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Abstract: To move towards more just and ecologically sustainable societies, we must
structurally transform our current socio-economic system at a deep level. Participatory Action
Research makes much of this term ‘transformation’, yet on closer examination, the concept is
not only conceptually but also practically vague. What exactly is required for socio-envi-
ronmental spatial policies to be ‘transformational’? Our aims in this paper are twofold. First,
we want to suggest that there are different definitions of ‘transformation’. We work through
three sets of concepts: autonomy, empowerment, and solidarity, showing that there are he-
gemonic and counterhegemonic versions of each. Secondly, we use these different framings to
reflect on a case study exploring the desegregation of a Roma community in Szeged, Hungary.
We explore the ways in which the empowerment of Roma community leaders within a PAR
project worked both to challenge and to reinforce existing power asymmetries: while Roma
representatives were increasingly accepted and influential, they were unable to shift the
powerful city council away from an underlying commitment both to desegregation, and to a
logic of “deserving” and “undeserving” poor. Ultimately, this led to a situation where the
neoliberal hegemonic logic of the policy went unchallenged, with the practical consequence
that, while some community members benefitted from desegregation, the poorest were ren-
dered more precarious and vulnerable. This points to a need for further reflection on the
intractability of oppressive structures, and honesty about the potential limitations in achieving
short-term structural transformation using PAR.
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(Reforma de politicas en lugar de transformacion de politicas? Experiencias de Inves-
tigacién-Accion Participativa (IAP) sobre politicas de desegregacion en Szeged, Hungria

Resumen: Para avanzar hacia sociedades mas justas y ecologicamente sustentables, debemos
transformar estructuralmente nuestro sistema socioeconémico actual a un nivel profundo. La
investigacion-accion participativa le da mucha importancia a este término “transformacion”,
sin embargo, en un examen mas detallado, el concepto no solo es conceptual, sino también
practicamente vago. /Qué se requiere exactamente para que las politicas espaciales socio-
ambientales sean “transformadoras”? Nuestros objetivos en este articulo son dobles. Primero,
queremos sugerir que existen diferentes definiciones de “transformacién”. Trabajamos a
través de tres conjuntos de conceptos: autonomia, empoderamiento y solidaridad, mostrando
que existen versiones hegemonicas y contrahegemonicas de cada uno. En segundo lugar,
utilizamos estos diferentes marcos para reflexionar sobre un estudio de caso que explora la
desegregacion de una comunidad romani en Szeged, Hungria. Exploramos las formas en que
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el empoderamiento de los lideres de la comunidad romani, dentro de un proyecto IAP,
funciono tanto para desafiar como para reforzar las asimetrias de poder existentes: Si bien los
representantes romanies fueron cada vez mas aceptados e influyentes, no pudieron desviar al
poderoso consejo municipal de un compromiso subyacente tanto con la desegregacion como
con una légica de pobres “merecedores” e “indignos”. Finalmente, esto condujo a una sit-
uacion en la que la ldégica hegemodnica neoliberal de la politica no fue cuestionada, con la
consecuencia practica de que, si bien algunos miembros de la comunidad se beneficiaron de la
desegregacion, los mas pobres se volvieron mas precarios y vulnerables. Esto apunta a la
necesidad de una mayor reflexion sobre la intratabilidad de las estructuras opresivas y la
honestidad sobre las limitaciones potenciales para lograr una transformacién estructural a
corto plazo utilizando IAP.

Palabras clave: Investigacion-accion participativa; (desegregacion; transformacion; auton-
omia; empoderamiento; solidaridad

Introduction

The Roma population in Europe faces historical stigmatisation, segregation, and extreme
poverty (Powell & van Baar, 2019). In Hungary and Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) more
generally, spatial segregation is common, creating ethnically homogenous Roma neigh-
bourhoods in urban environments (Steger, 2007).

Roma segregation and social marginalisation is reinforced by discriminatory policies
related to work (van Baar, 2012; Szdéke, 2015), housing (Maestri, 2017), and schooling
(Paniagua-Rodriguez & Bereményi, 2017). As action-researchers, we believe this situation
calls for policy intervention “to change oppressive social conditions and to create a more
egalitarian society” (Zhao, 2015, pp. 178). To achieve this, however, means more than
ameliorating the situation of oppressed and marginalised Roma residents. It requires systemic
social and environmental change, including the transformation of existing socio-economic
structures, in order to move toward a more just and ecologically sustainable society (Hop-
wood, Mellor & O’Brien, 2005; Avelino, Wittmayer, Pel, Weaver, Dimitru, Haxeltine, Kemp,
Jorgensen, Bauler, Ruijsink & O’Riordan, 2019; Bradbury, Waddell, O’ Brien, Apgar, Tee-
hankee, & Fazey, 2019). However, the extent of the social shift that is required means that it is
difficult to know precisely how to operationalise transformation (Feola, 2015; Avelino et al.,
2019).

