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Instead of a Preface

xii

you have not yet faced. You are not yet ready for it. I know that you 
are walking among us, seeing and knowing what is required from us. 
You will not agree to not exist. When someone tells you to be like me, 
that will not mean to live better, but it will mean to not exist. It is a 
tremendously heavy request. No one should ask you to be like them. 
Because then you yourself will disappear. This is the fundamental issue 
and the root of the cancer of the so-called Gypsy question, whenever 
we are asked to be different. Just think about it, what they will ask 
from you. If you are going to be like ‘them’, something, someone has 
to vanish, has to disappear. And that someone-something is you, and 
only you. No one else really can understand this except you. Do not 
allow them to ask you Gypsy people to be different because, with this, 
they are asking about your life. And make sure that you do not give it 
your life away. Instead of that, open your heart, show how ulcerous it 
is, how painful it is, and how the clots of coagulated blood are gushing 
out of it. They should not ask you to do something that is impossible, 
especially if they give you nothing, absolutely nothing.

Those of you still standing in front of the gates of Bari Karcsi, be 
prepared for battle. For the great big battle. But not for an armed one, 
not for a violent one. Do not think of a primitive battle, do not prepare 
for that. Prepare with intelligence and the willpower to create a richer, 
more wonderful world, a world full of emotions, by shaping your con-
sciousness and awareness. This work will be much harder than ours was.

Remember that what you are doing, the literature, is not a sub-pro-
duction of culture, it is a noble fruit of it. And this statement of mine is 
valid and true for Gypsy literature, for Gypsy culture, although it does 
not apply only to it. Although the tree of culture also grows tart fruits, 
which are fruits of the culture, the tree is still a fruit tree. In most cases, 
the amount of tart fruit and the amount of noble fruit does not depend 
on the tree but on the conscientious work of the gardener who takes 
care of the tree. It all depends on the conditions and the tools used to 
nurture the tree.

You who are now applying for work, you will not be the fruit trees 
of the Gypsy and universal human culture, you will be the gardeners. 
Be aware! Because in the times to come, there will be only a few good 
gardeners. For this work too, good and well-prepared people are needed.

Particularly if they are Gypsy people.”3

3	 Choli Daróczi: Fekete korall, pp. 3–4.
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schools and was deprived of a quality education. Therefore, even today 
I feel that irreparable damage was done to my life and that I lack a sense 
of belonging as a Hungarian, two things which society took away from 
me because of my “Gypsyness”.2

As far back as I can remember, this “Gypsy” identity was something 
that I should be ashamed of and that should be denied and silenced. The 
“Gypsyness” that society labeled me with created not only a distance from 
majority society but also a desire to just be like the other kids, who most 
probably did not think about their “Hungarianness” in the sand pit. Should 
all this damage, knowledge deprivation, and identity oppression be com-
pensated? Yes! Is that possible? No! There is no price on pride, knowledge, 
and resilience; however, there should be ways to achieve reconciliation 
without tokenism, the “glass ceiling”, and “Gypsy” exploitation.

Over the years, I have met skeptical, racist, and hateful people, but 
there have also been people who supported and believed in me regardless 
of my identities, being Roma and gay, coming from society’s margins. 
I have to admit that during my time living in extreme poverty, I truly 
did not understand it as a social concept or status; I only felt the strug-
gle of having nothing and the desire for bread and food. I depended on 
begging and dumpster diving to survive. I feel no shame about these 
experiences, nor do I have any regrets, as they were a testament to my 
resilience, resourcefulness, and survival drive. These experiences helped 
me to recognize three fundamental values that are of great significance in 
society and in our personal lives: trust, respect, and the ability to listen.

Trust forms the foundation of any meaningful relationship, whether 
personal or professional. It involves believing in the integrity and reli-
ability of others and nurturing a sense of security and openness that 
allows for honest communication, relationships, and alliance-building. 
Respecting and appreciating individuals’ and valuing their perspectives is 
essential for coexistence and connection with each other in everyday life 
and society. Furthermore, listening to others means being fully present 
and engaged in conversations and understanding their views and feelings.

This book would not have been possible without the support, belief, 
and encouragment of several people.

2	 In my monograph, I refer to the group of people I belong to using the terms 
Roma, Romani, and Romani people. These terms are not only reflective of my 
identity but also serve to reclaim our narratives in the social sciences and in our 
day-to-day interactions. Nevertheless, I may choose to use or replace these terms 
with others in specific contexts to achieve particular semiotic, narrative, and 
social-psychological objectives.
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Ethical Considerations on Language
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Sinti and Roma
Recommended for English-language texts referring to Sinti and Roma, 
particularly in German-speaking territories. Gender may be specified 
where relevant.

Roma and Sinti
Recommended for use in English-language texts when referring to 
Roma and Sinti in non-German-speaking territories. Gender may be 
specified where relevant. 

Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller
This phrasing should only be used when members of the community 
self-identify as Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller, particularly in the context 
of the United Kingdom.

Gitan / Gitane
These terms should only be used when members of the community 
self-identify as Gitan / Gitane, particularly in Spanish contexts.

Manouche / Manouches
These terms should only be used when members of the community 
self-identify as Manouche / Manouches, particularly in French contexts.

 Roma / Romani / Roma people
•	 	Roma: A plural noun, used when referring to the people as a whole. 

Do not use an article (a/the) before “Roma” when referring to this 
minority ethnic group. 

•	 Romani: An adjective (e.g., Romani culture, Romani history). 
•	 Romani (language): Use “Romani” when referring to the name of 

the language, instead of “Romanes”. 
•	 Romany: Use when the text specifically refers to Roma identified 

as “Romany”. 

“Zigeuner”
Suggested for use in German-language texts only when referring to 
antigypsyist social, historical, and artistic constructions. Do not use to 
refer to people. Use it to indicate racist discourse and social distancing. 
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Ethical Considerations on Language

Do not alter or censor the word in original quotations or reference 
titles; retain it as it appears. This principle also applies to other racist 
or antigypsyist terms.

“Gypsy”
Suggested for use in English-language texts only when referring to 
antigypsyist social, historical, and artistic constructions. Do not use to 
refer to people. Use it to indicate racist discourse and social distancing. 
Do not alter or censor the word in original quotations or reference 
titles; retain it as it appears. This principle also applies to other racist 
or antigypsyist terms.
The principles set out above also apply to the following terms:

“Tsigan”	 —	 Bulgaria 
“Cikán”	 —	 Czechia 
“Tsigan”	 —	 France 
“Cigány”	—	 Hungary 
“Zingar”	 —	 Italy 
“Cygan”	 —	 Poland 
“Cigan”	 —	 Portugal 
“Țigan”	 —	 Romania 
“Cigan”	 —	 Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
“Cigán”	 —	 Slovakia

“gypsy / zigeuner” (lowercase)
Do not use these terms in lowercase, as this form historically dehuman-
izes Roma and reduces them to a sub-human level.

White
Use only with a capital letter when referring to social positions and 
structures of privilege, not as a descriptor of skin color. Avoid using it 
with oppressive connotations.

Gadzo / Gadjo (depending on the country)
Use when expressing the social distance between Roma and non-Roma 
that stems from antigypsyist attitudes. Normative or derogatory usage 
should be avoided. Do not use it in lowercase, and do not use with 
oppressive connotations.
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non-Roma
Analytical term for persons who are not Roma. Use in a neutral, non-
hierarchical manner. Avoid using the term with oppressive connotations.
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In the past, external categorizations of the “Gypsy” (with its associ-
ations) became normalized across societies, which consequently over 
the centuries frayed Romani self-representations and memories, as well 
as their sense of belonging to society. Romani people nowadays call 
themselves “Gypsy” because of the centuries-long stereotypical and 
racist representation, memory deprivation, and victimization of them 
by non-Romani people in majority society. However, it is worth noting 
that Romani people often also use “Gypsy” as a form of deconstruction 
and reclaiming of their memories. Still, I must argue that “Gypsy” carries 
in itself a racist and antigypsyist connotation. The construction of the 
“Gypsy”, not only as perceptions burned into subconscious memories, 
but also in terms of wording and approaches to the research and dis-
cussion, is made concrete and fixed as a result of discrepancies in social 
power and status.

It is a challenge not to use the habitual (often racist) language which 
has in its own way normalized the portrayals of the “Gypsy” in the social 
sciences and public discourses. With the deconstruction of the “Gypsy”, 
Romani memories start to challenge antigypsyist frameworks that per-
petuate discrepancies and social distances, such as “the minority”, “the 
target group”, “the issue”, “ethnicity”, and so on, as will be discussed 
later in chapter 4.

This book (which is based on my doctoral dissertation) takes an 
interdisciplinary approach including history, memory studies, sociol-
ogy, social psychology, anthropology, and ethnography that particu-
larly scrutinizes intergenerational antigypsyist public perspectives and 
academic constructions that have influenced representations, records, 
and identities of the “Gypsy” over the past centuries. These portrayals 
and characterizations have (often) been articulated by racism through 
a lens of (assumed) objectivity.

With this critical work, I aspire to reclaim the sociohistorical mem-
ories, honor, and dignity of our Romani ancestors whose voices and 
actions are lost in the academic and public domains. Despite the endless 
oppression, the sparks of Romani people’s modern emancipation were 
noticed and emerged in the early twentieth century, which raises the 
question of how proponents of Romani emancipation responded to and 
processed the prejudices that surrounded them.

Romani intellectuals have in the past advocated for their ethical 
representation and narratives within academia and various social 
movements. However, they have faced challenges in societies due to 
social, historical, political, and economic shifts. Nevertheless, there were 
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significant milestones in the early 1990s/2000s when Romani people 
earned their first doctorates, and manifested their knowledge, identities, 
and experiences across Europe and beyond within academic institutions. 
They were the pioneers who challenged previous scholarship and began 
to deconstruct perceptions on the “Gypsy” in academia. Notable among 
these groundbreaking Romani doctorates were those of Daniel Baker, 
Nicoleta Bitu, Maria Bogdán, Ethel Brooks, Raul Carstocea, Colin Clark, 
Ismael Cortez, Laura Corradi, Ioanida Costache, Rajko Djuric, Carmen 
Gheorghe, Delia Grigore, Ian Hancock, Ernő Kállai, Angéla Kóczé, 
Huseyin (Hristo) Kyuchukov, Szilvia Lakatos, Kenneth William Lee, 
Adrian Richard Marsh, Margareta (Magda) Matache, Justyna Matkovska, 
Anna Mirga-Kruszelnicka, Anna Orsós, Iulius Rostas, Mihai Surdu, 
Marius Taba, Joanna Talewicz-Kwiatkowska, respectively.  It should go 
without saying that none of these scholars have earned their doctorates 
from activism (as it has become the new racial code within academic 
antigypsyism), but through various rigorous academic disciplines.

Prior to their achievements, many Roma individuals had already 
graduated in a wide range of fields, yet they remained for decades 
invisible icons of the nations across Europe and beyond (whose national 
or international recognition came quite late). They include individuals 
like Hans Caldaras, József Choli Daróczi, Ágnes Daróczi, Tony Gatlif, 
Nicolae Gheorghe, Juscelino Kubitschek, Damian Le Bas, Andrzej Mirga, 
Tamás Péli, and Django Reinhardt, among others. Their leadership and 
guidance as role models have paved the way for a significant number 
of Romani youths who are currently enrolled or have already gradu-
ated from bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral programs, offering them 
a promising future.

As confirmation, I am talking from the position of a Romani per-
son whose childhood resembles something out of a story. However, 
the details of my upbringing are more suitable for another book with 
different goals and objectives. Some readers may be familiar with the 
2008 movie Slumdog Millionaire, which depicts a child who achieves 
success despite having few supporters and facing numerous challenges. 
In a way, I am the “Gypsy” counterpart of that child from India, orig-
inating from “Gypsy camps” in southern Hungary. At the beginning 
of my academic journey, I had no idea of the weight and value of a 
university diploma, for two simple reasons. The first is that, unfortu-
nately, my experience of school segregation during my elementary 
education limited my access to this essential academic knowledge. 
However, I won the dubious honor of being the first person to earn a 
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higher education from my close and extended family, and indeed in my 
entire “Gypsy” neighborhood. The second reason is that no one ever 
explained the value of a university degree or what I could do with it. 
Therefore, my first university diplomas gathered dust under my bed for 
years, while the secondary school leavers’ certificates of non-Romani 
people had pride of place on the walls of local municipalities, where 
they were given jobs they were not competent to do by their fellow 
non-“Gypsies”.

I generally believe that in the public perception (even today, in this 
case, things never change, and will not change), my “Gypsy” doctoral 
thesis is equal to the bachelor’s degree or, even less, the high-school 
education of a non-Roma. It is the bitter truth that a non-Roma with a 
highschool leaver’s certificate can achieve more than a “Gypsy” with 
a PhD. Perhaps this sounds like self-victimization, but it is my lived 
experience. The victimization comes from non-Romani people as a form 
of self-defense of their own racism to protect their status, views, and 
perceptions in relation to the “Gypsy”. It is not my self-victimization, 
but a mirror of the “Whiteness”.

My academic journey and positionality have been challenging 
because my identity and memories were often those of the so-called 
target group, or of project number frameworks, as hegemonic research-
ers indicate the “Gypsy” in their studies. As an initial suggestion to 
them, it is better to be directly racist (because in those cases they do 
not have to make any effort at mitigation) than to use an alternative 
code for naming the “Gypsy”.

In order to ensure Romani scholars’ voices are heard, critical dia-
logues should be organized within contemporary academic and public 
political institutions, as Romani perspectives are still underrepresented 
within these walls, even though nowadays there is potential to include 
Romani knowledge productions and viewpoints. However, some schol-
ars in the field, including Gypsyloreists, Ciganologists, and early critics 
of Romani Studies, tend to dismiss the knowledge produced by Romani 
scholars as merely a subjective “Gypsy self-victimization”, or as nar-
rators, with the consequence that Romani places and arguments in 
academia are erased.

In short, shared memories, values, identities, representation, and 
knowledge require deconstructions of privileges and previous schol-
arship with an understanding of Romani researchers (as equals) and a 
recognition of their position as members of the countries where they 
live, and furthermore, of the European Union.
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life that until now have not been extensively analyzed in social science. 
The first book of interviews, entitled Kitörők—Interjú tizenöt cigány 
értelmiségivel (in English: Outbreakers—Interviews with Fifteen Gypsy 
Intellectuals), was published in 2009 by László Szále. It includes stories 
from fifteen Romani artists, scientists, professionals, and public figures. 
This volume gave them a platform to share their personal experiences, 
successes, and achievements. The second volume that still includes the 
documented voices of second-generation Romani intellectuals is Egy 
sor cigány—Huszonnégy mai Magyar (in English: A Row of Gypsies—
Twenty-Four of Today’s Hungarians), published in 2011 by Péter Korniss 
and Pál Závada. This book features twenty-four contemporary Romani 
people who embrace their heritage while addressing the challenges that 
they are faced with. The publication portrays the second-generation 
Romani intellectuals’ everyday struggles, while they have achieved 
success and built careers, to still maintain their cultural identity.

The current monograph furthermore includes the narratives of fifty 
Romani university students (or university graduates) from across Hun-
gary, who represent the voices of third-generation Romani intellectuals 
(born after the 1980s, also known as the Millennials). They were chosen 
from five Roma Advanced Colleges using the snowball sampling method 
and then participated voluntarily. Furthermore, this part of the research 
also includes the reflections of twelve Roma Advanced College directors 
or politicians on Romani politics and their institutional developments.

To address intergenerational Romani dialogue in this study, I both 
applied quantitative analyses based on previous research results, and 
reached out to ninety-five individuals (Roma and non-Roma) through 
social media, with the help of my network, where I asked about their 
experiences with the differences in Romani generational values. 
I received responses from thirty-seven, while fifty-eight declined to 
answer, citing irrelevance or choosing not to respond (see chapter 9, 
Table 15 for details). In this research phase, I analyzed intergenerational 
dialogues among Romani and pro-Romani intellectuals to understand 
their experiences and perspectives over the past fifty years. I focused 
on Roma and non-Roma individuals who have had significant roles 
in Hungarian academic life and civil rights activism over the last fifty 
years. For the case studies, I also analyzed interviews collected from 
Roma Advanced Colleges and lived experiences.

With this three-generational model, I aim to illustrate the Romani 
emancipatory journey by representing and defining their lived experi-
ences, obstacles, and achievements over time. Furthermore, the study 
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offers an insider–outsider understanding of the lived experiences of 
the Romani people as they reflect on non-Romani perceptions, which 
have subconsciously shaped their identities and limited their knowledge 
productions. I aimed to offer an understanding of Romani memories, 
reclaim their narratives, and place their resilient emancipation through 
generational changes onto the academic agenda. This comprehensive 
research, which has been carried out over a five-year period, primarily 
focuses on Hungary, but with transnational implications, and combines 
quantitative data, self-narratives, and lived experiences.

In working on this book, I have consciously embraced a foundational 
perspective focusing on the concept of power relations, and have also 
considered the (often) marginalized position of Romani people within a 
predominantly privileged majority society. Furthermore, I have critiqued 
the previous academic and political interpretations that describe the 
relationship as “Gypsy” versus Hungarian (mutatis mutandis depend-
ing on the country) and labels such as the “Gypsy ethnicity” or “the 
minority” that generate and reproduce social distance, with the impli-
cation that Roma people are not citizens of the respective state.

Considering the ethical aspects of the research, I emphasized 
addressing group vulnerability. To do so, I applied a formal method 
that explicitly aimed to inform all interviewees and obtain their consent 
at the beginning of each discussion. Prior to conducting the interviews 
and gathering data, I made it clear that they had the right to decline 
to answer any questions, to stop or end the interview, or to pause the 
process at any time. Furthermore, at the start of each interview, I assured 
them that I would keep their personal data completely confidential for 
the next fifty years in a secure online cloud storage system protected by 
stringent passwords, thereby ensuring their privacy and data security. 
I made sure to create a safe and trusting atmosphere for interviewees 
to share their stories and knowledge. During the data collection phase, 
I kept the research materials anonymous, ensuring that the findings 
could be published in a manner that respects the openness and honesty 
of the interviewees, contributing to intergenerational Romani dialogue.

I am truly grateful for their willingness to participate. A key pillar 
of this book is ethical standards and responses that could be defensible 
and valid in any social context and phase. It is essential for my work 
that this research approaches power dynamics with sensitivity and aims 
to prevent any elevation of the privileges of the researcher over the 
researched. Throughout the research, there has been a constant question 
about who is interested in this research and who will benefit from the 
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results. I also considered the external social and political influences that 
might affect the study and its relevant context. Lastly, I had to reflect 
on how much of the interviewees’ lived experiences could be shared 
respectfully, and at the same time publish them objectively.

Taking into account the Romani narratives from different gen-
erations, the participants faced the dilemma of whether to willingly 
share their experiences or reserve ownership of their thoughts. On 
the one hand, I observed that their openness and trust towards a Roma 
researcher allowed them to step out of the researched context and 
place themselves in a knowledge transfer position. Another poten-
tial motivation could have been their desire to challenge stereotypes 
about Roma through research conducted by a Roma person. It is widely 
argued that researchers need to be able to adapt to different social sit-
uations while placing their identities into the context. There is a fierce 
debate in academia about whether researchers should be able to switch 
between roles and tasks while effectively navigating any challenges 
in obtaining ethical results. The concept of an insider–outsider in the 
research raises the question of how researchers can objectively employ 
counter-history, shared values, and methodological concepts. In her 
book, Jennifer Mason argues that researchers need to remain objective 
and adjust their research methods to accommodate the ever-changing 
nature of individual identities and perspectives.4 Additionally, Esther 
Bott suggests that a common problem in research is the tendency to 
favor certain individuals or label them as “Other”. This perspective 
underscores the critical importance of researchers being fair, socially 
responsible, and objective.5 When conducting research, it is crucial to 
rethink and re-evaluate the researcher’s power dynamics, aiming for 
a balanced and respectful methodology. Focusing on ethical sensitiv-
ity in research may not only result in forward-looking outcomes, but 
may also challenge the previous framings of the “Other”. This implies 
understanding of the issue being studied, with the participation of the 
“research subject” (ergo with the individuals involved). Additionally, 
it is essential to establish a shared social language that can help bridge 
or minimize any potential ideological, economic, or historical gaps 
between the researcher and the “subjects”.

4	 Mason: Qualitative Researching.
5	 Bott: Favourites and Others.
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to a segregated educational institution with the misleading informa-
tion as “free school choice”. In reality, Romani families do not have the 
opportunity to place their children in an inclusive education institu-
tion, only the one which is closest to them, which is (often) influenced 
by secular views and segregationist aims of the state. Offering them 
any other school often comes up against the issue of lack of financial 
support (in the simplest cases, they do not have the funds to pay the 
cost of daily travel between the school and home). The other loophole 
of the “free school choice” system is that wealthier (often) non-Romani 
parents are able to send their children to distant, but “Gypsy free”, insti-
tutions, where the level of education is also more advanced than in the 
“dedicated or benevolent” secular “Gypsy” institutions. In the case of 
Romani families who can afford to apply to an adequate institution for 
their children, the school often refuses them based on their lack of the 
“requested” entrance examination or previously achieved results. These 
“benevolent” secular segregated institutions subconsciously influence 
the values, identities, and societal status of Romani children and channel 
them into the system from their elementary or even early childhood/
kindergarten education onwards. Only a maximum of 1–3 % of Romani 
children can have the opportunity to learn in an inclusive and advanced 
school environment. Despite the lack of formal, adequate academic 
qualifications, social exclusions, and constant categorization, resilient 
Romani people have achieved rapid socioeconomic and academic prog-
ress through various forms of social resistance, which may also reflect 
the values and expectations of the subsequent social stratum.

It can be argued that resilient Romani intellectuals who were able 
to access inclusive education have demonstrated better academic per-
formance and achieved higher levels of academic degrees than those 
who were educated in segregated institutions. As a result, the latter 
were not only subjected to oppressive social and territorial challenges 
but also faced significant barriers to accessing social capital.

Moreover, it is important to understand that critical processes, 
through the Romani leadership, progressed and empowered its move-
ment, which challenged the previously established “Gypsy” identity, 
portrayals, and positionalities. Based on these issues, further research 
questions arise, such as: Which values are placed in the foreground by 
the different Romani intellectual and activist generations? What discus-
sions are left out of the public dialogues, and why? As an assumption, 
it is most likely that the current third-generation Romani intellectuals 
considered to be contemporary issues those that had already been 
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present in former “Gypsy communities” (as they were often labeled 
in previous sociological and ethno-anthropological studies) for cen-
turies, but that, based on social developments and changes, were only 
addressed in the early 2000s in the social sciences, movements, and pub-
lic discussions. As a criticism, neither general society nor the Romani 
movement(s) were ready to place issues on their agenda like the lived 
experiences of Roma LGBTI people.6

It should go without saying, but it is essential to emphasize that 
Romani people are an integral part of our societies. However, they 
lack adequate recognition within national and international academic 
knowledge production, arts and culture representation, and inclusive 
activist dialogues. Throughout history, Romani intellectuals and activ-
ists have consistently emerged to express their experiences and address 
misrepresentation and social exclusion issues in public discussions. 
These centuries-long, embedded social, political, and economic posi-
tions have had an ongoing impact on the realities, experiences, and 
perceptions of Romani people across Europe and beyond. The different 
Romani generations have set and shifted their societal goals and aims 
based on the needs of the time.

To measure their success (in the case of first- and second-genera-
tion Romani intellectuals), I used a university degree as an indicator of 
success, as it is recognized by the state and academia as social capital. 
For the third-generation Romani intellectuals, the measure of success, 
as a general guide, was enrollment in a Hungarian university, with a 
scholarship program admission to a Roma Advanced Studies College, 
which ensured my data was comparable between the Romani gener-
ations. This method not only provided statistics on third-generation 
Romani intellectuals but also supported the analysis with contempo-
rary qualitative critical narratives from Romani university students 
across Hungary. Through their reflective narratives, we can gain a 
better understanding of the social, political, economic, and historical 
challenges faced by “Gypsies” that were framed over the centuries 
by non-Romani academic discourses and political frameworks. The 
intergenerational dialogue aims to show how Romani intellectuals 
have demonstrated social resilience throughout different historical 
periods. The book, through the narratives, analyzes how the different 

6	 I use the acronym LGBTI to refer to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and 
Intersex individuals, following the terminology used by ILGA-Europe in their 
official guidelines and advocacy materials. ILGA-Europe Glossary, https://www.
ilga-europe.org/about-us/who-we-are/glossary/ [accessed: 03.07.2025].

https://www.ilga-europe.org/about-us/who-we-are/glossary/
https://www.ilga-europe.org/about-us/who-we-are/glossary/
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generations of Romani people were able to set new goals for themselves 
and, furthermore, how their experiences with oppression have shaped 
their understanding of self-identity, representations in arts and culture, 
political thoughts, and knowledge productions.

The concept of resilience has become a buzzword in the social sci-
ences over the past decade, especially in the field of Romani Studies 
and activism. Between 2015 and 2017, I was a visiting junior scholar 
at the University of Sussex at the Center for Higher Education and 
Equity Research, where Professor Louise Morley drew my attention 
to the concept of resilience in racialized communities. Those years of 
mentorship by Professor Morley helped me to understand and view 
Romani people from the angle of pride and self-reflection, and to step 
out from the “self-victimization” box, to recognize that Romani people 
are part of the European societies. Even though they have gone through 
countless instances of oppression, violation, exclusion, marginalization, 
discrimination, persecution and genocide, they have resisted all of those 
humiliating actions, and have been capable of moving forward with 
heads held high over the centuries. However, even before my time in 
Sussex, I was critical of the concepts of “ethnicity”, “minority”, “special 
social stratum”, and “socially disadvantaged” in Romani Studies, mainly 
because, on the one hand, these frameworks were incorrectly adopted 
from the international Anglo-German scholarship by Hungarian aca-
demia (not only there, but also across Central European countries), and, 
on the other hand, these notions have become a seemingly politically 
correct code of referring to the “Gypsy”, such that everyone clearly 
knew in political, public and academic spheres that the discussion 
was about the “cigány”, “cigan”, “tzigane”, “zingaro”, “cigano”, “ţigan”, 
“zíngaro”, and so on. By adopting the concept of resilience in Critical 
Romani Studies, it was not my intention to deny or erase the public 
perceptions and categorizations of “Gypsy”, but rather I tried to offer 
new perspectives on and approaches to Romani “issues” that focus on 
belonging, heritage, memories, success, and pride, with self-narratives 
and lived experiences that had not been at the forefront in academic 
knowledge productions. After my return from England to Hungary, 
I presented my results at several academic conferences, where mainly 
scientists were skeptical of the “new” approaches and concepts. From 
being a junior researcher at Sussex University, I fell back into the “poor 
Gypsy kid role” with the so-called self-victimization discourse. What 
was more frustrating is that later on, several research projects were run-
ning on the concept of Romani resilience in Hungary, but unfortunately 
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there was no place for me in those projects. The status quo showed its 
power in these cases as well.

In Hungary, as pioneers who were decisive for my scholarship, Vera 
Békés and Tímea Ceglédi’s work primarily has focused on analyzing the 
achievements of marginalized, racialized, and traumatized communities,7 
specifically emphasizing the experiences of Romani people. In addition 
to their results (in the fields of clinical psychology, sociology, and edu-
cation), I have extended their theories to the science of anthropology, 
ethnography, history, and social psychology.

Resilient people are defined as those who achieve remarkable success 
despite their discriminatory environment, disadvantaged socioeconomic 
conditions, and historical backgrounds of oppression. These atypical 
cases challenge the social sciences and offer new research theories 
through which society could better understand marginalized people’s 
lived experiences and realities. John T. Jost’s work offers a thought-pro-
voking research base regarding marginalized and disadvantaged indi-
viduals’ identity constructions. He questions why people with minority 
status tend to accept, undoubtedly, and moreover embrace the prevailing 
narrative and identity structures of the majority. In his theory of system 
justification, he posits that marginalized people, in order to establish 
their place in society, often tend to internalize and even endorse their 
perceived oppressed positions and identities. His work also indicates 
that the disadvantaged positions of marginalized people empower those 
with privileged, resulting in the acceptance of the majority’s identity 
constructs and the perpetuation of stereotypes. Consequently, people 
from minority groups may form an inaccurate understanding of them-
selves that contradicts their positive self-perceptions and identity. All 
disadvantaged minorities behave as they think they should behave in 
front of the majority in order to be accepted in society.8

The core structures of identity politics are based on the markers of 
citizenship, which involve academic, cultural, and religious institution-
alization, appropriate representations in public and media settings, and 
adequate recognition of cultural and language heritage. Furthermore, 
citizens in a utopian society have access to fair employment oppor-
tunities, adequate housing, quality education, and a favorable socio-
economic status. As a critical reflection, these factors are the basis of 

7	 Békés: A rezilienciajelenség, avagy az ökologizálódó tudományok tanulságai egy 
ökologizált episztemológia számára; Ceglédi: Reziliens életutak.

8	 Jost: Önalávetés a társadalomban.
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shared and collective memories and historical consciousness, and hence 
of positive self-esteem and the ability to develop a dignified identity.9

The debate about Roma identity in academia and activist movements 
is closely tied to power, whether within the Roma community or in 
relation to others, including the political system. Roma identity has 
(or is said to have) three interconnected components, all associated 
with conditions of cultural hegemony. The first component is the iden-
tity that is imposed on those we call “Gypsy” by society. The second 
component is the so-called traditional identity, a legitimization of a 
way of life primarily claimed by Roma, who speak Romani and adhere 
to Romani customs. Finally, Roma identity politics—a newly created 
identity—were established by the Romani intelligentsia to renegotiate 
the social contract between Roma and non-Roma.10 The thought above 
emphasizes that Romani identity includes more than social class, eth-
nicity, or culture. This critical reflection also mirrors the spatial, socio-
economic, and historical contexts that shape Romani struggles within 
their communities. Ernő Kállai’s research underscores the emergence 
of a professional and critical Romani elite in European societies. This 
instinctual elite group aspires to influence the reconstruction of exist-
ing knowledge in academia and political decision-making concerning 
their memories and identity constructions. It appears that the social 
sciences’ focus on the “Gypsy” has reached a pivotal moment, with 
the individuals being studied demonstrating a willingness to critically 
examine and analyze previous findings on the so-called “discourses on 
Gypsies” or the enduring “Gypsy question”.11

	 9	 Csepeli: Nemzeti tudat és érzésvilág Magyarországon; Hunyadi: Társadalomkriti-
kus szociálpszichológia.

10	 Bíró / Gheorghe / Kováts: From Victimhood to Citizenship.
11	 Kállai / Kovács: Megismerés és elfogadás.
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critical responses from “Gypsies” is complex, particularly when they 
refer to non-Romani researchers as “Gadzo” or “peasant” and challenge 
them with their racism embedded in sociohistorical narratives, such as 
ethnic categorization, ethnographic and anthropological frameworks, 
or eugenicist classifications. Furthermore, considerable controversy 
surrounds this critical approach, with various differing positions within 
the scholarship, such as non-Roma discourse and Romani self-narrative. 
However, it is important to note that there are groups, particularly in 
Anglo-Saxon countries, who prefer to refer to themselves as “Gypsy”, 
which is arguably based on their language differences and heritage.

The term “discourse” has become a label that typically refers to the 
academic discussions among non-Roma scholars on the “Gypsy”, while 
“self-narrative” opens the door for Romani academics through which 
they can step into critical knowledge production. In recent times, the 
field of Romani Studies (including all its various schools) has shown 
a growing tendency towards an egocentric perspective, which has 
resulted in the emergence of a dichotomy between “us” and “them”, as 
opposed to “about us” and “about them”. This shift in the methodological 
paradigm has prompted a re-evaluation of existing frameworks, knowl-
edge, and approaches within the field.12 The way people understand 
“Gypsy” identity has been influenced by academic and social discussions 
over the centuries, from the first official registers and scholarly works 
until today’s censuses and knowledge productions. These discussions 
have mainly been shaped by external perspectives that determined 
and limited early Roma voices in history and public memories. To fill 
this gap of lost voices of reparations and representations, eventually 
(“but here we are”) Romani and pro-Romani scholars in the early 2000s 
started to challenge and break down existing power structures, social 
perceptions, and stereotypes via the school of Critical Romani Studies.

From the 1990s, Budapest was an international hub for Romani 
advocacy and human rights protections, and later on it was a space 
for academic critical responses to the perception of the “Gypsy” as 
well. The Central European University was a core institution that, even 
today, supports early-career Romani students, via its Roma Graduate 
Preparation Program (RGPP), to receive a quality education and enter 
high-level decision-making and academic institutions. In the early 
2010s, despite a relatively modest institutional background, a handful 

12	 Bogdán et al.: Nothing About Us Without Us?; Mirga-Kruszelnicka: Challenging 
Anti-Gypsyism in Academia.
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of founding members of the school of Critical Romani Studies stepped 
out of the socially empowered and constructed institutional settings 
and organized their organizational and scholarly meetings in the his-
torically well-known “Gypsy” or VIII District (Nyócker), namely in the 
Gólya Presszó pub. The aim of the choice of this particular location 
was not only to establish new places where academic discussion could 
take place but to reclaim the spaces where marginalized populations 
live and open up and involve them in critical and reflective knowledge 
production, including topics that until then were considered taboo, such 
as (to give a few examples) Romani LGBTI lived experiences, with a 
particular focus on transgender issues, Romani feminism, intersectional 
human rights violations, and oppressions, police brutality, generational 
trauma, and systemic racism. Scholars in this field support and employ 
ethical research methodologies that prioritize the inclusion and active 
participation of Romani people, ensuring that their perspectives and 
voices are central to the research process. This inclusive approach aims 
to deconstruct traditional power dynamics in academic research. More-
over, Critical Romani Studies embraces a transdisciplinary framework, 
promoting an open approach that integrates deconstructive standpoints 
and experiences of both Romani and pro-Romani scholars and activists. 
By doing so, this field of study seeks to disrupt hegemonic narratives and 
foster a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the social, 
cultural, and political realities of our societies. Critical Romani Studies 
offers a space to reflect on social positionality and ethical responsibilities 
in scholarly work. The school’s primary aim is to promote knowledge 
production by Romani and pro-Romani scholars with fair and recog-
nized involvement of Romani people. When we compare non-Romani 
discourses about “Gypsies” with the academic work of Romani scholars, 
it may seem like the work by non-Roma scholars and the critical scholar-
ship of Romani scholars are in opposition. However, this is not the case. 
Although they have different methodological bases, approaches, and 
starting positions, they are not necessarily contradictory to one another. 
Romani researchers can produce their research through “lived experi-
ences-sharing”, a methodology that involves framing their experiences 
in scientific arguments and structures. They can also take an academic 
position that emphasizes the method of “storytelling”, which involves 
critical personal reflections that can challenge social memories in time 
and places. These methodological approaches are often referred to as 
“NGO” or “activist” research by non-Romani scholars, which minimizes 
the value and academic merits of Romani researchers.
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Opposing earlier Romani Studies and Gypsyloreist scholars 
(respectfully, I do not mention their names here), Angéla Kóczé and 
Iulius Rostas’ results indicate that knowledge productions in the field 
of Critical Romani Studies are objectively just as valid as privileged 
middle-class-led institutionalized research. They also emphasize in their 
research that examining social realities through critical reflection and 
raising questions from multiple perspectives can bring about positive 
societal changes.

When doing research about any racialized, marginalized, and 
oppressed community, it is essential to adopt a progressive approach 
in social science by including ethical and reflective theories such as post-
colonialism, gender studies, queer theory, intersectionality, and critical 
culture and race theory in social science by taking into consideration 
ethical and reflective theories. Therefore, Critical Romani Studies is a 
modern field in social science that allows academic understanding and 
analysis where various values, concerns, perspectives, identities, and 
paradigms can coexist.13 Matache’s work highlights the importance of 
understanding power dynamics when the study is about Roma. She 
suggests that discussing social privileges and their impact on identity 
politics would help researchers gain a more objective and collective 
understanding for both Roma and non-Roma researchers, in academic 
and public contexts as well.14

13	 Kóczé: Missing Intersectionality; Rostas: The Romani Movement in Romania.
14	 Matache: Preface.
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to cope with socially normalized racism, cultural appropriation, and 
regular socioeconomic challenges.16 Furthermore, it is also argued that 
Romani academic narratives often (even with good intentions) erased 
and their memories are silenced based on the status quo and power 
relations. Romani scholars lack access to academic institutions across 
Europe and beyond; therefore, their deconstructive critical scholarship 
is challenged in terms of epistemic knowledge production and recog-
nition. Having the support of academic institutions and leadership is 
therefore crucial not only to deconstruct public perceptions about the 
“Gypsy” but also for Romani scholars to be able to contribute to public 
knowledge in society. However, in the last decade, Romani scholars 
who have challenged academia have often faced obstacles like white 
fragility (referring here to social class and privileges, not skin color), 
tokenism, and the glass ceiling mechanism.17 Rethinking historical 
accounts is a way to make the past less distant, by revealing forgotten 
and unrecognized narratives and giving them a place in public remem-
brances and memories.

Romani cultural heritage is influential globally; however, their 
knowledge production and self-representation lack recognition in 
mainstream academic and cultural institutions. By deconstructing and 
acknowledging events of Romani history, societies could cultivate a 
collective and more complex memory and consciousness. Recognizing 
Romani past could help to appreciate their contributions in the present 
and to understand the genesis of “Gypsy” constructions in history.18

As a terminological note, I use “Roma” and “Romani people” not only 
to refer to my identity, but also to argue that the term “Gypsy” is how 
Romani people are named by non-Romani people as a way of “othering” 
them, whom they constructed the “Gypsy” based on their unknown past, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, cultural heritage, and linguistic patterns. 
Historically and linguistically, Romani people never called themselves 
“Gypsies”. However, in the public sphere, they have adopted this term 
due to expectations from the majority through oppressive assimilation 
and integration policies and practices. Consequently, the self-identifica-
tion of Romani people has been constructed by social power dynamics, 
leading to a transformation of their self-identification to “Gypsies”. This 
has resulted in the deprivation of their self-consciousness, generating 

16	 Mirga-Kruszelnicka: Challenging Anti-Gypsyism in Academia.
17	 Kóczé / Rövid: Pro-Roma Global Civil Society.
18	 Bogdán et al.: Nothing About Us Without Us?
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exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and 
violence.19

In recent international social science, there is a debate around the 
use of terms like “Brussels Gypsies”, “NGO scientists”, or “Soros activ-
ists” when referring to Romani scholars (respectfully) by some Romani 
Studies (Gypsyloreist) scholars. These labels not only are degrading and 
show a lack of recognition for Romani scholarship, but also ignore the 
knowledge productions and policy recommendations of the European 
Union and progressive academic institutions. It is an intolerant attitude 
to claim that Romani people call themselves Roma because of elitism 
or their involvement in various EU institutions. Instead, the use of the 
term Roma is not just an umbrella term that is commonly employed in 
EU policy documents and discussions; rather, it is a form of recognition 
of their self-naming on an international institutional level.20

The lack of recognition and the misrepresentation by social science 
of Romani identity politics and self-naming are modern manifestations 
of academic antigypsyism. The promotion of the term “Gypsy” in pub-
lic discourse is a form of antigypsyism. The use of their self-naming 
as Roma publicly is not elitist; instead, it is a form of reclaiming and 
healing past wounds and lost memories.

1.1	 Schools of Thought on “Gypsies” and Critical Scholarship

Over the past four centuries, there have been numerous schools 
of thought and a great deal of knowledge production surrounding 
“Gypsies”, some of which developed independently, while others existed 
alongside each other or developed as a result of the previous school. As 
a modern criticism of them, these academic thoughts from the 1600s 
until the early 2000s often presented results from external standpoints 
and perceptions that objectified Romani people as research subjects and, 
in countless cases, took a racist, classicist, and exoticized Orientalist 
perspective (Fig. 1). Therefore, the developments of Romani narratives, 
representations, and identity politics were frequently excluded, which 
limited their access to knowledge production and self-identification.

In the 1600s, the Gypsyology (Ciganology) approach deemed the 
Roma people to be the most undesirable type of wanderers. The school 

19	 Matache: Word, Image and Thought; Young: Five Faces of Oppression.
20	 Gheorghe / Liégeois: Roma / Gypsies, p. 40.
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of Gypsyloreism emerged in the eighteenth century, interlinked with 
the studies of Ciganology. While the latter focused on Central and 
Eastern Europe, Gypsyloreism concentrated more on Western and trans-
atlantic societies, the Russian Empire, and the United Kingdom. In Judith 
Okely’s 1983 interpretation, these schools reflect the methodology of 
ethnographic and anthropological descriptive approaches based on the 
study of “Other” identities.21 According to George Smith’s research, the 
first studies on the “Gypsy” in Europe can be found in scholarly texts 
from the late 1600s. These early academic works not only established 
the values and beliefs of early Gypsyologists but also constructed the 
basis for differentiation between the first wave of Romani people and 
the “whites” of that time. Romani people were not considered to be 
European, Christian, or part of society. Instead, they were viewed as 
inferior, as the example below shows:

21	 Okely: The Traveller-Gypsies.

Fig. 1. Genealogy of the schools of thought on “Gypsies” and critical schol-
arships.
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The worst kind of wanderers and impostors springing up on the 
Continent, but yet rapidly spreading themselves through Britain 
and other parts of Europe, disfigured by their swarthiness, sun-
burnt, filthy in their clothing and indecent in all their customs.22

During the early era, Gypsyologists classified Roma people as an unciv-
ilized race who lived among the superior society without religion or 
morals. These studies positioned Roma people as a subordinate race in 
academia and in the public imagination with the mark of a Euro-specific 
form of whiteness based on the social distance to the “Gypsy”. In 1730, 
Samuel P. Bjorckman published a scientific work entitled Dissertatio 
academica de “cigars” (in English: Academic Dissertation on the “Gypsies”; 
doctoral dissertation, Uppsala University). In his work, Bjorckman 
provides valuable empirical sources on the early eighteenth-century 
Romani language; however, the structure of the research is also char-
acterized by the proto-racist thought of the time. In 1791, Laurentius 
Rabenius, also from Uppsala University, published a work that focused 
on “Gypsies”. This scientific thesis echoes aspects of early scientific rac-
ism and summons the earliest theories to classify humans into races.23

Ever since Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb Grellmann, an Enlightenment 
thinker, published his work entitled Historischer Versuch über die 
Zigeuner (in English: Historical Dissertation on the Gipsies) in Göttingen 
in 1783 (Fig. 2), Romani people have been subjected to scientific rac-
ism. This form of racism has not only taken several manifestations 
of the constructed “Gypsy” but has also subconsciously erased their 
memories and controlled their narratives in history. The various forms 
of antigypsyism have damaged the Romani past and obliterated their 
records in public. Academia has significantly contributed to promoting 
racism, leading to prejudiced portrayals and social exclusion. In his 
work, Grellman described “Gypsies” as follows:

Around on every side they see fixed dwellings, with settled 
inhabitants, they nevertheless, go on in their own way and con-
tinue, for the most part, unsettled wandering robbers.24

22	 Smith: Gypsy Life, p. 144.
23	 Selling: Romani Liberation, p. 216.
24	 Grellmann: Dissertation on the Gipsies, p. 15.
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In the period of Gypsyology, the first “Gypsy experts” scientifically 
examined and described Romani people, which significantly influenced 
their characterizations, and in turn shaped the course of their history 
in Europe (and beyond), from assimilation to genocide. The School of 
Gypsyology was the foundation for Gypsyloreism, which continues to 
have an active academic influence today, with annual international 
conferences. Gypsyloreism, which dates back to the eighteenth century, 
was a school of thought that involved the creation of otherness within 
the European context as Orientalism similarly described the exotic 
“Other” in the global context.

Gypsyloreism is an Orientalist discourse that leans on othering, 
which has historically been supported by arts, culture, academic, and 
religious institutions that portrayed the “Gypsy” as romantic, sensual, 
musical, mysterious, or in tune with nature. Based on Orientalism, 
Gypsyloreism described Roma as Europe’s exotic “Other”, as the eternal 
“Gypsy”.25

The school of Gypsyloreism took anthropological and ethnograph-
ical approaches to “Gypsies”, which were grounded on research into 
the unknown. A significant milestone in this era was the publication 
of the first issue of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in July 1888, 
led by David MacRitchie, Francis Hindes Groome, and Sir Richard 
Burton (Fig. 3). Prior to the Gypsy Lore Society publishing its first 
academic issue in 1888, the funders of this school attempted to establish 

25	 Lee: Orientalism and Gypsylorism.

Fig. 2. Historischer Versuch über die Zigeuner 
(Historical Dissertation on the Gipsies), 1783. 
Documentation and Cultural Centre of German 
Sinti and Roma, Documentation Centre 
Archives.

https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
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an academy in the 1850s under the name Romany Rye (Friends of the 
Romani), although this functioned more like a gentlemen’s club. The 
idea of setting up a society as an academic platform was first proposed 
in the late 1880s. In a preface to the Journal, they noted their goals as 
being the following:

These are to gather new materials, to rearrange the old, and to 
formulate results, so as little by little to approach the goal—the 
final solution of the Gypsy problem [. . .]. There is Grellmann’s 
old theory, by which the Gypsies first reached Europe in 1417, 
Pariahs expelled from India by Tamerlane less than ten years 
before. There is the Behram Gur theory, by which, about 430 A.D., 
the Jat ancestors of our Gypsies were summoned from India to 
Persia, and from Persia gradually wandered west ward. And there 
is the Prehistoric theory, by which there have been Gypsies in 
Europe for more than two thousand years, by which Europe, or 
a great portion of Europe, owes to the Gypsies its knowledge of 
metallurgy.26

26	 Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society 1(1) (1888), p. 1.

Fig. 3. Journal of the Gypsy Lore 
Society, Gypsy Lore Society, 1889. 
Internet Archive, University of 
Toronto, https://archive.org/details/
journalofgypsylo01gyp​suoft/page/
n7/mode/2up.

https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
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David MacRitchie, in 1907 in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, 
commented on how previous Gypsyologists such as George Borrow’s 
rouge and linguistic literature (Romano Lavo-Lil dating from 1841, 
Lavengro published in 1851, and the Romany Rye from 1857) had greatly 
contributed to this school of thought. Although the autobiography and 
linguistic notes of George Borrow are intertwined with fanciful and 
often inaccurate elements, they are remarkable in their own way.

Today, the institution has a 135-year-old academic history and its 
scholarly network remains active. However, there are questions that 
went unspoken by previous generations but that current Romani schol-
ars are raising and shifts in concerns. Present-day Romani intellectuals 
are calling for a public apology from the president of the Gypsy Lore 
Society for its previous periods of academic antigypsyism. It seems that 
history is still repeating itself, and similar issues from the past remain 
relevant. The grounds of the disputes emerge from the question of 
whether a researcher with Romani heritage can be objective, or whether 
their work is controversially based on their social categorization as 
“Gypsy”, which directly leads them to another alternative position of 
being labeled an activist. In recent years, Romani scholars have been 
called “NGO scientists”—supposedly as a form of inclusivity, but actually 
an excellent and modern example of antigypsyism. No matter what cen-
tury we are in or what results Romani scholars have achieved, racism 
with lighter or darker masks always rears its head; therefore, hegemony 
will place the “Others” in a victimized position. The “subject” of Roma 
poses a significant challenge for research and representation, especially 
when it is labeled as “NGO science”. Marushiakova and Popov view 
“NGO scientists” as a concept framed in the discourse as a particular 
type of research, which is difficult to define in disciplinary and meth-
odological terms. They argue that the representatives of this field may 
have different academic backgrounds, but in some cases they may have 
none. This includes instances where the authors’ only qualifications 
are their Roma origin and their proficiency in English. Furthermore, 
the inclusion of “Gypsies” as co-authors of NGO-sector publications, 
as a sign of the emancipatory liberation of “Gypsies” to be considered 
researchers (or “experts”, according to NGO terminology), is based 
solely on their origin and not primarily on their qualifications.27 These 
arguments around objectivity and subjectivity are constantly debated 
in the field, instead of focusing on possible direction development, 

27	 Marushiakova / Popov: Between Exoticization and Marginalization.
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discussions, and knowledge production together. There is a need for 
the leadership of the different schools to finally sit down around a table 
and discuss possible new directions in the social sciences.

Alongside the Gypsy Lore Society, the Gypsy Studies school of 
thought became more prominent. In her 2016 work Word, Image and 
Thought: Creating the Romani Other, Matache quotes an article entitled 
The Gypsies from the second volume of the New Review Political, Philo-
sophical and Literary, published in 1863 by Oxford University Press, as 
saying that: “Gypsies are a distinct race who lack religion and perhaps 
even morals who have lived among their superiors for centuries”.28 
Furthermore, she notes in the same work that in 1887 Peyster claimed 
that “Gypsies” were unwilling to work and instead chose to make a 
profession out of idleness, stealing, fornication, gluttony, drunkenness, 
gambling, and similar activities.29 In 1863, Richard Liebich, a criminolo-
gist, portrayed Romani people as “an unchangeable people of morality 
inferior thieves and frauds”. During the early 1900s, a biased scientific 
approach towards “Gypsies” was established through racist studies.30

In the early twentieth century, Cesare Lombroso, an Italian psy-
chiatrist, founded the school of criminal biology. As part of his the-
ories, he associated the supposed cultural patterns and superstitions 
of “Gypsies” with criminal behavior, spreading false scientific ideas 
that unfairly labeled Romani people as criminals. In the chapter “The 
Religion of Criminals” of his book Homo Delinquens, published in 1876 
(also known as Der Verbrecher in its German translation of 1887 and The 
Criminal Man in its English version from 1911), Lombroso stated that: 
“The Gypsy believe that God will be merciful if they wear for a year 
the same shirt they had on when they committed the murder.”31 In his 
research, Lombroso introduced the term “homo delinquens” to describe 
the biological concept of a “born criminal” with exhibited biological and 
behavioral markers that differed from those of the “normal” population. 
Lombroso referred to these markers as atavistic characteristics, which 

28	 [N. A.] The Gypsies, in: New Review Political and Philosophical and Literary 2 
(1863), pp. 523–537. Quoted by Matache: Word, Image and Thought.

