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During the Communist period, the Polish Communist Party, the PZPR,
fervently attempted to build a homogenised Polish state. Public policies
and government programmes were explicitly assimilatory, aimed at
eradicating cultural, linguistic, ethnic or other differences. One of the
policies that reflected this trend was the forced settlement programme
for nomads introduced in 1964. According to the official discourse the
goal of this programme was to ‘normalise’ the lifestyle of the Gypsy
population.
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Although such assimilation policies and programmes did force whole
populations to live in houses and work in steel factories, on a deeper
level, however, they were utterly unsuccessful. They were unsuccessful
not only because they started from the implausible assumption that it
would be possible to create a society in which the degree of cultural simi-
larity between its members would be absolute, but also because it gener-
ated neither a broad acceptance of nor respect for the people who were
identified as ‘Roma’ or ‘Gypsies’. Negative views of this group persisted
in society throughout the whole Communist period. The assimilation
policy was not only unsuccessful but also ambiguous. Despite the larger
aim of eradicating difference, it allowed and even supported the develop-
ment of folkloric traditions, such as music, crafts and theatre associated
with Romani identity. Romani life as it really took place, however, was
placed outside the boundaries of the acceptable, and instead specific
expressions of Roma-ness that the PZPR evaluated as more ‘acceptable’
were supported and even organised by the state.

In this context, activism for the recognition of the Roma as a separate
cultural, linguistic or ethnic group often had to take place within the
narrow margins of what was allowed by the state and what was repre-
sentative of the Roma. In this context, a Romani activist, Adam Bartosz,
decided that a way of organising a movement for recognition within this
narrow space for political action would be the establishment of an
ethnographic exhibition on the Roma. He set up such an exhibition in
1979 in the Polish city of Tarnów. Its explicit agenda was to offer an

 

1 Andrzej Mirga, ‘Romowie 
– proces kszta towania si  
podmiotowo ci 
politycznej’, in 

 

Mniejszo ci 
narodowe w Polsce

 

, ed 
Piotr Madajczyk, Instytut 
Studiów Politycznych 
Polskiej Akademia Nauk, 
Warszawa, 1998, pp 110–
79

l ę
ś

ś
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overview of Polish Romani traditions and the role of Romani traditions
in Polish arts; implicitly the exhibition sought to promote the definition
of the Roma as an ethnic minority (

 

mniejszo

 

[sacute][cacute]

 

  etniczna

 

), understood
here as a group of people which has common roots outside Poland (but
no homeland), with a language, a culture and traditions that need to be
respected, protected and supported.

Today this exhibition still exists, but operates in a totally different
political context. As elsewhere in Europe, policy-makers in Poland have
abandoned the framework of assimilation and have become much more
sensitive to issues of difference, at least on paper. Multiculturalist policies
in particular have explicitly aimed to recognise ethnic differentiation and
to support demands for autonomy or special protection rights when they
are framed as ethnic minority demands. One wonders what this shift of
political context has meant for the position and the actions of those who
in the past tried to claim ethnic recognition through museum representa-
tions such as the Romani exhibition in Tarnów.

Starting with the example of Tarnów, this essay explores the impact
of the growing prevalence of ethnic group protection discourses in Europe
on the public representation of the people who are identified as ‘Roma’.
More precisely, I seek to demonstrate that the growing ubiquity of ethnic
minority rights discourses has highly complex implications for the practice
of representing the Roma, speaking in their name, and advocating their
interests. I will focus on the implications of one particular segment of this
general trend: the growing politicisation and public resonance of extant
visual representations in popular exhibitions of the Roma as an ethnic
minority.

 

ETHNIC MINORITY PROTECTION DISCOURSES:
THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

 

Before we turn to the case of the Roma in Poland, a few words about
the internationalisation of ethnic minority protection discourses are in
order. For a few decades, minority rights have become central to a
global discourse stressing the need to value, protect and institutionalise
cultural and ethnic diversity. Minority rights protection has also been
widely regarded as a tool for creating or maintaining political stability in
areas where social life is pervasively structured around ethnic categorisa-
tions and where ethnic claimants impose conflicting demands on the
state. The language of minority rights protection has therefore been
picked up by a large number of non-governmental organisations and
some international bodies in their attempts to change national state
behaviour towards ethnic minority claims. The European Union (EU) is
an important example of the latter.

