply an un-
derstanding of racism in everyday relationships and partic-
ularly when it comes to political activism. hooks demands
that feminism as a theory takes on the concept of race
and points out that for a period feminist activism failed to

thrive precisely because it lacked an analysis of racism.*

The project of critical white pedagogy has moved for-
ward and has been enriched by many scholars writing in
particular about racism in the USA (such as Barbara Love
or Dana Nichols) and some of them propose detailed
blueprints for processing white identities, based on their
practical experience as anti-racism educators. All these
may be useful to study for those of us who seek to proc-

ess our non-Romani white identities.

Moving forward in our understanding - a
possible approach informed by hermeneutics

However, I want to return to the practical lessons that herme-
neutics can teach us in this respect. For beyond its theory
of understanding, hermeneutic philosophy proposes ways
in which anyone can acquire what has been called “herme-
neutic consciousness”.”” As indicated above, hermeneutics
uses that consciousness to reach a deeper understanding of
the world, including people and their identities.

Hermeneutic understanding is a three-fold process: in or-
der to understand a thing (Sache), including people and
their identity, one must be able to intellectually ‘grasp’
that thing;® one must be able to operate with it, in the
same way as an artisan operates with or wields the tools

55  bell hooks, “Racism and Feminism, the issue of accountability”

Routledge, 2000), 373-388.
56 1bid., 388.
57  Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding.

58 Jean Grondin,

bridge Unversity Press, 2002), 36-51.
59 Ibid.
60 Scott-Villiers, A Question of Understanding, 179.

61  Dostal, The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, 32.

of her trade; and one must find a way to articulate it so
that the thing becomes illuminated by language, a funda-

mental dimension of hermenecutics.”

Importantly, hermeneutic dialogue is an iterative process and
does not stop once a new understanding is reached — rather,
it creates new prejudices, new starting points from which we
can move forward towards the other, always knowing that
there is no such thing as a perfect fusion of horizons.

I have tried to argue that non-Romani people and com-
munities might want to reach back into history to gain an
understanding of their own prejudices, engage in a process
of Bildung designed to open them up to the possibility of
new insights into their own and Romani identity and be
ready to seek out and genuinely accept the provocation (or
learning experience) held up by Romani people and com-
munities that they encounter. The possibility thus opens up
a fusion of horizons that can bring new insights into the lives
of both parties. This may seem a simplistic process but is
nothing of the sort. It requires a long-term commitment to
reinventing our own racialised understandings of ourselves
and may happen suddenly (as in those intuitive Eureka
moments that people sometimes have) but only as a result
of long years of learning and focus. Furthermore, herme-
neutic dialogue is a continuous process that keeps unfold-
ing and bringing us to new insights. It owes a lot to atten-
tion, listening and the building of clarity between people
and does not have an ultimate agenda.”” At the same time,
hermeneutics is not method, but a state of mind, an open-
ness and continuous questioning, “a posture [requiring] that
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one abhvays be prepared that the other may be right.”*" In this sense,
hermeneutic understanding seeks to inform and guide
method, such as inter-cultural dialogue, aiming to rescue
it from being blithe, superficial, over-eager to reach agree-
ment and ignoring the gulf between the self and the Other.
Indeed, Derrida, one of hermeneutics’ critics, has argued

that there is always that which cannot be understood, and

in Theories of race and racism: A Reader, ed. Les Back and John Solomos (London:

“Gadamer’s basic understanding of understanding” in The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, ed. Robert ] Dostal (Cambridge: Cam-
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that the hermeneutic fusion of horizons glosses over many

of the “heterogeneities and abysses that confront us”.

Hermeneutics, then, is one philosophy that can contribute
to the effort required to undo a history of discrimination, “a
way of being and behaving, which changes with experience
and attention”.”® This effort that has much more to do with
confrontation than a comfortable fusion of “lifeworlds”
goes beyond superficial engagement or political correct-
ness to personal engagement with the deeper meanings and
truths of people separated by the “gulfs of effective his-
tory”.® Hermeneutics can lead to a deep, politically engaged
and long-term process where identities of participants are
examined, deconstructed and perhaps reconstructed in a
way that expands the understanding of those involved.