29	 Peyster: Gypsies: “but now-a-days it is only too well know that these gipsies are 
nothing else than a congregated troop of bad characters, who have no willing-
ness to work but choose to make a profession of idleness, stealing, fornication, 
gluttony, drunkenness, gambling and the like.” Quoted by Matache: Word, Image 
and Thought.

30	 Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless.
31	 Lombroso 1911, quoted by Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless, p. 19.
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he believed reflected an earlier phase of human evolution, including that 
of apes. According to his research, offenders possess specific physical 
markers, biological abnormalities, and mental characteristics of prim-
itive humans, which lead them to commit crimes. Lombroso’s work 
also examined factors that may contribute to criminal behavior, such 
as poverty, alcohol, and regular association with groups like gangs 
and communes. Using the concept of “criminal” that he developed, 
he characterized “Gypsies” as an entity, but not primarily as a race. 
Lombroso grouped other people, such as Jews, along with the “Gypsy”, 
to demonstrate his theory that the born criminal exists hereditarily. This 
theory quickly led to the criminalization of minorities and racialized 
groups, including “Gypsies”, in Italian, German, and English public life 
and bureaucratic administrations.32 In 1899, Alfred Dillmann founded 
the Zigeunerzentrale (often referred as) Gypsy Information Service in 
Munich to prevent the further inconvenience caused by the “Gypsies”. 
During the first half of the twentieth century, research emerged that 
focused on the idea of genetic criminality among “Gypsies”.33 In the 
twentieth century, German institutes, including the Reich, held views 
on criminal biology that led to the genocide of the Sinti and Roma. 
In 1923, Theodor Viernstein led the implementation of the theory of 
criminal biology in Straubing, a city in Bavaria. The Bavarian Ministry 
of Justice ordered a criminal examination of its prisoners, during which 
the examiners analyzed the inmates’ physical and biographical data, 
including their family histories. As Viernstein noted in 1933, the Prus-
sian detention research center also adopted this practice in the 1930s. 
Lombroso’s earlier theory was widely published and reinterpreted by 
anthropologists, psychologists, jurists, prison doctors, and journalist 
intellectuals. As a result, Romani people were labeled “restless” and 
associated with other terms such as vagabonds, hobos, tramps, vagrants, 
beggars, and wanderers. This characterization was used by various 
institutions, including the criminal biology collection point in Berlin 
and the Bavarian Ministry of Justice. Viernstein, like Lombroso, labeled 
Romani people as criminals based on specific physical characteristics, 
but he also extended his theory with biological markers, psychological 
characteristics, and social class. In his criminal biology report in 1928, 
he stated that “Gypsy” wandering was similar to the instability of a psy-
chopath. Criminal biologists not only measured and predicted diseases 

32	 Lombroso: The Criminal Man.
33	 Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless.
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resulting from poverty and unfavorable conditions, but also took into 
consideration political perspectives, social discipline, religious values, 
and cultural and public life preferences. During the 1920s, criminal 
biologists developed studies that were both scientifically racist and 
biased against “Gypsies”. These studies were later adopted by racial 
hygienist Robert Ritter, who became the leading “Gypsy expert” of the 
National Socialist regime. In 1939, Ritter publicly asked: “What is the 
way to cause these traveling people to disappear? There is no point in 
making primitive nomads settle and sending their children to school.”34 
Criminal biology was just one of the factors that contributed to the 
Sinti and Roma genocide. It was also closely associated with social 
Darwinism and the observant attention of the criminal police from 
1936 onwards, alongside society’s ignorant attitudes, which made the 
Sinti and Roma a specific target, leading to them becoming the victims 
of the final solution.35

The other leading voice for the Sinti and Roma genocide was Franz 
Exner, one of Germany’s prominent criminologists. In his extensive 
racist criminal biology research projects, he advocated that both Jews 
and “Gypsies” were as good as criminals.36

In 1960, due to the previous inhumane and racist academic research 
methods, there was a need in the social sciences to study the “Gypsy” in 
a new and more respectful way. The term Romology is a combination 
of two words: “Roma”, referring to the identity of Romani people, and 
“logos”, an Ancient Greek word meaning speech, power of thought, logic, 
or morals. According to Rajko Duric, Romology is the study of Romani 
people’s lives, reflecting their historical and ethnic roots, cultural her-
itage, linguistic patterns, and various other characteristics. In the past, 
the dominant systems often portrayed the “Gypsy” as a menace, danger, 
and threat. However, in Romology, which refers to modern critical stud-
ies on the “Gypsy”, the portrayals of the “Gypsy” began to contradict 
Roma identity politics and self-representations. Romology primarily 
focuses on explanations based on ethnography, anthropology, history, 
and sociology and keeps its distance from the research “subjects”; thus, 
it maintains a putatively non-Romani objectivity towards the Other.37

34	 Primitivität und Kriminalität, in: Monatsschrift für Kriminalbiologie und Straf
rechtsreform 1940 31(9), pp. 197–210. Quoted by Sridhar: Historical Amnesia.

35	 Hancock: Responses to the Porrajmos.
36	 Exner: Kriminalbiologie in ihren Grundzügen; Kriminologie.
37	 Djuric: Romology.
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In the latter half of the twentieth century, there was a wave of 
research on the Roma that reached back to the roots of the unknown and 
intensified the hippie-like connections to the “Gypsy” which resulted 
in a “Gypsy” renaissance in social science. The research, again, was 
focused on the lifestyle, origin, language, and cultural behaviors of the 
“Gypsy”. Anne Sutherland’s Romology approach suggests that Romani 
people possess a rich imagination and innate resourcefulness, which are 
primarily manifested in the art of thievery. Moreover, she argues that 
the act of stealing is a cultural and economic habit between “Gypsies” 
and non-Roma that generates and maintains social distance between the 
two groups.38 One of the most controversial modern writings in Romani 
Studies is Isabel Fonseca’s book, published in 1995, in which she focuses 
on the “mystical life” and “cultural criminality” of the “Gypsies”. Fonseca 
argues (for example) in her book that “Gypsies” tend to tell more lies 
compared to non-Roma people, but that they do not lie to each other 
but rather to the “Gadzo”. She describes that “Gypsy” lies and deception 
should be considered their cultural and moral assets.39

Fonseca’s research has significant connections with Dale Hoffman-
Bustamante’s 1973 study on the innate inclination of African-American 
women to “practice” criminal behaviors. Hoffman-Bustamante attributed 
the supposed criminal tendencies of African-American women to the 
Oriental background of African-American society. He highlights that 
African-American women commit crimes that are specifically related 
to their gender, which is opposed mainly (but not only) to non-African-
American men. Moreover, he argues that there is a tendency for “Black” 
people to commit more criminal acts than “White” people.40 Based on the 
research mentioned, it is evident that the identification and prominence of 
the “Other” enables the validation of a shared knowledge of the majority. 
This validation is a form of what is known as “soft racism”, which can 
take various forms, including structural, ideological, or institutional.41 
Adrian Marsh’s 2006 critique argues that perpetuating “myths” about 
the “Gypsy” leads to their marginalization in society and has negative 
consequences for their education, economic status, social life, and cultural 
appreciation.42

38	 Sutherland: Gypsies.
39	 Fonseca: Bury Me Standing.
40	 Hoffman / Bustamante: The Nature of Female Criminality.
41	 Fredrickson: Racism.
42	 Marsh / Strand: Gypsies and the Problem of Identities.
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Romology and Romani Studies were introduced around the same 
time, with the latter being less critical and more decisive in its approach. 
Elena T. Marin observed that Romani people are often perceived as 
having “antisocial” behavior, which is attributed to the influence of 
non-Romani people on their community. Marin argues that this logic 
is flawed because it implies that anyone can become a “Gypsy”, regard-
less of their ethnic background.43 Romani identity includes a series 
of cultural practices acquired from external sources that can provide 
some protection against social exclusions and humiliation. However, 
recent research by Yaron Matras suggests that the majority’s prejudice 
against Romani families for not adequately supporting their children’s 
educational goals is starting to be questioned.44

During the early 2000s, with the transition period of Romology, 
including the School of Romani Studies, the first- and second-generation 
Romani intellectuals’ movements and cultural emancipation slightly 
changed, but directed their pioneering actions towards public values. 
Despite their intra-national revolutionary contributions to the social 
sciences, arts, and culture, the doors of academic and cultural institu-
tions mainly stayed closed to them, and their voices were utilized and 
exploited as a discourse by non-Romani researchers in their studies. 
Romani academic narratives were hardly mentioned in the studies, and 
they were often labeled as the “authentic voices” or the “narrators” of 
the research subjects.

Romani Studies primarily focuses on cultural-anthropological, lin-
guistic, sociolinguistic, sociological, educational, and political science 
approaches. One of the School’s key concerns is the need to address 
issues such as the critical structure of school segregation of Romani 
children, environmental injustice, forced sterilizations of Romani 
women, dehumanization of Romani people through public cleaning, 
bulldozing of Romani settlements, and the rethinking of the notion of 
“Gypsy criminality” in the public imagination and at the academic and 
political levels.

In the early 2000s, a group of pro-Roma and Roma academics and 
activists began to rethink previous research on Roma, which led to the 
development of Critical Romani Studies. This initiative included indi-
viduals such as Maria Bogdán, Ethel Brooks, Jekatyerina Dunajeva, 

43	 Marin: WE Are Gypsies, Not Roma!
44	 Djuve et al.: When Poverty Meets Affluence Migrants; Matras: The Romani 

Gypsies.
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Tímea Junghaus, Angéla Kóczé, Iulius Rostas, Márton Rövid, Andrew 
Ryder, Marek Silvasi, and Marius Taba (as well as myself). The first 
international Critical Romani Workshop, considered the inaugural 
academic event of Critical Romani Studies, was held in Budapest on 
11–12 October 2014. The workshop papers were later published in an 
issue of Roma Rights (the journal of the European Roma Rights Centre) 
entitled “Nothing About Us Without Us? Roma Participation in Policy 
Making and Knowledge Production” (Fig. 4).45

The first international conference on “Critical Approaches to Romani 
Studies”, which put Critical Romani Studies on the map globally, was 
held in Budapest in 2017. At the conference, deconstructing panels 
addressed social, economic, historical, and political points related to 
Roma people that had previously been considered taboo, such as crit-
ical whiteness, LGBTI and gender issues, and knowledge production 
of Romani people.

As a result of the event, including the interdisciplinary critical con-
cept, thoughts, and methodology developed there, the Central European 
University published its first issue of the Critical Romani Studies journal 

45	 European Roma Rights Centre, Roma Rights: Nothing About Us Without Us? Roma 
Participation in Policy Making and Knowledge Production 2 (2015), available at: 
https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-
us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production 
[accessed: 17.03.2024].

Fig. 4. Roma Rights (Journal of  
the European Roma Rights Centre), 
issue entitled “Nothing About Us 
Without Us? Roma Participation 
in Policy Making and Knowledge 
Production.” European Roma Rights 
Center.

https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production
https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production
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in 2018 (Fig. 5). Critical Romani Studies is an academic methodology 
that provides a theoretical framework for critically examining and 
reflecting on societies’ shared past experiences, identities, and posi-
tionalities. According to Iulius Rostas, the primary objective of modern-
day research on Roma should be to reinterpret past historical and indi-
vidual identities, question preconceived notions about Roma, and 
rethink the societal system as a whole.46

The field of Anti-Romani Racism Studies was established based on 
the work of Margareta (Magda) Matache, who is a researcher, lecturer, 
and the director of the FXB Center’s Roma Program at Harvard Univer-
sity. The school of thought focuses on the manifestations of individual 
experiences and acts, as well as institutional policies and practices that 
lead to the marginalization, exclusion, physical violence, and devalua-
tion of Romani people (Fig. 6).

46	 Bogdán et al.: Introducing the New Journal Critical Romani Studies.

Fig. 5. Critical Romani Studies 1(1) 
(2018). Critical Romani Studies, 
Romani Studies Program at Central 
European University.

The school also focuses on the motives of hate speech directed at 
Roma, and the construction of the “Gypsy” in academic knowledge 
productions and public discourses. Anti-Roma Racism Studies con-
tribute to the deconstruction of the perception of the “Gypsy” as an 
“othered” group, which is based on a range of negative stereotypes and 
false images that characterize a specific form of racism. This includes 
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(for example) identity, health, education, employment, housing, and 
racial profiling.47
In 2017, the Research Centre on Antigypsyism at Heidelberg University 
established the School of Antigypsyism Studies (Fig. 7).48 This school 
of thought aims to provide an academic framework to understand the 
social mechanisms and perceptions that generate antigypsy prejudice, 

47	 FXB Center Roma Program at Harvard University, https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-
roma-program/ [accessed: 31.01.2025].

48	 Universität Heidelberg, Research Centre on Antigypsyism, https://www.uni-
heidel​berg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism 
[accessed: 31.01.2025].

Fig. 7. Forschungsstelle Antiziganismus institutional logo from 2017. For-
schungsstelle Antiziganismus (FSA) Historischen Seminar der Universität 
Heidelberg.

Fig. 6. Margareta Matache’s thoughts on anti-Romani racism and Gadjoness, 
2023. FXB Center’s Roma Program at Harvard University, 2023.

https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-roma-program/
https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-roma-program/
https://www.uni-heidelberg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism
https://www.uni-heidelberg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism
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biases, and intolerant attitudes towards Sinti and Roma across local, 
regional, national, and transnational contexts. Antigypsyism Studies 
have a particular focus on the methodology that includes memory and 
history studies, which can reclaim lost memories of the Sinti and 
Romani people. The main founders of this school are Frank Reuter, 
Karola Fings, Daniela Gress, and Radmila Mladenova.

1.2	 “Gypsy” Identity

Despite historical developments, Grellmann’s thoughts from 1783 
remain the most influential works and positions from the period of 
Gypsyologists. With this account, he constructed a generational por-
trayal of the “Gypsy” that still influences the way society views and 
differentiates them as marginalized groups in Europe and beyond today. 
Grellmann’s opinions and statements are still present in current studies 
about the “Gypsy”, with the same social stereotypes and depictions that 
were described more than 240 years ago. It is alarming how these per-
sistent thoughts could easily be kept alive in contemporary discourses 
if the publication date were unknown. The construction of “Gypsy” 
denotes a form of social, economic, political, and historical differentia-
tion experienced by the Roma people, regardless of the time and place.

The terms Rom, Romni, Roma, Romja, Romani, and Romale reflect 
the collective self-naming of the Roma in their language, which includes 
cultural heritage and memories. Moreover, the use of the term Roma by 
Romani people in public is a form of reclaiming the past. The opposing 
views concerning the use of the term Roma instead of “Gypsy” argue 
that Roma is exclusionary and elitist toward those who prefer to call 
themselves “Gypsy”. However, this view overlooks the history of forced 
linguistic and social assimilation and perceived integration policies that 
Roma people have faced over the centuries. Throughout the past, there 
have been countless examples of social and historical antigypsyism 
against Roma people, with the consequence that they have been deprived 
of their language, culture, and identity. Romani self-identity has been 
erased, reinterpreted, and rewritten by the dominant discourses, from 
which the subject, the “Gypsy”, itself is left out. Consequently, Romani 
self-identity and naming have been replaced with the concept of “Gypsy”. 
András Kovács’ “mirror in the mirror” theory addresses the issue of the 
subconscious denial and acceptance of one’s self-identity. It concerns 
the loss of self-identity that occurs when individuals or minority groups 
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feel compelled to conform and assimilate to the norms of the majority 
society.49 In György Csepeli’s words, individuals in a minority position 
tend to speak, act, and live in a manner that aligns with the larger soci-
ety’s dominant attitudes, cultural norms, and linguistic expressions.50

Ian Hancock argues that many earlier discourses on Roma have 
categorized “Gypsies” as being hereditarily and genetically coded as 
deviants. He also points out that prejudice against them is often based 
on differences in social, economic, cultural, linguistic, and “lifestyle” 
factors, which differ from those of the majority of society. Hancock 
also addresses the issue of Roma representations in society, which, in 
his opinion, often reproduce or reinforce negative and false stereotypes 
about them. He considers that one of the most commonly constructed 
images of the “Gypsy” is that of a criminal or thief, which has been per-
petuated throughout distinct periods in history.51 Marliyn Shields and 
Anat E. Mayers claim that criminal behavior is a cultural pattern of the 
“Gypsies”, including murder, robbery, and fraud.52 Several arguments 
refer to the unbalanced identities of “Gypsies”, and the idea that their 
values are based on their lack of personal hygiene, nomadic lifestyle, or 
immorality.53 Accordingly, K. N. Sareen’s work has focused on genetic 
differences, in particular the genetic discrepancies between and origins 
of “Gypsies” and non-Roma.54

Antigypsyism in academic knowledge productions and public discus-
sions has a long history, which has had serious consequences, includ-
ing the Romani genocide, with the result that Romani memories and 
narratives have been erased. During the genocide, Romani people were 
specifically targeted for extermination, although there is still a fierce 
debate about the exact numbers. Alongside there are countless ques-
tions about the chapters of Romani history, with a debate on reclaiming 
counter-history and memories. The untold narratives of Romani people 
have disappeared, along with several forms of oppression supported and 
generated by academic antigypsyist discourses. Therefore, the social 

49	 Kovács: A Másik szeme.
50	 Csepeli: Előítélet és antiszemitizmus.
51	 Hancock: We Are the Romani People.
52	 Shields: Selected Issues in Treating Gypsy Patients; Mayers: The Gypsy as Child 

Stealer.
53	 Fraser: Looking Into the Seeds of Time; Sampson: On the Origin and Early Migra-

tion of the Gypsies; Shields: Selected Issues in Treating Gypsy Patients; Thomas: 
Desire Lifestyle and Consanguinity.

54	 Sareen: The Role of Biomechanical Genetics.
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sciences should incorporate into their agenda a de-labeling notion of 
recognition and healing of forgotten narratives of Romani victims ini-
tiated by Sinti and Romani activists and scholars in recent decades. 
Throughout history, the public discourse surrounding Roma has been 
constructed using damaging terms.55 Until the nineteenth century, they 
were called wanderers, vagabonds, hoboes, beggars, and tramps. Later, 
based on their economic backgrounds, they were referred to as nomads, 
half-nomads, or socially marginalized. Romani people were subjected 
to a separate social construction of public administration in the form of 
a black ID card, commonly known as the “Gypsy ID”, which, until the 
1950s, was marked with a kind of tattoo on their bodies. Simultaneously, 
the Hungarian government implemented a “settlement policy” aimed 
at Roma people perceived to be living a “nomadic lifestyle”, compelling 
them to establish permanent residences in order to be officially regis-
tered. This process was not merely administrative; it also served as a 
tool of social control and forced assimilation. By issuing the “Gypsy” 
ID cards, the state was able to more closely regulate and monitor the 
lives of Roma. Throughout history, Romani people have been constantly 
referred to as “Gypsy criminals”. In the modern era, politics and the 
media have repeatedly reinforced and perpetuated racist public discourse 
and speeches that strengthened the phantasmagoria of the “Gypsy”.56 
In the 1980s, a more nuanced understanding of the Roma emerged from 
the ethnographic and anthropological approaches of the time. This softer 
social construction was defined through scholarly terms like “culture of 
poverty”, “underclass”, or “ethnicity”. During the early 2000s, there was 
a reconstruction of Romani people’s identity politics and social class sta-
tus, fueled by political, cultural, and minority studies. However, during 
this period, the portrayal of contemporary “Gypsy” images was heavily 
influenced by commercial media productions. This era was commonly 
known as the renaissance of the “talented and natural Gypsy blood”. 
It was also a time when television talent show juries had an excellent 
opportunity for “White savior” card. In the field of academia, Romani 
scholars started to address “White fragility” in “White” institutions that 
over the centuries had been working on “Gypsy” issues or questions. As 
a response from “Gadzo” researchers, the “Gypsy” was framed with a 

55	 Rosenhaft / Lee: Representing / Roma / Holocaust; Rosenhaft: A Photographer and 
His “Victims”.

56	 Patrut: Phantasma Nation „Zigeuner“ und Juden als Grenzfiguren des „Deutschen“ 
(1770–1920).
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contemporary construction as people with “broken habitus”. However, 
Daniel Baker, a critical Romani scholar states that Romani identities are 
constructed and influenced by at least two factors. Firstly, the construc-
tion is guided by oppressive social relations that exist externally and 
structurally. Secondly, the majority of society often associates Romani 
identities with external physical characteristics or internal moral val-
ues.57 Moreover, Jelena Jovanovic, Anna Daróczi, and Vera Kurtic argue 
that the concept of intersectionality could help to understand Roma 
people’s identity politics, needs, and positions in our modern societies.58

1.3	 International Romani Emancipation

In the process of international Romani emancipation, various actors, 
including human rights activists, artists, and scholars have made signif-
icant progress in cultural and identity self-representation over the past 
century (Fig. 8). The first early generation of Romani activists emerged 
visibly between the 1920s /1930s and later in the 1950s–1970s, and aimed 
to promote initial visibility, equality, and dignity, mostly through arts 
and culture. Current generations need to remember their efforts towards 
cultural, scholarly, and political emancipation and pay respect to them 
for sparking our current autonomy and freedom in the fields of arts and 
culture, academia, and activist leadership. From the First Romani World 
Congress in 1971, cultural and political representation strengthened 
with the agreement on the Romani flag and anthem and with the 
pre-standardization of the language. This cultural-political manifesto 
slightly shifted towards a political representation in the 1980s. By the 
1990s, these actions led to public Romani civil rights activism and 
increased their emancipatory drive worldwide. In Romani history, there 
was a notable moment when their physical resistance turned into psy-
chological resilience. From the 1950s/1970s, the first generation of schol-
ars started to reclaim Romani memories and knowledge production in 
academia to combat antigypsyism through reflective self-narratives. The 
following generation, from the early 1990s, embraced the previous 
Romani intellectuals’ narratives, and also applied African-American 
feminist and postcolonial studies in their scholarship, with the aim of 

57	 Baker: The Queer Gypsy.
58	 Jovanovic / Daróczi: Still Missing Intersectionality; Kurtic: Roma Lesbian Exis-

tence.
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critically “talking back”59 to academia and the activist movement. How-
ever, due to socially normalized antigypsyism and structural forms of 
social, institutional, and academic racism, Romani intellectuals have had 
limited visibility and a voice in public institutions.

Since the 1920s, Romani intellectuals have claimed their places 
in arts and culture across Europe and beyond, although they did not 
receive the recognition they deserved despite their emancipatory and 
social progress. Academic and activist discourses—even with good 
intentions—often reproduce othering perceptions and portrayals of the 
“Gypsy”. Narratives of the underclass, an ethnic minority, a disadvan-
taged group, or catching up play such a role. Critical self-narratives are 
necessary to analyze the social and historical embeddedness of such 
categories and distinctions as “Roma / Gadzo” and “Gypsy / Peasant”. In 
cases where the scientific “discourse” is about the underclass, the poor, 
the minority, the disadvantaged, those who are “catching up”, or ethnic-
ity, everyone knows that this is about “Gypsies”. When considering the 
portrayal and depiction of Romani people, it is essential to recognize 
their collective memory, academic achievements, cultural heritage, and 
life experiences. It is crucial to ensure that efforts to support Romani 
emancipation do not overshadow their knowledge production and 
self-representation, which could run the risk of further constructions 
of their identity politics, scholarship, or paths to liberation.

59	 Hooks: Talking Back.

Fig. 8. International Romani emancipation and movements.
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1.4	 Socio-Identity Matrix of Antigypsyism

When we examine the social and identity matrix of Roma, we can see 
how the dominant “Gypsy” concept has led to the acceptance of a 
wide variety of negative labels, prejudices, categorizations, and beliefs 
about them. This has allowed our societies to engage in centuries-long, 
recurring “Gypsy” constructions and discourse in the social sciences 
and in the public imagination (Fig. 9). In the early 1990s, with the 
emergence of Romology and Romani Studies, responses to antigypsy-
ism were framed, which are slightly different from the narratives of 
Critical Romani Studies, but which similarly focus on Romani identity 
politics, narrative reflection, and representation.60 The various schools, 
based on different social systems, periods, and geographical locations, 
have developed and employed concepts that address issues that affect 
Romani people in those particular settings, including antigypsyism,61 

60	 Acton: Scientific Racism, Popular Racism and the Discourse of the Gypsy Lore 
Society.

61	 Albert et al.: Antigypsyism: A Reference Paper, https://antigypsyism.eu/refe​
rence-paper-on-antigypsyism/ [accessed: 22.04.2024]; Holler: Historical Predeces-
sors of the Term “Anti-Gypsyism”.

Fig. 9. Antigypsyism matrix.
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antitiganism, anticiganizmus,62 antiromanyism,63 anti-Roma discrim-
ination,64 anti-Romani racism,65 and Romaphobia.66

Research from 2016 suggests that public use of the term Roma has 
increased due to European institutional politics and recognition.67 This 
argument is based on the changes in the Council of Europe’s terminol-
ogy, which were mainly influenced by the work of Jean-Pierre Liégeois. 
In 1987, the Council of Europe referred to the Roma as “Gypsies and 
Travellers” in its public documents and speeches.68 However, by 1994 the 
term “Roma” was being included in its public documents and outputs. In 
2007, the Council of Europe went back to “Gypsies and Travellers”, use 
of which term became an institutionalized agreement.69 Currently, the 
identity politics of Roma is framed by the Council of Europe as “Roma 
and Travellers”.70 However, Rogers Brubaker argues that ethnic, racial, 
and national consciousnesses are only validated by personal and social 
perceptions, interpretations, representations, categorizations, and iden-
tifications. He further concludes that social perceptions are not actual 
things in the world, but perspectives on the world.71

Considering the above thoughts, it is interesting to note that coun-
tries around the globe have their own names for the Roma, starting from 
the Greek term atsiganos (ατσιγανος), meaning “outcast”, or the Latin 
word cinganus, as well as various other phrases. However, it should be 
noted that these words reflect the dominant linguistic, semiotic, and 
ideological narratives of the respective countries.72

Ernő Kállai and Iulius Rostas have raised critical questions concern-
ing the concept of “Gypsy” in the debate and whether there is a “Gypsy” 

62	 Niznansky / Hrabovsky: Rasszizmus, Antiszemitizmus, Holokauszt (Anticiganiz
mus).

63	 Arghavan et al.: Who Can Speak and Who Is Heard / Hurt?
64	 Cukrowska / Kóczé: Interplay Between Gender and Ethnicity.
65	 Matache: Word, Image and Thought.
66	 McGarry: Romaphobia.
67	 Marushiakova / Popov: Who Are Roma?
68	 Liégeois: Gypsies and Travellers.
69	 Liégeois: Roma, Gypsies, Travellers.
70	 Liégeois: Roma in Europe.
71	 Brubaker: The Return of Assimilation?
72	 Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovakia, Serbia, Slovenia: cigan; Czech Republic: 

cikáni; France: tzigane; Hungary: cigány; Poland: cyganie; Latvia: cigani; Lithuania: 
cigonai; Germany: Zigeuner; Moldova and Romania: ţigan; Italy: zingaro; Portugal: 
cigano; Spain: zíngaro, zincalló; Sweden: zigenare; Turkey: çingene.
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social community at all. Rostas disagrees with Aidan McGarry’s usage 
of the term Romaphobia in the debate and instead suggests the term 
antigypsyism. According to Iulius Rostas, the term Romaphobia implies 
the racialization of Roma as distinct from the “Gypsies”. He also crit-
icizes the usage of “phobia”, which is a medical term that can be a 
fear associated with or arising from certain racial characteristics. This 
association can lead to problems with ethnic, genetic, and origin issues; 
therefore, the construction of Romaphobia is a negative and racialized 
representation that perpetuates stereotypical interpretations among the 
public. Furthermore, the term embodies the sociopsychological phe-
nomena of fear which establish a social distance towards the “Gypsy”.

The grounds of antigypsyism can be modeled in a matrix (Fig. 8), 
which offers analytical guidance.73 The term “Roma discourse” refers 
to the various public statements, observations, justifications, sayings, 
proverbs, and jokes made about the “Gypsy”. Inappropriately, many 
public beliefs and ideas about Roma people are based on idyllic and 
romanticized notions, as well as extensive stereotypes, such as extreme 
poverty or wealth, alongside exoticization. “Institutional antigypsyism” 
is a term used to describe the structural segregation, racism, exclu-
sion, rejection, or even perceived inclusion of Roma that could lead 
to tokenism or exploitation by a particular institution. On the other 
hand, “social and political antigypsyism” involves physical, verbal, and 
symbolic harm against Roma people, along with the mechanisms and 
outcomes of such actions.

73	 Bíró / Gheorghe / Kováts: From Victimhood to Citizenship.
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and stereotyping of Roma, fundamental shifts are needed to sufficiently 
represent them in public discourse and political and academic dialogues. 
This change could have a massive impact on how they are perceived in 
the public imagination and which social constructions are applied to 
them74 There is currently a heated debate and finger-pointing regard-
ing the interpretation of how Roma construct their self-identities and 
how external identities are constructed for them. To build and reclaim 
Romani memories and narratives from the past, it is essential to have the 
leadership of Romani research for the simple reason that non-Romani 
researchers have never experienced Romani realities and positions. 
Non-Romani researchers, based on essential ethical principles, should 
respect an appropriate distance from shaping Romani memory, repre-
sentation, and identity politics. This privilege should be shaped and led 
by Romani voices themselves, who have been represented, excluded, 
marginalized, and violated by non-Roma actions over the centuries. 
Non-Romani people can be part of memory reparation so long as they 
do not cause more harm than good. Non-Roma researchers often con-
demn Romani researchers for their putative lack of objectivity and for 
basing their characterizations on the so-called “suffering discourse” 
or “self-victimization” that they create by echoing the antigypsyism 
of society and the past. In contrast, Romani researchers criticize non-
Roma researchers for their descriptions and constructions of the subject 
matter that do not reflect their lived experiences.75

After careful consideration, it appears that the way Roma people are 
categorized and counted in population statistics can often be viewed as 
a result of antigypsyism. These statistics and measures are influenced 
by dominant societal discourses and constantly change depending 
on the interests and concerns of those in power. Fernández-Armesto 
explains that determining the actual population of Roma people is 
almost impossible, even though they exist in all countries of Europe, 
Eurasia, North Africa, the United States, and even New Zealand.76 They 
go by different names but are associated with the same ethnic group. 
Acton estimated that there are around 32 million Roma people in the 
world, with around 20 million residing in modern-day India and approx-
imately 10–12 million living scattered across other parts of the globe.77 

74	 Mirga-Kruszelnicka: Challenging Anti-Gypsyism in Academia.
75	 Pulay: Staging Ethnicity.
76	 Fernández-Armesto: The Times Guide to the Peoples of Europe.
77	 Acton: Gypsy Identities 1500–2000, pp. 666–667.
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Jean-Pierre Liégeois has estimated that the Roma population in Europe 
ranges from 7 to 8.5 million people.78

There are varying opinions on whether the Romani people should be 
considered a transnational or transcultural minority. Leonardo Piasere 
sees them as transcultural, while others consider them to be trans-
national.79 Felipe Fernández-Armesto emphasizes that despite their 
transcultural characteristics, they are heterogeneous. According to his 
research, he considers there to be parallels between the Romani and 
Indigenous Native American identities.80 Bernard Formoso and Leonardo 
Piasere confirm Matt T. Salo and Jean-Pierre Liégeois’ findings81 that 
despite the Romani people’s perceived homogeneity, they distinguish 
between themselves and other external groups by calling themselves 
by the same name rather than differentiating between various Romani 
groups. Contrary to this viewpoint, Patrick Williams noted in 1989 that 
within the Romani narrative and practices of self-naming, no French or 
Italian Roma group refers to themselves as “Gypsies”.82 The imagined 
homogeneity of the Roma is present in the construction of the groups 
around them; this also means that non-Roma knowledge of their realities 
is limited and selective based on their perceptions. The fact that this 
group are described as “Gypsies” demonstrates that they are vulnerable 
to being defined by external characterization. Scholars, after collect-
ing relevant data, often have the sole aim of completing their writing, 
regardless of the wishes of the groups they are researching regarding 
publication. This happens across all disciplines without exception.83

2.1	 “Gypsy Self-Victimization”: Life Experiences in the Field

Putting aside the perceived, felt, seen, and experienced Roma-specific 
ethnic stereotypes and the categorizing social context, my empirical 

78	 Liégeois: Roma, Gypsies, Travellers. 
79	 Piasere et al., quoted by Prónai: Cigánykutatás és Kulturális Antropológia; Kende: 
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narrative is grounded in a critical and reflective sub-objective “self-vic-
timization”, as academia often calls it. As the descriptive methodology 
suggests, this type of discourse is conducted when a researcher wants 
to investigate social issues and understand individual and social rela-
tionships in their specific context. In these cases, the researcher takes 
a distance from personal or any assumed speculative standards. On the 
other hand, a critical approach is taken when a researcher argues for or 
against perceived social justice or injustice. This involves taking a stand 
and initiating action for change at the individual and community levels. 
Both the descriptive and the critical methodological approaches are 
valid if objectivity is maintained and the research goals are preserved. 
However, Romani researchers’ scientific objectivity and credibility are 
often disputed and called into question in academic contexts. Before 
the 2000s, academic work on the Roma was mainly conducted by non- 
and pro-Romani researchers, and only a few scholarly inquiries were 
carried out by Romani scholars.

The invisibility of Romani scholars and their unrecognized knowl-
edge production raises the question of the differences between academic 
positionalities and the nature of structural racism. In addressing this 
question, I can draw upon my approximately fifteen years of scholarly 
work as a researcher and forty years of lived experiences as a “Gypsy” 
in different societies in Europe. Both Roma and non-Roma research-
ers undoubtedly bring valuable societal and collective perspectives 
to knowledge production and social responsibility. However, the key 
difference lies in the starting point of the methodological approaches, 
as Roma researchers are the subjects under study, while non-Romani 
researchers objectify them through their work. The Romani researcher’s 
dual status relates to their position, previous socioeconomic influences, 
emotions, memories, experiences, and perspectives they have encoun-
tered as the “issue” of the study. Based on social mobility, the identity of 
Romani researchers is transformed through various social and economic 
circumstances and across different periods. The research subject has 
become the researcher; when in front of Roma people, they become 
the “helpers”; in academic settings, they change from the institutional-
ized “Gypsy” into a middle-class “whitewashed insider–outsider” who 
addresses the “suffering discourse” and “self-victimization” in the social 
sciences and activism.

It would not be a complete narrative if I were to skim over the rac-
ism against the “Gypsy” in the academic world, which is underpinned 
by institutional and scholarly discourse. I understand that discussing 
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this topic may be sensitive, but ignoring it would only perpetuate the 
injustices and oppressions within the scholarship. I also want to empha-
size that I cannot and do not wish to lift from the shoulders of Romani 
academics the weight of the racism, objectification, and appropriation 
that they have experienced in academic institutions over the past twenty 
or thirty years. However, I believe having an open and forward-looking 
dialogue is necessary and should be the foundation of the debate. There 
are pressing questions that should be addressed in academic discussions, 
such as: What role do non-Roma researchers play in shaping Roma 
“discourses” and identity politics? Who should research the Roma, and 
with what purpose? Additionally, what contribution do researchers 
with a Romani background make to the social sciences?

Elitism, sexism, patriarchy, xenophobia, and racism are prevalent 
within the walls of academia. Non-Roma researchers may not explicitly 
talk about or even recognize their subconscious biases, and these issues 
may be interpreted as topics for jokes among themselves. Addition-
ally, only very few Roma people have had the opportunity to work as 
researchers in academic settings; therefore, academic antigypsyism was 
not critically discussed, and antigypsyist lived experiences were swept 
under the rug by non-Romani researchers. Over the years, Romani 
researchers have been silenced and marginalized by a toxic institu-
tional work environment generated by mistrust. There is a pervasive 
scepticism towards Romani researchers, with their qualifications and 
knowledge being called into question. There have been instances where 
their presence has been attributed to “positive discrimination”, with 
comments suggesting that they lack original thoughts. Additionally, 
there have been oppressive remarks such as: “The work here is to do 
research. The work here is not physical.”84 A memorable moment for 
me was when a colleague advised: “If you’re going to write, make sure 
it’s worth reading.”85

Another significant memory for me concerning the question of equal 
opportunities, or as they called it, the principle of positive discrimina-
tion, was when a non-Roma researcher asked me: “What is the limit? 
How long should we support you?”86 At that moment, I felt a sudden 
wave of shame and could not find the words to respond. It puzzled me 
that a highly respected researcher in Romani Studies, with decades of 

84	 Quote from a discussion with a social scientist in December 2017.
85	 Quote from a social scientist in September 2015.
86	 Quote from a social scientist in Spring 2018.
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experience, could pose such a question. If they were to ask the question 
again, I would tell them about the long-term implications of school seg-
regation, being channeled into a lower-quality high school education, 
the limitations of not being able to learn multiple languages, the effects 
of attending a lower-tier university, and the social stigmas, harms, and 
obstacles encountered. In line with the principle of equal opportunities, 
both moral and financial compensation are necessary to completely 
balance out the disadvantages caused by missed opportunities, not just 
mere support. That would be the bare minimum, although it is almost 
impossible to put into financial terms the chances for advancement 
taken away by their racism. In recent years, critical Romani scholars’ 
voices have reflected on these experiences of racism that have been 
censored and removed from the academic milieu. To obscure and coun-
terbalance the past, non-Roma researchers have tokenized other Romani 
researchers, who left the institutions after recognizing the structure of 
antigypsyist academic attitudes.

During fieldwork, Romani researchers often encounter uncertainty 
and skepticism from Romani people as well. They may ask questions 
like “Are you a Roma?”, “Are you also a Gypsy?”, or “Are you one of 
us, my son?” Responding with a self-justifying: “Of course, I am; what 
else would I be?” brings us closer to the social background to which we 
once belonged, rather than to the social status we joined after achieving 
social and economic mobility. Even after the researcher has explained 
the purpose of the visit, questions may still remain, as both sides have 
doubts and internal uncertainties. The extent to which the two parties 
can bridge the social distance enough to allow the Romani researcher 
to rejoin the circle of “problems” remains doubtful and varies from 
person to person. The question of whether or not the researcher will be 
welcomed is based on uncertainty, which stems from past experience 
with the formal institutional context and the structurally assigned roles 
upheld by both lower and higher social classes. As a result, Romani 
people entering formal institutional settings may feel unable to ask 
questions, express criticism, or engage in reflection in non-Romani 
environments, unless given explicit permission within that context. 
Perceiving the Roma researcher as arriving from the formal environ-
ment—which may be interfered with by the possible perceived Roma 
identity association—the following questions may arise from the “sub-
jects”: When can they ask about the research project? How much can 
they ask about the purpose of the research, the interviewer’s private 
life, and the benefits available to them from the study? It is crucial to 
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balance social and status power dynamics to ensure the production of 
high-quality, objective work and demonstrate respect for fundamental 
human dignity. Respecting the feelings, moods, values, and identities of 
the individuals and groups we interact with, without emphasizing our 
formal credentials, language, clothing, manners, etc., does not diminish 
our academic standing.

The field of public institutions is no different. In one fieldwork sce-
nario, when we arrived at an elementary school to conduct a survey, 
the institution’s headmaster, who had overcome his prejudice, greeted 
us with a surprised sigh, saying, “We were expecting the researcher!” 
I had to disappoint the director by responding, “I am the researcher!”87 
In another case, as I entered the local municipal office building after 
knocking on the door, the administrator in charge looked at me before 
I introduced myself. She said, “Benefits and paperwork will be provided 
next week.”88

As a Romani researcher, stepping into formal spaces outside one’s 
community accentuates various social distances that arise, such as 
the view that the Romani intellectuals should stay in “settlements” to 
support their own community instead of counterbalance and challenge 
established academic institutions. The personal presence of Romani 
scholars entering the research space also (often) brings uncertainty and 
a sense of frustration in formal settings, stemming from the breaking 
of structural social distances and norms that were previously estab-
lished. As a concern throughout research, it is important to evaluate 
the implications and social realities beyond the existing “Gypsy” and 
to review the critical self-identities of Romani people.

The controversial question is whether comparing the Romani and 
African-American movements is worthwhile, as it could offer a picture 
of intellectuals’ generational changes over time and place. Although 
their historical, social, economic, and political contexts are entirely 
different, the structure of racism, discrimination and social exclusion 
is similar. Between the 1950s and 1980s in the United States, African 
Americans challenged an oppressive classification and categorization 
system through collective action that offers frameworks that are also 
applicable for Romani Studies, such as Critical Race Theory. This school 

87	 Research on the context of local social relations, 2015.
88	 Nógrád County Roma Survey, 2018. Roma közösségek kutatása modern módszer-

tani alapokon a 21. században (Nógrád megyei romakutatás) Research Documenta-
tion Centre (RDC) at the Centre for Social Sciences, Budapest, https://openar​chive.
tk.mta.hu/402/ [accessed: 03.07.2025].

https://openarchive.tk.mta.hu/402/
https://openarchive.tk.mta.hu/402/


The Collective Presence of the “Gypsy”

38

of thought reflects on social actions and transformations through rep-
resentation by considering the multilayered and intersectional dimen-
sions of identities, including historical background, socioeconomic 
status, cultural context, gender identity, sexual orientation, memories, 
ethics of knowledge production, and institutionalization.89 The con-
cept of intergroup relations, as proposed by Gordon Allport, suggests 
a contractual agreement among individuals where the collective will 
takes precedence over individual and group intentions.90 This indicates 
that the community as a whole may not fully consider the needs of its 
members, which originates from the era of group dynamics and the 
interpretation of Gestalt psychology.91 During this time, the focus was 
on understanding self-perception and self-categorization by attributing 
individuals’ stereotypes, culturally ingrained expectations, and mean-
ing systems to groups. In the theory of psychological reality, human 
behaviors are viewed as objectified. This approach contends that the 
personal and publicly constructed social system of relationships also 
constitutes a psychological reality that influences societal determination 
and individuals’ identities.92

2.2	 Research Methodologies on Roma

The academic research on the “Gypsy” in Europe predominantly focuses 
on explanation, description, and theory rather than applied and inves-
tigative research within the social sciences. In the early 1970s, there 
was a significant discourse on how the Roma should be classified, a 
topic that continues to hold importance in academic research. By the 
2000s, at least five different research methods were commonly utilized 
in studies on the Roma across Europe, particularly in Hungary. The 
first approach dates back to the 1970s, when Kemény encountered a 
series of challenges. His prior research on poverty initially prompted 
him to question the stability and robustness of the “socialist welfare 
economy”. Furthermore, he drew attention to the social reality of a 
segment of the population that was systematically marginalized and 

89	 Gillborn: Critical Race Theory and Education.
90	 Allport: Az előitélet.
91	 Allport et al.
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targeted for elimination by the prevailing system. István Kemény’s 
approach aimed to comprehensively understand the social context by 
including both formal and informal social environments in his research. 
Throughout his research, he engaged with public officials, local com-
munities, businesses, religious bodies, and authorities who were influ-
ential for the Romani people at the time. Kemény’s work indicates that 
the Hungarian Romani people comprise distinct groups with varying 
“ways of life”. These groups are categorized based on linguistic factors 
and, more significantly, their degree and nature of involvement in the 
social division of labor.93

In a documentary interview conducted in 2002 with Menyhért 
Lakatos, it was disclosed that during his representative Roma research 
in 1971, Kemény had collaborated with a few Roma “intellectuals” 
who were available at the time and possessed some knowledge of the 
social sciences.

I had the pleasure of reconnecting with Pista Kemény, whom 
I had known previously, and Gyurka Konrád, who graciously 
invited me to take part in the academy’s comprehensive study 
of the Gypsy community. The survey, which unfolded over an 
extensive period, involved the dedicated efforts of several indi-
viduals, including myself, Choli, and even my daughter Anka. 
Additionally, we collaborated with honored members of the 
Roma community who, despite not being scholars, demon-
strated remarkable insight and knowledge. This collective work 
demanded a significant commitment, spanning approximately 
5–6 years, reflecting the depth and thoroughness of our research 
and engagement with the community.94

The second method is based on János Ladányi and Iván Szelényi’s 1997 
approach posits that when examining the social classification of the 
Roma, it is crucial to consider not only the external environmental fac-
tors but also the Romani self-definition. The authors emphasized that 
empirical research sampling may raise questions about the objectivity of 
the researcher, particularly due to the varying perceptions of “Gypsies” 
across different social periods. They argue that including the research 

93	 Kemény: A magyarországi cigány lakosság.
94	 Menyhért Lakatos, in: Edit Kőszegi / Péter Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian docu-

mentary, color, 67 min, 2002, at 10:30 min–11:05 min.
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factor of self-definition is essential for maintaining consistency in the 
findings. According to their perspective, the concept of the “Gypsy” as a 
social category presents an unanswerable question in terms of scientific 
indicators. Nonetheless, they suggest that it could be examined when 
researchers, utilizing predefined indicators, characterize individuals 
within a specific context as “Gypsies”.95

In the third approach, others argue that when researching the 
Romani in the social sciences, defining them based on their cultural 
and social status is valuable, as these elements greatly influence their 
identity and how the public perceives them. This widespread belief is 
based on the assumption that the “Gypsies” have a culture linked to 
poverty. As a critical reflection, this perception can be damaging and 
contribute to negative stereotypes about the Romani people, obscuring 
their cultural heritage and diversity.96

In 2012, a fourth research approach began to emerge within the 
scholarly discourse. Angéla Kóczé, Mária Neményi, and Júlia Szalai 
introduced their groundbreaking method to Romani research called 
“intergenerational dialogue”. This innovative approach involved con-
ducting life history interviews with public figures in a public setting. As 
a notable example, they chose a place for the interviews that was histor-
ically crucial for the Romani movement, namely the Roma Parliament 
in Budapest. Furthermore, they made the interview recording a public 
event where the audience (regardless of their background—Roma or 
non-Roma, political activists, experts, and family members) could shape 
the interviews with their questions and reflections. The approach also 
involved interviews conducted by young Roma university graduates, 
thereby promoting an intergenerational dialogue between the gener-
ations of Roma intellectuals. This method resulted in a collaborative 
knowledge production mechanism that formalized a research process, 
with the research leaders creating the opportunity and conditions for 
the intergenerational dialogue.97

In 2017 a new method emerged in the field of researching Romani 
issues (the fifth research approach), with the evaluation of different 
viewpoints and social changes. This method, developed by Ernő Kállai, 
included mixed techniques like self-identifying social backgrounds, 
assessing the environment on the part of both those being researched 

95	 Ladányi / Szelényi: Ki a cigány?
96	 Szuhay: A magyarországi cigányság kultúrája.
97	 Kóczé / Neményi / Szalai: Egymás szemébe nézve, p. 7.
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and those in a position of decision-making and addressing the position-
alities of the interviewers. The aim was to gain a deeper understanding 
of the Roma and their experiences within the context of broader societal 
and environmental factors. Under challenging circumstances, Ernő 
Kállai made significant steps in revolutionizing research methodology 
in the filed of Critical Romani Studies by introducing his innovative 
approach. Kállai’s comprehensive analysis highlighted the crucial role 
of cooperation, knowledge sharing, and mutual recognition within 
social science in achieving fair research outcomes. He emphasized that 
having a Romani background is not required in the field of studies on 
Roma, but that possessing such lived experiences could significantly 
improve the overall quality and impact of one’s findings. He stressed 
the value of collaborative academic efforts involving both Roma and 
pro-Roma individuals, underscoring that such partnerships are essential 
for societal progress and advancement.98

In 2015, the Research Group on Critical Romani Studies was estab-
lished at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. However, by 2018 the 
leadership of the Academy had quietly and gradually disbanded the 
research group without giving any bureaucratic explanation. This deci-
sion demonstrated a troubling disregard for ethical principles. Despite 
having only six members, the initial efforts by Romani scholars of the 
Hungarian Critical Romani Research Group were impactful in chal-
lenging the structurally rooted, often racist, and elitist perspectives 
in Hungarian society. Unfortunately, the prevailing power relations 
showed their significant influence, limiting the progress of Critical 
Romani Studies.99

98	 Kállai: Akiket arcul csapott a valóság; Roma közösségek kutatása modern módszer-
tani alapokon a 21. században (Nógrád megyei romakutatás) Research Documenta-
tion Centre (RDC) at the Centre for Social Sciences, Budapest, https://openarchive.
tk.mta.hu/402/ [accessed: 03.07.2025].