Since the early 1990s, EU institutions have encouraged governments
in post-Communist Central and Eastern Europe to adopt minority
rights protection discourses, policies and legal frameworks in order to
enhance their chances of joining the EU. Although traditionally minor-
ity rights were not a part of the European integration process, in the
1990s they came to be a central rhetorical element in the EU’s strategy
for eastward enlargement. In 1993, the European Council included in
its Copenhagen criteria ‘respect for and protection of minorities’ as a
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political precondition for EU membership. Even though the Council’s
wording carefully avoided the notion of ‘minority rights’, and even
though minority rights were, and still are, a debated and controversial
issue, the inclusion of this standard as a precondition for new member-
ship powerfully reinforced the political legitimacy of the minority rights
model among the candidate states. Since the language of minority
protection was also fervently supported by advocacy groups seeking to
protect the interests of minorities in the region, the model of minority
recognition and protection became ‘imbued with an emancipatory
aura’.

 

2

 

 The recognition of the ethnic specificity of minority groups and
the acceptance of group-related cultural entitlements have been widely
seen not only as norms in their own right, but also as a necessary step in
a process of making ethnocultural diversity more broadly accepted.

As a result, governments in Central Europe have indeed become more
sensitive to issues of diversity, yet the implications of the minority rights
model are more complex than is often assumed by policy-makers and
advocacy groups. This has been pointed out by scholars from various
academic angles. Political scientists such as Gwendolyn Sasse and James
Hughes, for example, have highlighted the double standard inherent in
the EU’s conditionality policy on minority protection and have under-
scored the very diverse impact a demand for minority protection may
have on the development of national minority policies.
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 Anthropologists,
on the other hand, have pointed out the problem of the essentialisation
of the concepts of ‘ethnic group’ and ‘culture’ in political discourse. As
Jane Cowan, Marie-Bénédicte Dembour and Richard Wilson have
argued: 

 

… at the very moment in which anthropologists were engaged in an intense
and wide-ranging critique especially of the more essentialist interpretations
of the concept [of culture], to the point of querying its usefulness at all,
they found themselves witnessing, often during fieldwork, the increasing
prevalence of ‘culture’ as a rhetorical object – often in a highly essentialised
form – in contemporary political talk.
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A new political context that encourages the essentialisation of ethnic
minorities makes specific representations of minority categories, such as
they have been constructed in public museums and history collections,
more widely visible and, thus, politically more consequential. Regrettably,
exactly these representations sometimes reduce complex histories of
cultural and ethnic identification processes to simplified black-and-white
narratives in which minorities are portrayed as unchanging, historically
enduring cultural and ethnic subjects, unaffected by social processes such
as interaction, internal contestation, interpretation and categorisation.
This is particularly the case with the representation of categories like
‘Roma’ and ‘Gypsies’ when they are constructed with a view to conveying
a political message to a broad audience. Representations of the Roma as
a clearly delineable whole, be it a ‘people’, a ‘nation’ or a ‘unified ethnic
minority group’, are well intentioned and carry an emancipatory message
that fits in with the minority recognition model that advocacy groups and
governmental bodies seek to promote; but the architects of these
representations often do not take into account the negative implications
of such clamorous politicisation.
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Poland is a case where, in recent times, both the positive and negative
effects of this development have become clearly visible. Poland has only
recently begun to adopt new policies towards its minority populations.
In 2003, the government took an unambiguous step towards recognising
ethnic differentiation by officially adopting a long-term group-specific
policy project aimed at ‘solving’ the problems facing the Romani
community. In what follows I analyse the link between the adoption of
this particular Romani policy and the political impact of one popular site
contributing to the popularisation of the officially sanctioned visual
representation of the Roma. The permanent exhibition in the Tarnów
Regional Museum is not a big museum, but it contributes to the
construction of politicised vernacular understandings of who the Roma
are and what their position in Polish society is.