Transformation is a core concept in Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Coghlan &
Brydon-Miller, 2015; Bradbury et al., 2019): its literature is “full of the rhetoric of revolu-
tionary change and social transformation” (Smith, Bratini, Chambers, Jensen & Romero,
2010, pp. 409). However, it is often unclear exactly what is meant by “transformation”, since
scholars use the term to refer to both gradual social reform, and more radical, or even
revolutionary, transformation. Part of the problem is that a universal conceptualisation and
operationalisation of transformation is epistemologically impossible to achieve, since the
concept is value-laden. Not only do participants with different views and lived experience
disagree on its meaning, but views vary within different contexts of human interaction (Panu,
2015; Greenwood, 2015). Within the present paper, we seek to contribute to this gap in the
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literature, exploring whether we can produce a workable conceptualisation of policy trans-
formation that is in line with conceptualisation of transformation within PAR literature. Our
first research question emerges here: How can we operationalise ‘transformation’ in a way
that points towards deep-seated structural change, rather than superficial change that re-
inforces existing power imbalances —in a way that is in line with conceptualisation of
transformation within PAR?

A further problem is that actual PAR processes frequently fall short of the research ideal
(Smith et al., 2010). Our second research question considers this, asking how the intract-
ability of multiple power asymmetries and community divisions over policy issues affects the
realisation of PAR’s transformative intentions in practice.

As our research questions show, we focus on the consequences of PAR: whether the
impact of PAR on policies can be considered transformative (or not), and certain challenges of
PAR related to reaching transformative policy changes.

We aim to answer these questions by analysing the impact of a PAR process on deseg-
regation (social mixing) policy in a segregated urban Roma neighbourhood in Hungary.
Desegregation policy aims to achieve more socially mixed neighbourhoods by removing and
relocating poor, stigmatised Roma residents from ethnically homogenous areas to settlements
that are more heterogeneous. Social mixing is a mandatory and official goal within all
Hungarian city development, something that is reflected in the policy context in Hungary
(NFGM, 2009). However, desegregation has been criticized as a contradictory and neoliberal
approach to poverty and housing policy, since it often supports market-based urban processes
without tackling the deeper structural causes of oppression, poverty, and stigmatisation. Slater
describes it as a form of “collective irresponsibility” (Slater, 2006, pp. 753), since it displaces
marginalised people without doing anything to ameliorate the enormous socio-economic
disadvantages that they face. In practice, its economic benefits accrue to middle-class gen-
trifiers at the expense of poorer social groups (Lees, 2008), while at a socio-cultural level it
reifies middle-income lifestyles as a natural category, pushing “the idea that we all should
somehow be/become middle class and that we all want to be middle class” (Lees, 2008,
pp. 2463). As a consequence, it not only “treats the middle classes as the exclusive agents of
urban restructuring” (Slater, 2009, pp. 296) but constructs the poor as abnormal, even de-
viant.

This paper critically reflects on desegregation policy, and draws on PAR to explore
possible alternatives. Our analysis focuses on three concepts that are linked to different ideas
of change, distinguishing between hegemonic and counterhegemonic narratives of autonomy
(libertarian vs. relational), empowerment (neoliberal vs. participatory democratic), and sol-
idarity (philanthropic vs. democratic). We begin by discussing the concept of transformation
in PAR (section 2), before discussing these three framings (section 3). We introduce the
context and method of our PAR study (section 4), and its empirical failure to achieve trans-
formative structural change (section five), which we then discuss in depth (section six).

For the sake of analytical clarity, it is important to emphasise that we distinguish between
framings of empowerment (section 3) and actual processes of political empowerment
(sections 2 and 5). On one hand, framings of empowerment refer to theoretical approaches to
conceptualise the notion of empowerment and are used in the text to operationalise the concept
of transformation (see section 3). On the other hand, political empowerment, being a core
concept in PAR, having (beside its intrinsic value) an instrumental value concerning trans-
formative changes (see sections 2 and 5), refers to actual processes of change, understood as
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