99	 Megalakult a Kritikai Roma Tanulmányok Kutatócsoport, https://nemzetisegek.
hu/repertorium/2015/01/belivek_22-24.pdf, pp. 8124–8126 [accessed: 07.11.2024].
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Analyzing the concept of ethnicity within the context of cultural 
and political frameworks and outlining its historical origins back to 
the 1870s reveals that this idea is intertwined with the strengthening 
of social classes and classifying their members. This classification of 
social class concerns the critical analysis of systemic social and eco-
nomic inequalities within society. Understanding how poverty affects 
different social groups and critically scrutinizing what it means to be 
marginalized or part of the underclass is essential for a comprehensive 
analysis of social inequality.101 In the 1960s, Gunnar Myrdal brought 
his theory of the “underclass” into the social sciences. His conceptual 
framework aimed to provide an understanding of a social stratum that 
had undergone significant transformation following the losses of World 
War II. It placed individuals within the concept of the underclass who 
had been collectively marginalized or excluded from the redefined 
middle or upper social class structure in the post-war era.102 The new 
economic pillars and landscape had reshaped social class structures, 
emphasized cultural factors and values, and advanced the concept of 
the “culture of poverty”. This structural shift from the poor (or margin-
alized) to the underclass was particularly noticeable in Central Europe, 
especially in Hungary, during the late 1970s, when there was a change 
from examining cultural patterns to looking at the so-called ethnic 
backgrounds of the “Gypsy”. Societal transformations and economic 
challenges have led to the segregation of marginalized groups, who are 
often characterized as unproductive or socially disadvantaged. Péter 
Szuhay posits that the underclass embodies a culture of poverty within 
a specific cultural framework, distinct from the cultural anthropology 
perspective.103 Michael Stewart’s viewpoint (as a social anthropologist 
who has worked on Romani issues in Hungary and Romania for over 
thirty years) pivots around the notion that ethnic identity originates 
from shared cultural practices and traditions, functioning as the basis 
for collective cultural capital. His anthropological research in Hun-
gary resulted in and introduced to academic discussions the notion 

Anthropological Perspectives; Hall: Cultural Identity and Diaspora; Hall: Introduc-
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of the “Gypsy way of life” of Romani people.104 János Ladányi and 
Iván Szelényi offer another perspective on the relationship between 
ethnicity and poverty. They argue that the underclass originates from 
poverty rather than as a collective ethnic issue. Furthermore, their 
analysis shows how social, political, and economic factors shaped the 
perceptions of Roma and how the idea of ethnicity supported the spread 
of stereotypes about them, such as being nomadic, uncivilized, and 
socially unassimilable. Social class and poverty are not ethnic issues 
because members of society can belong to the same ethnic group, but 
their social classes can differ; therefore, it is not a homogeneous status. 
This biased perception has resulted in segregated educational settings, 
the stigmatization of genetic differences, and the marginalization of 
the Roma within society. Moreover, these stereotypes have reinforced a 
misconception linking “Gypsies” to involvement in subsistence crime.105

Romani people’s collective ethnic minority classification is men-
tioned in various public platforms and in academic literature, and it 
is closely associated with a lower socioeconomic, political, and social 
status. This leads to a situation where social scientists, politicians, and 
civil rights activists in their discourses construct the “invisible bridge” 
that spans social distances. Whether political or civic, such efforts 
stereotypically serve society’s need to compare itself to the “Other” to 
confirm its superior status; ergo, society needs the “Gypsy” to ensure 
its centered and sustained position. Therefore, based on the principle 
of self-subordination, stereotypes enable members of society to com-
pare the common perception of “Gypsies” with the world of non-Roma 
laborers and middle-class bureaucrats—if such a sphere exists. Roma are 
often seen as “navvies” who serve the public with their invisible efforts 
and actions. These “navvies” tirelessly strive to build these “bridges” 
between the “Gypsy” and “Gadzo” aspects of society, such as work, 
education, health, and employment.

The connection between ethnicity and social class is problematic. It 
links to multiple dimensions, including educational, economic, political, 
social, and cultural aspects.

The bases and the connotations of “ethnicity” and “ethnic minorities” 
in the 1990s generated a great deal of interest in the social sciences, 
and from one day to the next scholars of the “Gypsy” became ethnicity 

104	 Feischmidt: Etnicitás, p.  11; Ladányi / Szelényi: A kirekesztés változó formái; 
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scholars whose field of focus did not adjust. Additionally, the time’s 
consistent categorization of the “Gypsy” as an ethnic minority led to the 
development of a seemingly politically correct language, which simply 
mitigated how they were perceived in the public imagination. Social 
sciences often focus on the identity of the Roma people, examining them 
primarily through the lens of ethnicity, which forms the foundation 
for an ongoing scholarly debate. In this specific context, Angéla Kócze 
underscores the importance of acknowledging ethnicity as a meaning-
ful and appropriate concept for academic discussions. She proposes 
that examining ethnicity is not inherently problematic as long as it is 
approached carefully and respectfully within the social sciences. Margit 
Feischmidt offers a thought-provoking view on ethnicity in society. 
She states that ethnicity is closely linked to the visible and organized 
differences people see around them. Feischmidt points out that ethnicity 
stays consistent over time, but can be shaped by cultural influences. 
A noteworthy part of her argument is that the Romani people should 
be recognized as a minority and included in the ethnic category.106 
However, I argue that this form of “inclusion” creates the controversial 
dynamic of majority–minority relations, leading to the establishment 
of categorization and hierarchization. This perpetuates the ongoing 
regeneration of social power relations and positions between Roma 
and non-Roma people, a challenge that significantly impacts our soci-
ety. The practice of social distancing inadvertently maintains existing 
power dynamics between majority and minority groups, leading to 
the prioritization of certain privileges, norms, values, and identities in 
social discourse.

This grounding in the dilemma of “who can talk about whom” is 
deeply ingrained in the fabric of society and culture and is particularly 
relevant in the context of ethnicity, as in the case of the Roma in Hun-
gary and Central Europe. The relation between the majority and ethnic 
minorities creates a clear division within society, further aggravating 
social tensions, divisions, and a sense of exclusion. One key issue in the 
study of Roma (not only in Hungary but potentially on an international 
scale) is the persistent use of ethnic categorization that frames the 
Roma identity inaccurately and disproportionately. Despite researchers’ 
awareness of this problematic framing, it continues to be part of the 
broader public discourse. This inadequate approach contributes to a 
lack of comprehensive understanding of the Roma and damages efforts 

106	 Feischmidt: Ethnicity.
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to establish a socially and politically inclusive acceptable framework 
for identity politics. It determines the account of social relations and 
creates a structural vision through the social practice of separation 
and differentiation.

The ethnic categorization of Roma creates a system that defines dif-
ferences between people. This approach separates those seen as “other” 
from those who are part of a valued society and sets apart individuals 
identified by their outsider position, neglecting their respective sense 
of national belonging. Considering these aspects, it can be argued that 
the portrayal of the ethnic makeup of the Roma is constructed by the 
dominant perspectives, which frequently disregard the heterogeneity 
of Romani people. This perpetuates social exclusion and inequality 
by failing to acknowledge Romani lived experiences, memories, and 
cultural heritage. By looking at these structures, we can see how they 
impact Romani political actions and their positions in the social sci-
ences and public discourse. Moreover, how others perceive the social 
system also influences what being Roma means, ensuring their ethnic 
categorizations, which at the same time confirms their putative social 
engagement and responsibility.

Within the Central European context, the intertwined notions of 
underclass and ethnicity, whether examined from a cultural, economic, 
or political standpoint, effectively position the Roma as “Gypsies” 
within a biased conception of ethnicity. Considering these multifaceted 
dynamics, the current scholarly understanding of Roma and ethnicity 
is inadequate and outdated.

However, Éva Kovács, Zsuzsanna Vidra, and Tünde Virág, in the 
early 2010s, challenged the discourse on ethnicity. Their work is based 
not only on desk research but also on extensive fieldwork and discourse 
changes among Romani people. Their critical approach did not apply 
to other ethnic groups in the country (Hungary); therefore, it is argu-
able that the new discourse itself is not ethnically based. They recog-
nized that the earlier discourses that linked Romani people to ethnicity 
shaped the relations between the “Gypsies” and non-Romani people, 
which had evolved based on non-Romani people’s perceptions decades 
before. Furthermore, they argue that stereotypical ethnicity labeling 
generates and embodies the atmosphere that characterizes “Gypsy” 
and non-Romani spaces and “questions”. This characterization further 
causes an atmosphere that is often frustrated and violently antigypsy 
and sometimes anti-Semitic. This also means that these atmospheres, 
by default, are authoritarian, ordinary, and essentialist. On the other 
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hand, however, Éva Kovács, Zsuzsanna Vidra, and Tünde Virág, due 
to their research in the field, managed to develop a methodology in 
which they focused on local practices of society reproduction, meaning 
that they did not employ the racist topos of public discourse character-
ized by ethnicization. Therefore, they chose a model of ethnicity that 
could deal with extreme situations (tending towards racism) while 
also recognizing ethnicities often overlooked in public discourse but 
acknowledged within society.

In their research, they shared a broadly similar understanding of 
ethnicity as Richard Jenkins’ “basic model of social anthropology” 
from 1997.107 Although Kovács, Vidra, and Virág are not convinced that 
ethnicity is fundamentally a cultural distinction, they consider that:

•	 it is based on shared understandings, but is rooted in and generated 
by social interactions;

•	 	it is not fixed and not constant, but situational; and
•	 	it manifests itself in social interaction (as a collective and individual 

social identity) and becomes embodied in personal self-identity.108

Éva Kovács, Zsuzsanna Vidra, and Tünde Virág argue that this socio-
anthropological model effectively explains ethnic identities in a “resting 
state” or latent form. However, it falls short in addressing situations 
where ethnic boundaries become more pronounced through struggle, 
competition, or exclusion, such as when an ethnic group or individual 
faces racial discrimination.109

3.1	 Ethnicity as Social System Heritage

Individuals’ ethnic identity is determined by their lived experiences, 
cultural heritage, and identity, and is influenced by how the broader 
society and dominant cultural norms perceive them. Moreover, people’s 
social and economic position shapes their aspirations, decision-making, 
and behaviors. This status significantly impacts their self-perception, 
which is closely intertwined with the availability of economic resources 
and social and cultural representations. However, it is important to note 

107	 Jenkins: Rethinking Ethnicity.
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that access to these social goods can either help or obstruct people’s 
ability to move up socially and economically.110 Max Weber’s theory 
confirms that ethnicity is a social construct based on social perceptions 
and concepts. It refers to individuals who are not necessarily tied to a 
specific nationality but are identified based on external perceptions of 
shared attributes, traditions, principles, and collective memories within 
social groups by connecting individuals through their heritage. Fredrik 
Barth argues that people in a society highlight their similarities and 
differences by labeling and categorizing themselves and others, not 
necessarily to create social distances.111 Rogers Brubaker argues that 
ethnicity is an aspect of how individuals perceive, interpret, represent, 
categorize, and identify themselves within society. He clarifies that 
ethnicity is not static but dynamic, sustained, and shaped by social con-
texts and perspectives, reflections, and representations. Furthermore, 
Rogers Brubaker stresses that ethnicity is not simply the outcome of 
fixed categories but is instead influenced by a range of societal factors 
and interactions.112

James Woodburn and Ernst Gellner’s work has significantly influ-
enced international ethnography, anthropology, and evolutionary 
studies. They highlight the importance of understanding “pre-tribal 
society” as a critical foundation, which could support examining the 
social structures within “hunter-gatherer” communities.113 In the late 
1980s, James Woodburn pointed out to Michael Stewart that he had 
noticed significant similarities between the lifestyles of the “Gypsy” 
and the hunter-gatherers.114 Based on this observation, Stewart has 
made influential contributions to the field of ethno-anthropology, where 
his work focuses on the social and cultural relations of the “Gypsy”. 
Stewart’s research centers on providing descriptive anthropological 
perspectives, with an emphasis on the social differentiation between 
the “Gypsy” and broader society, ergo an understanding of the concept 
of “us versus them”. His scholarship confirms that Romani groups 
exhibit a solid cultural homogeneity, a notable characteristic that is 
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of interest to anthropologists familiar with the studies of traditional 
tribal communities. Michael Stewart considers Romani identity politics 
to be particularly challenging, and even problematic for anthropolo-
gists, especially those studying ethnicity within the European context. 
However, he also argues that to conduct forward-looking research to 
address the “Roma question”, we need to examine ethnicity reflectively. 
Nevertheless, he describes Roma as having a distinct cultural attribute 
that sets them apart from the conventional tribal model, with the dif-
ferentiation of the nature of the “Gypsy issue” as a substantial social 
and political dilemma in contemporary Europe.115

In the early 2000s, ethnographic studies, similar to research con-
ducted in the 1940s, examined the sociocultural structures present in 
the assumed everyday practices of Romani people and their “nomadic 
cultures and lifestyles” within European societies. Alfred Reginald 
Radcliffe-Brown introduced his zoological model, which proposes that 
the characteristics of different animal species can be likened to and con-
trasted with human social groups. Following up on this, Michael Stewart 
further elaborated on this model, suggesting that it is based on the 
concept of a world comprising nation-states where “A” is populated by 
“A” people in area A and “B” by “B” people in area B. Developing Alfred 
Reginald Radcliffe-Brown’s zoological, sociological-anatomical model, 
Stewart pointed out in his 2008 work that one of the primary challenges 
for the first generation of anthropologists studying the “Gypsy” was 
understanding the connection between hunter-gatherer (early Stone 
Age) societies and the “urbanized, motorized and, to be fair, somewhat 
tamed Gypsies”, interpreting their descriptive discourse through the 
lens of anthropology. According to Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard, the 
zoological model proposed by Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown faced 
opposition and was not completely welcomed in ethnographic research 
and in the interpretation of social groups, as it had been in earlier 
periods.116 In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars highlighted the limitations 
of using ethnographic approaches in Romani Studies. Their criticism 
was that research methodologies based simply on observations and the 
analysis of customs and cultural characteristics in the form of notes 
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were not constructive for accurately and objectively studying nomadic 
and peripatetic groups and individuals.

During the second half of the twentieth century, the Gypsy Lore 
Society acted as the primary international society in this field (since 
its 1888 establishment). However, their previously published studies 
of the “Gypsy” were often characterized by biased categorization and 
perspectives.117 Another aspect of the debate on representation, access 
to memories, and ethical research on Roma touches upon the perspec-
tives presented by folklorists who were associated with the Gypsy Lore 
Society. These scholars emphasized a view of the “Gypsies” as a closed, 
homogenous, circumscribed cultural model. Alongside this, early schol-
ars between the 1940s and 1990s, demonstrating a relatively progressive 
approach compared to previous schools of ethnography, acknowledged 
the necessity for changes in the research methodologies about Romani 
people. However, their work initiated the notion of a “culture of pov-
erty”, which influenced ethnographers across Europe, leading to the 
distinction between pure and impure, ergo to categorizing cultural 
values into “pure and impure”.118 The concepts of purity and impurity 
are Orientalist terms, focusing on the notion that purity is associated 
with the culture of Romani speakers, and that those who do no longer 
hold this heritage are considered “impure”. Thomas Acton presents 
an alternative perspective that offers a different understanding of the 
issue. His research suggests that purity versus impurity is more about 
addressing needs rather than its supposed spiritual essence.119 On the 
other hand, it is argued that impurity or purity is not related to physical 
dirt, grime, or hygiene but rather to the body politics of the “Traveller” 
woman. According to Judith Okley, the body of a “Traveller” woman 
symbolizes and defines the concept of purity and impurity. Based on her 
argument, this closed society’s priority is maintaining purity, enabling 
a substantial sense of community and devotion to traditional values. 
Conversely, anything believed to be impure or uncivilized is projected 
onto the outside world, creating a clear boundary between the com-
munity and the broader society.

Judith Okely further analyzes the body politics of female “Travel-
lers”, arguing that the female body is considered unclean from the waist 
down, where women’s bodies regularly have a physical association with 
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blood. She points out that the female body remains symbolically pure 
from the waist up so long as the upper body does not come into contact 
with the lower body during impure periods. Another of her anthropo-
logical examinations focused on “Gypsy / Traveller” connections and 
customs with animals around the household, where she categorized 
specific animals in terms of the concepts of purity and impurity within 
their customs. The analysis distinguished between the categorization 
of animals as “Gypsy”-like and non- “Gypsy”, where certain animals 
are represented as having “Gypsy-like” characteristics. She positions 
hedgehogs, horses, and cats as embodying these characteristics, due 
to their perceived connection with living on the outskirts of society 
and in the wilderness, akin to totem animals. In contrast, she views 
caged animals, dogs, and pigs as “non-Gypsy” animals. She sees dogs 
as obedient, controlled, and dependent, in contrast to the independence 
valued in cats. Dogs are associated with the domesticated lifestyle of 
“non-Gypsies”. Furthermore, Okely argues that in some Romani and 
“Traveller” traditions, pigs are considered taboo or viewed as impure, 
which reinforces social distancing from “non-Gypsy” food practices and 
rural farming lifestyles. She suggests that these cultural perspectives 
and associations with animals can be analyzed as delineating the ethnic 
boundaries between “Gypsy” and non- “Gypsy”.120

The study of Roma representation within the French and Italian 
schools takes a different approach compared to previous discussions. 
Leonardo Piasere and Patrick Williams introduce an alternative inter-
pretation of the “ethnic specificity of the Roma”, contrasting with the 
viewpoint espoused by the British “Gypsy Studies” school. Their work 
signifies a shift in the conventional understanding of ethnic identifica-
tion within the “Gypsy” that is in opposition to the prior perspectives 
framed by Judith Okely and Michael Stewart. Leonardo Piasere and 
Patrick Williams’ reinterpretation offers a divergent outlook on the 
cultural and ethnic identity of the Roma people. It challenges the histor-
ical marginalization of Roma culture as a peripheral aspect within the 
social framework, as reproduced by the British school, which regarded 
it as a byproduct of the prevailing societal structure.

Louis Dumont’s analysis suggests a deconstruction of the substantial 
structural differences between the French and Italian schools of Romol-
ogy and the British “Gypsy Studies”. His critique of the social system 
examines the value system’s collective structures and interdependence 
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on individual identities. Thus, the way individual values are collectively 
constructed offers a thorough and credible framework for understanding 
the actual functioning of social value systems.121 Leonardo Piasere, a 
student of Louis Dumont’s, extensively engaged with Patrick Williams’ 
concept of “the Gypsy system” as expounded in his doctoral thesis, 
Mariage Tsigane. Despite Leonardo Piasere’s results, Michael Stewart 
points out that Patrick Williams was unable to fully provide a systematic 
framework for it that could accommodate the concepts associated with 
Roma/“Gypsies”.122 Stewart proposes that ethnographers researching 
the Roma should adopt a classification system developed by the Roma 
themselves. He suggests that it is reasonable to consider a classifica-
tion system that positions the Roma in contrast to the “Gadzo” while 
also acknowledging that the Roma are perceived as a “closed, invisible 
central concept” from the perspective of non-Roma people. Patrick 
Williams supports Judith Okely and Michael Stewart’s view that the 
French Roma (“Manus”) may have a distinct “world” as defined by 
others. However, despite sharing this theoretical perspective, Williams 
disputes the notion that fixed values determine Roma-perceived ethnic-
ities and identities. Additionally, Williams argues that interpretations 
of Roma ethnic identities and “ways of life” should consider external 
economic and cultural circumstances. In Patrick Williams’ percep-
tion, the “Manus” share a similar social structure to the “Gadzo” but 
may not necessarily experience the same social reality. This observed 
difference creates a social distance between the two groups, and it is 
what constructs the so-called two worlds and realities. As a result, the 
unknown is transformed into the “Gypsy”, and non-Roma people are 
perceived as “Gadzo”. From this perspective, ethnicity is viewed as a 
collective external social concept constructed on social distance and 
power dynamics.123

In the 1990s, Paloma Gay y Blasco re-examined Williams’ research, 
focusing on the symbolic boundaries of ethnic identity and social con-
structions within the Spanish “Gitano” community. She argued that 
“Gitano” identity is shaped by social and political thoughts rooted in 
the values of majority perceptions. Furthermore, Paloma Gay y Blasco’s 

121	 Dumont: Homo Hierarchicus, pp. 28– 15, pp. 225–284.
122	 Williams: Mariage Tsigane. Translated as Prónai: Cigány házasság, pp. 5–63.
123	 Stewart: A roma / cigány “etnicitás” az antropológiai vizsgálódás homlokterében, 

pp. 41–42; Williams: Tsiganes: identité, évolution, quoted by Prónai: Cigánykuta-
tás és kulturális antropológia; Williams: Gypsy World.



Ethnic, National, or Social Class: Differentiation “Discourses”

54

work criticized the social roles of “Gitano” women and men, their behav-
ioral patterns, and the symbolic boundaries within the community. 
She pointed out the ongoing struggle for social acceptance within the 
“Gitano” community, as well as the clear divisions between genders in 
how they are perceived in society. Building on Paloma Gay y Blasco’s 
work, Stewart used the term “pongy” in describing his own doctoral 
dissertation, dating back to 1988, Olah Gypsy Identity and the Persistence 
of Communities. In his later work, in The Time of the Gypsies from 
1997, Stewart is openly critical of earlier anthropological approaches, 
including British “Gypsy” Studies, which often treated Roma as static, 
culture-bound, or exotic others. In his research, Michael Stewart pro-
posed that “Gypsy” groups cannot be strictly defined in community 
terms, reasoning that they can only exist as imagined nations consisting 
of people who relate to institutional structures within the concept of 
nationhood. Additionally, Elisabeth Tauber’s argument focused on the 
German Sinti linguistic paradigm, similar to Gay y Blasco’s, arguing 
that Roma (Spanish “Gitanos”) cannot be considered a nationality from 
a social perspective.124

3.2	 Gadzology: Non-Roma Fragility

In order to understand Romani resilience, it is essential take a closer 
look at non-Romani positionality, and their fragility when it comes to 
the critical Romani response. Based on my experiences, non-Romani 
people do not recognize their racism toward Romani or other racialized 
people in their everyday lives and actions because they live within a 
normalized racist and antigypsyist structure. Even when intentions 
are good—for example creating a Roma-“only” panel at an academic 
conference—it reinforces the nature of racism and puts Romani people 
in a “Gypsy” position, depriving them of the privilege of expressing 
their academic results and thoughts. By emphasizing this assumed 
inclusive willingness of non-Romani scholars, this action puts them 
not only in the oppressor position in the eyes of Romani people, but 
also in the “White” savior position in front of their “Gadzo” fellows, like 
knights with shields. This situation has resulted in a lot of frustration 

124	 Gay y Blasco: A “Different” Body?; Stewart: A roma / cigány “etnicitás” az antropo-
lógiai vizsgálódás homlokterében, p. 43; Tauber et al., quoted by Prónai: A „másik 
asszony” kéregetni megy. A mangapen értelme az esztráiháró szintók körében, 
pp. 172–184.
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and distance between Romani and non-Romani people, which is one 
of the causes of the drive for self-improvement and the compliance 
obligation from the “Gypsy” towards the “Gadzo”, which explains the 
resilient actions and responses. However, in these cases, Romani people 
should not seek to prove themselves to their oppressors; rather, they 
should confront “Gadzo” people with their racism.

In the social sciences, the subaltern position refers to a marginal-
ized status compared to the dominant group(s) as the subaltern faces 
insufficient recognition of their voices.125 By expressing their lived 
experiences and the challenges they face owing to racism, they not 
only reclaim their narratives but also bring them into the public dis-
course. The nature of racial inequality in society impacts power and 
privileges that are often referred to as “White”. People without racialized 
labels like “Others, Black, or Gypsy” have better and easier access to 
social goods and benefits. Therefore, this book also refers to “White” 
as a privilege and not as a categorization of skin color. The foremost 
criticism of so-called “Gadzology” is that “White” privileges not only 
uphold the unequal social system but also, with their often Gadzological 
hidden exploitative actions, the “Gadzo” aim to sustain their advantages 
and access. Furthermore, I refer to “Gadzology” as every knowledge 
production, assumption, and stereotype that has been produced by 
the “Gadzo” about the “Gypsy” over the centuries. I also refer to this 
term as the science on the “Gypsy” because everything that we know 
about the “Gypsy” is based on “Gadzo” perceptions and objectification. 
In this sense, all the studies and schools on the “Gypsy” fall under the 
term “Gadzology”, such as Gypsyloreism, Ciganology, Romology, and 
Romani Studies—hence all the studies without Romani involvement. 
Controversially, when the racialized “Gypsy” confronts the “Gadzo” 
with their racist attitudes, the “Gadzo” reflect with discomfort the stand-
points of their privileged positions. Furthermore, when their privilege 
is questioned, as a defensive reaction (from their positions of power), 
they respond with the core of existing inequalities without possibly 
reflecting on how they regenerate them through their actions and 
putative solidarity. The potential for “Gadzo” to confront and recog-
nize their status of superiority and acknowledge it would entail losing 
the comfort and security associated with their positions of power. In 
critical self-reflection, a necessary step is deconstructing, confronting, 
and rectifying one’s own racial biases and prejudices.

125	 Spivak: Can the Subaltern Speak?
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Robin DiAngelo’s analysis reasons that the acceptance and sup-
port of the “White” position is underscored by inherent hypocrisy, 
ultimately representing a subtle yet pervasive form of racism. The 
seemingly benevolent behavior masks itself in kindness and sensitiv-
ity, often depicted to the public as a display of inclusivity and social 
responsibility. She argues that this deceptive behavior stems from a 
self-centered perspective characterized by obscuring one’s biases and a 
sense of self-glorification.126 As a general experience, the “White” often 
seeks solutions and answers from marginalized groups without fully 
comprehending the societal injustices they face. There is a critical need 
for a comprehensive examination of the systemic impact of the “White” 
in sustaining racism. Despite all these criticisms, it is crucial to employ 
self-reflection not only in scholarship but also in daily life as well.

Citing Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism, it can be concluded 
that power plays a crucial role in shaping marginalized communities’ 
knowledge, representation, ideologies, and perspectives.127 Referring 
to this scholarship, Angéla Kóczé contends that the colonization of 
Roma in Europe represents a societal phenomenon that has been unac-
knowledged and forgotten. She posits that this colonization functions 
as a tool utilized by the dominant society to perpetuate their power 
structures and maintain political and economic dominance. Kóczé also 
underlines the consequences of neglecting postcolonial theories in 
the local context, or ignoring of its broader impact on the academic 
and political discourse surrounding the Roma “question” from a non-
Roma perspective. This neglect and control of academic knowledge 
production, building memories, and representation has given rise to 
a range of ethnicized challenges, including but not limited to poverty, 
housing disparities, and segregation within European societies, which 
has resulted in the “Gypsy”.128

Nancy Fraser argues that the fundamental reason for social inequal-
ities is the unfair distribution of cultural and economic prosperity. The 
dual recognition and distribution theory posits that pursuing social 
justice should be grounded in the politics of recognition; ergo, our 
societies should acknowledge and disassemble the notion of exploita-
tion, which is structurally rooted in economic and cultural aspects. 
Economic exploitation pertains to unjustly marginalizing individuals’ 

126	 DiAngelo: White Fragility.
127	 Said: Orientalism.
128	 Kóczé: Missing Intersectionality.
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capabilities and labor, encompassing constraints, refusals, and exclu-
sions from material resources. Exploitation, in this context, involves 
the unfair treatment of individuals or groups for the benefit of others, 
leading to the deprivation of basic needs and rights. Such exploitation 
is typically motivated by a desire to gain an unjust advantage or profit 
at the expense of others.129 Cultural exploitation is a type of social 
injustice that emerges from the lack of acknowledgment, symbolically 
limiting and negating a community’s cultural expression and products. 
Nancy Fraser’s analysis makes a clear distinction between the politics 
of recognition and of identity. In her reflective analysis, she presents 
an argument regarding the limitations imposed by identity politics on 
the recognition of individuals. This means that the misconception that 
only individuals belonging to specific groups—in our case, Romani 
people—should address issues related to their own identity politics 
criticizes the need for comprehensive inclusivity. Moreover, she raises 
consequential concerns about the current framing of identity politics, 
particularly its focus on intersecting identities. She argues that the 
complexity of individuals with multiple layers of identity is often over-
looked and underscores the importance of fully recognizing and under-
standing these realities. Furthermore, she stresses the essential role of 
identity politics in addressing the causes of inequities experienced by 
marginalized groups. From her point of view, it would be crucial for 
identity politics to effectively confront power dynamics, exclusions, and 
oppressions within the communities it seeks to represent.130

129	 Fraser: Rethinking Recognition.
130	 Fraser / Honneth: Redistribution or Recognition?
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approach to understanding their memories. The concept of “Gypsy” 
embodies a multifaceted representation that acts as both an “examining 
platform” and a specified “scapegoat”. The former characterizations in 
the past (since the 1900s until today) could help us examine academic, 
cultural, and social construction and categorizations of the “Gypsy” 
(Fig. 10). On the other hand, it is important to note that the countless 
definitions of the “Gypsy” over the centuries have led to significant 
political and advocacy implications and function as a tool for marking 
and differentiation within societal contexts.

The commonly held belief among the public is that the Romani peo-
ple are an ethnic group originally from India. This belief can be traced 
back to linguistic research conducted in the 1780s in the field of “proto-
ciganology” (Gypsyology in English-speaking countries). Over time, 
this notion has become deeply rooted in popular perception and has 
significantly influenced the understanding of the origins and identity 
of the Romani people. In the field of linguistics, István Wáli recognized 

Fig. 10. “Gypsy” labels and categorizations from the 1600s until the 2020s in 
the social sciences.
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remarkable similarities and parallels between the linguistic vocabulary 
and structure of the Malabar people living in South India and the Oláh 
“Gypsies” from Győr in Hungary. This discovery sparked increased 
interest in the topic in the Austro-Hungarian Empire during the late 
nineteenth century. During the Austro-Hungarian monarchy (1867–
1918), the administration exerted strong control over public research 
concerning the “Gypsies” throughout its territory. These studies were 
conducted by prominent figures, including Heinrich von Wlislocki, 
Archduke Joseph of Austria, and Antal Herrmann, who led and shaped 
the direction of the research agenda at that time. In the early days of the 
study of “Gypsy” culture and language, the first Ciganologist Triad had 
a long-lasting impact by determining and promoting “Gypsy” traditions 
and the Romani language.131 The new wave of Romani Studies research 
aims to re-examine the discourse on identities, historical interpreta-
tions, and social realities that non-Roma scholars engaged in until the 
post-1990s. The fundamental question in the field, namely “who is the 
Gypsy?”, has been addressed constantly in the social sciences. How 
the “Gypsy” is defined as a research subject is rooted mainly in two 
different methodological interpretations within the social construction.

One standpoint suggests that the definition of “Gypsy” should be 
based on an external classification of the environment, for example 
where and how they live. In contrast, the other interpretation of “Gypsy” 
proposes the importance of self-classification, allowing researchers to 
gather relative and numerical data. However, the existing research 
methodology for defining Roma is deemed inadequate due to the inher-
ent difficulty in obtaining objective data using only external indicators. 
This inadequacy is embedded in the fact that Romani people have expe-
rienced constant changes deriving from the actions of the dominant 
majority in social, economic, and political situations, roles, interpreta-
tions, and different historical periods across and beyond Europe. In the 
2000s, researchers examined the social conditions of the Roma people 
using a multifaceted approach that combined various methodologies to 
gain a comprehensive understanding of their situation. This included 
considering factors such as self-identification, the impact of the exter-
nal environment, and how the interviewers classified the participants. 
However, even today, it is evident that the external interpretation of 
“who is a Gypsy?” continues to control Romani identity politics and 

131	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies; Herrmann: A czigányok meg-
telepítéséről; Erdős: A magyarországi cigányság.
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self-reflection. This supports the argument that the understanding and 
perception of Roma are linked back to the work of Antal Hermann. The 
historical experiences of both the Romani and non-Roma have been 
intertwined, yet they continue to exist in separate social spheres. This 
has led to a “hybrid community” shaped by influences, perspectives, 
and knowledge produced in past centuries. Examining the visible and 
measurable attributes associated with race has led to the development 
of social theories that delineate group identities as being influenced by 
distinct societal factors. Critics contend that political movements and 
institutionalization have molded Romani identity in the past decades. 
The historical trajectory of the Roma can arguably be divided into three 
distinct but interlinked periods:

•	 The initial phase of their perceived characterization was as “out-
siders”.

•	 	This was followed by a period in which they were seen as “socio-
structural problems”.

•	 	Lastly, in the modern era, they are often depicted as the “supreme 
evil”.

Ernő Kállai argues that these historical categorizations illustrate the 
evolving perceptions of Roma people throughout different periods.132

4.1	 “Outsiders” of Society

Before the 1900s, Romani people were commonly depicted from an 
Orientalist viewpoint as nomadic and uncivilized. This portrayal was 
prevalent in the academic, public, and political discourse of the era, 
where the Roma were juxtaposed with perceived societal norms, result-
ing in their marginalization. Authorities forced Romani people to set-
tle in specific areas, often through violent methods, which led to a 
substantial social divide. This period was instrumental in shaping the 
contemporary perception of the “Gypsy” and determined their pre-
dominant perceptions in the public imagination. In the latter part of 
the eighteenth century, Romani people attracted increasing attention 
within society, prompting a response from authorities such as Maria 
Theresa (13 May 1717–29 November 1780, Archduchess of Austria 

132	 Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?
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and Queen of Hungary and Bohemia, Ruler of the Habsburg Monar-
chy,) and Joseph II, her son (13 March 1741–20 February 1790, Ruler of 
the Habsburg Monarchy, Archduke of Austria, and King of Bohemia, 
Croatia, and Hungary). This response involved implementing a “Gypsy 
policy” characterized by coercive measures. In 1767, Maria Theresa had 
the jurisdiction withdrawn from all the Voivodes, which resulted in all 
“Gypsies” becoming subject to the local administration and control. 
At the same time, they had to register, and for the first time, conscrip-
tion was carried out based on this registration. While initial efforts 
to forcibly integrate and assimilate the initial wave of Roma during 
the Age of Enlightenment Absolutism seemed successful within the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, subsequent waves of Roma arrivals posed 
significant challenges to the political and social structures of the time. 
The established social “Gypsy” policies of the era up to that point proved 
inadequate in accommodating “the new arrivals”, leading to political 
and social challenges. During the era of Absolutism, Romani people, 
who had previously been assimilated into the mainstream society, expe-
rienced increasingly strained concerns with non-Roma perceptions 
and possibly even a re-evaluation of their self-perception. During the 
era of “romantic nationalism”, a new form of social distance emerged, 
signifying a shift in societal dynamics.133 The rise of the “Others” in 
the new territories led to the defensive and self-centered reactions 
of established privileged social groups. In nineteenth-century main-
stream politics, the Romani people were commonly portrayed as vaga-
bonds who supported themselves through deceit, imposture, theft, and 
often robbery. They were depicted as wandering without legitimate 
occupation, provoking fear among residents of peaceful, law-abiding 
communities. In the early nineteenth century, the authorities noticed 
the increasing presence and influence of the Roma people, leading to 
significant demographic changes with social and political implications. 
By the end of the century, Romani people had become more noticeable 
due to ongoing migration waves. Between 1850 and 1857, the Collection 
of Hungarian Decrees (Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára) documents a 
comprehensive census that estimated the number of Roma individuals 
to be approximately 140,000.134

133	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies; Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A 
magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 1422–1985.

134	 Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára (Catalogue of Hungarian Decrees) 1867–1945.



The Presence of the “Gypsy” in Hungary

64

By 1857, it was registered that around 143,000 Roma lived in the 
territory of Imperial Hungary. Furthermore, the 1890 census provided 
more detailed data, indicating that there were 91,000 individuals whose 
mother tongue was considered to be “Gypsy”. It is important to note that 
this number does not include those Roma individuals who had already 
linguistically assimilated into the majority society by that time, mean-
ing that the actual number of Roma inhabitants could have been even 
higher. Understanding this historical data provides insights into the 
societal perceptions and treatment of the Romani people at that time. 
In response, the first comprehensive survey on Roma was conducted in 
1893 and later published by Antal Hermann. The 1893 survey estimated 
the Roma population in Royal Hungary to be 274,940, which Hermann 
rounded up to 280,000 in 1895. Despite the society’s misunderstand-
ing of the Roma due to their perceived nomadic lifestyle, the survey 
revealed that the number of nomadic or wandering “Gypsies” was less 
than 9,000, and those who were semi-nomadic and stayed in one place 
for extended periods did not exceed 20,500. According to historical 
records from 1895, it is worth noting that the Romani people in the 
territory of Royal Hungary were predominantly settled, accounting 
for 89.46 % of the population, which equated to a minimum of 250,500 
individuals. This indicates that a maximum of 10.54 % of the Roma 
population, totaling a maximum of 29,500 individuals, led a nomadic 
or semi-nomadic lifestyle during that period.135

In the late nineteenth century, the Pallas Encyclopaedia, an impor
tant scholarly work of its time, offered a comprehensive analysis of 
the historical, linguistic, and social circumstances of the Roma people. 
This in-depth study spanned seven and a half columns and included a 
forty-eight-page annex, providing detailed information about Roma. 
Another significant work from that era was Archduke Joseph’s dis-
sertation entitled “Our Nomads”, which was first published in 1893 as 
part of the seventh issue of Élet (meaning “life” in Hungarian). Despite 
their early date, these works continue to be invaluable resources for 
understanding the cultural and sociological aspects, perceptions, and 
depictions of the Roma people in the nineteenth century.136

Perhaps due to the differentiated social roles, or maybe due to the 
social solidarity that was already present, or maybe owing simply to the 
interest in cultures that were perceived as the “Other”—or to all these 

135	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies.
136	 Archduke Joseph: Our Nomads.
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positions, aspirations, and observations—intellectuals and public officials 
of the time began to pay more attention and took legislative measures on 
the “Gypsies”—called nomads and travellers—in a more profound way. 
This shift led to a more specific approach to addressing the conditions 
and circumstances of Roma within society. The measures not only served 
to confirm the results of the well-known Dános trial that took place in 
1908, but they also further strengthened and solidified the trial’s out-
come. During that period, the issue of nomadic travellers became a focal 
point of legislative attention. Specifically, there was a powerful focus on 
regulating the activities of the nomadic “Gypsy”, which was perceived 
to be disrupting the social order. Although the laws of that era did not 
specifically target “Gypsies”, they were enforced against those who were 
considered to be living outside of mainstream societal norms. In 1911, 
Péter Barabás proposed the separation of “Gypsy” children from their 
families and their placement in children’s shelters. This proposal was 
followed by explicit provisions targeting the Roma from 1916 onwards, 
which were driven by the need to replenish the army during World 
War I, reinforce public health and safety, and eliminate the perceived 
“Gypsy” way of life.137 The Hungarian Ministry of the Interior Decree 
No. 15.000/1916 was explicitly targeted at locating and documenting 
“Gypsies” who were considered to be wandering or without a fixed 
place. This directive was primarily motivated by the military and fiscal 
requirements of World War I. However, in order to implement this rule, 
a clear definition of a “stray Gypsy” was necessary. According to the 
regulation, a “stray Gypsy” was defined as a person who was unable to 
provide evidence of a permanent place of residence.138

The “Gypsy ID” or “black ID” was a record of identification that was 
systematically issued to Roma starting from the age of twelve by the 
authorities in certain European countries. This formal discriminatory 
practice, rooted in prejudice and racism, officially stayed in Hungary until 
1962. The assignment of the “Gypsy ID” was a public way of categoriz-
ing and stigmatizing Romani people that showed the discrimination in 

137	 Gaál: A dánosi rablógyilkosság.
138	 Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?; 15.000/1916. számú 

BM rendelet, Könyvtár Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára 1867–1945 Rendeletek 
tára, 1916 Rendeletek 158. A Magyar Királyi Belügyminiszter 1916. évi 15.000. 
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Minister of the Interior of 1916 on the stray [tented] “gypsies”).
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various aspects of general administration and became widely ingrained 
as a societal standard, aggravating the marginalization and injustice in 
the public spheres.139 The Hungarian Ministry of the Interior also issued 
Decree No. 84.471/1916, based on Maria Theresa’s legislation, aiming 
to tackle the issue of vagrancy by ordering the placement of children 
under the age of seven from nomadic “Gypsy” life into state-operated 
shelters. In 1928, another decree was issued to enforce more authoritarian 
measures aimed at improving public safety and health by controlling 
the movements of the nomadic “Gypsy population”. Furthermore, the 
local law enforcement authorities conducted biannual police raids aimed 
explicitly at targeting “Gypsies”. In 1934, László Endre put forth a proposal 
for a comprehensive approach to addressing what he referred to as the 
“Gypsy question”. He argued that this issue represented a fundamental 
responsibility of the state to address. His recommendation included the 
idea of confining wandering “Gypsies” in barracks or concentration 
camps. Moreover, Endre suggested the establishment of shelters spe-
cifically for “Gypsy” children and the allocation of “Gypsies” to rural 
landowner families for labor, effectively advocating for a system akin to 
enslavement or internment. Notably, this proposal was submitted well 
before the onset of the Romani genocide, thus advocating a prototype of 
the persecution that later came about in our history. Not only did László 
Endre support the idea of sending Romani people to concentration camps, 
László Gesztelyi Nagy also voiced support for this alarming and biased 
proposal. This stance reflects a troubling, prejudiced, and antigypsyist 
attitude towards the Roma, stressing a racist aspect of historical per-
spectives towards marginalized peoples. In 1940, László Gesztelyi Nagy 
examined the earlier reports and evaluated and developed them to provide 
additional recommendations and proposals. Through his work, he argued 
that “Gypsies” should be forcibly sterilized, and that they should be 
gathered in concentration camps to control their further reproduction.140

139	 Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 
1422–1985; 84.471/1916. BM rendelet – Könyvtár Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára 
1867–1945 (Ministry of the Interior Decree No 84.471/1916, Library Catalogue of 
Hungarian Decrees 1867–1945).

140	 A kóbor cigányok hatékonyabb megrendszabályozásáról és újabb adatgyűjtés 
elrendeléséről szóló 257.000/1928. BM. számú körrendelet. Magyarországi Ren-
deletek Tára, 1928, pp. 1026–1027 (Circular No. 257.000/1928 of the Ministry of 
the Interior regarding the more effective control of stray gypsies and the ordering 
of new data collection, Hungarian Register of Regulations, 1928, pp. 1026–1027); 
Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 
1422–1985, p. 172; Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?, 
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4.2	 “Sociostructural Problems”

After the end of World War II, European and Hungarian societies 
underwent profound transformations that further impacted the per-
ception of the Roma. The nomadic and marginalized status that they 
were previously perceived as having shifted into social and political 
categorizations, with the focus on their assumed involvement in the 
country’s social issues, which marked them as deviants. The “Gypsy” 
position in the public imagination was re-evaluated from 1945 to the 
1950s, leading them to becoming scapegoats. Based on their excluded 
status and deep level of poverty, they were defined as assimilated to 
a certain extent, but not fully integrated into mainstream society. The 
post-World War II era caused structural challenges for Romani people, 
particularly in the 1950s, as they faced substantial social, economic, 
and political challenges. This period had a major impact on their lives, 
leading to widespread displacement and discrimination in public set-
tings. Consequently, they faced enormous difficulties in rebuilding their 
deprived and humiliated communities.141

Recognizing the rights of the Roma and creating opportunities for 
their full participation in society following World War II could have 
contributed to stabilizing the European and domestic economies. This 
could have involved initiatives to address historical injustices, pro-
vide education, employment, and healthcare access, and foster social 
inclusion and empowerment for the Romani people. Acknowledging 
their fundamental human rights could have facilitated their success-
ful integration into the broader social and political fabric, especially 
considering their lack of political representation. During this period, 
there was a widely held belief that the challenge of unassimilated Roma 
originated from issues related to their “ethnicity and race”. Econom-
ically, socially, and linguistically, Roma were perceived as a separate 
and identifiable group within society. This perspective implied that 
Roma faced barriers to assimilation that spread across various aspects 
of their lives, including economic participation, social integration, and 
language incorporation.142

p.  123; Gesztelyi: A cigányügy rendezése, pp.  315–317; Gesztelyi: A magyar 
cigánykérdés rendezése.

141	 Dupcsik: A magyarországi cigányság története; Swain / Swain: Eastern Europe 
Since 1945.

142	 Kálmán: A magyar cigányok problémája, pp. 256–258; Dupcsik: A magyarországi 
cigányság története; Majtényi / Majtényi: Cigánykérdés Magyarországon 1945–2010.
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After the 1950s, the social and economic stratification of the Roma 
became visible and noticeable. As political discussions progressed, “the 
social stratification of “Gypsies” began making a clear distinction 
between urban workers and small-scale industrial (merchant) “Gypsies”. 
These differences could link back to the country’s “successful” forced 
linguistic and cultural assimilation. Despite all this, the focus of the 
debates regarding identity politics issues continued to center around 
the “wandering Gypsy”, considered to be outside the sphere of economic 
power and thus moved to the forefront of contemporary arguments. 
Over time, the connection between debates surrounding the criminal-
ization of the “Gypsy” and the portrayal of their situation as a public 
health issue has been increasingly stressed and centralized. A landmark 
for Hungarian society as a whole in the political and sociohistorical 
context was the establishment of the Hungarian Gypsy Cultural Asso-
ciation (MCKSZ, Magyarországi Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége) in 
1957; it remained active until 1961. This organization is credited with 
playing a central role in advocating for the rights and visibility of the 
Romani people, aiming to address systemic discrimination and promote 
social inclusion. The formation of MCKSZ was a significant step forward 
in acknowledging and addressing the cultural, social, and political needs 
of Romani people, which marked an important milestone in their rep-
resentation in Hungarian society. Mária László (Fig. 11), the leader of 
this association, used her expertise and dedication to advance the eman-
cipation and rights of Romani people, despite the fact that it was 

Fig. 11. Mária László (1909–1989), 
leader of the Hungarian Gypsy 
Cultural Association (Magyarországi 
Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége, 
MCKSZ). Roma Press Center, 
Hungary.
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forbidden to address them in public settings. She was one of the first 
Romani intellectuals to openly position herself as a member of the 
“Gypsy community” and to initiate awareness and recognition of 
Romani liberation in Hungary.

In her work, she addressed the issues of the systematic denial of 
equal cultural, economic, and political rights for the Roma, with a focus 
on the historical marginalization of “Gypsies”, revealing how they 
have been structurally deprived of equal access to social services and 
the chance to progress. Mária László pointed out the urgent need to 
successfully integrate Roma into society. She considered this “possible” 
achievement of integration policies to be due to “fortunate” circum-
stances and the solidarity of individuals outside the “Gypsy” community 
who shared similar social responsibilities and views.

It should also be acknowledged that it was Mária László who advo-
cated for the enrolment of Roma and non-Roma marginalized children 
in schools. Furthermore, she argued against the humiliating “black 
identity cards” issued to tens of thousands of Roma, and in countless 
cases she took action against the injustices that were already being 
experienced by Roma.

The primary goal of MCKSZ’s advocacy efforts was to achieve offi-
cial recognition for the “Gypsy” on a national level. This objective was 
in direct conflict with the socialist principles of the state, ultimately 
resulting in the shutdown of MCKSZ and the issuance of a decree by the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, 
MSZMP), the one-party ruling body, explicitly disapproving of any 
interpretation of Roma nationality. The explanation stated that such 
an interpretation was considered impossible and incorrect, indicat-
ing a clear and firm stance on the matter.143 In the 1960s, Hungary’s 
political agenda was heavily centered on implementing policies for 
the enforced integration of Romani people into society. This strategy 
was designed to showcase a significant sociopolitical transformation 

143	 Sághy: Cigánypolitika Magyarországon az 1950–1960-as években; Hajnáczky: Az 
1961-es párthatározat margójára. II.; A Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt Központi 
Bizottsága Politikai Bizottságának határozata a cigánylakosság helyzetének meg-
javításával kapcsolatos feladatokról (1974), n: Az MSZMP határozatai és doku-
mentumai, 1967–1970, Budapest, p. 168 (Decision of the Political Committee of 
the Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party on the tasks 
related to the improvement of the situation of the “gypsy” population [1974], in: 
Decisions and Documents of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’Party, 1967–1970); 
Erdős: Gypsy Studies, published by the Békés County Council V. B. “Gypsy” 
Affairs Coordination Committee.
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aligned with the dominant ideals of the era. It also aimed to provide 
an understanding of the social standing of marginalized individuals 
within the overarching vision of the socialist state. Under the control 
of the regime, a systematic redefinition of the “Gypsy” identity took 
place. This redefinition was not merely superficial but served to exert 
control. The state established three primary categories of Roma identity: 
“unintegrated”, “in the process of integration”, and “integrated”. This 
classification was not purely theoretical; rather, it constituted part of 
the state’s strategy to gain deeper insight into and regulate the “Gypsy” 
within the context of socialist principles. During the 1960s and 1970s, 
there was a significant development in Roma identity politics as the 
first-generation Roma intellectuals emerged onto the scene. This period 
was characterized by the impact of enforced political structures, leading 
to a shift in the discourses surrounding Roma identity politics. The new 
approach, while still being influenced by external factors, represented 
a notable departure from previous ideologies, emphasizing the proac-
tive involvement of the Romani people in deconstructing their iden-
tity and perceptions. The socioeconomic and political transformations 
associated with this period led to the initial upward social mobility of 
the Roma. These changes generated a new perception of their societal 
status, conceptualizing them as an “ethnic stratum”. This social concept 
suggested that Romani people represented a distinct societal group 
facing specific challenges in their quest for integration. Furthermore, 
it was also argued that Romani people represented a distinct social 
group facing particular difficulties in terms of integration, which was 
based on the scientific criminological definition of the period. With this 
characterization, the “Gypsy” became known as “people with social 
integration disorder”. Consequently, this classification underscored 
the “specific social challenges” faced by the Roma and initiated the 
modern forced assimilation process that they encountered, particularly 
when compared to other minority groups in Hungary. In the 1980s and 
1990s, “Ciganology” (still) frequently employed generalized stereotypes 
to categorize “Gypsy” criminals. Simultaneously, there was a growing 
focus on a new social category known as “the disadvantaged” within 
the field of education research, adding further thoughts to the narra-
tive surrounding “Gypsies”. Over time, educational perspectives and 
approaches started to classify Roma children as being at a disadvantage, 
which further reinforced the negative perceptions of the Roma people in 
both public and academic discussions. The age of the Hungarian regime 
change (1989) the debate about the sociopolitical identity discourse of 
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the Roma people back on table, in terms of whether their identity should 
be considered an ethnicity or nationality. The discussion among aca-
demics and politicians focused on the potential consequences for society 
rather than on their official recognition as Roma. It was argued that a 
national identity could hinder the efforts of assimilation and integration 
that had already been made. There were concerns that this condition 
could lead to the segregation of Roma children, possibly through the 
justification of providing “Gypsy-language education”. The debates 
also raised further questions about the impact of categorizations on the 
educational and social integration of Romani people rather than on their 
equal access to education and knowledge. In the late 1980s, Roma was 
understood as an ethnicity, used by the majority to confirm the social 
distance between themselves and the “Gypsy”. The authorities at that 
time did not find it reasonable to acknowledge the Roma as a distinct 
nationality. Their perspective was that Hungarian “Gypsies” were an 
essential part of the Hungarian nation, and as such, they were legally 
recognized as Hungarian.144

4.3	 The “Supreme Evil”

In the “long twentieth century”, the third noteworthy historical period 
for the Roma extends from the regime change, referring to the fall of 
communist regimes in Eastern Europe, to the present day. This era marks 
a time of continued struggle, adaptation, and resilience for the Romani 
people amidst momentous social and political changes. Throughout this 
period in history, societal attitudes continued to reflect and perpetuate 
the accumulated traumas from earlier eras by projecting them onto the 
perceived social marginalization and putative deviance of the “Gypsy”. 
During this time, Romani people faced targeted prejudice, being blamed 
for various social issues in Hungarian and European history, which 
is marked as a particularly dark chapter characterized by widespread 
prejudice and systematic discrimination against Roma.