 

REPRESENTING THE ROMA IN TARNÓW

 

Tarnów is a city of about 100,000 inhabitants in south-eastern Poland,
situated not far from Kraków. Visitors to Tarnów are often interested in
the town’s history. Before the Second World War, about forty percent
of its population was Jewish; today there are monuments commemorat-
ing the destruction of the ghetto during the Second World War and the
deportation of almost the entire local Jewish population to Auschwitz.
The tourists interested in Tarnów’s Jewish heritage often also end up
visiting the Tarnów regional museum (

 

Muzeum Okr

 

[eogon ]

 

gowe w Tarnowie

 

)
which has a permanent exhibition about the Roma, unique of its kind in
Europe. It is a small museum in an old manor house that presents a
history of the Roma in Europe from the seventeenth century until today.
There are relatively few historical artefacts in the museum, and promi-
nent place is given to six original wagons, some costumes, musical
instruments and a tent. The rest of the museum is mainly filled with
maps, graphs and pictures representing Romani history, traditions,
professions and tools. A significant part of the museum is dedicated to
what the brochure calls ‘the development of Gypsy national conscious-
ness’. There is information about the International Romani Union
(IRU);
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 the IRU flag is displayed, the text of the anthem is available and
there are pictures of IRU leading members from Poland and other
countries. An important part of the museum is reserved for information
on the Holocaust. A map of Europe shows how deportations of Roma
to the concentration camps on Polish territory were carried out. There
are photographs of the camps and of some of the victims. There is also
an explicit comparison made between the Nazi persecution of the Roma
and the popular hate speech and discriminatory practices against the
Roma in the current period. A separate area of the museum is dedicated
to Romani folk art; the visitor can see a number of paintings and
sculptures by Polish Romani artists.

Although it has been incorporated in the regional museum, the exhi-
bition clearly illustrates the preferences of the activists who were
involved in its establishment. The exhibition represents a historical
account of the Roma from the perspective of the non-Roma and clearly
targets non-Romani visitors (about 8000 per year). It has the implicit
purpose of educating the non-Romani visitors and making them
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conscious of the traditions of the Roma and the suffering that has been
inflicted on them throughout centuries of their history.

All of this makes the Tarnów exhibition an important centre for the
visual representation of the Roma in Poland. The museum also fits well
into the local societal context. The region around Tarnów and other
cities in south-eastern Poland (mainly around a number of towns in the
Ma

 

[lstrok]

 

opolskie province such as Nowy Targ and Nowy S

 

[aogon ]

 

cz) are known to
have been towns where Romani families settled before the Second World
War. It is also the region where, for the first time in Poland after the
Second World War, Roma set up organisations that explicitly sought
state recognition. Today, Tarnów is known as the city with the longest
working, officially recognised Romani association in Poland (the Socio-
cultural Association of the Roma, 

 

Stowarzyszenie Spo

 

[lstrok]

 

eczno-Kulturalne
Romów

 

). This organisation was established in 1963 and for a long time
had to work in the context of the Communists’ ambivalent policy
towards minorities.

It was in the context of this policy that in 1979 local ethnographer
Adam Bartosz organised the temporary exhibition on Romani traditions
and history that soon became the basis for a more permanent exhibition.
From the very beginning, Bartosz attempted to be more than merely an
ethnographer of the Roma. The exhibition had the political ambition to
show that the Roma could not be defined as a social caste that needed
assimilation, but were a group with a specific culture (in terms of practices
and interpretations of the world) and ethnic background (in terms of
common descent) whose distinctiveness should be protected.