It can be a process fraught with many pitfalls and potential
conflicts, since even the words ‘ethnic’ or ‘racial’ or ‘iden-
tity’ immediately conjure up deeply held emotional be-
liefs and any group of people engaged in examining their
Romani or non-Romani identity would have to be skilfully
led towards greater openness rather than greater entrench-
ment or tesentment.” Examples abound of people setting
out on a journey to emancipation only to end up in blind
alleys and accused of “erasing the identities of those who
cannot choose”, as recently happened in the much-publi-

cised case of Rachel Dolezal.”’

One way of mitigating the dangers is to make an agree-
ment with others on the same journey as oneself to look
out for each other, discuss, make manifest and challenge
each other’s prejudices in an atmosphere of safety and
respect, where all those present agree that their field of
vision is limited by societal prejudices and where the inevi-
table conflicts are seen as so many opportunities for learn-
ing rather than immutable differences of opinion. Such a

group would have to engage with and debate boundaries

of identity, different conceptions of how it is constructed
and if not necessarily reaching a consensus on all matters,
agree to disagree enough so that dialogue remains possi-
ble and can move forward. Beyond such a group of fellow
learners, for such an endeavour to succeed, it would be
useful for the wider Romani Studies community to work
towards achieving an environment where debate and disa-

greement are valued — but that is a much wider discussion.

Conclusion

As already noted, I acknowledge that individuals, groups
and communities who see themselves as part of the Rom-
ani movement (including many contributors to this jour-
nal) are already engaged in a highly productive process of
re-claiming, processing and re-inventing their racial iden-
tities. The challenge is to extend this work to a group of
people who can equally productively understand, operate
with and articulate their non-Romani identity. Thus, while
this paper sets out to articulate the theoretical basis of
such an endeavour, it is at the same time an invitation to
non-Roma to join in a journey of discovery of our own
identities, as well as an invitation to Roma to guide and/

or engage critically with such an undertaking.

The vision held out by this paper is to seck to transform
non-Romani identity from one that is ‘preserved in aspic’,
unaware and ultimately detrimental to both Romani and
non-Romani people, into one that is engaged with and
questioning its own historical roots and prejudices and
seeks to actively overcome these through thoughtful and
deliberate action. As mentioned at the very beginning of
this article, Romani activists and academics have indicated
repeatedly that they would welcome a dialogue with non-
Roma who are willing to move beyond the exclusions that

have been foisted upon them by a history of oppression.®
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Beyond academic and activist circles, the practical impli-
cations of developing the theory and practice of critical
whiteness as it relates to non-Romani people and commu-
nities could help solve a lot of the intractable issues con-
nected to Roma exclusion. One such obstacle is that white
culture has been more and more monopolised by the New
Right and has come to be equated with conservative no-
tions of ethnicity which lead to more insular and hierarchi-
cal ways of seeing and operating in the world, rather than
striving towards more openness. It’s useful to remember
that most of us are not determined to discriminate against
Roma, but often fall prey to divisive discourses when we

don’t have the choice of a better alternative.

For example, encouraging a critically white attitude and a
mindset of alliance® in non-Romani patents could begin to
disentangle the difficulties with parental attitudes “which

push segregation in classes and white flight.””

Or it could serve as an inspiration for training aimed at non-

Romani staff working for human rights and other NGOs

working for Romani communities, thus ensuring that they

69  Wijeyesinghe, Griffin and Love, Racisz Curriculum Design.

avoid contributing to experiences of subalternity and exploi-

tation for Romani activists involved in the field.”

A critical whiteness approach could also encourage student
of white non-Romani privilege to gain an “understanding [of]

72 and therefore

the connection between all forms of injustice
educate or involve themselves in movements that challenge
injustice more widely. This would back up and strengthen
similar efforts by Romani activists who are seeking out and
building solid alliances with feminist and LGBT groups, and
perhaps lead to a more intersectional approach to Romani
Studies, where researchers and activists alike weigh up and ac-
knowledge not only the influence of their race, but also that

of their class, gender, disability or sexuality upon their work.

However, while the practical applications of the theoretical ap-
proach described above are multiple and may have a demon-
strable effect on policy, “once a conscionsness is in gperation it seems
[that] it begins to have an active ¢ffect on understanding’™ that tran-
scends its original goals. That is perhaps its most precious gift
- that a journey of understanding once embarked on, can have
a transformative effect beyond the immediate and time-bound.
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