In the 1990s, Hungary underwent a rapid and significant regime 
change, effectively shifting from a socialist state to a conception of 
social equality of rights and democracy in a relatively short period. 
This transformation meant a profound reconfiguration of the country’s 

144	 Moldova: Bűn az élet—Riport a rendőrökről; Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nin-
csenek, akkor kik azok?
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political, economic, and social milieu, initiating extensive reforms and 
remodeling the structure of Hungarian society. The preconceived sub-
jective understanding of democracy and the rule of law, often unspoken 
in public discourse, was perceived by the authorities in Hungary as 
an independent and assumed open authority that had not previously 
existed in the country.

Despite the apparent transition to a new system in 1989, democratic 
principles were influenced by autocratic leadership and entrenched 
perspectives inherited from the socialist regime. The political trans-
formation also brought about a publicly populist reinterpretation of 
society, in which the Roma—still controlled and defined by the political 
views of the 1950s–1960s—experienced a renewed interpretation of 
them as “nomadic Gypsies”. The Hungarian socialist regime change era 
saw repeated failures in integration policies pertaining to the Roma, 
characterized by persistent inadequacies. These deficiencies manifested 
in their exclusion from the labor market, in their enforced segregation 
in educational institutions, in restrictions of emancipation, and in the 
propagation of hate campaigns targeting them in the media.

T﻿he 1971 survey by István Kemény revealed that the employment 
rate of Roma in Hungary was high, at 85 %, only 2 % lower than the 
employment rate of non-Romani people in the country. This high level 
of employment was especially noteworthy before the regime change 
in 1989.145

However, by 1993, there was a considerable decrease in employment 
rates across society as a whole. During the first half of the 1990s, the 
employment rate for Roma plummeted to 29 %, while 64 % was the 
figure for the majority. The significant 56 % reduction in the employ-
ment rate of Roma over the two decades between 1971 and 1993 can 
be attributed to the educational obstacles they faced and the lack of 
access to subsequent qualifications. These factors hindered their ability 
to enter a developing economic and business environment in the 1990s. 
The changing employment landscape was not just a result of economic 
changes but also a reflection of shifting requirements. Newer occupa-
tions required new skills based on individuals’ educational attainment 
and personal capital. However, this does not mean that the social struc-
ture did not continue to favor personal connections based on social 
networks in the relatively new multi-party socialist system, disre-
garding the educational merits and economic status of disadvantaged 

145	 Kemény: A magyarországi cigány lakosság, pp. 63–72.
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people. This period had a tremendous negative impact on the economic 
status of Romani people. The breaking-up of the cooperatives and the 
privatization of the various factories affected them first and foremost; 
therefore, their employment declined in these sectors, and they lost 
their jobs in the system at first.146 Despite the progress made with the 
presence of Roma intellectuals, social distance and prejudice continued 
to persist in societal discourse.

The emergence of new media platforms has resulted in the intro-
duction of new terminology to characterize the traditionally margin-
alized domestic “Others”, thereby promoting the criminalization and 
categorization of the “Gypsy” from a criminological perspective (again) 
in the media.The media’s portrayal of the Roma as antagonists has 
influenced the rise of the Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIÉP) and, 
consequently, the emergence and empowerment of the far-right Jobbik 
party in Hungarian politics. Commercial talk shows in the Hungarian 
media landscape, such as the Mónika Show, the Balázs Show, and the 
Győzike Show, were actively used as platforms to reinforce and perpet-
uate distorted perceptions of Roma. These programs had an influential 
role in projecting and reinforcing negative images and stereotypes of 
the “Gypsy”, aligning with the preconceived notions held by the general 
public. Through carefully framed depictions and portrayals, these shows 
characterized Romani people as unintelligent, uncultured, unclean, and 
demanding, thus contributing to stigmatizing and harmful stereotypes 
within society.

Between 2006 and 2013, Hungary witnessed a series of violent and 
politically significant events that increased antigypsyism and far-right 
extremism in the country. The Olaszliszka atrocity on 15 October 2006 
marked a turning point, when a Hungarian man, Lajos Szögi, was 
beaten to death by a group of Roma after allegedly hitting a Roma child 
with his car. The incident was heavily politicized and exploited by the 
far right to stoke antigypsyism. This atmosphere of hostility strength-
ened the establishment of the Hungarian Guard on 25 August 2007, a 
paramilitary group founded by the far-right Jobbik party. The Guard 
organized intimidating marches in Romani settlements, demonstrating 
nationalist and racist ideologies.

The most extreme manifestation of antigypsyist violence came with 
the organized serial murders of Romani people between 7 March 2008 

146	 Kemény: A magyarországi cigány lakosság; Kemény: A magyarországi romák; 
Havas / Kemény: A magyarországi romákról.
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and 21 August 2009. The extremist perpetrators were driven by nation-
alist and racist ideologies, carried out coordinated assaults involving the 
use of firebombs (Molotov cocktails) thrown into homes, followed by 
shootings at residents who tried to escape the flames. These attacks took 
place predominantly in the northeastern and eastern parts of Hungary, 
in small towns and villages such as Kisléta, Galgagyörk, Nagycsécs, and 
Tatárszentgyörgy. The attacks resulted in the deaths of six individuals, 
including a five-year-old child.

Around the same time, the murder of Marian Cozma, a Romanian 
handball player stabbed to death during a bar fight on 8 February 2009, 
was similarly instrumentalized by the far right to reinforce racial ste-
reotypes. The subsequent trial of the serial murderers of Romani people, 
held from 25 March 2011 to 6 August 2013, ended in life sentences for 
three of the attackers (Kiss Árpád, Kiss István, and Pető Zsolt). While 
it brought a degree of justice, the case also revealed systemic failures 
in the protection of Roma and the broader social indifference toward 
racially motivated violence. The authorities were initially criticized for 
their slow responses and insufficient investigations, which emboldened 
the perpetrators.147

After these serial murders of Roma in 2008/2009 fueled by hate pro-
paganda, there has been a noticeable trend in commercial media where 
individuals portraying “Gypsies as talented heroes” have increasingly 
participated in various music shows. Broadcasters presented a narrative 
that echoed the belief in the inherent musical talent of the “Gypsy”. 
They suggested that music is considered to be a defining aspect of 
“Gypsy” culture, and it has the potential to lift them out of poverty and 
elevate their situation within their community. Including the Roma 
in talent shows can be interpreted as an effort to counterbalance the 
general negative opinions of the “Gypsy” in the media world, which in 
the early 2010s was an imagined and unattainable world for the gen-
eral public. Therefore those “Gypsies” on the television were simply a 
creation and not the same as the “Gypsies” in the neighborhood. The 
appearance of the “Gypsy heroes” in television shows was a form of 
“soft compensation” for the past misrepresentation of Roma as biased 
“singing-dancing but talented Gypsies” in the mainstream media. This 
period seems to have initiated assumed changes in public perceptions 

147	 Olaszliszka atrocity, 15  October  2006; establishment of the Hungarian Guard, 
25 August 2007; serial murders of Romani people, 7 March 2008–21 August 2009; 
murder of Marian Cosma, 8 February 2009; trials for the serial murders of Romani 
people, 25 March 2011–6 August 2013. Munk / Morvay / Szabó: Cigány csillagok.
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to counter negative stereotypes, balancing previous damage to Roma 
through media representation, which, in a sense, has been successful 
based on internalization and social conformity.

The media also played a role in shaping perceptions of Roma through 
compulsory weekly programs showcasing “Gypsy” cultural heritage. It 
may seem a massive generalization, but the media have fundamentally 
shaped how “Gypsies” are portrayed, from their first appearance in 
public to the present day. Furthermore, these representations have also 
contributed to a broader understanding of a putative Romani identity 
and roots within the larger society.

Both the non-Roma portrayal of the “Gypsy” and Roma self-rep-
resentation have been significantly shaped by prevailing beliefs of 
inferiority and societal norms set by external influences. As a result, 
the perception of the Roma people has been characterized by a range 
of descriptors, including exotic, menacing, intimidating, mysterious, 
alien, unapproachable, and distant. The twentieth century presented 
several historical turning points that could have had the potential to 
significantly alter the negative and stereotypical portrayal of the Roma 
people.

Despite these opportunities, society continues to play the “Gypsy 
card”, thereby reinforcing and sustaining harmful, prejudiced stereo-
types against Roma people. Undoubtedly, the media has an influential 
role in this, as it has failed to represent Roma accurately and ethically; 
instead, it has reinforced the process of whitewashing at national and 
European levels.

This social reality has led to a situation where, even when Roma 
obtain the necessary qualifications and knowledge, they are still mar-
ginalized and not considered “white” enough to be recognized as public 
professionals and representatives. As a result, they have often been 
relegated to working behind the scenes rather than being given the 
visibility and credit they deserve. This systematic racism has institu-
tionalized the social and economic exclusion of the Roma, restricting 
their ability to participate fully in society.
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individuals’ opportunities and societal inequalities. In addition to the 
structuralist analysis approach, another relevant perspective is the inter-
pretation of social stratification, which involves ranking members of 
society into hierarchical groups and social strata.148 In sociological terms, 
into different social groups that are perceived as more or less favorable. 
This ranking is based on various factors, such as wealth, occupation, 
and education, which determine an individual’s position in the social 
hierarchy. This categorical concept of social stratification is closely tied 
to society’s interconnected networks and relations that create a sense of 
cohesion, collectiveness, and solidarity within the stratified social struc-
ture.149 Previous analysis of social stratification defined it as a complex 
system of relations characterized by continuous interaction among its 
members. This perspective suggests that social inequalities are rooted 
in categorical groupings (such as “social class” and “social stratum”), 
which are interchangeable with social stratification in sociology. Fur-
thermore, it is important to distinguish between relational and gradual 
positions within social class and stratification.150 The concept of social 
class could also be a framework through which the society could value 
structural mechanisms and measure hierarchical positionings of different 
groups within society. This approach not only offers an understanding 
of the social structure of the upper, middle, and lower classes, but can 
also present experiences on the nature of social stratification. This also 
means that the gradualist social class structure should be analyzed in 
relational terms. The concept of relational class can provide insights into 
the systems of interrelations and social distances among various social 
groups, as well as the discrepancies between the approaches to class 
analysis and social stratification in equal opportunity research, noting 
that they are fundamentally contradictory.151

Numerous differences can be seen when examining these viewpoints 
on social analysis. These differences encompass the distribution and 
prioritization of social connections or resources, the formulation of 
explanations or descriptions, and the fundamental sociological approach 
employed by each standpoint. The structural interpretation (social class 
approach) and the social ranking approach (social stratification) are 

148	 Ganzeboom / Graaf / Treiman: A Standard International Socioeconomic Index of 
Occupational Status.

149	 Bottomore: Classes in Modern Society; Scott: Stratification and Power.
150	 Wright: Class Structure and Income Determination; Wright: Social Class.
151	 Farkas: A társadalmi rétegződés értelmezései.
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often viewed as opposing viewpoints. However, it is argued that consid-
ering society in relational terms, focusing on the notions of equality and 
inequality, would be more constructive. This perspective may explain 
the reasons behind societal disparities and their (lack of) effects. Fur-
thermore, class analysis draws attention to the unequal distribution of 
social relations and connections within society. In contrast, the ranking 
approach aims to comprehend social differences in terms of both formal 
and informal advantages, including income, social welfare benefits, and 
prestige, as well as material and cultural capital.152

The perspectives of structure and stratification differ mainly in their 
approach to social phenomena. While the structural perspective focuses 
on explaining the underlying causes and mechanisms that produce 
social outcomes, the stratification perspective is more concerned with 
describing the patterns of social inequality and differentiation within 
a society. The structural perspective seeks to uncover the fundamental 
factors that shape social structures, institutions, and relationships. In 
contrast, the stratification perspective aims to document and analyze the 
distribution of resources, opportunities, and privileges among different 
social groups. These two perspectives offer different lenses through 
which sociologists can examine and understand the intricacies of social 
systems and inequality. Social structuralists view society as being com-
posed of different social classes, which they believe are the fundamental 
source of social injustice. They argue that these inequalities are not 
responsible only for societal variations. Empirical stratification studies 
aim to analyze and understand the various factors and mechanisms 
that exacerbate social inequalities. These studies take into account a 
comprehensive spectrum of factors, such as occupation, gender, age, 
ethnicity, and individual characteristics, to understand social stratifi-
cation and its impact on society.

5.2 	 Social Stratification

Social mobility and stratification overlap in the hierarchical ranking of 
individuals or groups within a society based on various criteria such 
as wealth, power, or education. Stratification conceptions allow for a 
more nuanced understanding of the relations and processes involved in 
social mobility compared to social structure conceptions, which might 

152	 Grabb: Social Inequality.
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oversimplify the patterns of social mobility. Social rankings provide an 
insightful way to observe and comprehend inequalities within society. 
In terms of the social application of this approach, it is important to 
mention that general stratification theories primarily offer statistical 
explanations that classify individuals’ social and economic standing.

From a sociological point of view, social stratification based on 
socioeconomic status is frequently highlighted as a crucial factor 
influencing various human attributes and opportunities. Neverthe-
less, it is important to recognize that these grounds primarily depend 
on statistical analysis, some scholars argue that such grounds do not 
provide concrete evidence to support their arguments fully.153 Social 
class unravels the structuralist perspective by defining hierarchical, 
dialogical, and classification differences within and between societies. 
It includes economic and cultural distinctions that shape the interac-
tions and experiences of individuals and groups within a community 
as well. These differences impact access to resources, opportunities, 
and power within society. Social class also influences one’s identity, 
sense of belonging, disadvantages, and overall social mobility. Further-
more, social stratification is connected with a normative-functionalist 
perspective, highlighting the consequence of a collective connection 
between society’s layers.

Social stratification involves the hierarchical arrangement of indi-
viduals and groups based on factors such as capital, status, and power, 
while the normative-functionalist perspective draws attention to the 
need for mutual cooperation and cohesion across these social strata for 
society’s benefit. According to Davis and Moore’s results, the function-
alist system explains how social stratification is essential for maintain-
ing a society’s structure. They argue that society must place individuals 
in positions based on their skills, abilities, and contributions to ensure 
stability and productivity. According to their perspective, this approach 
allows the most talented and qualified individuals to enter roles that are 
necessary to society’s general functioning. Furthermore, they suggest 
that individuals in a given social context should enhance their societal 
position to effectively fulfill their communal and individual responsibil-
ities.154 To understand the functionalist social ranking, it is vital to bring 

153	 Ganzeboom / Graaf / Treiman: A Standard International Socioeconomic Index of 
Occupational Status.

154	 Parsons: The Social System; Farkas: A társadalmi rétegződés értelmezései; Davis /  
Moore: A rétegződés néhány elve.
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into the analysis the concepts of talent and success that could support 
individuals’ social and economic mobility. These notions interrelate with 
societal structures, influences, and individual experiences. In addition, 
it is crucial to examine the particular educational conditions, skills, and 
abilities required to achieve social mobility.

When considering how one’s social position at birth impacts with 
future opportunities, other social concepts should be taken into account, 
such as social equality, positive discrimination or affirmative actions. 
From the functionalist perspective on social stratification, it is argued 
that the unequal distribution of various social equality goods is nec-
essary to guarantee the equivalent relations of society. This viewpoint 
suggests that unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, and 
rewards is essential to incentivize individuals to fulfill different roles 
within the social structure, contributing to overall social stability and 
progress. However, when social goods are distributed equally and uni-
formly across all social strata without taking into account the existing 
differences and barriers, it does not necessarily lead to the equalization 
of opportunities. Instead, distribution can strengthen the boundaries 
and divisions between different social strata. Simply distributing social 
goods without considering the specific needs and challenges of differ-
ent groups can fail to address underlying inequalities and may even 
contribute to maintaining existing social gaps. For social equalization 
to commence, there must be a recognizable and enduring uneven dis-
tribution of social resources and opportunities within a specific social 
group or class. This unequal distribution needs to be more prominent 
and of higher quality to initiate the social equalization process. Exam-
ining the issue through the lens of positive discrimination, there is 
a hidden discussion that the practice is not inclined toward creating 
lasting change. Instead, it tends to target specific social or economic 
aspects without evaluating the possibility of a broader and possibly 
sustained initiative. When looking at how to achieve social equal-
ization, it would be essential to create affirmative actions in order to 
provide long-term equal access to social goods, which may be more 
effective than relying only on positive discrimination. Therefore, instead 
of short-term positive discrimination, the solution is based on promot-
ing equal opportunities via affirmative actions that can address existing 
inequalities and on fostering a more sustainable and equitable society 
by creating a level playing field for all individuals to succeed based on 
their merits and abilities. The various positive discriminations cannot 
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balance social inequalities, as these are not continuous interventions 
in the individual’s social and economic mobility.

In a fair and just society, it is essential to acknowledge that the 
distribution of benefits should be based on personal needs, considering 
the individuals’ positions and the level of talent or education required 
for those roles. Through their actions, people can contribute to society’s 
needs and development, as a result of which they could be perceived 
as a valuable member of society. The concepts of social stratification 
and structure allow us to compare and contrast different societal sys-
tems, highlighting differences and examining the need to ensure equal 
opportunities to tackle social and economic inequalities. The approach 
of comparing structuralism with social stratification allows for assessing 
an individual’s degree of deprivation of social resources and exploitation 
of knowledge, capital, and social mobility.155

Individuals in different social positions have varying access to goods 
and resources based on their status within the social hierarchy. Further-
more, social benefits are distributed unequally in all societies without 
harmonizing individual needs, competencies, and efforts. Critics argue 
that social stratification is an “unconscious” social construct that serves 
as a tool for society’s functioning. This perspective suggests that the 
divisions and hierarchies within society are often embedded in social 
structures and interactions, influencing individuals’ opportunities and 
experiences based on their status in the social ranking.156 One of the 
key criticisms of functionalist social stratification, as articulated by 
Vanfossen, is that it promotes an ideology that views social inequalities 
and hierarchical ranking as essential and optimal.157 This perspective 
proposes that individuals who hold privilege and power within society 
are responsible for creating and maintaining its hierarchical structure, 
which they believe to be fair and legitimate. In addition to the previ-
ous points, three questionable observations can be made regarding 
social stratification. The measurement of functionality using empirical 
methods presents a significant challenge, leading to difficulties in ver-
ifying conclusions from a research methodology standpoint. Further-
more, there is a correlation between different social situations and the 
acknowledgment of equal recognition within those contexts. Addi-
tionally, individuals in disadvantaged positions frequently encounter 

155	 Young: Five Faces of Oppression.
156	 Davis / Moore: A rétegződés néhány elve.
157	 Vanfossen: The Structure of Social Inequality.
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obstacles when attempting to utilize their skills and capacities, while 
those who occupy higher social positions may not always be the most 
appropriate candidates for their roles.

The functionalist approach is often criticized for promoting a view 
that implies a static and unchanging state of affairs, where the perceived 
social equality of opportunity is believed to be optimally maintained. 
This critique highlights the concern that the functionalist perspective 
may overlook the relations of the developing social systems and the 
obstacles to equality, which is constructed and shaped by the dominant 
and privileged class in society along with a cultural and economic 
value system where social inequalities of opportunity are unjustified.158 
According to Weber’s concept of social stratification, the distribution of 
power and social inequalities of opportunity can be examined through 
interconnected factors such as wealth and prestige. This approach 
considers not only economic factors but also the social and political 
scopes of inequality within society, providing an integrated framework 
for analyzing social stratification. Factors contributing to economic 
inequalities of opportunity include discrepancies, as well as market and 
property value variations. These differences can substantially impact 
individuals’ access to resources and opportunities, thus marking eco-
nomic inequality. Prestige, status, and lifestyle are significant factors 
that contribute to the differentiation and ranking of individuals within 
society. These elements include social indicators, such as success, social 
status, and economic well-being, collectively shaping an individual’s 
perceived position and influence within their community. The unequal 
distribution of social power is rooted in the relations and interactions 
between different social classes, which determine and reinforce existing 
differences within our social structures.159

158	 Buckley: A méltányos egyenlőtlenségről; Atkinson / Piketty / Saez: Top Incomes in 
the Long Run of History; Volscho / Kelly: The Rise of the Super-Rich.

159	 Weber: Gazdaság és társadalom.
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with various groups and communities based on their personal identities. 
These identities not only shape their social positions but also define 
their roles and interactions within society.

The concept of individual awareness of identity is integral to under­
standing the self and its distinction from others. This awareness allows 
individuals to differentiate themselves from others and to be organized 
into various social categories based on differences. This process of 
self-identification and categorization is fundamental to forming social 
structures and relations with society’s members. In sociology, identity 
is considered as situative that embodies the personal characteristics, 
beliefs, and expressions that construct an individual’s self. This includes 
factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and 
socioeconomic status, among others. Social identity theory emphasizes 
the role of social groups and categorizations in shaping an individual’s 
sense of self. In contrast, social psychology examines how individuals 
perceive and interact with others in their social environment and how 
these interactions impact their self-concept and behavior. The concept 
of identity often manifests as a process of fragmentation, where indi­
viduals and groups seek to delineate clear distinctions between them­
selves (“us”) and others (“them”). This distinction promotes a sense of 
communal belonging and solidarity within a group while engendering a 
perceived separation from those outside the group. This intricate inter­
action between belonging and differentiation is integral to constructing 
and maintaining individual and collective identities.

Identity may undergo transformations, solidify in specific contexts, 
gain prominence, or be marginalized based on a range of social inter­
actions. It may shift and take on different forms depending on the specific 
social relations at a place. Some identities may become more visible and 
valued in particular milieus, while others may become marginalized or 
overlooked. According to Erik H. Erikson’s psychosocial theory, identity 
development during adolescence is a crucial stage that significantly 
shapes an individual’s sense of self. This phase involves examining 
and establishing one’s personal understanding and explaining essential 
developmental challenges that impact future psychological well-being. 
He considered identity formation not a one-time experience but rather an 
ongoing process that extends across the lifespan. This process concerns 
continually integrating and re-evaluating one’s experiences, connections, 
and cultural influences as individuals navigate various developmental 
stages and life changes. The process of self-exploration involves under­
standing one’s personal values and beliefs, and defining clear objectives. 
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This reflection leads to the integration of these elements into a cohesive 
and well-defined characterization of identity.162 Identity is multifaceted, 
including various elements such as attitudes, environmental behavior, 
and moral norms. It is not a static concept, but a complicated phenome­
non shaped by interconnected factors. This means that a person’s sense 
of self is shaped by their cognitive and emotional well-being, their inter­
actions with society, and their sense of belonging and connection within 
their community.163 Judith Butler’s (they/them) perspective on identity 
argues that one’s identity is not static or predetermined but rather a 
constant and active process shaped through interactions, experiences, 
and social relations. Furthermore, identity itself, for Butler, is an illu­
sion retroactively created by our performances. Performative identity 
refers to the concept that individuals express and shape their identities 
through actions and performances that are influenced by social norms 
and contexts. This indicates that while individuals have agency in their 
self-presentation, they also respond to external expectations. This view 
challenges the notion of fixed categories and the account of identity as 
fluid and constantly developing. Butler furthermore argues that identity 
includes factors such as age, gender, social class, economic status, and 
geographical location. These elements shape an individual’s experi­
ences and opportunities, ultimately influencing their sense of self and 
interactions with the world around them. Moreover, they argue that 
identity is not merely shaped by biological factors or external societal 
norms; instead, it is formed through an individual’s own choices and 
actions with the impact of social structures and expectations. From this 
perspective, identity is an active and constant phenomenon shaped by 
ongoing interactions and experiences within different social, cultural, 
and relations with the past.164 Judith Butler and Iris Marion Young build 
upon Michel Foucault’s ideas and suggest that individuals in minority 
or disadvantaged positions have their social status (or identity) shaped 
by those who belong to a more privileged social group. This suggests 
that an individual’s societal position is heavily influenced by those 
who hold a more advantageous status. Consequently, they note that 
individuals born into a privileged social stratum often develop a sense 
of entitlement to preserve the existing social hierarchy. This under­
standing of entitlement may stem from the advantages and benefits 

162	 Erikson: Identity, Youth and Crisis; Erikson: Identity and the Life Cycle.
163	 Bloom: Personal Identity, National Identity, and International Relations.
164	 Butler: Bodies That Matter.
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they have experienced due to their social status, leading them to resist 
efforts aimed at disrupting the status quo. Butler and Young believe the 
perceived position of power grants authority to define and categorize 
others according to the subjective understanding of reality. There­
fore, an individual’s birth into a particular social position significantly 
impacts their social, economic, cultural, linguistic, and identity status, 
as well as their access to services and social resources.165

According to Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality is a concept that 
acknowledges how various aspects of a person’s identity (such as race, 
gender, class, sexual orientation, etc.) intersect and interact, shaping 
their experiences and perspectives. This means that an individual’s 
multiple identities cannot be viewed separately from one another but 
must be viewed together to comprehensively understand their social 
position and lived experiences. Moreover, intersectionality helps to 
recognize the interconnections of different identities, positions, values, 
and lived experiences within various contexts, such as social science, 
social/political movements, or activist scholarship.

This account takes into consideration the need to evaluate the rela­
tionships between multiple social factors when examining identity, 
power, and social justice issues. It is a social notion that supports critical 
engagement with and analysis of the concept of power, which margin­
alized people face through multiple oppressions. With this approach, 
social science, human rights activism, and the legal system are able to 
provide explanations and counterarguments to privileged “positions” 
who may be unaware of or dismissive of the experiences of those with 
intersecting marginalized identities. This approach could be particularly 
valuable for those investigating hate crimes within the legal system. It 
is also important to note that the combination of intersecting forms of 
oppression is not limited to the perceived disadvantaged or marginal­
ized societal status of individuals. 

Critique suggests that social inequalities are interconnected and 
impact on each other. This perspective notes the intersecting nature 
of various forms of social inequality, stressing how they can reinforce 
and shape each other.166 Intersectionality is linked to Critical Race The­
ory, which critically examines the concept of objectivity in academic 

165	 Foucault: The Order of Things; Young: Five Faces of Oppression; Butler: Bodies 
that Matter.

166	 Crenshaw: Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex; Crenshaw: Map­
ping the Margins; Crenshaw: Critical Race Theory.
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narratives that center on individuals from marginalized positions. It 
indicates concerns about the narrative and place reclaimed in society 
by evaluating previous perspectives and standpoints of the past. David 
Gillborn’s studies propose that when conducting studies on social equal­
ity, it is important to consider various aspects of identity to gain a more 
complete understanding of social mechanisms.167 Moreover, Foucault’s 
queer theory underscores the necessity of deconstructing identities, 
emphasizing how they are shaped by power relations and discourses. 
He advocates for the critical examination of established norms and 
categories as a central component of research methodologies, enabling 
challenges to dominant social orders and possibilities for resistance 
against oppressive norms and injustices.168

The concept of intersectionality addresses not only an individu­
al’s identity but also broader societal structures, power dynamics, and 
systems of oppression. With the intersectional framework, our soci­
ety could have an account of the multi- and cross-layered structures 
of oppression and privilege that individuals may face based on these 
intersecting identities. The phenomenon is a meaningful indicator of 
anti-discrimination attitudes, as it allows the evaluation of individuals’ 
social distance, prejudice, justice, and social responsibility in different 
social contexts. It serves as an instrument for measuring and under­
standing how people perceive and interact with others, especially in 
terms of differences and biases. No person can be defined only by 
one particular group or characteristic identity, such as gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnic background, age, characteristics, nationality, social 
status, religion, or belief. Individuality is shaped by a combination of 
these factors, and society should be conscious of the depth of each 
person’s identity.

6.1	 Individual, Group, and Social Identity

The prior sections discussed the dilemmas and debates around Roma 
“ethnicity”, “nationality”, and “social class” (chapter 3). As a further 
thought-provoking argument over the past three decades, there has 
been a significant misinterpretation within the spheres of both social 
science and political discourse regarding Romani identities. This 

167	 Gillborn: Critical Race Theory and Education.
168	 Foucault: The History of Sexuality.
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misinterpretation pertains to inadequately mixing cultural and eth­
nic identities, leading to a false juxtaposition of ethnic and minority 
identities, more precisely relating to the “Gypsy”. Juxtapositions have 
had extensive implications for the perception and characterization of 
Romani people. These misguided adaptations and categorization have 
enabled the public to perceive and treat Roma people as outsiders of 
society, which has led to the strengthening and perpetuation of stereo­
types around them. The debates on the integration of the “Gypsy” and 
the improvement of their quality of life have become key components 
of public policy initiatives. However, the precise meaning of terms 
such as “integration” and “improvement of quality of life” are often 
interpreted and influenced by Orientalist and paternalistic perspectives. 
As mentioned earlier, ethnicity is a complex concept that is socially 
constructed and includes the shared cultural and linguistic heritage of 
a particular minority group. It embodies traditions, customs, beliefs, 
and practices through generations within a specific community. Addi­
tionally, ethnicity often has a significant role in shaping individual and 
collective identities and can influence social positions and relations 
within societies.

The term “ethnic minority” refers to a specific group of individuals 
living within a country, or beyond its borders, with characteristics 
that differentiate them from the dominant society. These groups often 
persist in upholding and passing on their traditions and heritage to 
the following generations while living within a dominant culture.169 
Martin P. Levinson argues that the individual’s perception of personal 
identity is connected to the socially constructed views surrounding 
ethnicity. This suggests that an individual’s understanding of who they 
are is shaped by the cultural and societal perceptions and expectations 
related to their ethnic background.

Ergo, the protection of one’s personal identity is contingent upon 
the presence of culturally significant social structures and platforms 
for interpersonal exchange. The construction and maintenance of these 
structures are essential for individuals to develop and support a mean­
ingful understanding of their own identity within the cultural and 
societal framework of their ethnic background.170 Another view is that 
the relationship between political interactions and psychological factors 
significantly shapes the development of both individual and collective 

169	 Bindorffer: Kettős identitás.
170	 Levinson: The Role of Play in the Formation and Maintenance of Cultural Identity.
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identities. The impact of these related factors shows how individuals 
perceive themselves and their role within society. Recognizing that 
power influence within society shape identity politics is crucial.171 
Personal and social minority identities are linked to majority power 
structures, which operate and maintain themselves through various 
classifications and categories. These structures are fundamental in 
shaping the experiences and representation of minority groups within 
society, which are often in conflict with aspects of self-identity as per­
ceived by the external environment. The characteristics of a person’s 
identity, such as their cultural background, gender, and personal beliefs, 
can sometimes clash with their own understanding of who they are in 
the context of the world around them.

Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s group identity theory, which emerged 
from the Bristol School in the 1970s, focuses on how individuals define 
their identity within social groups. According to this theory, people 
derive a sense of self and belonging from their membership in vari­
ous social groups and use these groups to shape their social identity. 
From these scholars’ perspectives, they believe that group identities 
are formed around closely incorporated interests, which offer people 
tangible, economic, and symbolic social benefits. Once an individual 
applies the collective values, their consciousness becomes categorized 
with the aspects associated with being part of the group. These factors 
are often preserved as positive values, which are incorporated into the 
individual’s self-identity.172 An important aspect of group identity is 
how individuals perceive their own role and status within the group 
and in comparison to other communities. This involves considering 
not only one’s relationship with other group members but also how 
the group fits into the larger web of social relations. The concept of 
self-positioning leads to the result of distinctions between individuals 
who are part of a specific group and those who belong to other commu­
nities. Anthony Giddens’ concept of minority versus majority not only 
places and defines various groups within society but also determines 
their societal status. The process of categorizing individuals based 
on certain attributes not only supports recognizing differences but 
also has the potential to result in the unequal treatment of different 

171	 Allahar: The Politics of Ethnic Identity Construction.
172	 Tajfel / Turner: The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior.
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members of society.173 Based on social identity theory, groups are 
formed by distinguishing one’s own group from others by associat­
ing positive values with one’s own community. This differentiation 
allows individuals to develop a sense of belonging and attachment to 
their social group, contributing to their overall identity and self-con­
cept. The social need to compare ourselves with others, whether on an 
individual or societal scale, is connected to human social interaction, 
self-reflection, understanding, and interpretation of our experiences. 
Comparisons with others are essential in shaping social behavior and 
personal perspectives.

Group and social identities are not static constructs; they result 
from social and personal characteristics that develop and change over 
time. Minorities often find themselves distinguished from the majority 
due to differences in their perceived characteristics and values. This 
sense of separation leads to distinctive social challenges within the 
so-called minority and majority. It is argued that distinctive cultural, 
historical, and political factors differentiate national minorities from 
ethnic minorities. National minorities are generally groups of people 
who have longstanding ties to a specific region or territory within a 
nation-state and may have their own distinct language, culture, or tra­
ditions. In contrast, ethnic minorities are often defined by their distinct 
cultural and group characteristics, which may set them apart from the 
majority population within a given country. Both forms of minority 
groups may face challenges in preserving their identity, pursuing rec­
ognition, and safeguarding their rights within the broader society.

An essential difference between national minorities and ethnic 
minorities is based on their core sense of identity. National minorities 
possess a distinct political identity, separate from the cultural aspects 
of their identity, such as language and religion. On the other hand, 
ethnic minorities primarily base their identity on cultural factors like 
language, beliefs, and customs. This fundamental difference emphasizes 
minority experiences and their interactions within broader societal 
frameworks. The current explicit criteria for distinguishing between 
ethnic and national minorities are often criticized for lacking clear 
demarcation in public awareness.174 This lack of differentiation contrib­

173	 Krappmann: Az identitás szociológiai dimenziói; Giddens: Politics, Sociology and 
Social Theory; Giddens: Sociology.

174	 Kállai / Törzsök: Átszervezések kora; Kállai: The Situation of the Roma in Hungary 
on the Threshold of the Third Millenium.
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utes to the confusion and misunderstanding surrounding the challenges 
and experiences of these minority groups. Minority identity refers to 
a group of people who comprise a smaller part of the population in a 
particular geographic area. This identity is characterized by less rep­
resentation or numerical strength within that territory. Geambaşu also 
highlights that individuals in this position can face unequal treatment, 
which includes structural, social, cultural, and physical discrimination 
perpetuated by the dominant group. These distances not only create 
a sense of conscious subordination in the identities of minority indi­
viduals but also lead to unequal access to the benefits and values of 
society.175

Minority groups can be described as a smaller segment of the pop­
ulation compared to the dominant or majority group. This often relates 
to characteristics such as race, ethnicity, religion, or language within 
the framework of a nation-state. It is important to note that minorities 
actively coexist alongside the majority and contribute to the cultural 
heritage of the nation. The experiences of the minority are essential to 
interpreting the understanding of the majority, which is also true in 
the reverse context. Without such interpretation, the perspectives and 
experiences of the minority may be misunderstood or overlooked. Rec­
ognizing and valuing heterogeneous voices within society is crucial for 
creating an inclusive and empathetic social environment. By listening to 
and understanding the perspectives and experiences of individuals from 
various backgrounds, society could work toward building sustainable 
relations for the common good.

The coexistence of majority and minority groups within a society has 
given rise to phenomena such as assimilation, where minority groups 
are forced to adopt the majority’s culture; segregation, where groups 
live separately owing to external efforts and decisions; and integration, 
where different groups live together harmoniously, while addressing and 
mitigating structural inequalities. Each of these phenomena carries its 
own set of implications for the relations of society and the interactions 
between its members.176

175	 Geambaşu: A Kolozsvári Roma Elit Kialakulásának Folyamata.
176	 Neményi: . . . igen, vannak cigányok.
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6.2	 Romani Social Identities

Identity is a timeless puzzle about an individual’s position in the world, 
constructed through their social, economic, or political circumstances 
and perspectives within societies and groups. The concepts of personal 
and social identities deeply influence each other in significant ways. 
Personal identity refers to how individuals see themselves, including 
their characteristics, values, and beliefs, while social identity is shaped 
by the groups to which an individual belongs, such as their cultural, 
ethnic, or religious communities. These identities interact and shape 
one’s perspective, behaviors, and interactions with others, reflecting 
the connections between personal and social identity.177

Self-identity is a crucial factor that significantly influences the for­
mation of various group and community identities. More specifically, 
the ongoing debate and inquiry into self-identity within individuals are 
instrumental in shaping the collective identities of different groups and 
societies. People form their self-identity based on their perceptions of 
themselves and how they are perceived by others. This process involves 
categorizing oneself into various groups based on personal attributes, 
views, and values. Additionally, external factors such as societal norms, 
cultural influences, and personal experiences also shape self-identity. 
Consequently, a distinction occurs between personal and group identity, 
which is influenced by the individual’s perceived values, categorization, 
and assumed values by their external surroundings.

As Henri Tajfel describes, an individual’s comprehension of identity 
involves the recognition of the importance of their own existence and 
understanding their social and group affiliations as valuable and mean­
ingful. To develop a solid sense of identity, individuals should recognize 
the significance of their own life and their relations with others within 
their social and group environments. This could help individuals under­
stand how their experiences, values, and beliefs shape their identity 
within the broader context of their interactions with different social 
groups and communities. Individuals’ identities are considered to be 
valued when a person perceives both their personal and social identities 
as predominantly positive and important to society and its members. 
This happens when their personal and social identities are intertwined 

177	 Neményi: A kisebbségi identitás kialakulása Roma származású gyerekek identi­
tásstratégiái.
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with positive emotional content and attitudes.178 Elsa Rosalia Germain’s 
perspective suggests that the representation of minority identities, 
such as ethnicity or race, is shaped by a constantly changing and intri­
cate combination of factors. This implies that these portrayals are not 
fixed but rather influenced by various interacting elements, includ­
ing situational contexts, personal traits, and individual and collective 
self-perceptions.179

As discussed earlier, Romani identity is complex, fluid and situa­
tive, involving national, ethnic, cultural, personal, and social identities. 
However, there is a significant distinction between bilingual Roma 
people who continue to speak Romanes, and Roma people who have 
undergone full linguistic forced assimilation into the country where 
they live. This linguistic factor shapes not only their identity but also 
their positions within the Roma community. The early 2010 research on 
Roma identity emphasizes that it is both constant and unchangeable, 
yet it also demonstrates fluidity.

Hristo Kyuchukov and Ian Hancock suggest that while Romani 
identity remains rooted in certain fundamental aspects, it also indi­
cates a capacity for adaptation and change within social and cultural 
contexts. Their analysis examines how group boundaries are altered 
and redefined, emphasizing the significant influence of external envi­
ronmental factors on the various aspects that constitute Romani iden­
tity. The abovementioned fluidity of their identity can be understood 
as the continual process of adaptation and their flexible response to 
social contexts, which includes the assimilation of new linguistic, reli­
gious, and historical elements and the ongoing reinterpretation and 
recontextualization of perceived group characteristics and values.180 
The motivation for individualization, the reinterpretation of commu­
nity values, and the process of civil modernization have had a signifi­
cant impact on shaping the fluid identity of the Romani people. These 
factors not only enable the development of individuality within the 
community but also create distance from traditional cultural norms 
and patterns. Veronika Bocsi’s results outline parallels between the 
psychological “journey” experienced by adolescents and the journey of 
identity formation among Roma people. The study suggests that both 

178	 Tajfel: The Achievement of Inter-Group Differentiation.
179	 Germain: Culture or Race?
180	 Kyuchukov: Roma Identity and Antigypsyism in Europe; Hancock: Danger! Edu­

cated Gypsy.
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groups may experience frequent psychological crises as they navigate 
through the process of understanding and shaping their identities. For 
Roma minorities, these crises of identity may stem from a combination 
of factors, including low economic and social status, social exclusion, 
and the lived experience of various forms of prejudice and discrimina­
tion. These factors can significantly impact the essence of identity and 
belonging within the Roma community, contributing to the challenges 
they face. Veronika Bocsi emphasizes that the challenges presented by 
these social situations particularly hinder the development of positive 
self-esteem and community evaluation among Roma people. These 
elements are fundamental to the formation of their individual and 
social identities. The results indicate the unfavorable impact of the 
forced assimilation and integration of the Roma people, highlighting 
how these forced practices resulted in the creation of an external and 
controlled identity. The most extreme consequence of enduring such 
oppression is the complete denial of one’s own identity, which can 
lead to self-hatred and internalization as well. At a practical level, this 
is the stage at which the social manifestations of the efforts made by 
Roma individuals to associate themselves with other closely intercon­
nected identities become noticeable. These identities include those of 
the Mediterranean Latino, African-American, and Arab communities.181

It is debated whether Romani identity is intertwined with a social 
framework encompassing a sense of distinctiveness and national char­
acteristics. This suggests that their identity is not an isolated concept 
but rather a multifaceted presence shaped by various social and cultural 
aspects. Ivi Daskalaki sees Romani people’s identity as their sense of 
belonging predominantly influenced by social distinctions and their 
“way of life”, which is related to their present-day community customs 
and current practices rooted in their contemporary experiences rather 
than historical events.182 From a different perspective, it is claimed that 
a unified national or ethnic identity does not accurately represent the 
diversity within the Roma, regardless of their geographical location.183 
In the context of Hungary, Mátyás Binder holds a similar view. He 
reasons that the underlying causes for these contrasts are no longer 
reflected in dominant discourses. He also argues that while “Gypsies” 
cannot be categorized as a nation or a distinct ethnicity, the factors 

181	 Bocsi: Roma Szakkollégisták Identitás- és Életútvizsgálata.
182	 Daskalaki: Experiencing Distinctiveness at the Margins of the School.
183	 Toninato: The Making of Gypsy Diasporas.
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contributing to their marginalization and exclusion are often overlooked 
in mainstream discussions.184 However, Anthony D. Smith, emphasizes 
that ethnicity can be defined as a social group that shares a common 
heritage, name, cultural practices, historical experiences, and a sense 
of belonging to a specific homeland, whether that homeland is real or 
imagined.185

According to John Milton Yinger a stable identity relies on three 
key components:

•	 Firstly, self-identification is crucial in establishing a sense of belong­
ing and understanding within a group.

•	 	Secondly, the constructive elements of categorization by others 
contribute to shaping an individual’s identity.

•	 	And thirdly, shared activities rooted in cultural, linguistic, religious, 
and traditional foundations are essential for promoting and preserv­
ing identity.186

Valér Veres’ views on ethnic identity are linked to national belong­
ing; however, he highlights that, within ethnic groups, there is often a 
phenomenon known as negative identity formation. This occurs when 
individuals feel compelled to forcefully assimilate themselves to erase 
or “whitewash” their identities.187

When it comes to the theories examined above, it is interesting 
to consider how identity is influenced by the impact of the dominant 
group and what potential advantages or disadvantages may emerge 
within society members. Identities viewed from an external perspective 
often conflict with one another. When an identity negatively impacts 
a person, they may try to deny, downplay, or deconstruct and reclaim 
it from the past. In such cases, the members of a minority group may 
feel the need to “assimilate” to, conform with, or confront the majority 
to develop a positive self-image and representation in society.

184	 Binder: Elképzelt kultúra.
185	 Smith: The Ethnic Origin of Nations.
186	 Yinger: Ethnicity.
187	 Veres: Nemzeti identitás Erdélyben.
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both collective and individual, that emerge at the community or society 
levels that were not anticipated beforehand.

When an individual or members of society face unfamiliar chal-
lenges, they instinctively trigger a defense mechanism in response. 
This inner reaction acts as a mechanism to cope with the potential 
threats and pressures generated by the new situations. As a result, until 
then, unutilized competencies and skills within the individual are sum-
moned to navigate and adapt to these new and unknown circumstances. 
This defense mechanism allows for the emergence and improvement 
of previously untapped capabilities that may not have come to the 
forefront in the absence of these specific challenges. The obstacles 
that individuals may face include economic challenges such as lack of 
job opportunities, low wages, and financial insecurity. Furthermore, 
inadequate educational standards also present obstacles to personal 
and professional growth. Additionally, the presence of inefficiencies 
and social inequalities within society can create systemic barriers that 
impede overall progress and development. These obstacles can manifest 
in various forms and significantly impact the ability of individuals and 
communities to succeed and advance. Moreover, dissatisfaction in the 
different areas of life, such as relationships, work, or personal growth, 
can restrict an individual’s overall well-being and hinder their ability 
to achieve success. This discontent can have a profound impact on an 
individual’s motivation, productivity, and overall quality of life.

During the initial stages of a process, an individual may not be aware 
of the new challenges and changes they face. As a result, they might 
subconsciously recall defense and coping mechanisms at the individual, 
community, or societal levels. The pressure to prove themselves accom-
panies the individual’s abilities and need to show that they are a valuable 
part of society. This comes with the individual’s aspiration to establish 
their presence in a specific context, which affects social relations, and 
to pursue economic opportunities. These demands unfold alongside the 
ongoing utilization of previously untapped resources. Evaluating the 
presence of an external incentive or risk in social interactions is crucial. 
These are often referred to as a “plus”, and have a significant function in 
impacting individuals’ decisions and behaviors. This external factor can 
be a powerful force in shaping human interaction and is also essential 
as a strength behind individual decisions and actions.189

189	 Békés: A rezilienciajelenség, avagy az ökologizálódó tudományok tanulságai 
egy ökologizált episztemológia számára; Ceglédi: Reziliens életutak, avagy a 
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The phenomenon symbolically has characteristics similar to the 
reaction of a rubber ball when it is physically hit to the ground. Upon 
impact, the rubber ball absorbs the energy by bouncing back rather than 
breaking. It remains resistant and flexible, with its ability to return to 
its original stability. Ralph E. Tarter and Michael Vanyukov’s perspec-
tive on resilience aligns with the concept of robustness in the field of 
engineering. In this context, resilience is understood as the ability to 
absorb shocks, adapt to changing conditions, and maintain functional-
ity in the face of adversity, much like how robust engineering designs 
can withstand stress and maintain their structural integrity. The term 
“robustness” in engineering and construction refers to the ability of 
structures, such as bridges and buildings, to maintain their integrity and 
functionality when exposed to various external forces, such as natural 
disasters (heavy winds, earthquakes) and other potentially damaging 
factors. This aspect of structural design and engineering focuses on 
ensuring that buildings and infrastructure can withstand unexpected 
stresses and continue to serve their intended purpose without compro-
mising safety and stability.190

The ecological concept of resilience states that ecosystems and 
societies can withstand and recover from various disturbances and 
challenges. Resilience, described as the capacity of a system to absorb 
disruption and reorganize while still retaining its basic function and 
structure, is argued to be a fundamental feature of the natural world. 
Resilience is a crucial aspect of life support systems on Earth. It enables 
the ecosystems and communities to resist and recover from various 
shocks and stresses, such as climate change, natural disasters, and 
human activities. Understanding resilience is essential for maintaining 
the stability and sustainability of the planet’s interconnected systems, 
which is integral to understanding how living systems adapt and 
succeed in the face of environmental challenges. Nature experiences 
a wide range of harm; however, it has the ability to adapt and sustain 
itself through changes in response to these unexpected “shocks”.191 
Jared Diamond uses forest fires as an example to illustrate the changes 
and transformations that occur within ecosystems as a result of nat-
ural disturbances. By examining how forests regenerate and adapt 

hátrányok ellenére sikeresen kibontakozó iskolai karrier; Ceglédi: Ugródesz-
kán.

190	 Tarter / Vanyukov: Re-Visiting the Validity of the Construct of Resilience.
191	 Holling: Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems.
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following fires, he emphasizes the changing nature of ecological sys-
tems and their ability to rebound from environmental challenges. 
According to his perspective, the critical factor in maintaining and 
renewing ecology is the possible preparation of an unforeseen, abrupt 
shock that enables the system to maintain a flexible existence. Jared 
Diamond stresses that resilience includes more than just flexibility 
and adaptability. According to his view, resilience’s core components 
are self-preservation, self-organization, and reorganization. These 
factors enable individuals or systems to bounce back from adversity 
and develop in the face of challenges, shocks, or traumas. Never-
theless, an unseen disruption can potentially surpass the system’s 
capacity and result in a total breakdown. The question is: what is the 
breaking point of resilience—and in different cases, how might we 
define or recognize it. The critical aspect is to identify the threshold 
at which resilience becomes compromised and reaches a breaking 
point. Besides a complete collapse, there are different stages at which 
resilience breaks in systems, including nature, or people. On the one 
hand, the system may recover. On the other hand, another potential 
adaptation scenario is that the system does not fully return to its 
original state after disruption but instead continues to operate in a 
somewhat weakened functional state or breaks down completely. The 
concept suggests that instead of simply rebounding from challenges 
or difficulties, the system can experience growth and progress.192 The 
opposites of breaking down are bouncing back and bouncing forward. 
It implies an active and intentional approach to overcoming obstacles, 
seeking to move forward and upward rather than merely returning to 
a previous state. The concept of bouncing forward describes a process 
in which a system continuously adapts to changing circumstances 
and ultimately experiences significant positive transformation and 
growth. This process involves the ability to overcome challenges resil-
iently, embrace change, and emerge stronger and more developed than 
before. The rebound phenomenon does not simply indicate a resilient 
and straightforward upward trajectory of the system’s development. 
Rather, it signifies a profound and transformative reorganization fol-
lowing a breaking point, which represents a significant and powerful 
change and adaptation.193

192	 Diamond: Összeomlás.
193	 Diamond: Összeomlás.
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Resilience is a system with indicators demonstrating the capacity 
for self-sustainability. It also prompts the question of what factors 
contribute to the resilience of some systems, groups, and individuals 
while others lack this capacity, such as:

•	 global challenges, such as implementing strategies to mitigate the 
impacts of climate change on a worldwide scale;194

•	 	socio-ecological considerations, for instance addressing the needs 
of communities affected by natural disasters and understanding the 
interconnectedness of social and environmental systems;195

•	 	systemic changes, such as reorganizing social structures to adapt 
to evolving challenges;196

•	 	economic empowerment initiatives, such as fostering financial inde-
pendence and prosperity within marginalized communities;197

•	 	social rehabilitation efforts, for example supporting individuals and 
communities affected by the aftermath of warfare;198

•	 	community development projects, including the equitable redis-
tribution and reorganization of resources in both urban and rural 
areas;199

•	 	strengthening collective resilience, such as the acceptance and heal-
ing of communities affected by shared losses;200

•	 personal resilience and healing, such as facilitating the processing 
and understanding of individual traumas and grievances while nur-
turing personal growth and recovery.201

According to Andrew Simms and David Woodward, resilience is an 
essential factor that significantly contributes to the positive develop-
ment of individuals, communities, societies, and the global community 

194	 Bahadur / Ibrahim / Tanner: The Resilience Renaissance?; Holling: Resilience and 
Stability of Ecological Systems.

195	 Ellis: On the Nature of Emergent Reality; Kuslits: Reziliencia társadalmi és ökoló-
giai rendszerekben; Rutter: Causal Pathways and Social Ecology.