In the 1990s Bartosz played his role as advocate for the Roma even
more empathically. While he remained actively involved in the museum
and the local Romani association, he also wrote books and articles about
the history of the Roma for a broad Polish audience. The Tarnów museum
was one of the main parties involved in the organisation of the 4th World
Romani Congress in Warsaw in 1990. Since 1995 the museum has also
co-organised a couple of editions of the ‘Caravan of Memory’ (

 

Tabor Pami

 

[eogon

]

 

ci

 

), a widely publicised commemoration parade with horses, wagons and
tents, which was explicitly aimed at ‘evoking the positive stereotype of the
Gypsy wanderer’ (Figure 1).
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 As Bartosz claimed: ‘The use of symbols –
such as flags and anthems – and the emphasis on the importance of tradi-
tion – the wagons, horses, the journey, and tales told around the fire in
the evening – all contribute to an enhanced sense of identity among the
participants and a sense of the value of their own culture.’
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Wagon at the Tarnów Regional Museum, photo: Yolande Jansen

 

The same attempt to represent the Roma as an ethnic group whose
traditions need state protection and support is what one sees in the
permanent exhibition today. On the whole, two perspectives prevail in
the exhibition’s representation of the Roma: (1) a romantic view of the
Roma as wanderers with common roots and common traditions, and (2)
the image of the Roma as eternal victims of degradation, exclusion and
persecution (with a strong emphasis on the experience of the Holocaust).
Both representations are to be understood within the context of the
educational goals of the museum; but they also raise important questions
about Romani activism.

The commemoration of the Holocaust, for example, is set in a context
that deliberately connects the historical depiction of suffering with the
contemporary political aim of buttressing feelings of identity among the
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ę

 

6 Adam Bartosz, ‘The Gypsy 
Caravan of Memory and 
Roma National Identity’, 
available at: http://
www.muzeum.tarnow.pl

7 Adam Bartosz, op cit



 

364

 

Roma. According to Bartosz the museum aims to ‘introduce identity-
building elements, including memory of the Gypsy Holocaust, as a key
element of their national identity’.

 

8

 

 It is no doubt important to study
and commemorate instances of systematic violence inflicted upon this
population, but the presentation of the suffering of the Roma as one of
the elements that 

 

defines

 

 Romani identity might also unduly contribute
to the creation of a Romani history in which they are typecast in the
role of eternal victims and passive losers. Is this image of the Roma as
passive sufferers counterbalanced with an image of them in a more active
role?

We would have to look for this active dimension in the museum’s
depiction of the Roma as a wandering culture. The museum defines the
Roma as a historical diaspora with a set of clearly definable traditions.
At the very beginning of the exhibition the Roma are presented
through a map of migration on which they are defined as the descen-
dants of a population that travelled from the Punjab region in north-
western India and arrived in Europe at the end of the thirteenth
century. The Roma are understood to be a once-bounded but now
fractured community with common historic roots and common
patterns of migration. Such common patterns of migration have created
shared traditions that, so we are told, have remained largely untouched
by the surrounding cultures of the host societies through which the
Roma have passed.

The position of the migration narrative in the exhibition prompts a
number of important reflections. First of all, with no detailed information
present on how different Romani groups in Poland see themselves, the
migration perspective is represented as the predominant way to interpret
Romani identity. This conceals, however, a more complex understanding
of the phenomenon. There is, for example, no consensus in the scholarly
literature over whether the diaspora paradigm is the most appropriate
way of portraying the emergence of categories like ‘Roma’ or ‘Gypsies’.
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Although a lot of scholars have strongly underscored the theory of the
Indian origins of the Roma, often with a view to gaining international
respect for them, there are also many scholars who have expressed serious
reservations regarding this theory.
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 One can also criticise the diaspora
perspective for neglecting the viewpoints of those who are categorised
because it simply bypasses the criteria that these people themselves use to
determine membership in their communities.
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 The anthropological and
sociological literature on Roma has made it clear that the majority of
European Roma do not refer to an Indian origin in their accounts of
themselves.

The various perspectives on Romani history are not something that I
want to discuss in this article. The point I want to make here is that the
Tarnów exhibition, like many other visual representations of the Roma,
politicises the Roma and criticises their mistreatment, without, however,
problematising dominant perceptions of Romani history or Romani
identity. Such visual representations work as a very strict arbiter of
authenticity by displaying only one particular view on Romani identity,
without taking into account the complex identification patterns among
the people who are represented. As Alaina Lemon has astutely remarked:
‘The image of wandering leads to faulty abstractions about diaspora: all
humans travel and shift. The challenge may be less to construct a
“nomadology” for Gypsies than to see that Roma, too, belong to
places.’
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 Because of its outspoken emphasis on nomadology, classic
visual representations of the Roma, like the one in Tarnów, have little to
say about the place of the Polish Roma 

 

in

 

 the countries in which they
live or 

 

in

 

 Europe. The history of migration displayed in the exhibition
serves, rather, to illustrate the existence of a naturalised and absolute
difference between a unified ‘them’ (coming from somewhere else) and a
unified ‘we’ (the non-Romani Poles who have supposedly always been
here). I do not argue that it is necessarily harmful to the Roma to present
pictures of nomadism in an exhibition that is meant to explain their
history. It is, however, problematic when such nomadism is singled out
as an essentialised characteristic of the Roma at times when very few of
them are indeed nomadic. The overwhelming emphasis on nomadism
creates a simplified black-and-white narrative in which they are
portrayed as an inherently unchanging, historically enduring cultural
and ethnic subject, unaffected by the social processes that evidently
affect other population groups.

The exhibition further reinforces the idea of an essentialised difference
by offering a number of images that are meant to represent what Bartosz
calls the ‘positive stereotype of the Gypsy’. We see a Gypsy tent, tradi-
tional skirts and romantic paintings in which the Roma are a free and
nature-loving people. Some of the representations, however, convey
rather ambivalent messages about the people who are depicted (Figure 2).
Next to a number of carefully restored caravans and artefacts like kettles
and musical instruments, the museum has various display cases containing
small objects that are meant to illuminate particular Romani traditions.
One case, for example, shows cards and other magical objects that were
once used for fortune-telling.

 

Adam Bartosz, 

 

Cyganie, Roma, Gypsies

 

, 2003, Tarnów Regional Museum, brochure cover

 

There is a problem with the strategy of deliberately utilising stereo-
types in a museum context, even if they are evaluated as ‘positive
stereotypes’. The popularisation of such ‘positive’ images in the context
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of a museum will not necessarily replace other interpretations of Romani
identity outside the realm of the museum. In fact, these museum repre-
sentations draw from and hence reinforce popular representations that
place the Roma outside the boundaries of normal society. Rather than
challenging dominant stereotypes, such representations enshrine them.
They place the Roma in an ahistorical and placeless past and present,
and link them to nature rather than culture. Focusing on the ‘positive
stereotype’ of the Roma as an ethnic group of wanderers and victims of
persecution is not necessarily an effective method of challenging existing
prejudice.

Visual representations of the Roma that fail to move beyond the idea
of a clear boundary between Roma and non-Roma often solidify the
tendency to think in ethnic collectives. Instead of making the societal
position of the Roma (and thus the local social processes of self-identifi-
cation and identification by others) into a central theme, stereotyped
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representations reify the Roma not only as an all-too-homogenous group
but also as different from and inherently foreign to the rest of the
national population.

Of course, it has to be noted that such solidification of difference is
quite understandable from an activist perspective and often occurs as a
corollary of well-intended actions. Józef Tischner’s foreword to a book
about Romani culture is a significant example: 

 

In order to survive, we, Poles, transformed tribes into peoples, and
peoples into a nation, in order eventually to build a state – the abstract
guarantor for survival in this world. They [the Roma] did not do so. And
although they also sought to survive, they remained without a national
consciousness, without a fatherland of their own, without a state.