196	 Blewitt: Understanding Sustainable Development; Rees: Thinking “Resilience”. 
197	 Holling: Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Sys-

tems; Simms / Woodward: Growth Isn’t Working.
198	 Meredith et al.: Promoting Psychological Resilience in the US Military.
199	 Komlósi / Richter: Adalékok az Egyéni és Közösségi Reziliencia Kapcsolatáról a 

Vörösiszap-Katasztrófa Hatásának Tapasztalatai Nyomán.
200	 Rutter: Resilience in the Face of Adversity.
201	 Masten et al.: Resilience in Development.
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by offering substantial evidence of its valuable impact. Through its influ-
ence, resilience promotes sustainable growth and progress across vari-
ous levels, demonstrating its importance in improving well-being and 
progress in varied contexts.202 Reflecting on this, Ágnes Szokolszky and 
Annamária V. Komlósi emphasize the significance of the development 
of resilience, noting that it is “no coincidence” that numerous interna-
tional organizations and research centers are actively engaged in this 
area.203 These include well-known institutions such as the, Stockholm 
Resilience Research Center, Dalhousie University Resilience Research 
Center, RAND Climate Resilience Center, and the Center for Resilience 
Empowering People to Empower Themselves.204

7.1	 Resilience in Ecology

Crawford Stanley Holling’s research on resilience is considered to be 
one of the core studies in social and ecology sciences. He discusses the 
phenomenon’s crucial functions, with the notion of disequilibrium, and 
how changes shape the ecological system. His examination illustrates 
how these factors contribute to the overall resilience of ecosystems 
within natural environments (Fig. 12). According to his results, resil-
ience occurs when an external shock or disturbance disrupts a system 
or individual, pushing them out of their usual equilibrium. As a defense 
mechanism, the system or individual is able to demonstrate flexibility 
by rebounding and adapting to new circumstances. This adaptability 
allows the system or individual to recover from the shock and develop 
further, strengthening their overall resilience.

Holling’s own criticism is that an ecosystem is not a static or con-
stant entity. Instead, he proposes that a sustainable system is capable 
of adapting and evolving through a series of potential and repeated 
transformations, allowing it to maintain itself through ongoing renewal. 
Holling outlines this concept in his four-stage resilience model:

202	 Simms / Woodward: Growth Isn’t Working.
203	 Szokolszky / Komlósi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodás” felemelkedése.
204	 Komlósi / Richter: Adalékok az Egyéni és Közösségi Reziliencia Kapcsolatáról a 

Vörösiszap-Katasztrófa Hatásának Tapasztalatai Nyomán; Szokolszky / Komlósi: 
A “reziliencia-gondolkodás” felemelkedése.
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Stage 1 �Rapid development, where the system experiences significant 
growth and change.

Stage 2 �Consolidation and maintenance, where the system stabilizes 
and works to maintain its existing structure and function.

Stage 3 �Decline and collapse, as the system faces challenges or stress-
ors that lead to a downturn in its stability and effectiveness.

Stage 4 �Reorganization, wherein the system undergoes transforma-
tive processes to adapt and recover, leading to a new state of 
equilibrium.205

Holling’s approach offers a different perspective from Alfred James 
Lotka’s theory, which dates back to 1920. Lotka’s theory posits that 
the focal points are the equilibrium state of the ecological system and 
the sustainability of its stability. This theory reasons the importance 
of balance and stability within ecological systems. However, Holling 
challenges this notion by offering a different standpoint on the inter-
actions of ecological systems and their stability.206

Resilience has been a topic of study since the 1940s and 1950s, and 
researchers have approached it from an interdisciplinary social science 
perspective. This approach focuses on developing a comprehensive and 
systematic theory that views resilience as a socio-ecological rather 

205	 Holling: Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Sys-
tems; Holling: Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems.

206	 Holling: Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Sys-
tems; Lotka: Analytical Note on Certain Rhythmic Relations in Organic Systems.

Fig. 12. Holling’s 1973 four-step resilience model.
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than a pure ecological phenomenon. Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s theory 
raises questions about the relations between humans and the ecosys-
tem. While there is debate about the validity of his theory, it remains 
clear that humans are integral parts of the ecosystem and have the 
capacity to impact it through their knowledge and external influence.207 
Axelrod and Cohen highlight that the essence of an adaptive system 
lies in self-organization, which arises from the interactions and rela-
tionships at the local level. This self-organization process is rooted in 
the structure of the system’s components at lower levels, emphasizing 
a decentralized and emergent nature.208 According to Ellis, resilience 
can be understood as having a reciprocal structure, which indicates 
interactions and feedback loops. These relations are not rigidly defined 
or predetermined, illustrating the adaptive character of resilience.209

From an ecological perspective, it is widely recognized that resil-
ience does not conform to strict factors, as these elements can differ 
significantly across different locations, social groups, and individuals. 
However, it is possible to discern common underlying characteristics 
contributing to resilience. According to William E. Rees, resilience is 
primarily driven by subordinate resources that disadvantageous char-
acteristics seek to maximize despite facing barriers. Once the system, 
whether environmental or human, reaches an optimal level, it tends 
to maintain its level of fulfillment in equilibrium and subsequently 
develops further by indirectly investing effort. In his theory, Rees sys-
tematized the main features of social ecology. According to his research, 
social ecology contains a range of fundamental characteristics, includ-
ing diversity, which refers to the variety, multiplicity, interactions, and 
relationships within the system. Redundancy is another important 
aspect, as it pertains to the security and stability of the system and 
the mechanisms of action of the different connections. Additionally, 
Rees highlights fluctuation as a critical feature, marking the system’s 
possibility and ability to change over time.210 Béla Kuslits highlights the 
importance of ensuring that once a perceived optimum level is reached, 
the system should be capable of anticipating and adapting to a wide 
range of unforeseen external shocks and emerging developments.211

207	 Bertalanffy: A General Sytems Theory.
208	 Axelrod / Cohen: Harnessing Complexity.
209	 Ellis: On the Nature of Emergent Reality.
210	 Rees: Thinking “Resilience”.
211	 Kuslits: Reziliencia társadalmi és ökológiai rendszerekben.
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One fundamental concept in resilience research is the interconnect-
edness of individuals with their social and natural environments. This 
theory posits that humans are not only integral components of the 
ecosystem but also deeply intertwined with the social processes and 
mechanisms of action. Existing theories underscore that the availability 
of Earth’s resources is intrinsically tied to the ability of social ecol-
ogy to remain resilient. This resilience is essential for maintaining the 
functioning and stability of societies and adapting to and interpreting 
unexpected traumas and disruptions. Social ecology emphasizes the 
significance of resilience in addressing and coping with various chal-
lenges that may arise. Ágnes Szokoloszky and Annamária V. Komlósi 
acknowledged that for resilience research to advance, there needs to 
be a shift in conceptualization. They argue that instead of focusing on 
dysfunction, failure, and deficits, there should be a greater focus on a 
positive approach. They suggest that future scientific research should 
focus on aspects such as development, success, and coping, as well as 
examine the connections between these phenomena.212

7.2	 Resilience in Social-Psychological Approaches

From a sociopsychological perspective, resilience is rooted in turning 
points that indicate significant changes in a person’s life. These expe-
riences help demonstrate how individuals and communities manage 
and adapt to adversity. The various occurrences and challenges that 
individuals encounter throughout their lives significantly influence 
the development of resilience. Difficulties, losses, and hardships cause 
people to develop coping mechanisms and hence strengthen their resil-
ience. By effectively navigating these experiences, individuals establish 
a potent foundation of resilience and adaptability, ultimately improving 
their capacity to confront future challenges.

During the 1960s and 1980s, there was a significant shift towards 
a comprehensive and interdisciplinary understanding of resilience. 
This era saw the promotion of a holistic approach to resilience within 
the field of ecology, which accommodated interpretations from disci-
plines such as psychology and the social sciences. This interdisciplinary 
perspective allowed for a comprehensive examination of resilience, 
recognizing its significance across various fields of study. In addition 

212	 Szokolszky / Komlósi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodás” felemelkedése.
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to researching the phenomenon through a more intricate analysis, 
it has become pivotal to address the central question of defining the 
specific elements that contribute to resilience as a functional system 
and understanding its mechanisms and factors.

Resilience has been a key focus in the fields of health and positive 
psychology since the 1980s. This approach places particular emphasis 
on understanding how individuals and communities cope with chal-
lenges, both on a social and personal level. The importance of resilience 
within systemic concepts is often emphasized due to its critical role 
in enabling a strategy to withstand challenges, adapt, and evolve in 
response to various pressures. This allows people to proactively modify 
their coping and behavior, effectively navigating external changes, such 
as environmental shifts or fluctuations, and internal challenges, such as 
inefficiencies or conflicts. By highlighting the process through which a 
system can actively engage with these pressures, we can gain a more 
profound understanding of how adaptability and foresight can shape 
the resilience framework, eventually leading to sustainable success and 
improved functionality in difficult environments. In the 2000s, social 
science adaptations and theories surrounding the concept of resilience 
significantly enhanced. This was particularly noticeable in psychology, 
where there has been a concerted effort to address issues related to 
adversity, success, coping, and trauma. The various social and scientific 
adaptations and theorizations of resilience were strengthened during 
this time, especially in social psychology. This period offers insights into 
interconnections and processes that have not been extensively studied. 
Analyzing these systems, the aim was to uncover the underlying factors 
that contribute to resilience, strengthening the accounts of its role in 
personal, community, and organizational development.213

As defined by the American Psychological Association (APA) in 
2014, resilience refers to an individual’s capacity to effectively over-
come and manage chronic stress and trauma, which holds personal 
significance. This may include the ability to navigate through vari-
ous adversities such as natural disasters, serious illnesses or diseases, 
experiences of domestic violence or abuse, extreme financial situations 
(ranging from poverty to wealth), exposure to war, denial of individual 
or collective identity, and the oppression of minority identities by oth-
ers. The APA highlights the significance of individual characteristics in 
determining resilience, which involves a varied set of skills. According 

213	 Szokolszky / Komlósi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodás” felemelkedése.
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to their researchers, specific examples demonstrate how people can 
effectively cope with traumatic experiences or encounter challenges in 
doing so. Their analyses offer a comprehensive account of the multitude 
of factors that contribute to why certain individuals are resilient and 
able to recover from trauma, while others find it challenging to cope 
with similar experiences.214

During the 1960s, resilience was viewed as an unusual occurrence, 
an anomaly. Research conducted on children who had experienced 
trauma and subsequent separation from their parents initially suggested 
that such children would develop attachment-related issues leading to 
personality disorders such as depression, anxiety, sleep disorders, alco-
hol and drug problems, and aggression. However, observations revealed 
that some of these children demonstrated a remarkable capacity for 
healthy development despite their traumatic experiences.215 Later on 
from the 1990s, research findings in the field of psychology centered on 
studying the connections between various mental illnesses. Findings 
suggest that the presence of risks and stresses in an individual’s life 
may contribute to cognitive and emotional disturbances during the 
person’s neurodevelopmental journey.216

The work of these researchers has sparked an important inquiry 
into the definition of high-risk stress and its impact on mental health. 
They have prompted discussions about the threshold at which exposure 
to stress transitions and the borderline between a healthy mind and a 
mental illness. A key aspect of this inquiry is identifying the specific 
factors contributing to an individual’s resilience in high-risk stress. 
These factors are essential in determining when and how a person 
maintains a healthy mindset despite challenging circumstances.

Since the 1970s, social scientists have focused on studying resilience 
and comprehending the paradox of how individuals can experience 
positive outcomes despite facing personal, social, economic, and polit-
ical traumas and oppressions. Contemporary results in developmental 
psychology, sociology, and ecological sciences have raised inquiries 
and signified the commencement of a global shift in the paradigms of 
the social sciences. During the 1970s, psychopathology emerged as the 
initial area of psychological theory for analyzing the phenomenon of 
resilience. Aaron Antonovsky introduced the concept of “salutogenesis”, 

214	 American Psychological Association: The Road to Resilience.
215	 Bowlby et al.: The Effects of Mother-Child Separation.
216	 Luthar / Cicchetti / Becker: The Construct of Resilience.
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through the examination of the life experiences of resilient people. 
In his research, Antonovsky discovered that a remarkable number of 
Holocaust survivors have exhibited unprecedented resilience, managing 
to not only overcome their traumatic past but also to achieve outstand-
ing success and find fulfillment in their lives. These individuals represent 
exceptional cases of atypical characteristics, providing insights into 
the human capacity for resilience and post-traumatic growth.217 Other 
observations have noted that despite the presence of mental illness in 
mothers diagnosed with schizophrenia, their children exhibited healthy 
mental and physical development. This finding indicates the resilience 
of children growing up in adverse conditions, such as those marked 
by deprivation, parental mental illness, or abuse. It indicates the abil-
ity of some individuals to maintain their psychological and physical 
well-being despite facing significant social and economic challenges.218 
Between the 1970s and 1990s, early resilience studies predominantly 
focused on examining the factors that contribute to an individual’s 
resilience rather than analyzing the interconnectedness between an 
individual and their environment. It is suggested that research should 
furthermore consider the social mechanisms of interaction between 
individuals and their environments. In the early 2000s, the notion of 
resilience was closely associated with trait-based theories. This involved 
the interpretation of individual characteristics and how they relate to 
the phenomenon. Within the field of resilience science, this particular 
approach is known as egoresilience.219 Under this framework, resilience 
is a concept that centers on an individual in the face of stress, frustra-
tion, and other challenging factors. It emphasizes how a person copes 
with and overcomes hardship, stressing their inner strength and ability 
to adapt to difficult situations.220

In 2014, the APA identified several essential characteristics of 
resilient individuals, including active coping, which involves seeking 
solutions to problems and taking proactive steps to manage stress. 
Research indicates that individuals who demonstrate responsiveness 
in challenging situations often exhibit learned resourcefulness and self-
efficacy. Furthermore, a strong sense of coherence—characterized by 

217	 Antonovsky et al.: Twenty-Five Years Later, pp. 186–193.
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an understanding of one’s lived experiences and the ability to interpret 
life events—has been observed in these individuals. Furthermore, the 
findings indicate attributes such as ego control, emotional intelligence, 
dispositional optimism, and the ability to reappraise adverse events as 
significant contributors to individual cognitive strength. Building social 
competence, seeking and receiving support from peers, cultivating a 
clear sense of purpose in one’s daily life, and learning the ability to 
assess and avoid potential dangers when required are all significant 
factors that contribute to developing and strengthening resilience. Addi-
tionally, research has shown that qualities such as persistence in the 
face of challenges, a cooperative mindset, and a good sense of humor 
have significant functions in developing and sustaining resilience in 
individuals.

These characteristics enable individuals to guide and manage adver-
sity effectively, ultimately promoting their overall well-being and psy-
chological stability.221 It has previously been argued that resilience 
should not be considered an inherent individual trait associated with a 
person’s mental invulnerability. Instead, resilience is a comprehensive 
human characteristic that can be cultivated and strengthened over time. 
It is emphasized that building resilience requires a thorough reflection 
on the impact of both supportive and inhibiting environmental factors, 
such as:

•	 support systems;
•	 community engagement; and
•	 individual variances.

Having supportive relationships with one or more parents is essential, 
as they significantly contribute to an individual’s emotional and psy-
chological well-being. People in parental roles—such as grandparents, 
siblings, other relatives, foster parents, and guardians—play a vital part 
in providing stability and encouragement. Additionally, mentorship by 
professional and life coaches and meaningful interactions with educa-
tors greatly influence personal development and growth. Support from 
mental and physical health professionals, including psychologists, psy-
chiatrists, and sports trainers, is crucial for maintaining overall health 
and addressing specific needs effectively.

221	 American Psychological Association: The Road to Resilience; Szokolszky / Komlósi 
et al.
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In terms of community engagement, first, access to supportive edu-
cational environments is crucial, encompassing inclusive preschool, 
primary, and secondary school settings that promote learning and 
development. Establishing platforms for talent management that offer 
equal opportunities and nurture individual growth is essential. Creating 
and sustaining safe spaces enables people to grow without fearing harm 
or discrimination. Cultivating  a sense of group safety and unity is vital 
in strengthening community bonds. Additionally, ensuring adequate 
socioeconomic positioning within an individual’s current social context 
is vital for achieving overall success and well-being.

As for individual variances, people exhibit different levels of moti-
vation, which can considerably affect their participation and success 
across various domains. Intellectual capacity varies from person to 
person, impacting how easily individuals learn and process information. 
Having a keen sense of self-awareness is crucial for understanding 
one’s strengths and areas for improvement. Self-discipline is key for 
the attainment of personal goals and for sustaining focus on those 
objectives. Practicing self-reflection, being open to self-critique, and 
maintaining a positive outlook are all essential for personal growth. 
Additionally, sensitivity to others develops empathy and builds stronger 
relationships. When individuals recognize their sense of purpose and 
their talents, they are motivated to pursue their passions and make 
valuable contributions to society.222

Amado M. Padilla and Sylvia Alatorre Alva’s critical examination 
focused on how environmental factors influenced resilience among 
Mexican students in the United States. Their results show that despite 
facing challenges such as low social status and discrimination in the 
school environment, these students demonstrated outstanding aca-
demic achievement. They argued that a fundamental factor contributing 
to the children’s success was the guidance provided by a supportive 
mentoring teacher. Alva and Padilla demonstrated that these students 
show an exceptional level of resilience and academic results in the 
face of adversity. They called these students “invulnerable”.223 Edith 
H. Grotberg conducted extensive research on early childhood trauma 
within a European context and observed resilience among the students 
she studied. She found that these individuals achieved success in their 
careers, which she attributed to their motivation to adapt to formal 

222	 Masten: Resilience in Developing Systems, pp. 921–930.
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environments like school and their desire to meet societal expectations. 
Grotberg characterized these children as “resilient”, highlighting their 
ability to overcome hardships and thrive despite their early childhood 
trauma.224 This trait-based approach to resilience accentuates individ-
ual characteristics such as adaptability, optimism, and determination, 
which contrasts with systemic or structural interpretation, focusing on 
external factors like social support, resource access, and overall envi-
ronment. Additionally, this approach highlights that if an individual is 
not considered resilient, it should not be attributed to their weakness 
or fault. In this context, it is important to acknowledge that while 
mentors have a crucial role in guiding individuals, a comprehensive 
understanding of the situation also requires analyzing the social system 
within which this phenomenon occurs. Further research investigates the 
connections of resilience, studying both the protective and threatening 
factors that contribute to an individual’s capacity. Adverse experiences 
such as abuse or poverty can significantly impede the development of 
one’s personality. However, the presence of solid protective factors can 
mitigate the impact of these risks. Within this framework, it is essential 
to identify and enhance the supportive components that can mitigate 
the adverse effects of risk factors. Furthermore, the context-dependent 
nature of resilience is debated, noting that the factors influencing the 
notion can have varied effects that could be both positive and negative. 
For instance, stress-sensitive children may respond more positively to 
supportive interventions compared to their less stress-sensitive coun-
terparts. This emphasizes the need to consider characteristics when 
fostering resilience in individuals, acknowledging that the impact is 
not generally consistent and can be influenced by contextual consid-
erations.225 When experienced in a supportive environment, stress 
can serve as a motivational force instead of merely being seen as a 
threat. This highlights the impact of environmental factors on how 
stress affects individuals. The ability to adapt and recover from adver-
sity can differ significantly depending on the individual circumstances 
and environment in which it is being experienced. Expanding on this 
standpoint, it is argued that recognizing the contextual dependence of 
resilience does not imply a complete relativization of effects but rather 
highlights the importance of comprehending the function of context 
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in resilience research.226 Looking at this phenomenon through a social 
structural lens shows that both positive and negative effects can build 
up and impact individuals significantly. Over time, these influences 
shape and may even undermine a person’s identity and resilience. 
Moreover, it is important to note that the consequences of these influ-
ences may not necessarily be directly proportional to each other; they 
can also have indirect causal relationships. There is good evidence to 
suggest that resilience often emphasizes the traumatic effects of pov-
erty. However, researchers tend to overlook cases in which a person’s 
exceptional material circumstances can also jeopardize their personal 
development.227

It is important to distinguish between distress, which can negatively 
affect an individual, and beneficial stress, which can be invigorating 
and empowering. Understanding the differences between these two 
types of pressure can help with grasping their impact on mental and 
physical well-being. The experience of facing various traumas exerts 
detrimental effects on individuals. Nevertheless, these experiences may 
also facilitate a constructive toughening effect, thereby enhancing and 
strengthening an individual’s resilience.

In light of these considerations, resilience constitutes an adaptive 
system encompassing many components. These include individual per-
sonality traits, environmental influences, and social factors. Resilience 
involves interacting with and integrating various elements that allow 
individuals to navigate and overcome challenging circumstances effec-
tively. It is essential to acknowledge that the examination of resilience 
not only investigates causation but also interprets it based on the rele-
vant context. Furthermore, resilience is characterized by its flexibility 
and fragility, making it a breakable yet crucial factor in various situa-
tions. Additionally, resilience necessitates consistently and proactively 
addressing challenges and effectively incorporating resilience-building 
measures into systems and frameworks. This approach is essential for 
responding to stressors and adapting adequately to changing conditions.

226	 Boyce: A Biology of Misfortune; Trzesniak / Libório / Koller: Resilience and Chil-
dren’s Work in Brazil; Szokolszky / Komlósi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodás” felemel-
kedése.
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7.3	 Education and its Manifestation in Hungary

In the previous sections, we examined the ecological and social-psycho-
logical aspects of resilience. We have found that personal characteristics 
and abilities are one of the main factors contributing to resilience, along 
with social, economic, and environmental aspects such as extreme pov-
erty or wealth. The following section outlines a framework for under-
standing the socio-educational aspects of resilience. This framework 
serves as a foundational element in examining resilience from both 
social and educational perspectives. It addresses the essential compo-
nents that contribute to the phenomenon of resilience in these contexts.

As an initial point, I contend that educational performance is an inte-
gral aspect of resilience. Therefore, it is worthwhile to examine how the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), conducted by 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
defines and measures resilience in relation to successful school perfor-
mance. The PISA tests are widely recognized as the primary instruments 
used in international studies and educational assessments across vari-
ous countries. These tests are designed to measure students’ ability to 
demonstrate upward mobility, particularly their capacity to progress 
from the bottom quartile of the family background index to the top 
quartile. The assessment is based on their academic performance and 
involves the application of a predetermined family background index. 
In international equity studies, resilience is a crucial metric frequently 
assessed using the abovementioned family background index, a quan-
titative benchmark to measure an individual’s ability to recover from 
adversity or challenges. This index serves as a quantitative standard to 
evaluate an individual’s social and economic advancement and educa-
tional achievements. It provides indicative insights into an individual’s 
ability to overcome challenges and achieve success despite their family 
background or social circumstances.

According to the PISA assessment, several leading OECD countries 
stand out in educational performance. Countries such as South Korea, 
Japan, Switzerland, Estonia, and the Netherlands have been acknowl-
edged for having the highest number of students who exhibit resilience 
and achieve strong academic outcomes. The research findings suggest 
that in countries where students exhibit particularly high levels of 
proficiency in their skills and knowledge, there is also a correspond-
ing increase in their ability to develop resilience. This indicates that 
strong academic performance is often linked to greater psychological 
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strength and adaptability, allowing students to navigate challenges and 
setbacks better. In these environments, educational strategies may not 
only focus on knowledge acquisition but also on fostering resilience 
through supportive teaching methods, inclusive learning atmospheres, 
and opportunities for personal growth. This creates a holistic educa-
tional experience that prepares students both academically, emotion-
ally, and psychologically for future challenges. Extreme poverty has a 
profound effect on the cognitive development of individuals. Research 
indicates that the chronic stress, anxiety, and uncertainty experienced 
by individuals in disadvantaged circumstances can hinder and dimin-
ish their cognitive skills and competencies. The continual struggle to 
manage limited resources while fulfilling essential needs, compounded 
by the stress associated with living in poverty, results in a significant 
cognitive burden. This adversely affects the brain’s ability to operate 
optimally and execute tasks efficiently.228

Numerous countries within the OECD utilize PISA measures as 
important indicators for assessing resilience in education. Additionally, 
they set the so-called family background index as a benchmark using 
various familial data points to analyze the influence of family-related 
factors on educational outcomes. These indicators include the employ-
ment status of parents, which reflects the family’s financial stability 
and security. Additionally, the index considers the highest level of 
education attained by the parents, reflecting the family’s academic and 
professional background. The data also indicates that the cultural assets 
possessed by the families play a crucial role in the overall index, as they 
suggest insights into the family’s values and priorities. For example, the 
number of books in a household demonstrates the family’s dedication to 
education and social capital. An extensive collection of books frequently 
proves a significant commitment to learning, intellectual curiosity, and 
a high value placed on knowledge acquisition. In addition, the educa-
tional resources and tools available at home significantly influence the 
understanding of the support and opportunities accessible to family 
members for their academic and personal development. Finally, the 
family’s economic situation is crucial to the family background index. 
It offers insight into the financial resources and limitations that may 
affect the family’s well-being and educational opportunities.

Previous analysis has revealed notable disparities between formal 
and informal educational settings in OECD countries, with Hungary 

228	 Mani et al.: Poverty Impedes Cognitive Function.
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exhibiting the most marked differences within its public education 
system. One troubling finding is that the treatment of school-based 
disadvantage and equalizing opportunities are not functioning effec-
tively in Hungary, which can be evidenced by two compelling facts. 
According to the PISA figures, there has been a marked and persistent 
decline in the academic performance of Hungarian students in both 
mathematics and science since 2009. This trend raises concerns as it 
highlights a significant decrease in students’ proficiency levels over 
the years, indicating potential systemic issues within the educational 
framework. The data suggests that factors contributing to this downturn 
include changes in the curriculum, teaching methods, or socioeconomic 
influences affecting students’ learning environments. The PISA results 
highlight specific areas of concern, reflecting not only the challenges 
students face in grasping fundamental concepts but also raising ques-
tions about the effectiveness of the educational strategies and policies 
implemented in Hungary over the years. Second, upon reviewing the 
data, it is worth noting that among the sixty-three countries assessed, 
Hungary emerged as the nation where the family background index 
has the most significant impact on students. This finding is particularly 
alarming and warrants further attention. There is a noticeable contrast 
between formal and informal educational settings in Hungary, signifi-
cantly impacting several aspects of society. These differences consid-
erably influence children’s success rates, contributing to shaping their 
future perspectives, ability to adapt to challenges, prospects for social 
and economic advancement, formation of their identities, and overall 
capacity for resilience.229

Further research confirms these findings in relation to Romani 
youth. It highlights that the educational underperformance of Romani 
students is related to their parents’ levels of education, their disadvan-
taged economic and social positions, and the numerous discriminatory 
obstacles they face. There is a direct correlation between parents’ educa-
tional levels and their children’s academic performance. When parents 
have lower levels of education, their children often receive less academic 
support from schools and educators. Additionally, the resource-limited 
socioeconomic status of Romani families has a major impact: many face 
economic hardships that limit their access to resources such as tutoring, 
educational materials, and stable learning environments. Moreover, 
Romani students frequently face various forms of discrimination within 

229	 Csüllög / Lannert / Zempléni: Számít a pedagógus és az iskola!
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the educational system, including prejudice from peers and educators, 
which further restricts their academic success. These factors contribute 
to multiple obstacles that determine the educational results of Romani 
youth.230 The underperformance of Romani and economically disad-
vantaged children in schools is a significant concern both nationally 
and internationally. It has been argued that current social and early 
childhood education systems are ineffective in managing the challenges 
faced by these children, which leaves them at a disadvantage when they 
begin their public education journey. As a result, the school system 
struggles to address the challenges they encounter.231

From the standpoint of educational research, it is widely acknowl-
edged that effective, high-quality, collaborative, inclusive, and child-
centered education is key factor in fostering resilience and promoting 
student success. This involves creating an environment that imparts 
knowledge and encourages the individual. However, it is important 
to note that personal motivation is fundamental for an individual to 
succeed and exhibit resilience in the face of challenges. Motivation is 
a driving force that pushes individuals toward their goals and enables 
them to weather difficulties with tenacity and perseverance. Analysis 
of the latest PISA data reveals that Hungarian students are underper-
forming in competency tests compared to the OECD average. Despite 
excelling in memorization of lexical knowledge, diligent completion 
of homework, and maintaining lower absence rates compared to their 
global counterparts, their overall performance in tests measuring com-
petency remains subpar. This discrepancy can be attributed to several 
factors, including an overpacked school curriculum, the requirement 
for students to attend formal schooling throughout the day, and issues 
such as teacher burnout and overwork. These challenges adversely 
affect students, leading to demotivation and a limited scope for cre-
ativity. When analyzing these observations, it becomes clear that the 
socio-educational aspects of resilience encompass a broad spectrum of 
attitudes, emotions, and behaviors cultivated by educational institutions 
and educators. These mechanisms can influence students directly and 
indirectly, shaping their ability to adapt and thrive academically and 
socially.

In the late 1960s, the Rosenthal effect, more widely known as the 
“Pygmalion effect”, received considerable attention in the fields of 

230	 Kertesi / Kézdi: The Roma / Non-Roma Test Score Gap in Hungary.
231	 Csüllög / Lannert / Zempléni: Számít a pedagógus és az iskola!
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educational sociology and social psychology. This approach system-
atically examined how teachers’ attitudes and behaviors toward stu-
dents, whether affirmative or detrimental, affect students’ academic 
achievement and overall development.232 Robert Rosenthal and Lenore 
Jacobson suggest that students who attend schools with biased and 
categorizing environments may experience more challenges in their 
cognitive development, have lower levels of academic achievement, 
and struggle with developing a solid sense of self-identity compared 
to their peers in more positive school environments.233

The Pygmalion effect illustrates the powerful impact that higher 
expectations can have on an individual’s performance. This phenome-
non is particularly prominent in educational settings, where teachers’ 
beliefs and expectations about their students can significantly shape the 
students’ academic outcomes. When educators have favorable expec-
tations of their students, those students often respond by improving 
their performance and engagement in learning activities. Research has 
shown that positive expectations can create a self-fulfilling prophecy, 
where individuals internalize and strive to meet these beliefs. This 
effect extends beyond the classroom, influencing various domains of 
life, including the workplace and personal relationships. By foster-
ing an environment where individuals feel valued and supported, the 
Pygmalion effect can lead to improved achievements and behaviors, 
emphasizing the importance of belief and expectation in shaping human 
potential. According to the theory, when educators create a supportive, 
constructively critical, and motivating atmosphere while setting higher 
expectations (compared to their peers), students are expected to improve 
their academic performance, self-esteem, and cognitive growth.234

The Golem effect stands in contrast to the Pygmalion effect, focus-
ing on the negative assessments—both formal and informal—that stu-
dents face. This effect suggests that lower expectations can lead to 
poorer performance, as students may adopt these negative percep-
tions and underperform as a consequence. W. Glenn Rowe and James 
O’Brien acknowledge that students are expected to meet specific stan-
dards shaped by various factors around them, including their school 

232	 Csüllög / Lannert / Zempléni: Számít a pedagógus és az iskola!
233	 Rosenthal / Jacobson: Pygmalion in the Classroom; Rosenthal: Teacher Expec-

tancy Effects.
234	 Rosenthal / Jacobson: Pygmalion in the Classroom; Rosenthal: Teacher Expec-

tancy Effects.
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environment, socioeconomic background, gender, physical and mental 
health, identities, or even names, which elements can influence their 
educational experience and outcomes. A criticism of formal educa-
tional settings is that they often establish fixed academic standards 
that subconsciously and unintentionally impact students’ identities 
and characteristics. Consequently, this result substantially impacts 
the outcomes, as students may restrict critical thinking and reflective 
abilities, ultimately limiting their long-term aspirations and potential 
for upward social and economic mobility.235

The Cooper effect, also known as the self-perpetuating confirma-
tion effect theory, was developed by Harris M. Cooper and Thomas L. 
Good. Beyond examining the interconnectedness of schools, teachers, 
and their social impact mechanisms, the researchers also examined 
schools’ exclusionary traits. Their work points out that once a student 
enters the formal school environment, the educational setting often 
focuses on their existing achievements as well as their family, social, 
and economic background.236 It is argued that the school environment 
tends to mark and reward the performance of privileged students, who 
are already expected to excel academically. This critique is based on 
the observation that formal school settings fail to establish appropri-
ate academic standards for children from disadvantaged and lower-
middle-class backgrounds. Students from disadvantaged environments 
are less likely to receive positive feedback and compliments from their 
teachers, as well as being called on less often during lessons compared 
to their middle-class peers. This phenomenon may be partly attributed 
to the teacher’s impatience with students who are perceived as aca-
demically weaker or perhaps to the teacher’s inclination to limit social 
interaction with these students. The primary consequence of this social 
interaction is that it restricts these children’s opportunities to experi-
ence success, ultimately leading to the development of what is termed 
“learned helplessness” in the long run. Cooper’s critique centers on 
the challenges students face due to unfair judgments and evaluations 
within the structured education system. Despite excelling in academic 
performance, extracurricular activities, and personal growth, students 
perceived as average may not receive the recognition and opportuni-
ties they deserve. This disparity originates from preconceived biases 
about students’ abilities, which could be influenced by factors such as 

235	 Rowe / O’Brien: The Role of Golem, Pygmalion, and Galatea Effects.
236	 Cooper / Good: Pygmalion Grows Up.
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their identity, economic background, and social standing. Furthermore, 
these biases can lead to inaccurate evaluations of their performance, 
undermining the recognition of their capabilities. In such a learning 
environment, students may find themselves constrained in their ability 
to evaluate themselves positively, build a vision for their future, engage 
in critical reflection, and improve their social and economic status. 
This can significantly impact on their overall growth and potential 
for success.237

My claim is that the school system places disproportionate emphasis 
on categorizations, thereby neglecting the significant social advantages 
of the learning setting. Despite the existence of a few exceptional cases, 
the predominant pattern suggests that students gradually assimilate 
into an impersonal, bureaucratic, and unfamiliar system throughout 
public education. The formal sphere often ignores public challenges and 
social responsibilities, including failing to ensure students’ access to 
fundamental goods and services such as basic infrastructure, food, and 
well-being. Additionally, it often overlooks the importance of providing 
students with access to the formal language used in educational settings 
and supporting their self-identity to strengthen a sense of belonging.

7.4	 The Risk Factors and Breaking Points of Resilience

To emphasize resilience, we need to observe the points where resil-
ience fails, including the evaluation of various risk factors involved. 
This requires careful examination of two related core concepts, anomie 
and deviance. As a starting point, it is critical to consider the social 
condition of anomie, which refers to a state of normlessness or a lack 
of social cohesion. It is a condition in which individuals feel discon-
nected from the wider community and experience a breakdown of 
social norms. Anomie is often associated with feelings of alienation, 
a lack of direction, and a sense of moral deregulation. As described 
by Robert K. Merton, it refers to a state in a society where individuals 
experience a sense of disconnection due to their inability to attain their 
aspirations because of inadequate resources and opportunities. This sit-
uation can result in feelings of frustration and alienation among society 

237	 Rubie / Davies: Teacher Expectations and Perceptions of Student Attributes; 
Betts / Grogger: The Impact of Grading Standards on Student Achievement.
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members.238 As a social concept, deviance pertains to behaviors that 
deviate from societal norms. According to Émile Durkheim, anomie can 
lead to social disorder and irregularities, potentially resulting in neg-
ative implications for both social cohesion and individual well-being. 
This breakdown of social norms and cohesion within a society can have 
far-reaching consequences, such as losing the sense of belonging and 
connection to their communities.239 Deviance, as defined by Rudolf 
Andorka, refers to behavior that violates social norms. This can include 
actions or attitudes that are inconsistent with commonly held societal 
beliefs or values. Essentially, deviance involves stepping outside of 
established boundaries or expectations in a manner that breaks with 
accepted standards of behavior. The concept of deviance has often been 
linked to issues like alcoholism, disordered behavior, crime, and suicide, 
which are typically seen as abnormal actions. It is crucial to understand 
that these issues are not always ones that people choose to bring into 
the public sphere. Instead, how we interpret what is viewed as deviant 
behavior should be seen more as a reflection of societal structures rather 
than just individual choices.240 In Durkheim’s seminal work Suicide, he 
analyzes the concept of suicide as a social phenomenon, framing it as 
an act of self-destruction that arises from an individual’s interactions 
within society. According to Durkheim, societal norms are formed 
based on the principles shared by a particular social group. What may 
be considered a norm in one group can be seen as deviant in another. 
This also means that standards of behavior and beliefs are not fixed but 
rather shaped by the cultural and societal context in which they exist.241

In the course of my research, I have observed that when an indi-
vidual reaches the breaking point of their resilience, one of the major 
consequences can be anomie, potentially leading to suicide. Suicidal 
acts can often stem from conflicting and repressed motives within a 
person’s psyche. These motives are often influenced by social factors, 
driven by a sense of social selfishness and external pressures beyond the 
individual’s control. Suicide is rooted in the mechanisms of social injus-
tice and amplified by the taboo nature of the question, which is driven 
by self-destruction and influenced by reflective hope for a better past 
and a more acceptable future. The accumulation of unresolved social 

238	 Merton: Social Structure and Anomie.
239	 Durkheim: Suicide.
240	 Andorka: Deviáns viselkedés, Chapter 17.
241	 Durkheim: Suicide.
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challenges can result in overwhelming feelings of hopelessness, leading 
individuals to abandon the struggle and contemplate suicide. Feeling 
broken and damaged, the individual reaches a point where they cannot 
overcome the societal barriers and the challenges presented by others 
in their life. This critical juncture, which I refer to as the breaking point 
of resilience, marks a transition to a state of heightened vulnerability to 
suicide.242 Before analyzing the resilience breaking point using a case 
study, it is necessary to examine the structured stages that underpin 
this concept (Table 1). Understanding these steps will provide a more 
precise framework for interpreting the findings and implications of 
the case study, setting out the stages and breaking points of resilience. 
Each stage outlines specific characteristics and factors contributing to 
resilience, laying the groundwork for a more insightful analysis.

There is good evidence to suggest that experiencing a least two trau-
matic events can trigger the self-destructive mechanism in the lives of 
resilient Roma people. This response usually results from a combination 
of formal and informal social effects. In previous research, I found that 
the initial trauma experienced by the individual occurs during their 
childhood or early adulthood, linking back to their formal institutional 
(educational) experiences and lack of recognition and representations in 
the curriculum or self-affirmative representations. Despite being aware 
of their Romani identity, they struggle to comprehend and appreciate 
the values and advantages associated with it, which has a lasting impact 
on their lives.243 The habitual focus on external and dominant societal 
values initially reinforces the assimilationist aspirations of parents and 
their children, leading to feelings of shame regarding their own Romani 
linguistic and cultural values. This experience can be framed in social 
science with the notion of “minority shock”.244

The second significant traumatic experience, which is often more 
casual in nature, typically occurs in early childhood and encompasses 
a wide range of situations. This pivotal moment can involve the loss of 
parents or grandparents during a period of social mobility, leading to 
an abrupt separation from those with whom the child has formed deep 
emotional bonds. Other types of traumas at this stage may include a 

242	 I will illustrate this social phenomenon through the story of a Romani woman 
who took her own life on 13 January 2015, see section 7.7.

243	 Máté: Reziliens romák identitáskonstrukciói.
244	 Máté: Generációs változások a roma diplomások életútjában, a társadalmi rezili-

encia hatása II.
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long period of illness, homelessness, exposure to domestic violence, 
and various forms of sexual abuse. Paradoxically, after experiencing 
catharsis, individuals may not show immediate emotional responses. 
Instead, they often adopt a generalized emotional defense mechanism 
when interacting with others. After a traumatic event, a defense mech-
anism develops in phases, coinciding with the process of dealing with 
the losses they have experienced. This stage presents an opportunity 
to strengthen the individual’s identity during healing. Importantly, 
this period also includes mourning the trauma, which allows the expe-
rience to be integrated into the individual’s emotional development. 
It is important to note that after a cathartic release, individuals may 
demonstrate a diminished emotional response, thereby concealing the 
significant impact of these experiences. After a traumatic event, indi-
viduals may cultivate a defense mechanism to safeguard themselves 
from the public display of emotions. This defense mechanism unfolds 
in various phases that correspond to the processing of their personal 
“failures” and blames. As the person navigates through their trauma, 
this mechanism serves not only to shield them but also to contribute 
to the reinforcement of their self-identity. It also functions as a period 
of emotional mourning, allowing them to process their feelings in a 
healing manner.245

Table 1. Stages of identity affirmation / trauma healing and self-destruction 
in resilient individuals.

Identity affirmation phases Self-destructive phases

Shame / Trauma Shame / Trauma

Anger / Denial Anger / Denial 

Proofs Compromise / Struggle

Acceptance Depression

Pride Suicide

In the research, I found that the emotional difficulties experienced by 
Roma intellectuals in the initial three phases are remarkably similar. As 
they strive towards empowering themselves, they also navigate through 
the grieving process associated with the trauma they have experienced.

245	 Máté: Reziliens romák identitáskonstrukciói.
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In the initial stage of the process, the individual experiences a trau-
matic incident and begins to exhibit signs of distress. Following the 
initial shock, feelings of shame and self-blame arise, prompting the 
affected person to withdraw and avoid social situations. During this 
phase, the individual undertakes continuous self-reflection and con-
templation regarding the nature of the experience.

During the second stage of the process, individuals may experience 
a range of emotions, including anger and denial. At this stage, there 
is a tendency to attribute blame to both oneself and the surrounding 
circumstances. Additionally, individuals may deny the reality of the 
situation and attempt to address their perceived loss by expressing 
their discontent to those around them.

In the third phase of the process, individuals frequently begin to 
compromise and grapple with their emotions as they seek self-reassur-
ance while navigating their responses to traumatic events. They may 
feel pressured to conform to the expectations of others in an effort to 
rebuild their sense of identity. This phase is marked by an intensified 
desire to fit in across various situations, as individuals may perceive that 
their own actions or presence somehow contributed to the traumatic 
events they experienced.

The fourth phase is the processing and accepting of trauma; individ-
uals may encounter a pivotal moment that allows them to experience a 
breakthrough, facilitating successful coping with their traumatic expe-
riences. As they advance through this stage, they are likely to develop 
a more positive self-image, which can enhance their motivation to set 
new objectives and aspirations. However, it is critical to acknowledge 
that during this phase individuals may also enter a prolonged state of 
depression, which, in the absence of adequate social and individual 
support, could potentially lead to suicidal thoughts or actions.

The fifth stage of suicidal behavior involves an individual’s consid-
eration of ending their own life. This decision is profoundly personal 
and is frequently influenced by factors that may not be immediately 
evident to outside observers. It represents an individualized choice 
shaped by a myriad of internal and external influences.

7.5	 Do Resilient Roma Exist?

In the preceding sections, I have provided an in-depth examination 
of various strategies and approaches to comprehensively address the 
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phenomenon of resilience. Drawing upon an extensive review of exist-
ing research, I intend to thoroughly analyze the numerous factors that 
contribute to this social phenomenon. It is crucial to acknowledge that 
the development of resilience is influenced by a multifaceted relation-
ship between personal attributes and external conditions.

Individual characteristics, capabilities, and coping mechanisms 
are intricately intertwined with broader structural factors such as 
social support, economic prosperity, and the availability of resources, 
all of which collectively shape an individual’s resilience. In analyz-
ing the social mobility of Roma people, it is important to take into 
account the factors that influence their academic performance and 
future prospects.

Parental educational attainment and occupational status signifi-
cantly influence the opportunities afforded to their children. Higher 
levels of education and prestigious careers often lead to better access 
to quality educational resources.246 Moreover, families with elevated 
social status typically have the financial means to invest in additional 
extracurricular educational services and resources for their children, 
thereby providing them with a distinct advantage over those from less 
privileged backgrounds.247 Taking this into account as a further ques-
tion regarding the link between academic performance and resilience, 
it is important to spell out that families’ social connections determine 
individuals’ access to social resources and opportunities. Furthermore, 
enhanced visibility and rich networks within a community can substan-
tially increase access to various social goods, facilitating opportunities 
for personal and professional advancement. This phenomenon reflects 
the importance of social capital in navigating and leveraging commu-
nity resources effectively. The geographical location and environment 
in which individuals reside can profoundly affect their academic per-
formance. Additional factors such as inadequate access to housing and 
insufficient ways to get to school, especially in rural areas, can create 
extra burdens for individuals, potentially leading to lower educational 
outcomes.248 Moreover, the linguistic environment in which an individ-
ual grows up can also impact their educational development. Children 

246	 Derdák / Varga: Az iskola nyelvezete—idegennyelv; Réger: Cigány gyerekek 
nyelvi problémái és iskolai sikerei; Bernstein: Társadalmi osztály, nyelv és szocia-
lizáció.

247	 Bourdieu: A társadalmi egyenlőtlenségek újratermelődése.
248	 Cserti: Szociológiai, szociális tényezők a cigány népesség vizsgálatában.
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from families with a developed linguistic code may understand formal 
educational content more easily. In contrast, those with limited expo-
sure to formal language can face obstacles in academic settings.249 On 
top of these social factors, negative attitudes and prejudices directed 
towards them significantly impact school performance. When educa-
tors hold biased views, it can harm students’ academic achievement, 
self-esteem, and overall sense of identity.250 When reflecting on resil-
ience, it is recognized that several key factors significantly influence 
an individual’s ability to bounce back from challenges. These factors 
range widely, starting from early childhood experiences, which shape 
development and coping strategies, to the overall impact of socioeco-
nomic status on access to resources and support systems. It is impor
tant to note the varying effects of different types of trauma, balanced 
against the presence of supportive figures such as teachers, mentors, 
and role models. Moreover, it can be observed how social structures 
interact with resilience alongside the identity politics, which include 
elements like gender, ethnicity, and language, all of which affect an 
individual’s ability to be resilient. Personal characteristics also have a 
vital role, as do interpersonal relationships and the individual’s cultural 
capital. Other essential factors that contribute to resilience include 
motivation, achievement, and vision, which collectively shape how one 
faces adversity. Furthermore, the expectations from one’s environment 
can significantly influence resilience, as can the connection between 
physical and mental health. The ability to navigate different settings 
with confidence also enhances resilience, along with the importance 
of critique, reflexivity, and self-evaluation in strengthening this trait. 
From these observations, the various factors influencing resilience can 
be categorized into dependent, explanatory and control factors (which 
will be further discussed later in this section).

From the perspectives of sociology, psychology, and education, the 
term “system” refers to an individual’s capacity to overcome adversity. 
On the other hand, the term “force” relates to the enduring effects 
of early childhood traumas. After experiencing trauma, the affected 
individuals (in our case Romani intellectuals) develop defense mecha-
nisms to shield themselves from external pressures, which can result 
in the emergence of hidden talents expressed through creativity and 
self-expression. In the early stages of their academic journey, resilient 

249	 Orsós: A beás nyelv szociolingvisztikai helyzete.
250	 Csepeli: Előítélet és antiszemitizmus.
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individuals unconsciously activate a defense mechanism in response 
to early instances of discrimination, stigmatization, and exclusions, 
which may occur as early as first grade in elementary school. While 
they may not fully comprehend these experiences at the time, the 
need to continually prove themselves follows them as they progress 
through the education system, from elementary school to higher edu-
cation. Furthermore, in their social interactions and in public spaces, 
they are driven by a constant desire to attain equality. It is believed 
that Romani intellectuals can live genuine lives and gain acceptance 
from the broader society by surpassing the achievements of non-Roma 
middle-class intellectuals. This indicates that upward social mobility 
entails moving from lower or less privileged positions to the middle 
or upper-middle class to secure a higher class status, often involving 
at least two significant leaps in socioeconomic status.