 

12

 

Tischner was a Polish priest and philosopher who had been closely
associated with the 

 

Solidarno

 

[sacute][cacute]

 

 movement in the 1980s and was widely
consulted as an important moral authority in Poland. The volume in
which Tischner’s text appeared is a popular scientific publication meant
to express dissatisfaction with the fact that Roma in Poland are
unknown and often the victims of discrimination. It is, however, signifi-
cant that in his foreword Tischner contrasts ‘the Roma’ with ‘the Poles’,
as if they were two national categories between which no overlap is
possible. Somehow, in Tischner’s view, ‘being Polish’ and ‘being Roma’
are two mutually exclusive forms of being national.

The lack of an inclusive image of the Polish nation in representations
like these is striking because, before the Second World War, at least some
parts of Poland were remarkable for their inclusive and cross-cutting
forms of identification. Chris Hann has used the term ‘polytacticity’ to
characterise the local political and social relations in certain parts of
what now is eastern Poland at the end of the nineteenth century. Hann
defines polytacticity as the situation in which the: 

 

… lumpy features that we nowadays refer to as ‘ethnic groups’ or
‘cultures’ did exist, but not as sharply bounded units asserting exclusive
rights over territory. Identities cross-cut each other, and different ties and
allegiances were activated in different contexts.
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The point is that both government and activists have tended to empha-
sise the narrative of ethnic and national differentiation, even when there
are other, more ‘polytactic’ ways to conceptualise the Roma. Precisely
in Poland this focus has important implications. The depiction of the
Roma as a non-Polish ethnic group may gain a specific significance and
political consequentiality in the context of a state that increasingly
discovers its multiculturalism. This contemporary multiculturalism in
Poland, however, is not experienced so much in terms of politacticity,
cultural diversity or the fluidity of ethnic boundaries within a diverse
and inclusive Polish nation. The new multiculturalism that Poland is
discovering is more comparable to a mosaic with clearly distinct pieces
separated by boundaries. Such a view indeed sets the ‘Poles’ and the
‘Roma’ apart.

The current ways of depicting ethnic difference may have a significant
impact on how inclusive or exclusive the Polish nation is imaged to be by
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both the authorities and the broader population. Recent history may
illustrate this point more clearly. In the course of the twentieth century
the area that is now Poland underwent a number of historical episodes
that were characterised by policies that were brutally homogenising.
Official tendencies to present the Polish nation as homogenous facilitated
xenophobia and discrimination. During the period of one-party rule, for
example, the Polish Communists were active in constructing the idea that
they had been the architects of an ethnically Polish state. In reality,
postwar rulers merely tried to benefit from a changed international envi-
ronment and acted upon the way the postwar European map had been
redrawn as the result of a geopolitical decision by Churchill, Roosevelt
and Stalin. During and after the Second World War, populations had
been murdered and moved, all contributing to the image of a homoge-
nised Poland. Before the war, governing and cultural elites actively
imagined the Polish nation as formed by a territorial or a historical frame
of the state; they did not define it as much by linguistic, cultural or ethnic
boundaries. After 1945, the nation was increasingly seen and portrayed
as a unified ethnic, cultural and linguistic community of which the
boundaries were (and needed to be) completely congruent with those of
the territory of the state.

Although it is obviously not easy to move away from such a legacy,
Polish policy-makers have at least tried. After the fall of Communism,
and in a context of increasing pressure exerted by international govern-
mental organisations and non-governmental organisations concerned
about the fate of minorities in Europe, the Polish government was
increasingly prepared to recognise the ethnic diversity of the country’s
population. In 2002 a census was taken in which people could identify
themselves as minority citizens. According to this census the four largest
minority groups are the Silesians (172,682), the Germans (147,094), the
Belarusians (47,640) and the Ukrainians (27,172). Some 12,855 people
actively identified themselves as belonging to the Romani minority (of a
total population of 38,230,080 people). In January 2005, Poland also
adopted a Law on National and Ethnic Minorities and Regional
Languages (also referred to as the Minorities Law).
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 This law had been
long in the making because, among other things, there appeared to be
no clarity around the circumstances that mandated a municipality to
introduce special protection measures for the public use of minority
languages. It raised the question of what share of the population had to
be registered as minority citizens before such protection measures were
appropriate. For the Romani representatives this question and the
subsequent decision had little meaning. As a result of the widespread
dispersion of the people who could potentially register as belonging to
the Romani minority, there were no municipalities where Roma were
granted language protection.

The Polish government responded with a specific programme for the
Roma. In August 2003 it officially adopted a long-term policy project
aimed at ‘solving’ the problems facing the ‘Romani community’. This
policy plan has since been carried out by the Ministry of the Interior and
has focused on a broad range of topics including poverty, education,
housing, health and employment. The idea behind this programme is to
work on the development of Romani ‘culture’ – understood as Romani
arts and folklore – as well as to single out the Roma as a specific target
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group for financial support in these areas of social policy. One of the prin-
ciples underpinning the programme has been the idea that support for
Romani cultural expressions and the promotion of the category ‘Roma’ –
as opposed to ‘Gypsy’ – as a name to label an ‘ethnic’ community will
challenge existing stereotypes and create more realistic and more positive
images of who the Roma are. By formulating this idea Polish policy-
makers have followed a trend that has become visible in recent years in
other Central European countries. Hungary, the Czech Republic and
Slovakia, to give three examples, in the 1990s developed models of
minority protection that allow them to subsidise Romani cultural expres-
sions as well as to fund projects that relate to social issues.

The Roma in Poland were thus recognised as a minority, but policy-
makers as well as Romani activists clearly found that the case of the
Roma was ‘different’ from that of other minority groups and found it
appropriate to design social policy measures for this specific group
outside the regular framework of minority protection. The result is a
policy that now links cultural expressions and special social measures. It
remains to be seen what concrete results this programme will produce
and whether it will change the material circumstances in which Romani
communities in Poland have to live. One can only hope that it will
indeed make a difference. In any case, it is clear that the development of
such a policy of ethnic minority recognition and group-targeted social
policy was not self-evident. It was the particular demand of a small
group of activists and it has been put in place thanks to international
pressure. It deviates from policy during the Communist times when the
multi-ethnic constitution of the Polish nation was not recognised.

The current policy looks more purposeful than earlier ones because it
explicitly accepts ethnic recognition linked to social support. It is perhaps
not less naive than earlier policies because it too lacks reflection on the
implications of its key options. The programme places strong emphasis
on the value of the ‘cultural separateness’ (
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) of the
Roma and on the belief that government support for expressions and
representations of this ethnocultural specificity will enhance the
acceptance of the Roma into the mainstream population. Apart from a
reference to the need to offer the Roma the opportunity to receive educa-
tion in the Romani language, the government documents remain
extremely vague on what this ‘cultural specificity’ really is. One govern-
ment representative in 2004 argued that publications and television
programmes on Romani traditions must be supported because they will
narrow down ‘the mutual distance that separates the non-Roma majority
and the Roma minority’.

 

15

 

 This of course very much depends on the 

 

kind

 

of representations that appear in those media. It is within this political
context that we also have to view ethnographic representations of the
Roma.

 

ROMANI ACTIVISM AND THE POLITICS
OF ETHNIC RECOGNITION

 

The Tarnów museum may be seen as an important actor in the process
of making the Roma more widely accepted among the Polish population.
The museum aims to do this by demonstrating that the Roma are a
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single group, by highlighting the alleged cultural and ethnic properties of
this group, and by turning these properties into the principal focus of a
political struggle for recognition. The museum today explicitly functions
as a site for political action since it brings together and offers training to
young Romani activists from the region. These latter initiatives are laud-
able as they provide young Roma from various backgrounds with new
opportunities and experiences. There is, however, a problem if the
articulation of a political claim for the recognition of the Roma, well
intentioned as it may be, relies solely on essentialist and stereotyped
assumptions of Romani identity. While minority rights claims resonate
well in international forums and easily find support from governmental
minority protection programmes, they also run the risk of reifying
cultural boundaries, stimulating thinking in ethnic collectives, reinforc-
ing stereotypes and hampering non-ethnic or cross-cutting forms of
collective action. In other words, if not monitored well, a legitimate
endeavour to raise the awareness of the presence of the Roma runs the
danger of becoming a source of further divisions along ethnic lines.