Resilient Romani people are often subject to abrupt and significant 
changes in their social status compared to the majority of society. This 
can be a challenging and disruptive experience for them as they navigate 
sudden shifts in their standing within the broader social framework. As 
an illustration, imagine a ladder with twelve rungs representing differ-
ent school classes. A person with no resilient ability might start on the 
third rung due to factors like higher social status and more inclusive 
public education. On the other hand, a resilient person might start 
from the bottom because of a lack of these factors. The goal for both 
individuals is to reach the top of the ladder at the same time. While the 
non-resilient person can take it step by step and stop at each level, the 
resilient person must jump two or three rungs at a time to keep up. They 
must succeed in “jumping” (anybody who suffers discrimination must 
do that, the question is whether they can; people demonstrate resil-
ience by succeeding). In public education, distinct disparities become 
apparent when specific competencies are categorized at levels that 
tend to be neglected or underestimated. These overlooked classifica-
tions can significantly impact how educators assess student abilities 
and tailor their teaching strategies. As a result, valuable skills may not 
receive the attention they deserve, leading to unequal opportunities 
for students to develop a comprehensive set of competencies essential 
for their academic and personal growth. However, on a positive note, 
these individuals frequently demonstrate the ability to compensate for 
the lack of emphasis on certain skills in public education through their 
creativity and resourcefulness. Examinations in the public education 
system—such as those for career choices, vocational education, high 
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school graduation, and university admissions—are critical in a way that 
could block their social mobility.251

The emergence of a Roma intellectual elite is often viewed with 
skepticism and surprise by non-Romani people. The longstanding ste-
reotype of the “poor barefoot Gypsy” is challenged when confronted 
with this new reality, leading to a reconsideration of preconceived 
notions. Individuals who manage to attain social mobility are often 
perceived as outsiders, defying prevailing expectations. Resilient mem-
bers of the community acquire new skills and adapt during their 
formative years in school, enabling them to step into a higher social 
class. It is crucial for these resilient individuals to foresee potential 
obstacles and adequately prepare for the demands of their newfound 
social status. Paradoxically, individuals in basic, everyday, commu-
nal situations do not recognize that they are moving between social 
mobility levels; they only become aware of it when they are at a new, 
higher social mobility level. In the lives of resilient Romani people, 
a change in status during mobility anticipates the expectations of 
the subsequent social stratum. It may signal what the next stratum 
expects and demands for their continued success. Individuals who 
constantly challenge their social stratum often hold themselves per-
sonally accountable for their failures, even when external factors are 
shaping their mobility. This can lead to a sense of personal responsi-
bility for the inability to achieve their goals. In such instances, there 
is a risk of stagnation in social mobility and coping with resilient 
ability. However, resilient individuals are able to assess this risk and 
seek alternative solutions if they are unable to progress upward in 
the social strata. This adaptability enables individuals to pursue new 
paths for advancement and mobility.

Due to systemic discrimination in public education and a lack of 
emphasis on the transfer of learning competencies, resilient individ-
uals are often able to acquire the necessary knowledge without fully 
understanding its value. This phenomenon underscores the challenges 
within the education system and the resilience of individuals who 
navigate through it. The absence of a range of skills is frequently 
exacerbated by an individual’s self-deception, as the education system 
typically emphasizes formal values. Preschool education is rarely dis-
cussed in such cases, as it is often incomplete and may only last for 

251	 Máté: Generációs változások a roma diplomások életútjában, a társadalmi rezili-
encia hatása II.
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a year. When it comes to choosing a career path, teachers frequently 
direct students from marginalized communities towards educational 
institutions that are not commensurate with their level of knowledge, 
even if their academic performance exceeds that of their non-Roma 
peers. Therefore, resilient individuals who face and successfully nav-
igate multiple challenges are more likely to attain higher levels of 
success.252 However, resilient people maintain a sense of uncertainty 
about the long-term perspectives, although they remain firm in pur-
suing their short-term objectives. They possess a clear understanding 
of what they aim to accomplish in the immediate future, along with 
the when, why, and how of their actions. Additionally, they exhibit 
early independence and often find themselves navigating their jour-
neys alone, having to make major decisions independently at a young 
age.253 In many cases, as they progress into later stages of life, the 
support of an individual from outside their immediate family becomes 
vital, which can come in the form of a teacher or mentor provided by 
esteemed institutions such as Roma Advanced Colleges.254

As noted earlier, in my previous research I found resilient Roma 
people to have endured at least two significant traumatic events in 
their lives before early adulthood. The first of these events occurs 
during their early education, specifically in first grade in elementary 
school. During this time, teachers often confront students with nega-
tive perceptions associated with being part of the “Gypsy community”, 
which can have a lasting impact on the students’ social mobility. 
However, it is crucial to spell out that this labeling category imposed 
on them at a young age may have yet to be fully understood or appreci-
ated from their side. While they may have been aware of their Romani 
identity within their families, they may have yet to fully comprehend 
its significance and the identity politics and social positions that come 
with it. The prevailing societal pressures exerted on the Roma serve to 
reinforce the assimilation efforts of both parents and children, leading 
to the marginalization of Romani linguistic and cultural values. Con-
sequently, many Roma families do not view their languages and tradi-
tions as a cultural heritage to be preserved. However, during their years 
in high school and university, resilient young Roma individuals may 

252	 Székelyi et al.: A siker fénytörései.
253	 Rayman / Varga: Reziliencia és inklúzió.
254	 For more information about the Roma Advanced Colleges and their establishment, 

see section 8.4.2.
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take it upon themselves to reacquaint themselves with the language 
and strive to reclaim Romani culture that is gradually being forgotten. 
This issue originates from educational institutions’ inadequacies in 
providing Roma students with the opportunities to reconstruct their 
cultural heritage and strengthen a positive sense of identity within 
the academic environment.

During their formative school years, numerous individuals undergo 
traumatic turning points due to experiences from their early child-
hood, which events have a profound and enduring impact on their 
development and future trajectories. This critical phase in their social 
development frequently arises from feelings of loneliness or aloneness 
in formal institutions and, moreover, in society. 

Roma people who have achieved a higher level of education than 
even middle-class members of the majority society find it challeng-
ing to move back into their former communities. This difficulty arises 
not from a lack of welcome and support in their Roma families, but 
rather from the potential lack of employment opportunities com-
mensurate with their advanced education and qualifications in their 
previous geographical locations. As they pursue high school and 
later higher education, Romani resilient people often demonstrate 
a tendency for territorial mobility, which becomes their perma-
nent residency. This inclination can be attributed to various factors, 
such as access to educational opportunities, career prospects, and 
personal development. Throughout their academic journey, they 
profoundly reflect on their dual or multiple identities, which encom-
pass aspects of their minority background and the need for social 
responsibility (Table 2).

Cognitive processes and attributions have a powerful influence on 
individuals’ decisions when choosing a partner. Although it is now 
possible for educated Roma individuals to choose a partner who is also 
educated and Roma, in most cases they tend to choose a non-Roma 
partner with a higher education. This prevalent pattern suggests that 
educated Roma individuals have achieved considerable spatial and 
social mobility, allowing them a wider range of choices when it comes 
to a partner.
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Table 2. Indicators of resilience. Based on my doctoral dissertation: Máté: 
Generational Changes of Romani Intellectuals Life.

Resilience-dependent factors

Resilience factors Dependent factors

Student performance School results received

Student evaluations Grading and test results

Intentions of motivation and mobility Intention to continue education, aspira-
tions, and career visions

Explanatory factors for resilience

Resilience factors Explanatory factors Indicators of the factors

Formal and infor-
mal socialization 
characteristics:

Early childhood 
formal education 
and knowledge 
transfer in preschool 
and early childhood

Did the student participate in 
knowledge transfer and education 
in preschool or school?

If yes, for how many years?

If not, why not, and what were the 
reasons?

School stability, swit-
ching between schools, 
dropping out, recog-
nition of the student’s 
talents

 How stable was the school environ-
ment?

Did the person change schools?

If so, what were the reasons?

Has the school environment noticed 
the student’s talents?

Parental support, 
guidance, and care

Motivation of the 
informal milieu

What was the family’s relationship 
with the school?

To what extent could the family 
help the student to acquire formal 
knowledge?

How aware was the parent of the 
child’s current school situation, 
career, and prospects?
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Explanatory factors for resilience

Resilience factors Explanatory factors Indicators of the factors

Characteristics 
of the school 
classrooms:

Classroom equipment

The accessibility of 
classroom equipment 
and tools

Did the student have access to 
information and communication 
technology tools?

Were appropriate teaching materials 
provided for the student and teacher?

For example: chalk and teaching aids? 

To what extent was the classroom 
equipment modern or worn?

The design of the 
classroom 

How the classroom 
space is used for 
teaching

How was the school equipment 
(tables, chairs, blackboards) 
organized in the classroom?

Was the classroom arrangement 
front-facing, cooperative, or family-
like?

Was the classroom formal or infor-
mal?

School 
characteristics:

Geographical location 
and accessibility of 
the school

Is the location of the school rural or 
urban?

The size of the insti-
tution 

How accessible is the school from 
neighboring rural settlements where 
there are no schools?

How large is the school’s capacity?

How popular is the school in the 
neighborhood and among the 
parents?

The facilities 
of the school

Does the school have its own gym, 
sports hall, language lab, drama class, 
physics and chemistry lab, science 
room, activity room, playground, 
etc.?

Type and form 
of school

– elementary school
– vocational school
– �technical secondary school
– high school
– segregated school
– �integrated school setting

Table 2 (continued ) 
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Explanatory factors for resilience

Resilience factors Explanatory factors Indicators of the factors

The relationship 
with the teacher, 
mentor, or psycho-
logist:

Evaluation Has the student received a realistic 
teacher assessment?

How motivating or discouraging was 
the teacher’s evaluation?

Which forms and methods were used 
for the assessment?

How regularly did the student receive 
feedback on their learning from the 
teacher?

Talent management Has the student been involved in any 
talent management programs and 
mentorships?

Has the school noticed any potential 
talent of the student?

Has the school had a talent manage-
ment program or mentors?

Career development 
and support

Has the student received realistic 
career guidance from the teacher?

Has mentoring and psychological 
counseling been made available to 
the student?

How supportive was the formal lear-
ning environment for the student’s 
career vision planning?

Resilience control factors

Resilience factors Control factor Indicator of the factor

Gender: Gender Woman

	

	

Man

– Transgender girl
– Transgender boy
– Non-binary
– Gender fluid

Table 2 (continued )  
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Resilience control factors

Resilience factors Control factor Indicator of the factor

Family background: Parents’ highest level 
of education

– �fewer than eight years of 
elementary education 

– vocational education
– high school diploma
– college
– university

Number of siblings Is space in the house shared between 
the siblings?

Do they each have their own room 
or do they share a room?

Are the siblings in hierarchical 
relationships within the family?

Cultural capital Formal and informal relationships

Knowledge and skills are valued by 
society as a whole

Social and community values and 
culture

Social and 
economic status:

Type of residential area The infrastructure and nature of the 
residential area:

– conveniently located
– housing area
– residential area
– segregated settlement

Income, wealth Income from employment

Capital, property, movable, and real 
estate

Employment and working conditions

In general: does the person (or their 
parents) have a permanent job?

Lifestyle, consumption The quality and quantity of food 
consumed

Exercise

Access to recreation and leisure

Table 2 (continued )  
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Resilience control factors

Resilience factors Control factor Indicator of the factor

Access to public 
health:

Physical health Ongoing medical conditions

Physical disabilities

 Mental health Mental illness and disorders

7.6	 “You Are Not a Gypsy, You Are the Gypsy”: 
A Resilience Case Study

The interviewee (anonymized as Péter) is a thirty-year-old man who 
belongs to and self-declared as a Romungró / Carpathian Romani person. 
Péter is a Romani intellectual who was the first person in his family to 
graduate from university, and later on he became an influential voice not 
only in Hungarian Romani activism, but also at the European level. The 
interview was conducted in 2015 as my core interview for my doctoral 
research. This interview was a pilot discussion that later on encour-
aged me to structure my further questions and concerns regarding the 
framework of Romani resilience.

During the discussion, Péter considered it important that we use the 
term Roma because, in his opinion, the label Cigány, which is equivalent 
to “Gypsy”, has a pejorative meaning. Péter is from Hungary, specifically 
from the city of Salgótarján in Nógrád County, where he lived in segre-
gated settlements. The city is notable in the Hungarian social sciences 
context because of its considerable Romani population. Péter’s family 
did not reach the average middle-class level in Hungary; compared to 
other non-Romani families in the city, they were considered poor, but 
they were relatively wealthy compared with other Roma.

After he was born, his family moved to Bátonyterenye, where he 
spent his childhood until he turned twenty, at which point he moved 
to Budapest. He has an older brother who is eleven years older than 
him. Péter’s brother currently lives in the USA with his family, having 
emigrated there ten years ago, mainly for better economic opportu-
nities. His father was a trained laborer at a local glass manufacturing 
company, while his mother worked as a nanny at a nearby kinder-
garten for nearly ten years before being laid off due to changes in 
local policies. After that, she took a position at a lamp factory, where 

Table 2 (continued ) 
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she worked as a skilled employee until retirement. Péter’s parents 
speak the Carpathian dialect of Romungró. However, they chose not 
to speak Romani with him during his upbringing. They refrained from 
teaching him the language partly because the family aimed for com-
plete assimilation and partly out of concern that passing down their 
language and culture might put their children at a disadvantage later 
in life. Interestingly, Péter’s father’s family carries on the traditions of 
their Romani heritage, which is more recognized than those from his 
mother’s side. Péter relearned Romani during his higher education to 
reclaim his cultural heritage. Currently, he lives in Prague with his 
partner in a same-sex relationship.

Péter’s preschool attendance was incomplete before he entered 
elementary school; he only went there for two years, instead of three 
years as is required in Central Europe, including Hungary. He finished 
his elementary school studies at a local institution that was supported 
financially by the municipality. The number of Roma students there 
has increased significantly since he graduated from it, but he highlights 
that even in the 1990s there was already a relatively large number of 
Romani students at the institution. Currently, it still implements a sys-
tem of segregated education, whereby the teaching staff instruct Roma 
students in separate settings. This approach primarily aims to isolate 
Roma children in the school, which not only involves classrooms with 
inadequate infrastructure but also lower-quality knowledge transfer, a 
limited syllabus, and often different, lower-quality meals with so-called 
“Gypsy tableware” (including plates, spoons, forks, and knives) as well. 
Roma and non-Roma students learn mathematics, Hungarian language 
and literature, history, and English in the same school at the same time, 
but in different rooms and with different teachers, separately.

Despite Péter’s critical thinking and good elementary school results, 
the local teachers channeled him into lower-level educational institu-
tions, and blocked his further plan to learn in a high school. During his 
career orientation in the school, his teachers advised him to apply to 
a vocational school even though his school results and abilities would 
reach the requirements for graduating from a high school. Péter’s par-
ents did not accept the local elementary school’s recommendation 
and refused to enroll their son in a vocational school. Consequently, 
he opted to attend a high school specializing in trade and economics 
within the region, where he successfully earned a high school diploma 
as the only Roma student in his class. During his time in high school, 
another student arrived who was labeled as a “Gypsy”; however, this 
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person did not openly speak about his Romani heritage. Péter noted that 
while racism and discrimination may have existed within the school 
environment, he did not perceive such occurrences at the time, as he 
was unfamiliar with the definitions of these concepts.

An important observation is that Péter did not receive any knowl-
edge about Romani history and cultural heritage during his elementary 
and high school education. He claims that public education did not pro-
vide him with the opportunity to engage with his own Romani heritage, 
either within the mandatory curriculum or via extracurricular activities.

Péter criticizes the lack of positive representation in the public 
imagination of Roma in the arts, culture, and academia. Furthermore, 
he articulated a sense of invisibility and marginalization throughout 
his educational experience: “We are invisible; so you can’t see your 
own face.”

This critical thought motivated him to apply to the Vilmos Apor 
Catholic College in Vác with a focus on Romani Studies, where he 
earned his degree successfully. Also, in this period, he felt a permanent 
burden of proof and responsibility for acceptance by the whole of soci-
ety. During his studies and practice as an elementary school teacher, 
it was important to him to strengthen the minority identity of Romani 
children. Based on his experience, achieving success in adulthood 
requires overcoming the obstacles that complicate both personal life 
and professional growth. During his university years, he connected with 
other Romani students, and they established a supportive community 
together. After obtaining his first diploma, he taught “Gypsy Studies” 
and the “Gypsy” language (specifically the Romani Lovári dialect) at 
the Lakatos Menyhért Elementary School and High School in Budapest. 
Later, he worked for two years at the Department for Domestic Policy 
of the Ministry of Human Capacities but quit because he did not feel 
a sense of responsibility in his role. He was not assigned significant 
tasks that could have provided him with new challenges. During his 
time at the Ministry, Péter felt he experienced a “glass ceiling”, meaning 
that institutional racism prevented his work and efforts from receiving 
greater recognition. After leaving the Ministry, he became an associ-
ate at the UCCU Roma Informal Educational Foundation, which is a 
Hungarian Roma civil society organization. His shift from the public 
education sector via the state administration to non-governmental 
institutional work prompted him to criticize the inadequate represen-
tation and commonly accepted racist manifestations of the “Gypsy” in 
the public imagination and daily life.
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Basically, we don’t picture ourselves positively or neutrally. 
Our picture of ourselves is always negative. I think this results 
partly in self-hatred, but also in a lack of self-confidence. We 
never see positive reflections of ourselves, only those constant 
socio-photos. Personally, this makes me very angry. The upshot 
of it is much more negative than positive, I think. There can be 
no excusing those who make these negative portrayals, even if 
they are Roma.

He considered his efforts to be deconstructive, productive, and valuable 
to the whole of Hungarian society. However, he quickly found himself 
at the center of attacks from far-right and right-wing political parties. 
As a next step, he resigned from UCCU and enrolled in the Roma Access 
Program (RAP) at the Central European University (CEU). After com-
pleting the program, he moved to Prague with his Italian partner to 
build a better future in a place where they could feel more accepted by 
society. Both his wider social circle and close family and friends fully 
embraced his same-sex relationship.

Regardless of his success, Péter is considering living abroad out-
side of Hungary for his own safety and good. He faces challenges in 
securing employment within Hungary despite having completed his 
higher education. Analyzing his narrative, it becomes clear that he 
seeks to reshape the negative perceptions and stereotypes surrounding 
Roma people in both Hungarian and international contexts, aiming to 
combat the often scapegoating labels applied by society and promote 
a more accurate understanding of Romani representations for future 
generations.

Péter’s social mobility can be characterized as a success despite the 
numerous traumatic events he has undergone. He views these expe-
riences as obstacles to overcome for acceptance within mainstream 
society. He faced his first traumatic experience during his time in kin-
dergarten. It was the first time he became aware of his identity as a 
Roma and realized he was different from the majority of his peers, 
especially when kindergarten teachers referred to him as “Gypsy”. 
This same experience resurfaced in first grade when teachers used the 
term “Gypsy” as a slur. In his critical view, the term “Gypsy” is offen-
sive, humiliating, and degrading. Therefore, he prefers to avoid using 
it. The emotional scars from those early experiences have lingered 
with him over the years. As he looks back on those moments, he feels 
that these stigmatizations from the teachers strengthened his drive to 
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prove himself. Even though his teacher might have encouraged Péter 
by saying that he was the one “Gypsy” who would be able to achieve 
success, this statement reflects antigypsyist patterns. As Péter was told: 
“You are not a Gypsy; you are the Gypsy.” Based on the countless similar 
statements he heard from an early age, he felt a permanent need to 
prove himself during his social mobility, which was mostly led by the 
need to conform. He often felt that he had a “motivational power that 
keeps him going and helps him surpass himself.”

Péter has known since high school that he is gay, but his Romani 
identity pushed him towards hiding in the closet, which increased his 
feeling of needing to prove himself. He subconsciously developed a 
sense that if anyone were to figure out his Roma LGBTI intersectional 
identity, that would cause further social distance, disgust, and hatred 
towards him from his peers. The turning point came when he moved to 
the capital, where he found a sense of liberation. During this period he 
turned to a professional (a psychologist) for advice, who helped to him 
value his intersectional identity, which strengthened him and recalled 
his resilient ability.

Péter’s current success lies in critical recognition and acceptance of 
his multiple identities and minority status. He recognizes the impor-
tance of understanding himself on the one hand, while, on the other, 
he has been able to find answers to many of his questions by captur-
ing the nuances of his deeper group identities. Throughout his social 
mobility journey, he placed great value on maintaining firm principles 
and cultivating a positive self-image. In his criticism, the development 
of a false self-image and rejection of his identity (neglected support) 
could have led to an identity crisis, which could have resulted in him 
reaching the breaking point of resilience.

Examining Péter’s narrative, we can state that everyday discourse 
about Roma people is more problem-oriented than it is positive. Even 
though Romani people may have the opportunity to represent them-
selves actively and positively in public today, the doors of academic and 
public institutions have only opened slightly in front of them. Roma 
intellectuals are gaining wider recognition; however, their narrative 
and cultural heritage, based on forced assimilation and segregationally 
practices, seems to be forgotten.

According to Gordon Allport, prejudice crops up everywhere in 
daily life and is mutual between various groups.255 The theory of Erik 

255	 Allport: Az előítélet, pp. 104–274.
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H. Erikson has been proven, too, according to which the more minor 
and broader family environment, history, and culture can form an 
individual’s self-image.256 Lothar Krappmann’s theory proposes that 
identity is not a fixed or unchanging construct. While it comprises 
certain elements, individuals actively select the aspects of their identity 
that best align with their status and circumstances.257

Péter found himself on a journey to rediscover his identity. Growing 
up, his parents and close family did not engage with the Roma language 
or culture, leaving a gap in his understanding. As an adult, he dedicated 
himself to filling that void. According to my interviewee, his sense of 
identity is a fluid and evolving construct. He has the freedom to choose 
which roles to embrace and which traits to highlight in his life.

7.7	 The Breaking Point of Resilience:  
A Social-Psychological Case Study

The study focuses on the tragic story of a Romani woman, a thirty-four-
year-old mother of four. Katalin tragically ended her life by hanging 
herself by a rope in the garage of her home at approximately 9 a.m. on 
13 January 2015.

Katalin was born on 30 January 1981, in a small village in Somogy 
County, Hungary. She was the third child in the family, with two older 
brothers aged seven and five. Their mother was only twenty-two years 
old when Katalin was born. Their father came from a Roma family with 
many siblings. After Katalin’s birth, their mother decided to start a 
new life with another man. There were no specific reasons for this new 
relationship except that she had fallen in love with the new man. Soon 
after, the mother and the stepfather moved in together in a village near 
her ex-husband. The mother, her three children, and her new husband 
started a new life together.

About a year after Katalin’s first family split up, her biological father 
decided to leave this world voluntarily. He committed suicide, in a way, 
as he hung himself in their kitchen and, at the same time, blew up the 
family house as well. It may be that he did this by first opening the gas 
tap and then standing on a chair with a packet of matches in his hand. 
As he jumped from the chair, he lit the match in his hand. So, within a 

256	 Erikson: Identity, Youth and Crisis; Erikson: Identity and the Life Cycle.
257	 Krappmann: Az Identitás Szociológiai Dimenziói.
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moment, he had blown up his home and hanged himself. This was the 
first trauma in Katalin’s life that she could not overcome.

The remarriage of Katalin’s mother had a significant negative impact 
on the family. The new stepfather subjected the family members to 
regular emotional and physical violence. When Katalin was approxi-
mately ten years old, her mother was diagnosed with uterine cancer 
and subsequently passed away. Despite her mother’s efforts to seek 
medical treatment, she was incorrectly diagnosed as being pregnant. 
By the time when her disease became obvious, it was too late. Julianna, 
Katalin’s mother, passed away on 25 February 1992, at their home.

After her mother passed away, Katalin was placed in foster care 
under her maternal aunt. Unfortunately, her aunt constantly demeaned 
Katalin by assigning her menial and humiliating tasks around the house-
hold; thus, she became a “servant” of the house. Her foster parents 
allowed her to study, as they received Katalin’s orphan care benefits 
from the state.

Katalin’s grades were excellent in elementary and vocational school, 
so she planned to obtain a high school diploma. She was invited to study 
on a scholarship at Gandhi High School in Pécs, among other institu-
tions, but her foster family refused her permission to attend, affecting 
her educational opportunities and prospects. Facing these multiple 
oppressions based on her social status and gender, Katalin wanted to 
move to a boarding school because of her overwhelming feelings of 
hopelessness and loneliness.

Her foster parents initially rejected all of her future plans to study 
for their own selfish reasons, as they wanted to keep her around the 
household. Later, the foster parents’ older daughter became pregnant 
as a teenager, which created a need for additional space in their home. 
As a result, Katalin was placed in a vocational boarding school (from 
Monday to Friday), which did not align with her educational plans 
and level of knowledge. During the weekends, Katalin was forced to 
do chores around the household, which had piled up during the week.

Throughout her vocational education, Katalin faced significant emo-
tional struggles, which led her to turn to alcohol and possibly drugs 
for relief. During this time, she often felt lonely and isolated. In her 
search for comfort, she sought the company of men; however, these 
interactions often resulted in the exploitation of her body.

Around the age of sixteen, one early evening, Katalin was about 
to leave for college in the nearby town when four local men sexually 
abused her at the local village train station. Katalin confided in her 
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maternal aunt about the incident, but her aunt responded by blaming 
her and threatening to expel her from the family if she spoke about it 
to anyone. This was a significant reason for her first suicide attempt, 
during which she used a razor blade to seek attention. After a short 
recovery period, she decided to enter state care. From the ages of sixteen 
to eighteen, she was placed in foster care.

At the age of seventeen, Katalin met János, who began living with 
her after she turned eighteen. They had two children, a boy (János Jr., 
hereafter Jancsi) and a girl (Nikolett, hereafter Niki). Using Katalin’s 
orphan allowance that she had saved up, they bought an apartment in 
social housing in a small town with a kitchen and two rooms but no 
bathroom or adequate running water. They had a home and a second-
hand car; everything seemed to be going in a positive direction. Even-
tually, however, Katalin’s money ran out, which meant a decrease in 
the happiness she had bought with it. After spending all their savings, 
the car was sold, and the electricity and running water in the apartment 
were also turned off. Katalin could not take on any extra work because 
of the age of her children (one and three years old). Her husband spent 
the money he earned from his informal work on alcohol, sex, and gam-
bling. Katalin then decided to put all her shame aside and return to her 
childhood village to ask for help. She left János.

After walking and hitchhiking about eighty kilometers with her 
two children, feeling ashamed and without money or a place to stay, 
she asked her family for help, and they eventually welcomed her back. 
It seemed like she could start a new, happier life and put aside all the 
humiliation she had suffered within the family. However, fate, or what-
ever it was, had other plans for her. To begin her new chapter, she went 
to a nearby city to file for divorce. After successfully filing her claim in 
the county court, she ran into the husband she had left (János) and his 
mother and father at Kaposvár train station. Seeing an opportunity to 
claim back his position as the man of the family, he publicly humiliated 
and ashamed Katalin. János kicked Katalin and beat her with his fists 
in the train station waiting room, and forced her to kneel in front of 
him to beg for his forgiveness. After Katalin lost consciousness, János 
took the children (Jancsi and Niki) and left her lying bleeding in public.

During the assault, not one member of the public intervened to help 
Katalin; only after the attackers had left did someone call an ambu-
lance. After Katalin regained consciousness, she searched hysterically 
for her children and refused any medical assistance from the doctors. 
Later that day, she returned to her village to seek help from her older 
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brothers in retrieving her children from her ex-husband. This was also 
the day of her second suicide attempt, as she tried to end her life with 
a drug overdose, but her younger brother stopped her from finishing 
it. On the same day, Katalin’s brothers and other male members of her 
mother’s family used physical force to bring back the children to their 
mother from the other half of the family (from János and his parents).

After the incident, Katalin stayed at her divorced uncle’s house, who 
did not ask for a special financial fee for the accommodation. Once 
again, at the age of twenty-three, Katalin’s life seemed to be sorted out 
and stabilized. She took on various physical agricultural and seasonal 
jobs to support herself and raise her children in relative comfort, mean-
ing they had a place to sleep and food on their table every day. In the 
meantime, as a single young mother of two children, she also fought 
uterine cancer. Despite these challenges, she did not want to give up 
on life. She seemed unbreakable and wanted to live happily and com-
fortably. She was a cheerful, always smiling person with a dry sense 
of humor. She loved life, or she would have loved the life she imagined 
when she was young around her mother.

After three years, she started dating again and considered starting 
another family. At the age of twenty-six, she (as one of life’s little jokes) 
met a person with the same name as her ex-husband János (hereafter 
Jani), with whom she moved in, after six months of dating, into the 
annex of his family house.

Within eight years, they had two more children—a boy and a girl 
(László and Krisztina). Jani had a registered and permanent job, and 
later, with savings and the help of the state social housing subsidy 
(Socpol), they were able to build their own house together (Katalin 
was twenty-nine years old at the time). They raised their four children 
together in their own home. Katalin had two sons (Jancsi from her first 
and László from her second marriage) and two daughters (Nikolett 
from her first and Krisztina from her second marriage). She again had 
a home, a car, and some money in savings. It seemed that Katalin’s life 
was back on track.

However, the new difficulties could not be seen from the outside, 
as the signs of sexual abuse within the family were not noticeable. It 
later became obvious that Jani had sexually abused his stepdaughter 
for several years. It appeared that Jani had been having a manipulative 
and secret relationship with Nikolett from about age thirteen/fourteen 
until she was sixteen. The sexual violence, which lasted nearly three 
years, was discovered by Katalin when she found out that Nikolett was 
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probably pregnant by Jani. Katalin confronted Jani about the abuse and 
ordered him to leave the house, threatening to report him for sexual 
violence  of a minor within the family. Jani and Katalin separated, and 
Katalin chose not to disclose the reason for their separation. After the 
information about the split became known in the village, several young 
men from the area attempted to harass Katalin. Her elder son, Jancsi, 
intervened on multiple occasions to protect his family from attacks by 
these men.

The situation developed into an aggressive conflict, during which 
Jancsi, Katalin’s eldest son, used physical force in an attempt to protect 
his mother, two sisters, and brother. Consequently, Katalin and her 
family were frequently targeted with serious verbal harassment in the 
ensuing period. As a result of the build-up of tensions, one afternoon, 
Jancsi stormed out into the street with an iron bar and attacked the local 
harassers. The fight also involved a young (fifteen-year-old) pregnant 
girl, whose child died in the course of the incident. The deceased fetus 
had to be surgically removed from the mother’s abdomen. In a shocking 
turn of events, the young mother accused Katalin’s son, Jancsi, of being 
responsible for her child’s death when speaking to the police. Following 
this accusation, Jancsi was placed in pretrial detention on suspicion of 
homicide on the same day.

Due to the series of events described above, Katalin attempted 
suicide multiple times, but her family interpreted these attempts as 
unfortunate accidents. One such incident involved a fire in the family 
home, which Katalin successfully extinguished. It was later revealed 
that Katalin had caught Jani and Nikolett engaging in sexual intercourse 
in the garage of the house the previous day. This suicide attempt by 
Katalin resembles that of her father. During her attempt, Katalin likely 
realized that burning everything to ashes, as her father had done, was 
not a sensible solution. On another occasion, Katalin was driving home 
after visiting her older son, Jancsi, who was in custody. During the 
drive, she “accidentally” crashed her car into a tree on the side of the 
road. The high-speed crash may have been stopped by her screaming 
and frightened children in the back seat, which gave her a chance to 
pull the wheel to one side just in time.

As mentioned, Katalin’s older son was taken into custody on suspi-
cion of homicide, and her older daughter had a manipulated affair with 
her foster father. Despite all this, presumably out of social shame and 
vulnerability, she accepted Jani back, hoping to prevent further relations 
between her daughter and her husband and to jointly seek an acquittal 
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for her son with the help of a lawyer. Katalin’s decision to take her own 
life seems to have derived from two significant factors: her daughter’s 
seemingly hopeless manipulated romantic feelings towards her foster 
father and the realization that her son would remain imprisoned.

On 13 January 2015, after making breakfast for her family and tak-
ing her young children to the local elementary school, Katalin went 
shopping for that evening’s dinner. At around 9 a.m., she hanged her-
self in the garage, which was most likely a place where her husband 
committed abusive and exploitative sexual acts with her stepdaughter.  
In her suicide note, she noted:

I can’t take it anymore.258

258	 In memory of my sister, Kati.
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and persistent reinforcement of distorted perceptions and stereotypical 
norms. Endre Hann, Miklós Tomka and Ferenc Pártos’ study on the per-
ception of the Roma reveals that the concept of “who is Roma” is shaped 
by shared negative prejudices, contributing to the collective stigmatiza-
tion of the “Gypsy”.259 György Csepeli’s work details the characteristics 
and societal perceptions of “Gypsies” as stigmatized in the social sphere. 
This means that the existing perceptions include a wide range of nega-
tive stereotypes, among them the belief that they are inclined towards 
criminal activities, prone to violence, and likely to engage in vandalism. 
Additionally, “Gypsies” are commonly associated with behaviors such 
as fraud, deceit, and a debauched lifestyle, leading to them being per-
ceived as criminals (Table 3). In István Tabuer’s findings, “Gypsies” are 
also often perceived as taking advantage of their circumstances, being 
associated with alcoholism, and facing high levels of unemployment. A 
subsequent survey conducted by Tauber a decade later confirmed these 
findings, as responses from 825 individuals echoed similar presumptions 
regarding the perceived characteristics of “Gypsies”.260 Another social 
distance survey from 1998 was conducted to examine the attitudes of 
non-Roma people toward Romani in public spaces, more precisely on 
public transportation. The survey had 819 respondents, and among 
them, 57 % stated that they would be open to sitting next to Roma on 
public transport on one or two occasions, 20 % expressed a willingness 
to do so most of the time, 16 % mentioned that they would never be 
willing to sit next to Roma, and only 7 % indicated that it did not matter 
to them.261 In the same year (1998), György Csepeli, Zoltán Fábián and 
Endre Sik focused on the question of relationship preferences, partic-
ularly in relation to whether non-Roma people would choose Roma as 
partners. The study surveyed 819 respondents and found that 64 % of 
them expressed that they would never consider choosing a Roma part-
ner. Furthermore, 20 % mentioned that they would be open to doing so 
once or twice, while 7 % stated that they would choose a Roma partner 
most of the time. Surprisingly, 9 % of the respondents indicated that 
they would always choose a “Gypsy” as a partner.262 Another element of 

259	 Erős: Pszichológiai Szempontok és Problémák a Magyarországi Cigányság 
Helyzetére Vonatkozó Kutatásban; Hann / Tomka / Pártos: A Közvélemény a 
Cigányokról.

260	 Tauber: Hátrányos Társadalmi Helyzet és a Bűnözés Összefüggései, Különös 
Tekintettel Egyes Kisebbségi Csoportokra; Csepeli: Cigányok és gádzsók.

261	 Csepeli / Fábián / Sik: Xenofóbia és a cigányságról alkotott vélemények.
262	 Csepeli / Fábián / Sik: Xenofóbia és a cigányságról alkotott vélemények.
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the “Gypsy” classification in Hungarian society is examined in Sándor 
Loss’ work, which revealed that Roma defendants have a conviction 
rate for the same crimes that is twice as high as that of non-Roma 
offenders. Importantly, this higher conviction rate does not necessarily 
indicate that Romani people commit more crimes. Instead, it suggests 
that there may be bias within the court system against Roma offenders. 
Furthermore, it has been shown that law enforcement officers have a 
tendency to perceive crimes committed by Roma individuals as being 
more serious during police proceedings. This bias originates from the 
prevalence of negative stereotypes and perceptions about the “Gypsy” 
in public discourse and societal views.263 The above results demonstrate 
that the classification of “Gypsy” is not objective, but rather shaped by 
socially constructed and collectively reinforced agreements. Building 
on the findings of previous research, the 1999 study by György Csepeli, 
Antal Örkény, and Mária Székelyi demonstrates that pejorative labels 
are often used to undermine minority emancipation and expressions 
of pride, reflecting deeply rooted stereotypes and, more disturbingly, 
racist attitudes toward Romani people (Table 3). It is no coincidence 
that marginalized communities seeking liberation frequently initiate 
their struggle by reclaiming and asserting their own identities and con-
structing their self-conceptions. This process allows them to assert their 
autonomy and challenge existing power structures.264 Mária Neményi’s 
results indicate that the term “Gypsy” is frequently utilized in various 
formal social contexts, including educational institutions, local gov-
ernment bodies, religious organizations, healthcare facilities, and the 
legal system. These formal categorizations of “Gypsy” are typically 
associated with three main dimensions, reflecting the varied ways in 
which the term is applied and understood within institutional settings. 
First is the biological or physical dimension, which refers to visible 
bodily traits—such as skin color or other racialized features—that often 
serve as external markers for identifying someone as Roma. This form 
of categorization is imposed from the outside and rooted in racialized 
perceptions. Second is the social or socioeconomic dimension, which 
includes factors such as poverty, educational level, employment status, 
family structure, and broader societal marginalization. This dimension 
highlights the structural inequalities Roma face, positioning them within 
a system of socioeconomic exclusion. The third is the cultural or ethnic 

263	 Loss: A romákkal szembeni diszkrimináció Magyarországon.
264	 Csepeli / Örkeny / Székelyi: Hogyan lesz egy ember cigány?, pp. 30–31.
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dimension, including shared language, traditions, customs, and forms 
of group identity, whether internally affirmed or externally imposed. 
Neményi emphasizes that these three dimensions are not isolated, but 
interdependent—racialized visibility often triggers social exclusion, 
which in turn affects cultural identification or resistance. Through this 
intersectional lens, Neményi offers a framework that explains how 
Roma identity is constructed, contested, and experienced, particularly 
by women, within a matrix of racial, social, and cultural hierarchies.265

Edward O. Wilson in his research placed significant emphasis on 
the concept of essentialism within the social paradigm. According to 
the concept of essentialism, social distinctions between different groups 
are thought to be derived from a combination of internal innate factors 
and external biological characteristics. These internal factors include 
elements such as cultural heritage and personal identity, while external 
biological characteristics encompass genetic makeup and physical attri-
butes. In contrast, the constructionist theory posits that human groups 
are not inherently fixed in their biological or cultural characteristics. 
Instead, this theory suggests that cultural and historical processes not 
only shape but also reinforce human groups, implying that their attri-
butes are influenced by their cultural and historical experiences.266

8.1 	 Romani Generational Memories

The earlier sections examined the historical, economic, social, and edu-
cational impacts of Romani people’s identity construction, an under-
standing of which is crucial in order to move forward to address crit-
ically their emancipation journey. This chapter focuses on analyzing 
the successes, challenges, and shifts of Romani intellectuals through 
generational memories from the 1920s to the present.

In acknowledging Romani emancipation over the past century, it is 
essential to honor the memories of those who, despite lacking access 
to higher education or public recognition between the 1920s and 1950s, 
still made meaningful contributions to their communities’ collective 
memories.

It is essential to remember that without them—without their efforts, 
resilience, bravery, and sacrifice—our and previous Romani generations 

265	 Neményi: Csoportkép nőkkel.
266	 Wilson: Sociobiology.
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could not step onto the path of success and recognition. We owe it to 
them to respectfully reclaim and honor their often nameless pasts and 
to be grateful for their efforts and strengths. Maybe they were ordinary 
people, but they were part of our societies, whose existence vanished 
because they were born as “Gypsy”; thus, not only have they been erased 
from history, but society deprived the following Romani generations of 
their pride, sense of belonging, and ancestors’ memories. The currently 
available records on Romani people in the archives are scarce, and those 
that do exist are mostly fragments of truth, collected either by individuals 
who addressed “Gypsy” questions or from official registers maintained 
by institutions. It is not enough to know that Romani memories are lost: 
it is time to reclaim them and give them a place in history.

Some most reliable and remaining Hungarian sources who portray 
Romani memories were born in the Greatest Generation (1900s–1920s) 
and the Silent Generation (1920s–1940s). Their recollections are archived 
in a documentary report by Zsolt Csalog, which captures the memo-
ries of nine ordinary Romani people from across Hungary within the 
framework of the so-called “Gypsy” research led by István Kemény. 
Zsolt Csalog (Szekszárd, 3 November 1935–Budapest, 18 July 1997) was 
a distinguished writer, sociologist, and recipient of the Attila József 
Prize. His narratives and scholarly contributions are foundational work 
for the recognition of Romani intellectuals, as he was the first to place 
Romani memories on the public agenda in Hungary with his pivotal 
work entitled Kilenc cigány (in English: Nine Gypsies), published in 
1976. Prior to this, in 1971, Csalog joined István Kemény’s research 
group, becoming a member of Hungary’s initial representative National 
“Gypsy” Research team. However, this research initiative was abruptly 
terminated by the Ministry of the Interior following a preliminary 
review of the findings. Consequently, the participants were dismissed, 
and István Kemény faced a publishing ban and was ultimately com-
pelled to defect. In January 1977, Csalog, along with more than thirty 
other Hungarian intellectuals, endorsed the Charter ’77 declaration 
initiated by János Kenedi. This endorsement worsened his already pre-
carious professional situation, resulting in a publication ban against 
him as well. Despite the national prohibitions and cancellations against 
Csalog himself, he remained committed to social justice, persistently 
advocating for oppressed and marginalized communities within the 
confines of his situation, thereby facilitating their social recognition. 
Over the following decades, Csalog emerged as a pro-Roma advocate 
for Romani emancipation. In 1995, he established the Roma Press Center 
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and became its director. After enduring decades of restrictions, in the 
latter half of the 1990s he finally regained the opportunity to teach and 
started mentoring young Roma journalists.

Even though the nine Romani records captured by Csalog offer a 
period portrayal of early Romani realities in the past century, unfortu-
nately, out of the nine interviews, in just three cases do we know the 
person’s full name. In three other cases, only the first name is known, 
and in the last three cases the interviewee’s name is unknown, and 
therefore it is most likely that their names have been lost in the past. 
However, the records are valuable in a sense, as they show how Romani 
people who were born more than one hundred years ago were already 
aiming for social recognition, as they were part of society. The narratives 
are testimonies of the following issues:

•	 the desire to be acknowledged equally by society (Zsiga);
•	 social injustice and exploitation, which is handled with humor 

(Aranka);
•	 	how Romani people were executed, murdered, and left nameless 

during World War II (Mari);
•	 	the social effect mechanism that determines “Gypsyness” (Miklós 

Kőházi);
•	 	what early Romani feminism looked like in the 1960s (Lídia Farkas);
•	 	the discriminatory process for accessing housing (no name);
•	 	an example of mixed marriage and the desire to be accepted by 

Hungarian society (no name);
•	 	a tribute to the interviewee’s father, appreciation of work, and 

awareness of the reporting system during the socialist era (no name); 
and

•	 	having multiple identities, such as Szekler, Hungarian, and Roma 
(Józsefné Horváth, Gizella).

8.1.1	 “Gypsy” 1 (Zsiga): “I Work with My Two Hands”

I was twelve years old—when I was first put on as a water carrier. 
Then I saw how they cut rice—and then late on I was cutting the 
rice. There were these rice farms. I used to go to Doba and Rusvaj, 
and when the collective farms were formed, I kept working there, 
even in the autumn. I also went to the Hungarians to look after 
their pigs, sheep, or geese—that was my life most of the time. 
But there, too, it only lasted until the summer, and after that, 
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I had a terrible way of life. So I went to work in the construction 
industry, I was an unskilled worker—the hell knows, I could not 
list them all, I was everything.267

My mother somehow took care of my sisters and brothers. They 
stayed with her until they got married. It was better for them. 
They weren’t a beggar like me, and I was a kind of beseecher. 
One of my sisters is in Jászkarajenő; she has six children, but her 
husband works at least. And then there’s my sister, who married 
in Kunhegyes. She is the youngest and has two children—she 
is married to a nice peasant boy. He is a peasant, so he’s not a 
Gypsy! They have a good life. Whenever I go there, they always 
offer me sausages and bacon, which are always different some-
how. [. . .]

When my eldest sister Julis got married, I lived in their place for 
a year. At that time, I was able to go to school, and she supported 
me. The school teacher also encouraged me so much; if my sister 
could not give me to eat something, the teacher bought half a 
kilo of bread or a kilo that we shared between us. Because many 
of us were Gypsy children, who were not brought up by their 
fathers in this way, he [the teacher] shared with us [the bread]. 
And that’s how we have come into being. We had melons in the 
autumn, so he bought melons and shared it with us. His name was 
Varga Micu, but I must tell you he was a very good teacher. And 
if he beat us, then he beat us! It was often the case that—well, to a 
child, a grown-up, if you slap a child, the child drops off the bench. 
Well, I dropped off the bench! I didn’t say anything; I got up, and 
I went on. Because I thought, well, he’s not teaching me wrong, 
he’s teaching me for good. But it wasn’t for long; I couldn’t go to 
school for long; I had to go to work to make money for a living. 
So I only got one year of education. But I can read and write and 
count cubic meters, square meters or something like that. [. . .] 
Well, I don’t have that many years of education—I wish I had at 
least five! ’Cause I would have really liked that. Once, I even met 
with Varga Micu, with the teacher. He was already retired, and 
I was a grown man. I thanked him for making it as far as I did.268

267	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 4.
268	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, pp. 5–6.
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8.1.2	 “Gypsy” 2 (Aranka): “Hello, Zsoké”

Somehow, I’ve grown up. When I was nine years old, it was 
fifty-nine [1959] and my sister Erzsi was born. My mother went 
away to a maternity home, and I was left home alone with our 
Jóska [her brother].
– My sweet child,—said my mother—, now you two are staying 
at home. Your father is not coming home until Friday.
– Anyway, I said. My brother and I will be fine.
I cleaned, I washed, I cooked, I did everything. I was nine years 
old.
Then, one day, my father came home. He thought we weren’t 
home. He thought we were at my grandmother’s. I was baking 
cabbage pasta and meat and cabbage, so if I knew that my dad 
was coming back home on Friday. So I cleaned up my brother 
as well. My father said:
– Are you here at home?
I said, yes, I’m home, but be quiet; my brother is asleep.
– What have you cooked? he asked me.
– It’s on the table, I said. Take a bite. My father started to eat, 
and he said:
– Won’t you come to the pub? he asked me.
– Why? I asked.
– I’ll buy you a raspberry [syrup drink]!
– All right, I said, I’ll go when my brother gets up.
And so it went, year after year, my father went to the countryside, 
my mother went to the maternity home—It was a really ugly life!
After she had Erzsi, my mother got pregnant with Jancsi. Then 
after Jancsi, she had Ica.
There were even more of us then, and then I had to do all the 
washing, I washed so much that my hands hurt. My grandmother 
never came to see us. She just always said:
– Come to me, Arany [a nickname for Aranka]!269
Well, I was fifteen when I got married. My grandmother went 
from Kivadár to Kastélyosdombó because they used to go there. 
Meanwhile, this guy, my husband, was there. And then he asked 
them if there were any girls in Kivadár.
And my grandmother, well . . .

269	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 23.
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– There’s just one more, she says.—My grandchild!
– Oh, what’s her name?
– Aranka.
– And doesn’t she have a boyfriend?
– Yes, says my grandmother, they come to her every Sunday.
Because they come, lads, men, they come in great numbers!
– Very well, he says to my grandmother, I’ll come on Sunday. 
And how do I get to Kivadár?
– You’ll get off, my dear boy, on the train at Nagyatád and go 
straight out on the paved road.
– Good, he says, thank you!
But they said nothing to me. My uncle Pista always laughed.
– Listen, Pityu, I said, if you don’t tell me what you are laughing 
at, I’ll smack you in the mouth!
He says:
– Ah, nothing special!
– But you are laughing at something!—I say. He said:
– Someone is coming to see you.
– Who?
– A young man.
– Well, I said, I’ll pass him to you!
Well—Sunday. I went to bed after lunch, I was tired, I’d been 
working, and I said: what do I care! I went to bed. And my mother 
went to the pub for a beer.
I slept. Suddenly, I hear someone knocking. Well . . . it was he.
He was a blond! But I didn’t like the look of it. He was blond. A 
Gypsy blond! [. . .]270

By the time I left my husband, there were already many who 
wanted to marry me. There were Gypsies, and then there were 
Hungarians—five Hungarians! Not that I didn’t like them; I just 
didn’t marry them. And the fact that they were Hungarians is 
not strange to me because I’m always with Hungarians in the 
factory. Let’s just say that Hungarians and Gypsies are almost 
the same. The only difference between them is that they only 
understand one language and can only speak Hungarian, and I, 
for example, can speak two languages. That’s all. For example, in 
Kivadár, we are all so close, Gypsy and Hungarian; we don’t even 

270	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 23.
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consider ourselves as others. But even in Kaposvár, for example. 
Once I was there, I could hardly escape from the Hungarian boys.
A policeman was standing right there, I went up to him and said:
– Hello, zsoké, tell these two guys not to follow me.271

8.1.3	 “Gypsy” 3 (Mari): “Looking For My Brother”

It was forty-four [1944] when I had to leave my brother behind. 
And from then on, I don’t know anything about him. From for-
ty-four [1944], I don’t know about his whereabouts. First, my 
father died. He was taken away, and he was executed by the 
Germans. He was hiding four Russians in our home, and when 
the German soldiers found them, they took my father away and 
shot him. A month later, the Germans took my brother away 
as well, because he was a [young soldier] to drive cattle. From 
there, he ran away, but he couldn’t find us in our previous place 
because, in the meantime, there was a Gypsy raid, and they 
rounded up all the Gypsies and took them to Dunaszerdahely 
[a town in Slovakia] to be executed. I escaped with my brother-
in-law’s mother, but back home, we found only the empty house, 
no furniture, and nothing; the flat was empty. Then I saw my 
brother once, but then my uncle took me over and brought me to 
Hungary—so I was separated from my brother, and now I know 
nothing about him. [. . .]
In forty-four [1944], my father was at home with us because there 
was a war on, and the war front was coming. Then, one day, four 
Russians came to our house. My father could talk to them, and 
they asked him to hide them. We had two double beds, and my 
father accommodated them. My mother even argued with him:
– You, she said, don’t you look after your family? They can kill us 
here if they want. If they [the German soldiers] find them!—She 
said to my father.
– No, says my father, there will be no trouble!—He put them 
to bed.
Then, the next day, at about nine o’clock, the Germans came 
looking for the Russians. They found them in bed; they gave up 
their hands and got them. They took them away—what they did 
to them, what they didn’t do, only they know. But they also took 

271	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 23.
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my father and the son-in-law of our neighbor. They were taken 
to the village hall, where they put them on a wagon and left us. 
They were all Hungarian executioners, Arrow Cross, one of them 
had a big white beard, I remember. As soon as they reached the 
end of Ógyalla, they threw my father off the wagon and told 
him to run. They started to run through the garden—that’s how 
they got shot. That’s how they shot my father. There he was, 
dead, shot in the head—I saw him as I see your head now. I see it 
before me. After his execution, we were allowed to bury him.272

They slaughtered my poor mother and my brothers and sisters, 
two brothers and sisters, five daughters, and my brother’s wife, 
her brothers and sisters and her father—and so on, so on. They 
took their lives there on the edge of the Danube. All my people 
were killed. My brother escaped from Germany, and I met him 
once. We just leaned on each other’s shoulders and cried a lot. 
Then he went to Dunaszerdahely to look for our mother and his 
wife, but he found only my three-year-old little brother and my 
little sister shot dead on the water’s edge. My brother took off 
his oversized coat, put them in, and buried them in the thorns 
of the river bank. He made a small hole for them there because 
it was forbidden to bury Gypsies in the cemetery. Afterward, he 
came back home and handed me over to my uncle, and I never 
saw my brother again.273

8.1.4	 “Gypsy” 4 (Miklós Kőházi): “Punished Eleven Times”

I was a sheltered child. That’s how I started my life: from one 
farm to the next. I was no good for any of the peasants, so I left 
them and went on my way. There was a peasant who were beat 
me up, I went to the woman’s [social security] house, who took 
care of it, and the police brought the farmer in, and he got his 
punishment. I didn’t even go back to them; they sent me else-
where. But I never had a quiet place, one place was worse than 
the other. With the peasants, always had to get up before four 
or three o’clock, feed the cattle, muck out the animals, clean the 
stables, water, everything. I had to work for them a lot. There 

272	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 33.
273	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 34.
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was a place where whatever they ate, they gave me a piece of 
bone, their leftovers, and their trash, which was my food. The 
thing with my parents was that they didn’t care about me. My 
father was the type of person; if my mother brought something, 
it was there; if she didn’t, it wasn’t there. If there was nothing, 
then he would beat her up. I don’t know where my mother got 
the stuff from or how she got it because I was a two-month-old 
baby when they gave me away for the first time. [. . .]
When I got home, I was fourteen years old. I planned to study 
and go to Russia. I wanted to go to the Red Academy. I made 
the conscious decision that why should I live in a bad situation 
when I could be in a better position. At that time I wanted to 
study, but my father said:
– You’re very political!
And I made myself believe that I was not worthy to study. There’s 
nothing to do. So, I was left with these two classes, two elemen-
tary classes. [. . .]
So, there is also this theme that Gypsies are not needed, even 
if there is a hiring. It’s written: hiring. You go in: no hiring. A 
Hungarian goes in, and he is taken for the job. They don’t tell you 
that you are not needed because you are a Gypsy! We already 
know. I already know in advance. I went to the shoe factory. 
It’s written on the door: Unskilled workers needed. I go in—no 
admission. A Hungarian young man goes in—he has been hired. 
So, no need, if you’re a Gypsy, no need! No matter what kind of 
suit you wear, if you go in wearing a smoking jacket, you don’t 
need it. No need! There’s no such thing! I tried it again. I thought 
it was because my hair was a bit bigger last time. I went in again, 
nicely groomed, shaved, trimmed—and no. No.
I said to my friend who was with me:
– Oh, don’t come, no Gypsies needed here! That’s the thing here!
The Gypsy who is needed here must have a hairy tooth!274

274	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 45. The proverb is equivalent to the English idiom “When 
pigs fly”. The saying, “The ‘Gypsy’ who is needed here must have a hairy tooth!” 
sarcastically implies that a Romani person who would be considered “needed” 
or acceptable is so rare that they would have to have a hairy tooth—something 
absurd and impossible. This prejudiced proverb suggests that no such person 
exists and reinforces antigypsyist, exclusionary stereotypes about Roma people.
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8.1.5	 “Gypsy” 5 (Lídia Farkas): “I Loved to Sing”

At seven o’clock in the evening, my husband told me he was 
going to play music [as he was a musician]; I told him:
– Béla, I’m going to the cinema! They’re playing Tarzan!—That 
was the first time Tarzan was screened in the Crimea.
– I don’t mind, said my husband. You can go wherever you like! 
You’re the man; you carry the hat, and I carry the scarf!—I just 
laughed at him.
– All right, my dear fella, I said to him, because I called him my 
dear fella, I’m going!
Then my mother asked:
– Where are you going, my daughter? I answered:
– To the cinema!
– Are you going there, my dear daughter? Béla, are you allowing 
her?!
– I let her go!—[Béla answered].
My mother beat me so badly that time, she beat me so hard! I was 
already a grown woman, but she still raised me in her own way.
But when I was with my husband, I became so pious.
And so my father-in-law says: What a naughty girl you were, 
Lidi!275

Because I got seriously ill in fifty-three [1953]. The abortion, 
that surgery, was the cause of all my troubles. At that time, it 
was the biggest bombshell. They always hit our line, the area 
around the station. The midwife’s location was also hit by bombs. 
It was in the forty-fourth [1944], sirens and bombs, so we were 
running. I slipped and fell, and the blood was pouring out of 
me. Immediately, my blood was running, and they put me into 
an ambulance. But not to the midwives, because it had been 
bombed that place also. The ambulance took me, and they did 
the operation there, just like piff, puff, quickly, made it and sent 
me home. So, the operation was not successful. I had that time 
already three living children and two of them had died earlier; 
the sixth was an abortion. That was my last child. I would have 
given birth to this one, too, and I would have delivered it in the 
same way as the others. We wanted a baby girl! Because until 

275	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 57.
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then, all five of our children were boys. I wanted to keep this 
one, too; I didn’t want to abort him—but that’s what happened. 
I slipped, and then it was gone. But then I became depressed.276

8.1.6	 “Gypsy” 6 (no name): “Being a Gypsy Is Not Easy”

To educate your family, you need money, and we had no clothes. We 
ran barefoot in winter. I completed five grades, but the girls didn’t 
complete any, they remained without education. As soon as they grew 
up, two of them enrolled in evening school, but they didn’t graduate 
because they became parents and they had to quit. I feel that I have 
this problem, too. I’d like to go to evening school, but I can’t afford it, 
because I need money for that.277

You talk a lot!—says the Council representative.
And besides, he says, we can’t give you a flat.
– Why?—I asked. Because I’m brown-skinned?
– No, he replies.—It’s because there is no flat! Well, who applied 
twenty years ago? And you still haven’t got one? What should 
they say then?
– But then, I said, who are the tenements for? Who do you build 
all these flats for?
– Never mind that, he answered.—That’s none of your business!
– If I say it’s been rented out to someone for twenty years, it’s 
only appropriate that they should have the new flats.
– I won’t say a word against that. But at least give me the old flat 
from which the family leaves, please; bless you! At least let me 
have one of those vacant flats, and I’ll never come back to you.
You must be joking—he says to me.
– Are we here to joke, I said, or to take my housing complaint?
– Listen, he says, how much do you earn?
– They always come up with that idea!278
– But please help me! Because I’m broke! I’m working, but I have 
a family of seven to feed. Help me, I’ve got nowhere to go!
– No, he answers, there’s no flat. You’ll have to accept that there’s 
no place for you!

276	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 58.
277	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 65.
278	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 67.
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– Well, that’s a pity, isn’t it? I’ll say no more, just to dry my 
throat.
That’s the situation, unfortunately. Why they won’t help, I don’t 
know. Because they say it’s not because my skin is brown. But 
then what are you supposed to think?
While I was waiting for my turn, there was another person wait-
ing with me in the municipality, a woman. She tells me what 
her complaints are, her flat is wet, she’s got a baby, and so on.
– Well, how did it go? I asked her.
– Thank God, she says. I’ve got the flat! I’ve got the allotment!
A Hungarian woman. So what should I think?279

Because even though I am reaching the level of the Hungarians, 
I just feel the letter C [meaning “Cigány”, equivalent to “Gypsy”] 
on my back! The only thing that would help me here is if I could 
change the color of my skin to white. So—being a Gypsy is not 
easy!280

8.1.7	 “Gypsy” 7 (no name): “I Dye My Hair Blonde”

My husband is Hungarian. [.  .  .] He immediately noticed that 
I was a Gypsy. But there was nothing in it. My mother didn’t 
forbid it because he is Hungarian, nor did my mother-in-law or 
any of her relatives. When I became his fiancée, I went to visit 
them [her husband’s family], but they welcomed me fairly well 
and didn’t show any signs to me that I was a Gypsy-girl or any-
thing. Although it’s true that I don’t really look like one, I do my 
hair the same way as Hungarians do, so I’m very well-liked at 
work, they wouldn’t say that I’m brown-skinned, they wouldn’t 
make me feel like that. In fact, I have a lot of friends at work, all 
Hungarian girls and women, they have photos of me, and I have 
a photo of them, so they like me a lot. They don’t think of me 
as a Gypsy. [. . .] We’re now in our fourth year of marriage. No 
kids yet—we have time for that. We only want two, that’s his 
wish and mine also. We want to have twins, a boy, and a girl, 
and that would be the end of it. [. . .] I didn’t go to school at all. 
There were nine of us brothers and sisters, and my mother was 

279	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 68.
280	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 69.
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happy to support us, but we didn’t have enough money to go to 
school. I can write down my name, when I was born, and when 
I married because my husband taught me to write. My brother’s 
daughter has a book, and sometimes when we go to bed, we 
don’t watch the TV, my husband teaches me from that book.281

That’s my sister, I go to the cinema with, Mari—she’s a blonde. 
She’s dyed her hair blonde, so she really doesn’t look like a 
Gypsy, either! You wouldn’t know she’s a Gypsy by her hair, her 
face, her way of speaking, or anything like that! Someday, I might 
dye my hair blonde, too. Then I’ll look just like a Hungarian.282

8.1.8	 “Gypsy” 8 (no name): “They Respect and Appreciate Me”

My father was a hairdresser. He worked in Szolnok and in Pest 
as a hairdresser for actors for fifty years. [. . .] I mean, my father 
was a Hungarian man. Only my mother was Gypsy. She was a 
beautiful Gypsy woman at that time, as my father told me. When 
my mother went to the salon to get her hair done, my father did it 
for her. He was still a lad, independent. He fell in love with her.283

– Father! As You taught me, showed me how You lived, how 
You worked for us, how You educated us! You have worked with 
honor, never been complained of, and respected by everyone; 
I want the same for myself, Father! And that’s how it has been 
until now. I’m in my thirtieth year, but this is how it’s been. 
I have been working. I have never offended anybody. At work, 
I respect my colleagues, my supervisors, and my seniors. I like to 
be punctual at work because that’s how you’re valued. Wherever 
I am, I show respect to everyone. I don’t like to drink too much, 
I don’t like rude people in the pub, and I’ve never liked to get 
involved in that sort of thing. No. I’ve always liked a decent, 
pure life. It’s hard to live, honestly, but that’s the way to live!284

281	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 70.
282	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 71.
283	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 72.
284	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 73.
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The thing about my education is that [I attended] six elementary 
schools. I went to school a long time ago. In those days, they 
didn’t care much about how you learn or what you study. I was a 
Gypsy child, I sat in the back seat, if you studied, you were fine, 
if you didn’t study, it was the same thing, if you went to school, 
if you didn’t, it was fine anyway.285

And, of course, the government receives reports from the county 
that the Gypsies in the companies are doing their jobs with the 
same dedication as the Hungarian people. If a Gypsy family takes 
out a loan of ten or twenty thousand forints, they should pay it 
back in the same way, honestly, every month, as if a Hungarian 
person takes out a loan of forty or thirty thousand forints. I can 
tell you that I have never heard of a Hungarian who hates any 
Gypsy in that matter. Because people have been educated. I say 
this for myself and for the others, we were educated after the 
liberation, and our government has enlightened all of us.286

8.1.9	 “Gypsy” 9 (Józsefné Horváth, Gizella):  
“The Two Bloods Are Fighting”

My mother is Hungarian, Szekler-Hungarian. She worked in Pest 
when she was a young girl. Many times, she told me about how 
I came to be. Once, she went home to visit her parents. And when 
she returned from Transylvania to Pest, she was going to visit 
her brother in Rákospalota, where she was supposed to sleep. 
But it started to rain so hard that she couldn’t go, so she stood 
in a gateway and waited for the rain to stop. And that’s how the 
accident started. Because it was an accident that I was born. As 
she was waiting under the gate, and the rain was pouring, a man 
ran up to her—that’s how my mother tells me. A very handsome, 
friendly man, that’s where he ran to. And she was happy that 
she didn’t have to wait alone, that she had someone to talk to. It 
rained for a long time, and it was late in the evening, so at the 
end, this man, who became my father, said to my mother:
– My dear, he said. You shouldn’t go out to Rákospalota now, 
because it’s dangerous at this time of the night. Bad lads are 

285	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 74.
286	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 80.
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wandering around there, they’ll even rip your clothes off you, 
don’t go! I have an aunt, I will take you there, and you can sleep 
there. Then tomorrow you can go and make your plans.287

It was twelve [1912], that’s when I was born. The following 
year, when I was eighteen months old, my mother got married. 
Béla Balog, a local day laborer, was a widower, he wanted to 
get married, and my mother was instructed to marry him. He 
became my stepfather until he died, he was a good man. I was 
born in Pest, in the Rókus Hospital, and baptized in the Greek 
Orthodox Church in Rózsák Square. I went to school here, but 
unfortunately, I only completed three elementary grades. I had 
five brothers, and my stepfather was a poor man, he had to leave 
the house early. When I was a little girl, my mother sent me to 
a farm to look after geese. A Jewish family was living here, the 
Báli bakers, and when their daughter married a gentleman called 
Márkus in Pest, he took me up to Pest [to work for them as a 
servant]. I stayed with them in twenty-six and twenty-seven 
[1926–1927], a year and a half, but I was very homesick to see 
my mother, and when I was fifteen, I returned to Ladány.288

In thirty-three [1933], I was twenty-one years old when I met 
my husband in Pest. He was born in Pest, the only son of a war 
widow. József Horvát, a musician, a Gypsy. There are two years 
of difference between us, he was born in fourteen [1914], so he 
was two years younger than me, and he was not even nineteen 
when we met.289
If someone came in, the musicians were happy, as maybe this 
one wants to have fun, and maybe there will be money. But how 
disappointed they were! Because there were many cases when 
the drink flowed—but there was no money. The guest demanded 
a drink from the musician, but they didn’t give him any money, 
so he had to play for drinks. My husband came home:
– My dear Gizi [Gizella], he said, whether I wanted it or not, I’m 
drunk. I didn’t get any money, only the drink flowed, that was all.

287	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 82.
288	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 82.
289	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, pp. 82–83.
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It was very hard, even for a more intelligent person—I know my 
husband best, but there were others like him—it was very painful 
when the guest waved at him:
– Come here, Gypsy!
Because that’s how it was then, they called him to the table, 
the guest ordered music for himself, and then they went with 
plates and were served. But my husband was insulted by this 
type of behavior!
– Look, Mrs Horváth [Gizella], I can’t play music with your hus-
band. The other night, the guest said, Gypsy, come here, and Józsi 
didn’t go. He did not go there but instead asked for an apology.”290

8.2	 First-Generation Romani Intellectuals:  
Way to Cultural Recognition

Over the past fifty years, the portrayal of Roma has remained a central 
concern in both international and national scholarly and human rights 
discourses. These representations are intertwined with the prevailing 
social, economic, and political structures of the societies and expose the 
systemic inequalities and the historical marginalization Roma continue 
to face. Various generations of Roma intellectuals and activists have 
emerged in different eras, bringing their perspectives and experiences 
to light. What we observe is that Roma public figures who shaped the 
modern era brought various social issues to the forefront of public 
discourse, depending on their generation. As a result, the identity val-
ues of individuals identifying as Roma have varied with the changing 
eras. The values and norms of first-generation Roma intellectuals, born 
between the 1940s and the 1960s, exhibit distinct characteristics com-
pared to the values and identities of second- and third-generation Roma 
intellectuals who were born between the 1970s and 1990s. One of the 
key questions is to scrutinize the similarities and differences between 
the values and identities of these different Roma generations and to 
understand the social, economic, and political narratives influenced by 
the first-generation Roma intellectuals for the following generations. 
Consequently, it is crucial to examine which specific social values and 
norms were overlooked or marginalized by the first-generation Roma 

290	 Csalog: Kilenc cigány, p. 84.
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intellectuals and, conversely, which ones gained importance in their 
sociopolitical endeavors.

I consider first-generation Roma intellectuals to be the individu-
als who were the initial Roma representatives, politicians, educators, 
and activists in the mid-to-late twentieth century, and before them, 
those whose ancestors did not receive formal (higher) education or 
get involved in the emancipatory movement. I view second- and third-
generation Roma intellectuals as those individuals who have developed 
their identities through the emancipatory movement and the advocacy 
efforts of the first-generation Roma intellectuals. Different generations 
have addressed various questions and influenced societal values. Each 
generation has prioritized specific values, thereby shaping societal 
norms and expectations.

Consequently, based on the perceived needs for emancipation at 
different times, these generations have focused on issues they consid-
ered significant for the development of their emancipatory movements. 
Thus, for the first-generation Romani, the intellectual aim was to gain 
recognition and visibility in general society, while the second generation 
moved on to the spread of political representation and emancipation. 
Therefore, the first generation did not publicly address questions such 
as sexual orientation, gender, and class, while the second and third gen-
erations did. Today, there is an ongoing discussion about why previous 
generations of Roma did not include LGBTI, feminist, and intersectional 
values and interpretations in their self-representation. Our ancestors 
fought for the freedom of our current critical thinking, which we enjoy 
today as members of the Romani community. As a result of their sacri-
fices, we are able to openly engage in dialogues about the challenges, 
perceptions, and portrayal of our community.

The social tensions and antagonisms that emerged in the early 2000s 
culminated in a deliberate, premeditated, and hate-driven manifesta-
tion of antigypsyism in Hungary in the form of the serial murders of 
Roma. In his earlier social theory, István Bibó explains these violent acts 
and ideologies by the unbalanced attitudes of the Hungarian national 
identity.291 András Kovács posits that the construct of national identity 
is predominantly shaped through a paradigmatic confrontation. It is 
suggested that individuals within Hungarian society can elucidate the 
concept of “Hungarianness” by juxtaposing their own identity with 

291	 Bibó: A kelet-európai kisállamok nyomorúsága.
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that which is non-Hungarian or the “Other”.292 The perception of oth-
erness in Hungarian society is significantly influenced by societal atti-
tudes towards Jews and “Gypsies”. These groups are often perceived as 
embodying the concept of otherness within Hungarian society, affecting 
the way they are understood and interacted with. This has resulted in 
the development of specific social constructs and stereotypes surround-
ing these communities in the public consciousness.293 In response to 
the persistent social marginalization and discrimination faced by the 
Roma, the first generation of Roma intellectuals, between the 1940s 
and the 1970s, actively emerged in self-empowerment and resistance, 
which resulted in the patterns of pre-liberation. Their efforts resulted 
in the establishment and recognition of the modern Romani identity. 
Edit Kőszegi and Péter Szuhay, in their Hungarian documentary movie 
Late Birth (2002), offer a narrative of the first generation of Roma intel-
lectuals who publicly present their emancipatory critical accounts and 
the patterns of their identity constructions.

The strategies mentioned above result from the processes of assimi-
lation, where individuals or groups adopt the customs and practices of 
another culture, and dissimilation, where they deliberately differentiate 
themselves from that culture. In the context of collective identity, it is 
widely acknowledged that positive self-esteem and a sense of belonging 
play a crucial role. However, it is troubling to note that these essential 
components are often conspicuously absent in public depictions. To 
simplify, the values under discussion represent two polar opposites: 
on the one side, there is the presence of self-hatred, while on the other, 
there is an overwhelming sense of extreme self-consciousness. These 
values are instrumental in shaping both situational and discursive iden-
tities.294 The assimilation of the Roma since the 1940s has been regarded 
as successful from a sociological perspective. However, when looking 
at it from a sociopsychological standpoint, it becomes evident that this 
identity strategy has resulted in conflicts, disagreements, and differences 
among different generations of the Romani people. In contemporary 
times, embracing a positive Roma identity entails individuals believ-
ing in substantial and unchangeable differences between themselves 

292	 Kovács: Zsidó Csoportok és Identitásstratégiák.
293	 Csepeli / Örkény: Az Emancipáció Kihívása a Mai Magyar Társadalomban a Romák 

és Nem Romák Viszonyában.
294	 Neményi: A kisebbségi identitás kialakulása Roma származású gyerekek identi-

tásstratégiái.
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and the non-Roma majority, which contradicts the sociological idea of 
assimilation. Conversely, there is a strategy driven by shame, where 
individuals seek to overwrite and reconsider the patterns and elements 
of their Roma identity, in contrast to their assimilated counterparts.

Prominent figures among the first generation of Romani intellectuals 
in the 1970s began to publicly reclaim Romani memories and narra-
tives through the arts and culture. They notably challenged national 
stereotypes associated with the term “Gypsy”. Key members of this 
generation were:

•	 Béla Balázs—painter;
•	 	Károly Bari—poet, translator, and folklore researcher;
•	 	József Choli Daróczi—writer and poet, translator
•	 	Ágnes Daróczi—ethnologist, journalist, and researcher;
•	 	Tivadar Fátyol—composer;
•	 	Éva Kalla—writer and journalist;
•	 	József Kovács Hontalan—poet;
•	 	Menyhért Lakatos—writer;
•	 	Tamás Péli—painter, writer, politician; and
•	 	István Szentandrássy—painter.

Notable contributions to Romani emancipation and cultural repre-
sentation were made by a prominent group of artists, writers, and 
scholars whose work remarkably shaped both national and interna-
tional understanding of Roma identities, cultural heritage and European 
values. Among the most influential figures are Menyhért Lakatos, a 
pioneering writer who brought Romani memories to the public with his 
self-narratives; Károly Bari, whose poetic works, translations, and folk-
lore research preserved Romani cultural heritage; and Ágnes Daróczi, 
whose scholarly interdisciplinary work as an ethnologist, journalist, and 
researcher offers a critical insight into Roma narratives, deconstructing 
stereotypes and advocating for social recognition. Notable figures such 
as Béla Balázs, Tamás Péli, and István Szentandrássy visually articu-
lated Roma experiences, capturing cultural memories and resilience 
on canvas. Composer Tivadar Fátyol contributed to Romani cultural 
heritage through his internationally recognized music. Writers and 
journalists such as Éva Kalla and József Choli Daróczi promoted Romani 
representation in media and literature, while also furthering cultural 
organization to advocate for Romani voices. Poets like József Kovács 
Hontalan enriched the literary tradition with sufficent representation. 
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Collectively, they, as the first visible Romani intellectuals, challenged 
and advanced Romani emancipation, fostered pride, and secured a place 
for Roma culture within the broader European cultural memories. To 
understand their national achievements and contributions to European 
values through the preservation of Romani cultural heritage and knowl-
edge production, it is important to learn more about their backgrounds 
and intellectual perspectives.

Menyhért Lakatos (Vésztő, 11 April 1926 – Budapest, 21 August 
2007) was a prominent Hungarian Romani author (Fig. 13). From 1988, 
he served as the President of the Hungarian Gypsy Cultural Association 
(Magyarországi Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége). His most notable 
work, Füstös képek (translated into English as The Color of Smoke), is a 
novel based on his personal experiences, set during World War II. This 
counter-narrative literature depicts life in a Romani village in northeast 
Hungary from 1940 until the German occupation in 1944, a time when 
Romani people were subjected to deportation and extermination. 
Although the narrative is infused with humorous anecdotes, it also 
powerfully addresses the dehumanization faced by Romani people in 
society.

Menyhért Lakatos articulates that his aim in writing extends beyond 
merely narrating a story; it is to uncover and place into the public 
memories the lived experiences of Romani people.

He notes that historical representations have often been shaped 
by external perspectives, lacking a genuine understanding of Romani 
lived realities. As a result, Romani lives have frequently been reduced 
to simplistic and stereotypical portrayals.

Fig. 13. Menyhért Lakatos (1926–2007). Tamás Farkas, International Romani 
Day, 2021.
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My goal was not simply to tell a story. What drove me most was 
the possibility of revealing this whole world. Perhaps because 
before people had written about gypsies from above, and from 
outside, but they were hardly seen from inside, they were hardly 
known. The genuine was not seen amongst the gaudy colors or 
even behind the smiling faces.295

Károly Bari (born 1 October 1952 in Bükkaranyos) is a distinguished 
Hungarian Roma poet, translator, folklore researcher, and graphic artist 
(Fig. 14). For approximately four decades, he has contributed to linguis-
tic, literary, and cultural recognition of the Romani people in Hungary 
and beyond. Through his work, he centers Romani narratives in arts 
and culture and places them into Hungarian national values and mem-
ories. In the 1970s, Károly Bari, as part of the first generation of Romani 
intellectuals, (already) completed his second volume of poetry in a 
bilingual format (Romani and Hungarian). His works show a profound 
sense of social responsibility, with intellectual curiosity about Romani 
origins, language, and cultural heritage, expressed through folk poetry. 
During the early 1970s, he aimed to promote Romani cultural heritage 
and integrate Romani memories into the values of Hungarian national 
identity.

295	 Menyhert Lakatos, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, 
color, 67 min, 2002, at 17:45 min – 18:18 min. MTVA recording.

Fig. 14. Károly Bari, 1972. Lajos Nádorfi, Romanistan documentary excerpt 
screenshot. YouTube upload 2013.
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Besides studying, I finished my second volume of poems, in which 
there is a cycle of my poems written in the Gypsy language. I am 
very interested in Gypsy folk poetry and I’d like to publish the 
material I have collected in a double language Gypsy and Hun-
garian volume. My latest poem is an epic poem, about the Gypsies 
searching for their homeland. Its title is “With a Painful Glow”.296

Along with Menyhért Lakatos and Károly Bari, Ágnes Daróczi, as a pio-
neer, challenged the social system with her critical reclaim of the Romani 
language through arts and culture not only in Hungary but in European 
heritage as well.

Ágnes Daróczi, born in Berettyóújfalu, Hungary in 1954, has dedicated 
her life to advocating for Roma rights since the age of seventeen (Fig. 15, 
Fig. 16). She gained national prominence in 1972 through participating 
in the program Ki mit tud? (Got Talent Show), where she was the first 
person to publicly perform a poem in the Roma language. In the talent 
show, Ágnes Daróczi recited Károly Bari’s poem “Fályó Izással” (With a 
Painful Glow), published in 1971. This act was particularly significant as 
it represented a courageous expression of “the forbidden language of a 
forbidden people”. As a journalist and researcher specializing in minority 
issues, she is committed to promoting the equality of Roma in Hungary 
and across Europe. Daróczi initiated the first Roma art exhibition and 
has published extensively on the persecution and murder of Hungarian 
Roma during World War II. She is recognized as a pivotal figure in the 
Roma folklore movement in Hungary and has organized over fifty years 
of gatherings aimed at Romani emancipation and cultural recognition. 
At her performance on Ki mit tud?, Daróczi was asked:

[Reporter:] Do you know many poems by Károly Bari?
Yes. I like Károly Bari not because he writes about and for us, a 
little for me, too, but also what he says is so real, it is palpable 
reality for me, too.297

After Ágnes Daróczi’s performance, Mária Sulyok (a Hungarian actress 
who was part of the national jury) emphasized that:

296	 Károly Bari, in: Lajos Nádorfi: Romanistan, Hungarian documentary excerpt, 
black and white, 2:15 min, 1972, at 0:07 seconds–0:43 seconds.

297	 Ágnes Daróczi, in: Lajos Nádorfi: Romanistan, Hungarian documentary excerpt, 
black and white, 2:15 min, 1972, at 1:21 min – 1:40 min.
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She didn’t recite a poem but presented the tragedy of a layer to 
us with the help of a very talented Gypsy poet, Károly Bari. We 
know it’s a great problem, and I think it is wonderful that they 
want to solve it themselves. I suggest that the jury should award 
a special price to her.298
I think I am the first person to have addressed the general public 
in the Gypsy language.299

298	 Mária Sulyok, in: Lajos Nádorfi: Romanistan, Hungarian documentary excerpt, 
black and white, 2:15 min, at 1:42 min–2:15 min.

299	 Ágnes Daróczi, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 
67 min, 2002, at 14:15 min–14:22 min.

Fig. 15. Ágnes Daróczi, 1972. Lajos Nádorfi, Romanistan documentary 
excerpt screenshot. YouTube upload 2013.

Fig. 16. Ágnes Daróczi, 1972. Lajos Nádorfi, 1972, via RomArchive.
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József Choli Daróczi (Bedő, 26 May 1939 – 12 May 2018) was a notable 
writer, poet, translator, teacher, folk educator, journalist, political figure, 
and a prominent member of the Roma intelligensia in Hungary (Fig. 17).

He left Bedő with his sister during his teenage years and started work-
ing at the state construction companies. During this time, he attended eve-
ning classes to complete his elementary and high school education, which 
is when his literary talent was discovered. In 1975, he became a member 
of the Hungarian Writers’ Association and the National Association of 
Hungarian Journalists. He served as an editor for several journals, includ-
ing Romano Nyevipe, Amaro Drom, and Rom Som. His works and poems 
were published both in the Romani language and in Hungarian. Choli 
authored a Romani–Hungarian dictionary and Romani language books, 
and he was the first person to translate portions of the New Testament 
into the Romani language. Starting in 1972, he worked as a non-quali-
fied teacher and later earned a degree in education, becoming a certified 
teacher. Additionally, he obtained a degree in community organization 
and served as the cultural director of a workers’ residence. Throughout 
his career, he held several leadership positions, including Head of the 
National Gypsy Council from 1985 to 1986 and Executive Secretary of 
the Cultural Association of Hungarian Gypsies from 1987 to 1988. He 
later became the Secretary of the Roma Coordination Committee in the 
10th District of Hungary. Following the transition to democracy, he was 
elected president of the 10th District Roma Self-Government. In 1994, he 
returned to teaching as a senior lecturer at Apor Vilmos College, where 
he taught Romology, focusing on Romani language and history. After 
his retirement, Choli remained an active figure in national cultural and 
political life at both the national and international levels.

Fig. 17. József Choli Daróczi, 2018. Attila Hidvégi-Balogh /​ RomNet; Photo: 
Zsolt Szigetváry / MTI, 2018.
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What is this then? he says.
Well, I say, its Attila József’s Ars Poetica.
OK. 
He put it aside. So, as I say, even that wasn’t enough for him. 
I’m going into the next lesson. The whole class is running in 
front of me!
Choli! You’re a poet! You’re a poet! Well, the old man had typed it 
up. That was the first time I had seen my poem typed, and it was 
put up on the class notice board, Ars Poetica in both languages, 
and he wrote a little introduction in front of it, Attila József in 
Gypsy language. And then it was published in Nagyvilág [a lit-
erary journal] too, but I didn’t know, you know, that the old man 
was a corresponding member of the Academy [Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences] and also on the editorial board of Nagyvilág. He 
was a man of great knowledge; and he had it published.
Dikh [“look at that” in the Romani language].
My feet did not touch the floor, “habiszti” [“O, yes, for sure, you 
can’t be serious” in the Romani language].
 poet, you know. And the poem was published, dikh [“look at 
that”] Menyhért too.
Did you read dikh [“don’t joke with me”] Gypsy?, as György 
Konrád said. 
Well, I’ve read it, and . . .!
Do you write that sort of thing?
I didn’t like to boast, I was scared, you know, screw the great 
writer, others were, I know, I had a sense of shame. We had 
more of a sense of shame towards our elders, not like youngsters 
nowadays.300

Tivadar Fátyol (Makó, 23 July 1953 – Budapest, 10 December 2014) is a 
key figure among the first-generation Romani intellectuals (Fig. 18). He 
began his career in 1967 as a musician with the world-famous Rajkó 
Orchestra. Throughout his time with the orchestra, he toured widely, 
performing in numerous prestigious concert halls and theaters world-
wide, including the Olympia Stage of the Bobino Theater in Paris, the 
Royal Albert Hall and Queen Elizabeth Hall in London, the Bolshoi 
Theater in Moscow, the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, Carnegie Hall in 

300	 József Choli Daróczi, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, 
color, 67 min, 2002, at 13:05 min–14:15 min.
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New York, the Kennedy Center in Washington, and the Musikakadémie 
in Stockholm. In 1975, he he obtained a degree in composition at the Liszt 
Ferenc Academy of Music. His debut as a composer occurred in the mid-
1970s, primarily with pieces created for choreographies. His first signif-
icant, comprehensive composition was the instrumental ballad “Átok és 
Szerelem” (Curse and Love), co-written in 1984 for Hungarian television 
alongside Menyhért Lakatos, which was subsequently performed in 
various countries. Between 1995 and 1996, he organized and staged the 
inaugural global Gypsy Cultural World Festival, under the auspices of 
the Ariadne Foundation. Additionally, he served as the music director 
and presenter for Radio C (the first Hungarian Roma radio station) for 
nearly two years, returning in October 2004 as a program director and 
presenter and assuming the role of executive director in January 2006. 
In the 2002 documentary, Tivadar Fátyol reflects on his memories from 
the 1970s and 1980s, recalling how the first generation of Romani intel-
lectuals organized themselves in Budapest, particularly on Akácfa Street, 
which became a central hub for their meetings and events. Later, in 1996, 
their initiatives led to the establishment of the Romaversitas Foundation 
in the same building (which will be discussed later in this book). Fátyol 
emphasized the significance of self-organization, which may have 
seemed informal at the time. However, it is now evident that these efforts 
played a crucial role in establishing intergenerational and transnational 
Romani cultural memory and identity politics.

Did we really like one another? Well, you know, this club. On 
Akácfa street. All sorts of things happened there. We talked a 
lot. We spent many pleasant evenings together. When it closed, 

Fig. 18. Tivadar Fátyol (1953–2014). Tamás Farkas, International Romani 
Day, 2021.
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usually at 10 pm, we would go to the Nemzeti, then that closed 
at 2 am and we would go on to one pub or another that was 
open till morning; and it did not end with merry alcohol-fueled 
evenings like this, Tamás Péli had a studio, and we met up there 
very often in that little studio. We talked a terrific amount.301

The early 1970s saw a generational shift within the Romani people, 
marked by the emergence of empowered Roma intellectuals. This 
change destabilized the traditional system of self-subordination and 
assimilation identity strategies that had been prevalent in politics and 
practices for decades.

In those days it was impossible not to take part! One of us would 
telephone another, or leave a message, and all of us would be 
there. That’s how few of us there were, the Gypsy intelligent
sia, a handful. No. There was no such thing as, what me, with 
you . . .? No way! We were happy for one another, as I say, we 
were together night and day. If someone had an idea for some-
thing, all of us were there.302

The first generation of Roma intellectuals brought about remarkable 
emancipation and change, which resulted in their achievements in 
producing knowledge and challenging representations with a modern, 
critical, and reflective Roma identity. This transformation represented 
a significant departure from historical patterns, signaling a new era of 
empowerment and self-determination within the Roma community. 
Critics have observed that diversity can be attributed to cultural and 
historical differences that may not be easily understood from a non-
Roma standpoint but that are more evident from a Roma perspective. 
Based on this viewpoint, the question is what internal principles of 
group organization can be utilized to construct a community that is 
not only based on negative perceptions and paradigms but also able 
to take pride in it?303 According to Morton Deutsch, Peter Coleman, 
and Eric Marcus, conflicts between resistant minority groups and the 

301	 Tivadar Fátyol, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 
67 min, 2002, at 43:25 min–44:00 min.

302	 József Choli Daróczi, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, 
color, 67 min, 2002, at 32:45 min–33:06 min.

303	 Csepeli / Örkény: Az emancipáció kihívása a mai magyar társadalomban a romák 
és nem romák viszonyában.



181

First-Generation Romani Intellectuals: Way to Cultural Recognition

majority society, as well as the effects of dissension, can be resolved 
through an emancipatory political strategy in contemporary society. 
This approach focuses on empowering minority individuals by recog-
nizing their potential for mobilization and evaluating their competen-
cies, skills, abilities, opportunities, and aspirations. By strengthening 
the identity and awareness of minority groups, the strategy aims to 
enhance their autonomy and promote social unity.304

In 2002, Ágnes Daróczi reflected on her experiences from 1979 when 
she organized the First National Exhibition of Autodidactic Gypsy Art-
ists at the Pataki Cultural Center. The event attracted visitors from all 
over Hungary and received significant attention nationwide. The adver-
tising for the exhibition prominently featured posters of János Balázs’ 
artwork. Ágnes Daróczi emphasizes the importance of this event as a 
milestone for recognizing the self-representation of the Romani people 
in society, noting its contrast with the political narratives of that time.

The Pataki Cultural Centre was the location of the first exhibition 
in May 1979. It was open for a month and half of Budapest made 
the pilgrimage out there to see it. I think that naturally we tried 
to surround it with good publicity. The Institute [Pataki Cultural 
Centre] had posters designed with János Balázs’s painting On 
the Road on them, and there were advertising hoardings with 
the message First National Exhibition of Autodidactic Gypsy 
Artists. And there was press coverage and the television, and 
in newspaper articles too. Those who went, went back again 
within the month if they possibly could, and not alone. And the 
real force of it was that people somehow sensed that everything 
that politics says and claims is a lie. It is not just a question of 
Gypsies existing; attention has to be paid to what they say about 
themselves.305

Tamás Péli (Budapest, 7 August 1948 – Budapest, 22 November 1994) 
is one of the most important figures in Hungarian Roma art (Fig. 19). 
He began studying at the Budapest Secondary School of Fine and 
Applied Arts in 1962. After an unsuccessful application to the Hungarian 
College of Fine Arts in 1968, he received a scholarship to study mural 

304	 Coleman / Deutsch / Marcus: The Handbook of Conflict Resolution.
305	 Ágnes Daróczi, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 

67 min, 2002, at 33:07 min–34:37 min.
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art at the Dutch Academy of Fine Arts. In the Netherlands, he created 
several large-scale works, the most notable being a nearly fifty-square-
foot panel that illustrates the Dutch Academy of Fine Arts walls.

Tamás Péli completed his studies in the Netherlands in 1974 and 
returned to Hungary. In 1983, he painted the so-called “Birth Panel” 
in Tiszadob, which was exhibited in Kassel at Documenta 15 in 2022. 
In addition to painting, he was also active in public life, serving as a 
Member of Parliament for the Hungarian Socialist Party from 1992 to 
1994. Tragically, Tamás Péli died in 1994 at the age of just forty-six. 
Through his paintings, Péli aimed to depict the Hungarian Romani 
people’s fate, image, and religion at the level of high art. His stylistic 
technique combined features of academic and naive art, drawing on 
expressive surreal elements, and his themes were often inspired by 
literary narratives. In 2002, he said:

Prejudices are like knights in armour, it is difficult to unhorse 
them, and they still exist today.306

306	 Tamás Péli, in: Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 
67 min, 2002, at 25:30 min–25:38 min.

Fig. 19. Tamás Péli (1948–1994). 
Tamás Farkas, International Romani 
Day, 2021.
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Menyhért Lakatos, in the 2002 documentary, critiques the general 
notions regarding Romani intellectuals, arguing that a limited number 
of individuals within the Romani community do not constitute a distinct 
social class. Specifically, he posits that they do not form a recognized 
Romani elite. Furthermore, he considers the concept of a “Gypsy” intel-
ligentsia, despite acknowledging that such an entity does not exist 
in reality. Nevertheless, he argues that the idea of an intelligentsia is 
essential, as movements or initiatives can generally be initiated and 
instituted by intellectuals.

It was a small group of three or four people, no more. But we 
always talked about the Gypsy intelligentsia, although it was a 
long way from being that. It wasn’t true. You know, we always 
talked about the Gypsy intelligentsia, that Gypsy . . . so never in 
our own names, I too incessantly referred to the Gypsy intelli-
gentsia, when in reality there wasn’t one. There was not one in 
reality, but there had to be one, because the truth is, whatever 
the case, it is impossible to start a movement or anything else 
without intellectuals. Intellectuals are the motors of everything. 
Now, when, at that time, something started in the interest of the 
Gypsy people, it was a sort of movement. Which lots of people 
joined and tried, each in their own way, to help, but there weren’t 
any conceptions which determined, so, what do we want now. 
Well, there was one thing: to raise the intellectual development 
of Gypsy people to a higher level.307

Furthermore, Menyhért Lakatos underscores that intellectuals serve as 
the primary drivers of progress in any emancipation movement. During 
the 1970s, Romani emancipation emerged, with numerous pro-Roma 
alliances engaging in various initiatives to support it as a common 
cause. However, Lakatos notes the lack of unified, clearly defined objec-
tives that outlined the aims of their resistance and social deconstruction 
efforts. He says that the overarching goal was nevertheless evident: to 
elevate the intellectual development of the Romani people to a more 
advanced level.

The experiences of minorities with assimilation and integration pol-
icies and social movements shape their identities within the dominant 

307	 Menyhert Lakatos, in: Kőszegi.Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 
67 min, 2002, at 43:28 min–45:15 min.
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culture, while they navigate internal contradictions within their own 
minority communities. As a result, they not only face challenges in 
defining their identity in relation to the dominant culture but also 
navigate conflicts and tensions within their own groups. Moreover, the 
role of charismatic leaders in advocating for emancipation is shown 
to have a dual nature, serving both as divisive figures and as powerful 
advocates who challenge established identity politics.308

Critics suggest that while the focus on developing autonomy and 
preserving memories, language, and cultural traditions is important, 
it may not be sufficient without the presence of dedicated leadership 
and institutions. In response, the first-generation Romani intellectuals 
suggest the need to establish autonomous structures and institutions, 
including cultural places such as museums, theatres, memorials, schools, 
and research centers, which are crucial to memories and emancipa-
tion. These dedicated spaces have an essential function in addressing 
collective identity, preserving and creating knowledge, and providing 
equitable opportunities for representation for future generations.309

For individuals to achieve success, fulfill their values, seek justice, 
and accomplish their goals, it is essential for them to have access to 
a wide range of resources and opportunities including political influ-
ence, social connections, economic stability, and cultural enrichment. 
According to Elias and Scotson, the unequal distribution of power can 
be attributed to the imbalanced relationships between different groups, 
perpetuated by factors such as gender, race, culture, economics, and 
class-based values and identities. This unequal distribution of power 
has a profound impact on individuals’ capacity to thrive and prosper 
in society.310

To sum up, a socially resilient individual or group can overcome 
stigmatized and marginalized identities by engaging in critical knowl-
edge production and self-reflection. Through this process, they can 
redefine and reconstruct their representations and memories, freeing 
themselves from societal constraints and labels. A key aspect of this 
journey involves examining and challenging existing norms, which is 
essential for empowering their community and improving their social, 
economic, political, and cultural status.

308	 Lewin: A Zsidók Közötti Öngyűlöletről.
309	 Csepeli / Örkény: Az emancipáció kihívása a mai magyar társadalomban a romák 

és nem romák viszonyában.
310	 Elias / Scotson: The Established and the Outsiders.
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8.3	 Second-Generation Romani Intellectuals:  
Way to Political Representation

This section embarks on a comparative analysis of the first- and 
second-generation Roma intellectuals. Second-generation Romani 
intellectuals are individuals born between the 1960s and 1980s whose 
academic contributions and representational efforts influenced dis-
cussions and portrayals of Romani culture in the early 2000s. They 
primarily pursued higher education in fields within the humanities, 
including education science, theology, social work, law, and arts 
and culture. The other slight difference between their emancipa-
tory aims and those of the first-generation Romani intellectuals was 
that, alongside the recognition of Romani people in general society 
through arts and culture, their approach also included narratives of 
political representation and credits. Comparing the first and second 
generations of Romani intellectuals, the emancipatory aims remained 
the same; however, their academic disciplines shaped their narra-
tives and, therefore, the aims of their movements. Furthermore, it 
is important to note that the first-generation Romani intellectuals 
were the Romani role models to follow for the second-generation of 
Roma intellectuals.

The data discussed in this section comes from two previously 
published volumes of interviews by non-Romani narrators that fea-
ture a variety of successful Romani life paths, which have not been 
analyzed so far. The examination focuses on life experiences sup-
ported by generational indicators and the level of higher education 
they achieved.

The first book, by Lászó Szále, entitled Kitörők—Interjú tizenöt 
Cigány értelmiségivel (in English: Outbreakers—Interviews with Fifteen 
Gypsy Intellectuals) was published in 2009. The volume presents the 
contributions of fifteen Romani intellectuals, artists, scientists, pro-
fessionals, and public figures, who articulate their personal journeys, 
successes, and achievements. László Szále notes that his work does not 
constitute a representative sample of Romani people; thus, no statis-
tical generalizations can be derived from it. However, the narratives 
provided illustrate the challenges faced by individuals within society. 
While the paths to success depicted may offer guidance, it is essential 
to recognize that they may not be replicable by all. In his work, he 
outlines how many conditions must be met in order for children who 



“Gypsy” Classifications

186

grew up “Gypsy” to find their inner strengths and achieve success in 
their life, which eventually could advance emancipation.311

The second volume analyzed in this section is Egy sor cigány—
Huszonnégy mai magyar (in English: A Row of Gypsies—Twenty-Four 
of Today’s Hungarians) by Péter Korniss and Pál Závada from 2011. 
It provides portraits of twenty-four contemporary Romani people 
who, embracing their origin, sometimes struggling with strength, 
have nevertheless acquired a profession and created an independent 
existence for themselves while preserving their “Gypsyness”. These 
interviews are presented in a sequential manner, allowing readers to 
engage with each individual’s perspectives and life experiences. The 
authors emphasize that attributes such as dignity, talent, purpose-
fulness, determination to take action, a sense of identity, and social 
responsibility belong to them. These qualities provide inspiration and 
strength to the collective community. The book considers factors such 
as gender (however, on a binary spectrum), age, geographical location, 
and a range of professions to ensure a balanced representation. It 
acknowledges Romani men and women, both young and old, as well 
as those from rural and urban settings. Korniss and Závada regard 
individual representations of Romani heritage featured in the publica-
tion as communicating their lived experiences, values, and the social 
manifestations they have consciously determined, serving as examples 
of how Romani people are perceived in society. The idea of their book 
was inspired by The Black List Project in the USA, as the civil rights 
struggles of African Americans and the persistent work of many gen-
erations towards their social inclusion and provide an example and 
encouragement to the “Gypsies” of Central Europe.312

Analyzing the works by Lászó Szále, Péter Korniss and Pál Závada, 
and the previously examined documentary movie by Edit Kőszegi 
and Péter Szuhay, it can be noted that the first-generation Romani 
intellectuals (those born between 1940 and 1960) mainly come from 
in the fields of education within humanities, and of arts and culture 
(Table 4, Table 5).

311	 Szále: Kitörők.
312	 Korniss / Závada: Egy sor cigány.
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Table 4. First-generation Romani intellectuals, N=10. Based on Edit Kőszegi /  
Peter Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 67 min, 2002.

Name Profession

Béla Balázs Painter

Károly Bari Poet, translator, and folklore researcher

József Choli Daróczi Writer and poet

Ágnes Daróczi Ethnologist, journalist, and researcher

Tivadar Fátyol Writer, poet

Éva Kalla Writer and journalist

József Kovács Hontalan Poet

Menyhért Lakatos Writer

Tamás Péli Painter

István Szentandrássy Painter

Table 5. First-generation Roma intellectuals, N=11. Based on Szále: Kitörők 
(in English: Outbreakers) and Korniss / Závada: Egy sor cigány (in English: 
A Row of Gypsies).

Szále: Outbreakers Korniss / Závada: A Row of Gypsies

Narrative of Roma-
ni intellectual or 
professional 

Profession, 
occupation 

Narrative of Romani 
intellectual or pro-
fessional 

Profession, 
occupation 

Béla Szakcsi 
Lakatos

Jazz pianist, com-
poser

Tibor Farkas Agricultural 
engineer

György Rostás-Far-
kas

Poet, journalist Melinda Rézműves Ethnographer

Márta Bada Painter Dr. Zoltán Szirtesi Medical profes
sional, doctor

Judit M. Horváth Photographer Mária Karczagi Social worker

László Rostás Chief referent of 
the national Roma 
reference service

Antal Szalai Violinist

János Nagy Mayor

Total 5 6

Full total 11
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Among the eleven first-generation Roma intellectuals, four successfully 
completed their education in humanities, three in arts and culture, one 
in engineering, and one in medicine (Table 6).

Table 6. Higher education attainment of first-generation Roma intellectuals, 
N=14. Based on Kőszegi / Szuhay: Late Birth, Hungarian documentary, color, 
67 min, Szále: Outbreakers and Korniss / Závada: A Row of Gypsies.

Humanities,
science of 
education, 
theology and 
social work

Economics, 
technical 
training, 
informatics

Health 
and 
medical 
science

Science 
of law

Natural 
sciences

Arts and 
culture

Ethnographer Agricultural 
engineer

Medical 
doctor

Violinist

Social worker Photographer

Social worker Jazz pianist

Ethnographer Composer

Journalist Painter 

Teacher 

Journalist

7 1 1 0 0 5

The narratives that emerge from the interviews reveal that the first-gen-
eration Roma intellectuals were predominantly men, suggesting a gen-
der gap within the pre-Romani emancipation (Fig. 20).

Notably, among these pioneering individuals, only two can trace 
their academic lineage to a family member who held a degree, ergo 
they were marked as the first intra-generational Roma intellectuals—
namely József Choli Daróczi and Ágnes Daróczi, as Choli and Ágnes 
were first cousins (Table 7). The first-generation intellectuals’ journey 
was marked by societal prejudice and a lack of social support and role 
models in academic environments, making their accomplishments even 
more remarkable. This fact points out the considerable obstacles and 
struggles these first-generation intellectuals faced in pursuing higher 
education and academic achievement.
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Table 7. Higher education attainment of first-generation Roma intellectuals 
by gender, N=14.