In a classic description of this phenomenon Nancy Fraser has called
this problem ‘a shift in the grammar of political claimsmaking’, by which
claims for ‘the recognition of group difference have become increasingly
salient’ and have at times eclipsed ‘claims for social equality’.
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 Minority
advocates who follow this trend have increasingly acted in the name of
particular sectional identities. Although such sectional identities are
presented as the ‘true’ identities of the groups concerned, they are,
however, far from unproblematic. They impose a unity that obscures
differentiation within the population, and although meant to produce a
positive image of the groups concerned, they often continue to be experi-
enced as stigmatised identities. For this reason, a movement politics that
is framed in terms of a discourse of minority identity might create ‘rigid
and firm boundaries around cultural identities’,
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 reinforce stereotypes,
and ultimately thwart collective action against oppression. Just how
contentious a process of forming a minority rights movement can be is
pointed out by, for example, Jane Cowan. The legal recognition of
culturally distinctive groups as well as the actions undertaken by minor-
ity advocates to ensure such recognition may be widely viewed as having
an emancipatory effect, but, as Cowan notes, a project of constructing
and consolidating minorityhood ‘may constrain, as much as enable,
many of those it is meant to empower, by forcing their expressions of
difference into a dichotomous interpretive frame that misrepresents their
complex identities and rests on the same logic as the nationalism it
ostensibly contests’.
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The Tarnów museum, however small it is, is an important contribu-
tor to the creation of a public image of the Roma. The images in the
Tarnów exhibition strive to present an apparently sympathetic yet
objective representation of the Roma, and the support by the Polish
government of the museum contributes to this objectivity. They are,
however, politicised in a way that may not always be helpful to the
people who are depicted, even though it is clearly the underlying aim of
the exhibition to support them. By depicting the Roma as eternal victims
and romantic wanderers the museum follows a strategy that largely
remains within the narrow space of traditional conceptual thinking
about this group. Not that the Roma have not been wanderers and
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victims of oppression and persecution (they 

 

have

 

 been and their suffer-
ing deserves to be commemorated just as well as their nomadism
deserves to be studied), but they have also been part of many other
contexts and have lived through many other experiences as well. These
other contexts and experiences, many of which Roma share with other
populations in Europe, need to be highlighted if one wants to create
more realistic, less distant and less exoticising views of the Roma.
Demanding recognition for the Roma as a distinct cultural and ethnic
group by highlighting only a very limited number of specific traits and
experiences might not create new and more realistic visions of the group
but rather may reinforce ethnic boundaries and naturalise cultural
difference.

In sum, the museum is a small and clearly well-intended initiative that
might produce quite a number of positive outcomes, especially when it
comes to offering a site for networking and activism to young Roma from
the region. In the current international political context, however, the
particular choices made in the museum’s strategy on visual representa-
tion might interlock with a wider trend in Europe of seeing the Roma as
an essentialised entity characterised by traits that are foreign to the
‘normal’ European ones. The museum, in other words, illustrates the fact
that visual representations are located in a political space and may thus
feed on and support wider ideas of the Roma. Such representations might
reify the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, but, if used differently, they
may also serve to promote the idea of the Roma as equal citizens within
European societies and national histories. It is, of course, good that the
Roma in Poland and other European countries now receive increased
attention from governments as well as from cultural institutions. They
have lacked such attention in the past. It also responds to a legitimate
demand for some kind of recognition of their minority status. But now
that such recognition is increasingly accepted, it is more than ever impor-
tant for activists to think carefully about the political consequences of the
images they place at the centre of their activism. The promotion of new
kinds of visual images of the Roma, the depiction of them as co-nationals
rather than as cultural outsiders, may be an important part of a new
activist agenda. And governments should perhaps be called upon to
increase their support for such new representation strategies.