Profession Gender Roma intellectual 
generation

Previous family 
member with 
a degree

Engineer man First No

Ethnographer woman First Yes

Medical doctor man First No

Social worker  woman First No 

Violinist man First No 

Jazz pianist man First No 

Journalist man First No 

Photographer  woman First No 

Social worker man First No 

Journalist woman First No 

Teacher man First No 

Ethnographer woman First No 

Composer man First No 

Painter man First No 

 

 

75%

25%

Gender distribution of first-generation Roma 
intellectuals, 1970s 

N=14

Men Women

Fig. 20. Gender distribution of first-generation Roma intellectuals, N=14.
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As we progress to the analysis of second-generation Romani achieve-
ments, it is essential to examine the narratives documented by László 
Szále and the findings of Péter Korniss and Pál Závada regarding Romani 
intellectuals. Out of the thirty-nine narratives of Roma intellectuals 
across the two volumes, seven individuals do not have a higher educa-
tion degree and are therefore not included in the analysis. Additionally, 
two narratives belong to the third generation, so their narratives are not 
considered in this section. Nine portrayals belong to the first-generation 
intellectuals, which are analyzed as source of comparison in this section. 
After filtering the narratives, twenty-one out of the thirty-nine cases 
remain valid for further analysis.

The proportion of Romani intellectuals in the second generation 
(born between the 1960s and 1980s) who hold a university degree dou-
bled in the early 2000s. By examining the data collected from twenty-one  
Romani narratives, it becomes apparent that the second generation not 
only extensively engaged in higher education but also diversified their 
academic pursuits across various disciplines.

Notably, the second-generation Romani intellectuals were enrolled 
in a wider range of university degree programs compared to first-gener-
ation Romani intellectuals, including areas such as law, public security, 
and natural sciences. This generational shift demonstrates an increas-
ing focus on education and professional development within Romani 
communities and in general society in Hungary.

Their emancipation contributed to the national and international 
values that are the basis for today’s European Roma arts and culture 
and knowledge productions (Table 8).
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Table 8. Roma intellectuals and professionals (non-filtered data), N=29. Based 
on Szále: Outbreakers and Korniss / Závada: A Row of Gypsies.

Szále: Outbreakers Korniss / Závada: A Row of Gypsies

Narrative of Ro­
mani intellectual 
or professional 

Profession, 
occupation 

Narrative 
of Romani 
intellectual or 
professional 

Profession, 
occupation 

József Ignácz Mayor of Besence Melinda Rézműves Ethnographer

Tibor Jóni Army colonel József Tóth Protestant pastor

Árpád Rostás Cabinetmaker 
and restorer

Erika Varga Clothing designer, 
goldsmith

Judit Jónás Actor Dr. Zsuzsanna 
Orsós

Biologist, 
researcher

Dr. Ernő Kállai Lawyer, social 
scientist

Béla Baranyi Mason, entre
preneur

Kálmán Oláh Jazz pianist, 
composer

Katesz Balogh Folk dancer

István Pisont National football 
player

János Orsós Teacher, school 
principal

Dávid Daróczi Journalist, media 
expert

Erzsébet Mohácsi Lawyer, educator

Bea Palya Singer Gyula Szajkó Official lieutenant

György Makula Police major Dr. Henriett Dinók Lawyer, researcher

Ottó Rostás Police ensign

Mária Baranyai Radio presenter, 
documentary film-
maker, teacher

Róbert Farkas Violinist

Péter Sohonyai Orchestra trans-
porter

Ági Szalóki Singer

Tamás Jónás Poet, writer

Lídia Danis Actress

Kálmán Oláh Jazz pianist, 
composer

Kata Bársony Film maker, 
sociologist

Total 10 19

Full total 29
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The twenty-one second-generation Roma graduates obtained their 
academic degrees in a notable variety of disciplines. Nine graduates 
earned university diplomas in arts, culture, and the humanities, which 
suggests a noteworthy interest in creative and cultural expression as 
a way of reclaiming cultural heritage through academia. Additionally, 
five individuals pursued careers in law and public security, reflecting a 
responsibility to social justice and advocacy within society as a means to 
deconstruct the antigypsyist perceptions of criminal behavior that have 
marked the “Gypsy” over the centuries. Furthermore, one individual 
graduated in natural sciences, showing the arrival of Romani people 
into the field of scientific inquiry (Table 9).

Table 9. Higher education attainment of second-generation Roma intellec-
tuals, N=21.

Humanities, 
science of 
education, 
theology and 
social work

Economics, 
technical 
training, 
informatics

Health  
and  
medical 
science

Science 
of law

Natural 
sciences

Arts and 
culture

Teacher Lawyer Biologist Violinist 

Teacher Lawyer Singer

Sociologist Police 
officer

Singer

Journalist Police 
officer

Poet

Protestant 
pastor

Soldier Actor

Ethnographer Actor

Jazz pianist

Jazz pianist

Designer, 
goldsmith

6 0 0 5 1 9
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This noticeable shift towards educational attainment and professional 
development among the second-generation Roma is a sign of an 
extended movement toward liberation. It is indicative of a transfor-
mative period in Romani emancipation, as more individuals aim to 
break barriers and gain access to previously limited opportunities and 
representation. This development not only emphasizes the changing 
aspirations of Romani graduates but also suggests a promising tra-
jectory for Romani society, with the potential for increased sufficient 
representation and recognition in wider society (Table 10).

Notably, the first- and second-generation Romani intellectuals con-
tributed to the advancement of Romani people and paved the way for 
the next generations. Upon analyzing the second-generation Roma 
intellectuals, I observed that the percentage of Romani women grad-
uates increased from 25 % to 48 % compared to the first generation, an 
increase of 23 %.

This is one of the results of the second-generation Romani intellectu-
als’ social mobility. Nevertheless, there remains an imbalance between 
Romani men and women graduates (Fig. 21). Looking at the individuals 
with previous family members who have a degree, we can note that 
there is also a development compared to the previous generation.

Table 10. Higher education attainment of second-generation Roma intellec-
tuals by gender, N=21.

Profession Gender Roma intellectual 
generation

Previous family 
member with 
a degree

Biologist woman Second No

Ethnographer women Second No

Teacher man Second No

Lawyer woman Second No

Police officer man Second No

Teacher woman Second No

Violinist man Second No

Singer woman Second No

Poet man Second No

Actor woman Second No



“Gypsy” Classifications

194

Profession Gender Roma intellectual 
generation

Previous family 
member with 
a degree

Jazz pianist man Second No

Sociologist woman Second Yes

Actor woman Second No

Lawyer man Second No

Jazz pianist man Second No

Journalist man Second Yes

Soldier man Second No 

Singer woman Second No

Police officer man Second No

Protestant 
pastor

man Second No

Designer, 
goldsmith

woman Second No

Table 10 (continued )

 

52%48%

Gender distribution of second-generation Roma 
intellectuals in 2000s

N=21

Men Women

Fig. 21. Gender distribution of second-generation Roma intellectuals in the 
2000s, N=21.
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The experiences of first- and second-generation Roma graduates, as doc-
umented by Zsolt Csalog, Péter Korniss, Pál Závada, László Szále, Edit 
Kőszegi, and Péter Szuhay, are particularly noteworthy as they align 
with Iris Marion Young’s theory of the five faces of oppression,313 which 
show the forms of oppression, namely exploitation, marginalization, 
powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence (Fig. 22). Further-
more, Béla Szakcsi Lakatos pointed out that despite the disheartening 
realization of the challenges they face: “poverty and background also 
have an uplifting power.”314

The year 1989 (the time of the regime change) was a landmark 
in the emancipation and representation of the Roma political elite 
in Hungary, whose efforts are rooted in the first-generation Roma 
intellectuals’ achievements, paving the way for the second-generation 
Roma intellectuals’ claims for institutionalization in arts and culture 
and academic knowledge production.

Béla Osztojkán (a writer, poet, and public figure) founded the 
Phralipe (meaning “Brotherhood” in the Romani language) in 1989, 
which was an independent national Romani political organization. Béla 
Osztojkán was born in Csenger on 8 February 1948 , and passed away 
on 22 July 2008 in Budapest. (Fig. 23).

As one of the first generation of Roma intellectuals, he initiated 
Romani political representation that strengthened in the second-
generation Romani emancipatory narratives and actions. Moreover, 
Osztojkán was a co-founder of the Hungarian Gypsy Cultural Associ-
ation (Magyarországi Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége), the first Roma 
organization, which is still important today. In 1989, Béla Osztojkán 
founded the Phralipe Independent Gypsy Organisation (Független 
Cigány Szervezet), which he chaired. Building on his commitment to 
Romani rights and public visibility, he was appointed in 1990 as the 
spokesman and secretary general of the Hungarian Roma Parliament. 
Following the regime change, he was a member of the Hungarian Social 
Democratic Party (SZDSZ, Szabad Demokraták Szövetsége) between 
1990 and 1993. Later, in 1994, he was appointed as spokesman of the 
Hungarian Gypsy Solidarity Party (Magyarországi Cigányok Szolida-
ritási Párt). Furthermore, Béla Osztojkán was the founder and editor-
in-chief of the Világunk (Our World, in Hungarian), Amaro Drom (Our 
Way, in Romani), and Phralipe (Brotherhood, in Romani) journals, 

313	 Young: Five Faces of Oppression.
314	 Béla Szakcsi Lakatos, jazz pianist and composer, in: Szále: Kitörők, p. 9.
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where he published regularly until he passed away. Béla Osztojkán is 
recognized as a prominent figure in Hungarian literature, merging 
Romani and Hungarian traditions, legends, and myths in his poems.315

It was at Phralipe’s initiative that the first draft of the legislation 
“On Roma Minority Self-Government” was included in the Hungarian 
Constitution in 1990. In addition, in recognition of Phralipe’s advocacy 
efforts, the Hungarian Parliament adopted a new law on minority rights 
in 1993. This legislation laid the groundwork for the establishment 
of both local and national self-governments for national and ethnic 
minorities within the country. However, Aladár Horváth argues that 
the 1993 Law on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities, adopted 
by the Hungarian Parliament, enabled the creation of local and national 
minority self-governments, which, rather than serving the political 
interests of the Romani community, ultimately functioned in alignment 
with the interests and will of the Hungarian state. 

Jenő Zsigó, born in 1952 in Nyírbátor in northeastern Hungary, is 
widely regarded as one of the most influential intellectual and cultural 
figures of the Romani civil rights movement in Hungary (Fig. 24a). His 
work has significantly shaped contemporary Romani cultural repre-
sentation, political advocacy, and institutional self-organization in both 

315	 Osztojkán Béla, at RomNet, Ki-Kicsoda?, https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/osz​
tojkan-bela [accessed: 06.02.2025].

Fig. 23. Béla Osztojkán (1984–2008). Béla 
Osztojkán’s photograph in the anthology 
Szép Versek, 1983. Year of publication: 
1984, number of the picture in the vol-
ume: 49. Ottó Vahl, 1983.

https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/osztojkan-bela
https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/osztojkan-bela
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the late socialist and post-socialist periods. Coming from a family of 
Romani musicians, Zsigó’s trajectory combined artistic expression, 
sociological inquiry, and political activism, making him a central figure 
in the development of modern Romani public life in Hungary. His 
academic training was grounded in sociology studies at the Faculty of 
Humanities of Eötvös Loránd University.

Alongside his academic and intellectual work, Zsigó became increas-
ingly active within the emerging Romani civil rights movement from 
the mid-1970s onward. In 1980, he joined the Fővárosi Önkormányzat 
Cigány Ház (Capital Municipality’s Gypsy House)—Romano Kher, later 
serving as its director from 1987 to 2009. Under his leadership, the 
institution developed into one of the most influential Romani cultural 
centers in Hungary, functioning simultaneously as a space for com-
munity organization, artistic production, and cultural preservation. 
Through annual children’s camps, folklore workshops, and educational 
programs, the institution supported more than 1,200 Romani children 
as well as Romani artists, musicians, and young intellectuals. Zsigó 
also established what became one of the largest European collections 
of contemporary Romani art, consisting of over 2,400 works, while 
simultaneously building extensive video and document archives dedi-
cated to Romani cultural memory.

Jenő Zsigó’s cultural influence became particularly visible through 
the founding of the Romani folklore ensemble Ando Drom in 1984, 
which he led for approximately three decades. The group achieved 
international recognition for preserving and popularizing Romani musi-
cal traditions, whilst also articulating forms of political and cultural 

Fig. 24a. Jenő Zsigó, sociologist, educator, editor, 2022. Central European 
University (CEU) / Mérce.hu, 2026.
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self-representation. His broader political representation also included 
co-founding the Romani organization Phralipe (Phralipe Független 
Cigány Szervezet) in 1989 alongside figures such as Ágnes Daróczi and 
Aladár Horváth. In 1990, he established the Hungarian Roma Parlia-
ment, which became one of the most significant independent Romani 
advocacy institutions in Hungary.

The broader historical significance of Jenő Zsigó’s cultural work 
became especially evident on May 9, 2026, when, for the first time in the 
history of the Hungarian Parliament, the song “Hymn of the Gypsies” 
(Zöld az erdő, zöld a hegy is—“Green is the forest and green is the 
mountain, too”)—which is widely regarded in Hungary as the anthem 
of the Roma—was performed during the inaugural session of the newly 
elected National Assembly. The song carried a particularly profound 
and symbolic meaning, as it was performed jointly by Romani and 
non-Romani children from disadvantaged backgrounds, many of whom 
are orphaned or come from socially marginalized communities. Their 
presence transformed the performance into a powerful act of dignity, 
solidarity, and social visibility. Through the long-standing pedagogical 
and emancipatory commitment of Zsolt Nébl and the community work 
of the Sükösdi Tamburazenekar (Sükösd Tambura Orchestra), these 
children were not merely performers, but became visible agents of 
cultural continuity, collective memory, and hope within contemporary 
Hungarian society. The composition, based on a Beás-language (Boyash) 
collection by Jakab Orsós and poetically adapted by Károly Bari, was 
set to music by Jenő Zsigó and popularized through the performances 
of Ando Drom. However, it has also been argued that an earlier mel-
ody for the song was composed by Gusztáv Varga, leader of Kalyi Jag. 
Since Jenő Zsigó’s 1985 musical adaptation, the song has evolved into 
an unofficial Romani anthem through collective cultural recognition 
rather than formal institutional designation. Its performance in Parlia-
ment symbolized not only the recognition of a cultural tradition, but 
also the institutional acknowledgment of decades of Romani political, 
intellectual, and artistic struggle in Hungary.316

316	 RomArchive, Jenő Zsigó, 2017, https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/​
jeno-zsigo/ [accessed: 20.05.2026]; RomaPlay: Gelem, Gelem vagy Zöld az erdő? – 
a himnuszon túlmutató vita indult a roma önazonosságról. YouTube upload 
2026, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kTOKW_BiD_Y [accessed: 20.05.2026]; 
Fruzsina Gyuris: Az igazi rock and roll az, amit a tamburazenekar csinált a Par-
lamentben, Telex, 12.05.2026, https://telex.hu/after/2026/05/12/sukosdi-tambu​
razenekar-cigany-himnusz-ciganyzene-parlament [accessed: 20.05.2026].
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Aladár Horváth is an activist, politician, and author born in Miskolc 
in 1964 (Fig. 24 b). He is considered one of the most important Romani 
political leaders in Hungary. He completed his studies as a teacher and 
community organizer at the Teacher Training College in Sárospatak 
in 1987. His civil rights work began in 1988, when he became the head 
of the Anti-Ghetto Committee in Miskolc, and later on, in 1989, he led 
the local Phralipe Independent Roma organization in Miskolc. Addi-
tionally, he was a member of the Committee on Human Rights, Minority, 
Civil and Religious Affairs from 1990 to 1993. After leaving that post, 
he founded the Roma Civil Rights Foundation (Roma Polgárjogi 
Alapítvány) in 1994 and led it until its closure in 2010. As part of this 
foundation, he was a founding member of two other organizations, the 
Roma Press Center and Romaversitas.317 In 2019, in a newspaper inter-
view, Aladár Horváth expressed the following concerns:

Unfortunately, the past 25 years have proved me right. The 
“self-government” of the former Gypsy, now Roma, the former 
minority, now the national minority at the municipal level was 
supposed to serve the enforcement of the national rights of the 

317	 Horváth Aladár, at RomNet, Ki-Kicsoda?, https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/hor​
vath-aladar [accessed: 06.02.2025]; Horváth: Ki képviselje a cigánymagyarokat?

Fig. 24b. Aladár Horváth, activist politi-
cian, and author, 2016. RomaRising / EU, 
Chad Evans Wyatt, 2016.

https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/horvath-aladar
https://www.romnet.hu/kikicsoda/horvath-aladar
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Roma, primarily in the areas of education, culture, and social 
welfare. [. . .] At the national level, the Roma self-governments 
should have the task of representing and advocating the interests 
of the Roma/Gypsy communities, primarily cultural, but also 
social and economic needs, given the condition of the Roma, 
vis-à-vis the legislature and the government.318

Ernő Kállai (born in Budapest, 1 December 1969) has emerged as one 
of the most distinguished social scientists, and politicians with Romani 
heritage (Fig. 25). He is a history and music teacher, lawyer, and pro-
fessor at the University of Szeged and the Apor Vilmos Catholic College 
in Vác. He is also a researcher and founder of the Institute for Minority 
Studies of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. In 2007, at the proposal 
of President László Sólyom, the Hungarian Parliament elected Ernő 
Kállai as Commissioner for National and Ethnic Rights. He has been a 
member and leader of several research programs. Over the last decades, 
he has published nearly 140 scientific papers and given approximately 
160 scientific lectures in various academic venues. He has lectured at 
numerous higher education institutions over the past two decades and 
supervised dozens of theses. Several of his students have obtained 
academic doctoral degrees.319

Ernő Kállai’s remarkable and humble journey was noted by László 
Szále in his 2009 work Kitörők (Outbreakers).

318	 Horváth: Ki képviselje a cigánymagyarokat?
319	 Ernő Kállai, personal website, https://www.kallaierno.eu/ [accessed: 06.02.2025].

Fig. 25. Ernő Kállai, lawyer, professor in 
social sciences, and politician. Ernő Kállai 
personal website, https://www.kallaierno.
eu/, 2022.

https://www.kallaierno.eu/
https://www.kallaierno.eu/
https://www.kallaierno.eu/
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[László Szále (LSZ)] How did they find you?
[Ernő Kállai (EK)] It is the result of determinations and many 
fortunate coincidences. For example, there was a debate night 
at the Romaversitas, where the great sociologist István Kemény 
was the guest lecturer. He told us about the big Roma research 
in 1993–1994. I was in a bad mood, and during the debate, I com-
mented, perhaps a little too harshly, that these studies are all 
very well, but why don’t they let us in on the research? Kemény 
left the debate earlier, and when he was passing next to me, he 
asked me to walk with him into the corridor. So I thought, I’ve 
had to be so harsh, and now I’m going to get my turn. But he 
didn’t say anything, he just asked for my phone number. Nothing 
happened for about two months, then he phoned me to come to 
his home the next day. That was the first time in my life I visited 
an elite neighborhood in Buda. He started by asking me if I was 
interested in Roma studies and research. I said no. He told me 
that there is a minority studies programme at the Academy, and 
he could recommend me if I am interested.320

LSZ Then, the group proved its legitimacy. Were three people 
not enough?
EK Although the Minority Programme was originally only for 
three years when it ended, it was not shut down. Instead, it was 
further developed, from which the National Ethnic Minority 
Research Institute was established. There, I was appointed as 
head of the Romology Research Group. By that time, this work 
had become my life; I was lecturing a lot at conferences, I was 
invited to teach at universities, and I won grants, so I was quite 
successful. So did our institute, we were commissioned to do 
more and more important studies, not once by the government.321

LSZ How did he find out that you had been chosen [as 
Ombudsman]?
EK I was teaching my usual class at the University in Vác, 
where I have been teaching for years when our secretary 
stormed in and excitedly told me that I had a call from the 
President’s office. I was a bit annoyed that she interrupted the 

320	 Szále: Kitörők, p. 125.
321	 Szále: Kitörők, p. 126.
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lesson. I asked her to leave, and we’ll talk at the end of the class. 
I thought it was the President of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, Szilveszter E. Vizi, with whom I had participated in 
several TV programs at the time. After the lesson, it became 
evident that it was another presidential office. I was asked to 
go to the Sándor Palace [President László Sólyom’s residence] 
and he wished to meet me.
I thought they might want to order some kind of study on minori-
ties, and I was waiting for a presidential representative to request 
that I make the report, but he said that the President would like 
to speak to me. I still didn’t suspect anything. President László 
Sólyom immediately started by asking me if I would be interested 
in being appointed by him as Hungary’s Ombudsman. I couldn’t 
say anything because I was speechless. Then, of course, I was 
delighted to do it.322

LSZ Is it an advantage or a disadvantage that the minority 
commissioner is a minority themselves?
EK This is only symbolic, but it is important that there is a 
minority in this post. It would not reflect well on the majority 
of society if they exploited this post as well. Obviously, though, 
the professionalism should be counted, not the origin.323

Tímea Junghaus is an art historian, a leader of Roma cultural and polit-
ical movements, and a contemporary art curator (Fig. 26). She is the 
founding director of the European Roma Institute for Arts and Cul-
ture e.V. In recognition of her significant contributions to the field of 
curation, including the establishment of the János Balázs Gallery in 
Budapest in 2004 and the organization of exhibitions at that venue, as 
well as the Roma component of the exhibition “The Hidden Holocaust” 
at the Budapest Kunsthalle in 2004 and the First Roma Pavilion at the 
52nd Venice Contemporary Art Biennale in 2007, Tímea Junghaus was 
awarded the KAIROS Prize by the Alfred Toepfer Stiftung F.V.S.008.

Tímea Junghaus was also a Research Fellow of the Working Group for 
Critical Theories at the Institute for Art History at the Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences (2010–2017). She is the author and co-editor of a com-
prehensive publication titled “Meet Your Neighbours—Contemporary 

322	 Szále: Kitörők, pp. 127–128.
323	 Szále: Kitörők, p. 128.
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Roma Art from Europe”, which was published by the Open Society 
Institute in 2006.324

In 2017, the establishment of the European Roma Institute for Arts 
and Culture e.V. (ERIAC) marked a decisive landmark in European 
Romani intellectual emancipation. ERIAC is regarded as a collaborative 
initiative and was established with the joint support of the Council of 
Europe, the Open Society Foundations, and the Roma Leaders initiative 
known as the Alliance for the European Roma Institute for Arts and 
Culture. ERIAC is a pioneering transnational organization that elevates 
and celebrates Roma arts and culture across Europe.The concept of 
establishing a European Roma institute was first proposed by Romani 
intellectuals several decades ago. Ágnes Daróczi has been a major advo-
cate for these initiatives as necessary for Romani culture and political 
emancipation since 1992 when she established the Romedia Foundation. 
In 2014, the idea of creating an international institution dedicated to 
Romani culture was reconsidered by a group of Romani cultural pro-
ducers, intellectuals, and activists, leading to the formation of the Alli-
ance for the European Roma Institute, which played a significant role 
in advocating for the establishment of a Roma institute. Today, in 2025, 
ERIAC has a unique mandate that positions it as a critical engine in 
recognizing and promoting Romani cultural heritage by ensuring 
Romani contributions are acknowledged on a European level (Fig. 27).

324	 RomArchive, Tímea Junghaus, 2017, https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/
timea-junghaus/ [accessed: 06.02.2025]; Tímea Junghaus, at European Roma 
Institute for Arts and Culture, About ERIAC (Romani), https://eriac.org/rmo/
about-eriac-romani/ [accessed: 06.02.2025].

Fig. 26. Tímea Junghaus, art historian, leader of Roma cultural and political 
movements, and contemporary art curator. Ádám Zoltán, 2017.

https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/timea-junghaus/
https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/timea-junghaus/
https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/
https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/
https://eriac.org/
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Furthermore, ERIAC serves as an international network committed to 
promoting the recognition of Roma organizations, intellectuals, and 
artists across and beyond Europe. The institution aims to facilitate ini-
tiatives and develop national and international alliances that strengthen 
Romani voices and include them in the European agenda.325

In a 2017 interview with Political Critique (Krytyka Polityczna), 
Tímea Junghaus advocates applying postcolonial critique to recog-
nize how Roma knowledge has historically been constructed by dom-
inant groups—often romanticized or exoticized, revealing more about 
majority fantasies than Roma realities. She highlights the transforma-
tive role of art and culture in decolonizing power relations, enabling 
concrete practices that challenge entrenched narratives and promote 
Roma self-representation and leadership. As part of ERIAC’s mission, 
Junghaus emphasizes the importance of Roma-led cultural institutions 
that mobilize Roma intellectual and artistic networks to foster pride, 
disseminate Roma-created knowledge, and counter marginalization.

The Institute’s goal is to make visible the best of the Roma’s 
cultural products. We’ve been working towards this for three 
years; the best minds of the global Roma intellectual scene have 
invested their own time and resources. These experts come 
mainly from four areas: first, arts and culture, second, Holocaust 
research, third, media and publishing, and fourth, a network of 
more than 600 Roma organizations across Europe. The Institute’s 

325	 European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture e.V., About ERIAC (Romani), 
https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/ [accessed: 06.02.2025].

Fig. 27. Logo of the European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture e.V. 
(ERIAC), 2017. European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture e.V. (ERIAC), 
2017, https://eriac.org/.

https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/
https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/timea-junghaus/
https://www.romarchive.eu/en/collection/p/timea-junghaus/
https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/
https://eriac.org/rmo/about-eriac-romani/
https://eriac.org/


“Gypsy” Classifications

206

work will be distributed in these areas. We will do our best to 
take the best work of Roma organizations, researchers, artists, 
and experts, and present it to a European audience in order to 
positively transform the image of the Roma. [. . .]

What I see is that the problems, and oppression, which are felt by 
society or which proliferate on the surface of societal discourses 
appear much earlier in the arts. It is much more liberating when 
artists, creative individuals, or public personas are working on 
reconciliation and progress, or on ways to replace established 
histories with new knowledge, and then make them visible. Crit-
ical theory – including critical cultural studies, feminist research, 
trauma theory, Critical Roma Studies, and so on – makes power 
structures visible and acknowledged. In my opinion, to understand 
cultural products, it is crucial to know their historical and social 
context. Art and culture, however, goes one step beyond: they offer 
concrete practices for decolonization. These may include ways in 
which we can leave fossilized structures behind, or make their lack 
of sustainability visible, and subverting these structures by stirring 
them up or reversing them through feminist tools, for example.326

8.4 	 Third-Generation Romani Intellectuals: 
Way to Critical Responses

In this section, I will discuss another aspect of my research, which 
centers on the third-generation Romani intellectuals. During this phase, 
I conducted interviews with fifty Romani students across Hungary who 
were selected randomly and voluntarily from five Roma Advanced 
Colleges, namely:

•	 Jesuit Roma Advanced College (JRSZ) in Budapest;
•	 Evangelical Roma Advanced College (ERSZK) in Nyíregyháza;
•	 Christian Roma Advanced College (SZKRSZ) in Szeged;
•	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College (WISZ) in Debrecen; and
•	 Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College (WHSZ) at the University of Pécs.

326	 Tímea Junghaus, in Benedek: The Roma Mobilize Their Own Knowledge, https://
politicalcritique.org/cee/hungary/2017/interview-timea-junghaus-budapest-inter​
national-centre-roma-culture-berlin-eriac-decolonization/ [accessed: 01.07.2025].

https://politicalcritique.org/cee/hungary/2017/interview-timea-junghaus-budapest-international-centre-roma-culture-berlin-eriac-decolonization/
https://politicalcritique.org/cee/hungary/2017/interview-timea-junghaus-budapest-international-centre-roma-culture-berlin-eriac-decolonization/
https://politicalcritique.org/cee/hungary/2017/interview-timea-junghaus-budapest-international-centre-roma-culture-berlin-eriac-decolonization/
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The results are based on the participation of approximately 40 % of 
Romani university students in research conducted across Hungary 
between 2017 and 2019. During the study the five college directors and 
five program leaders who were interviewed could not offer accurate  
data on the numbers of Romani university students enrolled, so I had to 
rely on alternative sources and previous references for this information.

In 2011, the Hungarian leaders of four historic churches (Evangelical, 
Reformed, Catholic, and Greek Orthodox) establishment four Roma 
Advanced Colleges in the country, which had increased to eleven insti-
tutions by 2020. Currently (2025), eight of the colleges are church-run, 
and three are managed by universities. These colleges are located in 
the capital (Budapest) and in regional centers of higher education, for 
example Pécs, Szeged, Debrecen, Miskolc, and Nyíregyháza (Table 11). 

Table 11. Hungarian church-run and university-run Advanced Roma 
Colleges, 2011–2020.

Ecclesiastical Roma Advanced Colleges University Roma Advanced Colleges

Jesuit Roma Advanced College (JRSZ), 
Budapest

Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College 
(WHSZ), University of Pécs (PTE)

Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Hungary, Evangelical Roma Advanced 
College (ERSZK), Nyíregyháza

Eszterházy Károly Catholic University 
Roma Advanced College (EKKE), Eger

Greek Orthodox Roma Advanced 
College, Miskolc

Hungarian University of Agricultural 
and Life Sciences, István Szentandrássy 
Roma Advanced College, Kaposvár

Christian Roma Advanced College 
(SZKRSZ), Szeged

University of Debrecen, Faculty of Child-
care and Adult Education, Balázs Lippai 
Roma Advanced College, Debrecen

Reformed Church in Hungary, István 
Wáli István Reformed Gypsy College 
(WISZ) Debrecen

–

Reformed Church in Hungary, Reformed 
Advanced Gypsy College (RefoRom), 
Budapest

–

Saint Nicholas Greek Orthodox Roma 
Advanced College, Debrecen

–

The institutions offer support through various courses, programs and 
financial scholarships in higher education for their members. The Roma 
Advanced Colleges aim to support students of Roma heritage and/
or disadvantaged students from marginalized social backgrounds in 
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higher education to obtain successfully their degrees. These colleges in 
Hungary currently have more than 300 university students, and over 
the past ten years more than 400 have graduated from their programs 
in a wide range of higher education disciplines.

8.4.1	 Background of the Advanced Colleges in Hungary

The Eötvös József Collegium, which opened its doors on 21 September 
1895, was the first advanced college established in Hungary. The estab-
lishment of this institution marked a momentous and symbolic step 
forward in the country’s higher education system. However, the begin-
ning of the advanced college movement can be traced back only to the 
1970s, when there was a growing recognition of the need to formalize 
talent management outside of the elite circles and in rural areas as well. 
These steps were developed to offer structured support and guidance 
to disadvantaged and underprivileged students to help them develop 
their distinctive talents within the context of public higher education.

The advanced colleges in the Budapest area were designed to meet 
the needs of the rural peasant, working-class, and underprivileged 
populations. Their objective was to create opportunities for individuals 
who may have been historically excluded from the education system. 
This initiative aimed to bridge gaps in access to education and promote 
personal and academic growth.

Before the regime change, the educational framework was designed 
not only to disseminate and cultivate knowledge among students but 
also to critically assess and challenge the political power structures that 
existed during that period.

This approach supported a position where critical thinking was 
encouraged, allowing individuals to question prevailing ideologies and 
participate in discussions about governance, rights, and the responsi-
bilities of leadership. Educators were not merely transmitters of infor-
mation; they served as catalysts for intellectual and social engagement, 
guiding students to analyze political and social narratives and consider 
alternative perspectives on power and its impact on society.

By the early 2000s, they had evolved and adapted to new structures, 
which have since been reorganized while preserving their intellec-
tual roots. Today, talent management within academic movements 
has become elite training in the fields of science, politics, and eco-
nomics, resulting in a position of significant privilege. The objective of 
the advanced college system is to provide comprehensive and top-tier 
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extracurricular professional training connected to students’ subject of 
interest by strengthening the feelings of belonging to an advanced and 
elite professional program. The program is designed not only to improve 
the skills and knowledge of students but also to foster and showcase 
their exceptional talents. By doing so, the colleges aim to encourage 
students’ active participation in public affairs and social responsibili-
ties. The institutions also aim to create a place that is both materially 
and personally conducive to preparing students for leadership at the 
most advanced level of society. Furthermore, the colleges aspire to 
support intellectuals who have an elevated awareness of social issues 
and are qualified to meet professional requirements and tasks. Central 
to the colleges’ functioning is the principle of self-governance and the 
empowerment of their members to engage in self-directed activities 
and initiatives.

In advanced colleges, students can:

•	 have authority over significant decisions, which includes issues 
related to their membership status;

•	 	the creation and dissolution of organizational and operational reg-
ulations;

•	 	the development of the college’s professional program; and
•	 	and the establishment of consequences for their professional per-

formance.327

8.4.2	 Establishment of Romani Advanced Colleges

In the late 1990s, there was a strengthening Romani emancipation 
(discussed in the introduction to sections 8.1 and 8.2), initiated by the 
first- and second-generation Romani intellectuals to respond to the 
high personal cost of social mobility for Roma in Hungary. As an action 
of resistance, a group of Roma graduates and intellectuals established 
the Romaversitas Invisible College (hereafter, Romaversitas) as an 
advanced college in 1996, based on the system of the previously estab-
lished (non-Romani) advanced colleges. During this period, influential 
Roma intellectuals started to advocate for the first Advanced Roma 
College for equal opportunities in higher education and to create a 
socially responsible Roma elite. This initiative marked a notable 
advancement in providing professional training and scholarships for 

327	 Pünkösti: Szeplőtelen fogantatás; Fazekas / Sik: A Magyarországi Szakkollégiumok.
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Romani university students, thereby contributing to their academic and 
professional development. The founders, who were also part of the 
Hungarian political reform movement at the time and not only members 
of the Romani emancipation of that time, wanted to create a formal 
structure and space where they could connect, support each other, and 
jointly build and promote their own intellectual, cultural, and social 
capital. In 1996, the Roma Civil Rights Foundation, in collaboration 
with Gandhi High School and College (the first ethnic Roma high school 
in Europe, founded in 1994), organized a summer university, which 
became an event that catalyzed the realization of the concept of and 
need for Romaversitas. The vision of the initiative was developed by a 
small group of Roma and non-Roma intellectuals, including Angéla 
Kóczé (Fig. 28), Aladár Horváth, János Bogdán, and Márta Józsa. By 
establishing Romaversitas, Angéla Kóczé became the founding director 
of Romaversitas in 1996–1997, with the support of the legal framework 
of the Roma Civil Rights Foundation.

Angéla Kóczé is an Assistant Professor of Romani Studies and the 
Chair of the Romani Studies Program at Central European University 
in Budapest. She also serves as the Academic Director of the Roma 
Graduate Preparation Program.

Before this, Angéla Kóczé was a Visiting Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Sociology and Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies 
at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. She was 
the principal investigator of a research project conducted from 2013 to 
2016, entitled “The Institutionalization of Romani Politics After 1989 in 
Hungary”, which received funding from the Hungarian Social Research 
Fund. Her research examines the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and 

Fig. 28. Angéla Kóczé, Assistant Professor of Romani Studies, Chair of 
Romani Studies Program, and Academic Director of the Roma Graduate 
Preparation Program. Central European University, 2021.
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class, as well as the social and legal inequalities experienced by the 
Roma in various European countries. She worked as a Senior Policy 
Adviser in the Hungarian government from 2004 to 2008. From 1998 
to 2003, she was the human rights education program director at the 
European Roma Rights Center. As noted previously, Angéla Kóczé is 
also the founding director of the Romaversitas program in Budapest 
(1996 to 1997), which provides scholarships and mentorship to Romani 
university students.328

As previously mentioned in 2002, Tivadar Fátyol reflected on his 
experiences from the 1970s and 1980s, noting how the first generation 
of Romani intellectuals organized themselves in Budapest, particularly 
at Akácfa Street, which became a central venue for their meetings 
and events. Subsequently, in 1996, these initiatives culminated in the 
establishment of the Romaversitas Foundation in the same building, 
alongside the founding of the Roma Press Center that year.

Romaversitas aims to develop and shape a leading Romani intelli-
gentsia to advocate for the interests of Romani people with academic, 
political, and activist narratives and responses in the society. The 
advanced college is committed to supporting Romani university stu-
dents in achieving academic qualifications, improving their skills, 
affirming their identity, and empowering them to establish resilient 
identities (Fig. 29).

The institute operates as a non-profit entity in Hungary, dedicated to 
the advancement of Romani students by providing necessary intellec-
tual support and financial resources. Their aim is to foster and promote 
educational success and community empowerment among Romani 
youth. The primary objective of the organization is to address and 
challenge the obstacles created by systemic racism and to establish 

328	 Central European University, 2021, https://people.ceu.edu/angela_kocze [accessed: 
14.02.2025]; RomArchive, https://blog.romarchive.eu/english/project-participants-​
archive-sections/angela-kocze/ [accessed: 14.02.2025].

Fig. 29. Romaversitas Foundation, 
early institutional logo from the 2000s. 
Romaversitas Foundation, 2000.

https://people.ceu.edu/angela_kocze
https://blog.romarchive.eu/english/project-participants-archive-sections/angela-kocze/
https://blog.romarchive.eu/english/project-participants-archive-sections/angela-kocze/
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pathways that enable Romani university students to fully acknowledge 
their academic, political, and activist potential. Central to the aims of 
Romaversitas are essential principles including creating a nurturing and 
quality learning environment, promoting collective growth and social 
responsibility, and maintaining rigorous academic standards and results. 
Furthermore, the organization facilitates a student-centered atmosphere 
where youth receive individualized mentorship and support to improve 
their educational journey.

8.4.3	 Clashing Narratives of Romani Advanced Colleges

As noted previously, the Romaversitas Foundation, established in 1996, 
is Hungary’s first “invisible” Romani Advanced College. Since its begin-
ning, the Foundation has systematically promoted academic excellence, 
equal opportunities, and social responsibility among Roma students. 
During the data collection in 2020, I had the opportunity, as part of the 
fieldwork, to ask Gábor Daróczi (Fig. 30), who was the acting director 
of the Romaversitas Foundation from December 2008 to March 2016, 
as well as the Deputy State Secretary at the Ministry of the Interior and 
Social Inclusion Officer (who requested to remain anonymous), to share 
their experiences and views on the history, aims, and structure of the 
Romani Advanced Colleges.

Gábor Daróczi is an expert in education, energy poverty, capacity-
building, anti-corruption, and issues related to the Roma community. 
Since 2000, he has worked within various departments of the Hungarian 
government, including the Ministry of Health, the Office of the Prime 
Minister, and the National Development Agency. At the Ministry of 
Education, he served for two years as the ministerial commissioner 
responsible for the integration of Roma and disadvantaged children.

Gábor Daróczi has also held positions in several NGOs, focusing 
on the development of Roma university students as the director of the 
Romaversitas Foundation, combating school discrimination as head of 
the board at the Chance for Children Foundation, and addressing energy 
poverty as the initiator of the Lightbringer Foundation. Additionally, 
he has worked with various EU bodies, including the DG Justice, the 
European Parliament, and the European Economic and Social Commit-
tee, serving as an independent expert and advisor.

In the interview, Daróczi emphasized while there were several 
Roma-initiated political advocacy and identity debate clubs before 
Romaversitas, such as the Bronze Club or Phralipe, it is still widely 
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regarded as a leading and pioneering organization. Since its establish-
ment, the Foundation has supported over 400 Roma students in earning 
their degrees and has played a crucial role in the formation of a Romani 
elite over the past three decades. Additionally, the institution’s work 
has significantly shaped Hungary’s educational policies and decisions.

It has been established for twenty-three to twenty-four years, 
but more important, for a very long time it was the only one that 
operated in the system. Every change that affected the main-
stream educational system left its mark on Romaversitas too in 
one way or another. Not just because it was, in a certain sense, 
part of the educational system, but because it constantly wanted 
to develop and follow the trends.329

Gábor Daróczi saw himself as having a personal social responsibility, 
inspired by his sister, Ágnes Daróczi, who co-founded the organization. 
He noted that educational policymakers in the early 2010s applied the 
Romaversitas concept practices and encouraged the establishment of 
state- and church-run Roma colleges in various parts of the country, 
which received substantial government funding. Furthermore, he under-
lines that the key elements and programs of Roma Advanced Colleges 

329	 Interview with Gábor Daróczi, 18.09.2019.

Fig. 30. Gábor Daróczi, former director 
of the Romaversitas Foundation. Gábor 
Daróczi, 2015.
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are similar to those developed by the former Romaversitas Foundation. 
The difference between the two institutional initiatives is that Roma
versitas operates via social donations and voluntary work. In contrast, 
the state- and church-run Roma Advanced Colleges do not operate in 
the same way from the start, which Gábor Daróczi sees as a political 
strategy of the authorities. The difference is that the Roma Advanced 
Colleges provide scholarships not only to Roma students enrolled in 
higher education, but also to disadvantaged non-Roma students or to 
talented non-disadvantaged and non-Roma students.

It was simply a matter of them wanting a background institution 
that could introduce the young Roma that were supported by 
the Roma Advanced Colleges to their various institutions [. . .] 
Long years of experience showed that their one greatest service is 
bringing young people together. The Advanced Colleges took this 
over lock, stock, and barrel. There are free university weekends, 
that is not what they are called, and it is basically compulsory 
to take part. They took over lock, stock, and barrel the pillars 
that we had burnished, you know, for long years and developed 
learning from our own mistakes.330

According to Daróczi, 85–90 % of the Romaversitas Foundation schol-
arship recipients between 1996 and 2020—approximately 250–300 stu-
dents—have successfully completed university studies in various fields, 
such as medical sciences, humanities, law, and engineering. In the past 
decades, the Foundation has been facing ongoing financial challenges. 
Despite this, it has achieved significant success in education and talent 
management thanks to the commitment and expertise of a group of 
volunteer professionals and educators. The Deputy State Secretary at the 
Ministry of the Interior and Social Inclusion Officer emphasized that in 
2011 the first state-supported Roma Advanced Colleges were established 
in four major cities in Hungary (Miskolc, Debrecen, Budapest, and 
Nyíregyháza) in collaboration with the four historical churches.331 In 
subsequent years, similar institutions were established in other regional 

330	 Interview with Gábor Daróczi, 18.09.2019.
331	 These were: the Jesuit Roma Advanced College (JRSZ) in Budapest; the Evan-

gelical Lutheran Church in Hungary—Evangelical Roma Advanced College in 
Nyíregyháza; the Greek Orthodox Roma Advanced College in Miskolc; and the 
Reformed Church in Hungary—István Wáli István Reformed Gypsy College in 
Debrecen.
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cities, including a combination of church and university institutions in 
Szeged, Pécs, Eger, Hajdúböszörmény, and Kaposvár.

Well, ask a politician about this . . . Zoltán Balog [former State 
Secretary for Social Inclusion within the Ministry of National 
Resources], he was looking with whom he could work to help for 
Romani and disadvantaged students to catch up in schools. On 
the one hand, he also had personal relations with the churches.332

The Deputy State Secretary at the Ministry of the Interior and Social 
Inclusion Officer moreover highlighted the significant growth of the 
four historical institutions, which initially began with fifty-seven peo-
ple in 2011. Over the years, their impact has been substantial, with 
the eleven Roma Advanced Colleges now having over 325 students, 
signifying a remarkable increase in enrollment and interest in these 
educational programs. According to the officer’s narrative, the Roma
versitas Foundation is not considered a meaningful partner, despite the 
state- and church-supported Roma Advanced Colleges having practi-
cally adopted the professional concept of the Foundation.

Zoltán Balog was the Secretary of State . . . they made an agree-
ment according to which the churches would help the catch-up 
for Romani and disadvantaged students with the Roma Advanced 
Colleges. [. . .] The churches provided a building, and we actually 
supported their entire operation and professional program.333

Based on the requirements of the Romani Advanced Colleges, students 
are encouraged to actively participate in community service and social 
responsibility initiatives to the fullest extent of their capabilities. The 
institutions also offer a variety of essential support services, including:

•	 professional mentoring;
•	 	personal development assistance;
•	 	subject-based tutoring;
•	 	career development guidance;

332	 Deputy State Secretary at the Ministry of the Interior and Social Inclusion Officer, 
2020.

333	 Deputy State Secretary at the Ministry of the Interior and Social Inclusion Officer, 
2020.
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•	 	foreign language learning, and Romani language heritage protection;
•	 	leadership development, social responsibility, and awareness programs;
•	 	patronage of religious and spiritual life;
•	 	community and identity management support; and
•	 	opportunities to participate in social and scientific conferences, 

seminars, and roundtables to kickstart students’ professional lives.

The Roma Advanced Colleges offer merit-based scholarships to stu-
dents, which can be used to cover their daily expenses while attending 
university. Additionally, the Colleges place a strong emphasis on the 
importance of learning languages, both to meet degree requirements 
and to support students’ international career development. Additionally, 
there is a strong focus on community development and religious edu-
cation. The Colleges also emphasize the importance of social respon-
sibility, addressing critical areas such as employment, education, health 
policy, and cultural initiatives (Fig. 31).

During my interview with the Deputy State Secretary at the Min-
istry of the Interior and Social Inclusion Officer, it was noted that, 
based on their data, the eleven Roma Advanced Colleges had a total 

Fig. 31. The key pillars of student support at Roma Advanced Colleges.
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of over 325 students at the end of 2019. According to a 2017 study by 
the Christian Roma College Network (KRSZH) and the Budapest-based 
Hanns-Seidel-Stiftung, the absolute number of Romani students at the 
Roma Advanced Colleges between 2012 and 2016 was 265 (Table 12), 
or approximately 69 % of a total student body of 381 over that period 
(Table 13).

Table 12. Total number of Romani students in the four Romani Christian 
Colleges, 2012–2016.

Christian Roma College Network Number of Romani students

Jesuit Roma Advanced College, Budapest 82

István Wáli István Reformed Gypsy College, 
Debrecen

72

Evangelical Roma Advanced College, 
Nyíregyháza

61

Christian Roma Advanced College, Szeged 50

Total number of students, 2012–2016 265

Table 13. Number of students in the Roma Christian Colleges, academic 
year, 2012–2016.

2012/2013 2013/2014 2014/2015 2015/2016

Jesuit Roma Advanced 
College, 
Budapest

29 31 32 32

István Wáli István 
Reformed Gypsy 
College, Debrecen

21 16 20 28

Evangelical Roma 
Advanced College, 
Nyíregyháza

20 20 26 23

Christian Roma Ad-
vanced College, Szeged

15 20 25 23

Total number of 
students by academic 
year, 2012–2016

85 87 103 106
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It is important to note that not all the students in the church- or univer-
sity-led Romani Advanced Colleges are Romani, as they also support 
disadvantaged non-Romani students as well as talented non-Romani 
students. However, the minimum number of Romani students is regu-
lated by law based on self-declaration, and must be a minimum of 65 % 
of each college.334

8.5	 Roma Advanced College Leaders’ Narratives

The primary distinction between the Roma Advanced Colleges oper-
ated by the Church and those operated by universities lies in the 
absence of a spiritual (religious) module in the professional curricu-
lum of the university-run institutions. It is important to note that the 
church-run Roma Advanced Colleges use the term “spiritual module”. 
The various church-run colleges are founded on supporting church 
values that offer religious modules for their students, which requires 
the Roma Advanced Colleges to teach religious modules through 
church officials. Therefore, as part of an agreement between the dif-
ferent churches and the state (as the donor), the Roma Advanced 
Colleges are required to refer to this module as a “spiritual module” 
in their curricula.

A further difference between the church-run and university-run 
Roma Advanced Colleges is that the university-run institutes place 
a greater emphasis on providing professional training within their 
academic programs. In the view of the leader of the Evangelical Roma 
Specialist College:

Roma students often come with very much less “baggage” than 
non-Roma students, which is why it is important to provide 
a common form of spiritual and physical support. The spiri-
tual [religious] module ensures the transmission of Christian 
values, but this does not preclude the practice of secular val-
ues and introducing secular goods and practices into specialist 
colleges.335

334	 TÁMOP 4.1.1.D-12/1 application  – Roma Advanced Colleges Support, https://
www.palyazat.gov.hu/node/55550 [accessed: 13.06.2024].

335	 Interview with the Head of the Evangelical Roma Advanced College.

https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/node/55550
https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/node/55550
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The Christian Roma Advanced Colleges have their own pastors who are 
assigned to the institutions by the dioceses. According to the college 
directors, the students can benefit from the pastors’ presence at all 
times and can contact them if they have any questions regarding the 
spiritual module, which aims at the transfer of religious values. This 
module is a compulsory “recommended” course on religion, which con-
sist of the study of theology (basic ecclesiastical concepts), the pastoral 
program, and the history of the Church, for example indulgences, the 
Inquisition, and the papal election process. The course on religion is 
“recommended” for students but in reality compulsory. Additionally, 
the institutions organize various spiritual courses and retreat meeting 
days for their students on a monthly and bi-annual basis.

For many years there has been a Roma-Hungarian prayer eve-
ning jointly with the cathedral and the university chaplaincy 
[. . .] and the church would be full of young people [. . .] all of 
the churches organize something similar [. . .] [I]n some places 
it is called Gypsy pastoral care, in others Gypsy mission, in yet 
others, more coyly Roma pastoral care. It is becoming an ever 
more current theme for every church, and it has to be admitted 
that the historic churches are falling a little behind. They were 
late to realize that, if it can be expressed like this [. . .] there is 
an issue in Hungarian society, and something has to be done. 
The concept of Gypsy pastoral care is all about how we can 
address Roma communities, how can churches address them, and 
I freely say this in my own name too, how can we reach them 
and how can we transmit to them, if I may express it properly, 
then I would say the Good News of the Gospel. What could 
we do with these communities, which often lived in very diffi-
cult circumstances, where it really was very often the case that 
the biggest problem was everyday survival? Now the Catholic 
Church too has a leader for this at the level of a bishop. There 
are training sessions, training for specialists, in every diocese 
there is someone responsible for gypsy pastoral care, for whom 
this is his specialist area and his primary concern. There are an 
increasing number of institutions like this, at both the national 
and the diocesan level. Ceferino House has one [. . .] the church 
Roma Advanced Colleges too [. . .] there are schools attached to 
churches too. There are many of them in the country. Everyone 
sees that something has to be done. We are now in a situation 
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where the institutional preconditions for Roma pastoral care 
are in place [. . .] But how they should operate requires special 
attention. There is a menu of methods. Each group must promote 
its aims with care.336

The heads of the church-led Roma Advanced Colleges emphasized the 
importance of aligning values with the institutions when evaluating 
applicants. Since the colleges are operated by the church, they prior-
itize individuals who share the beliefs and principles of the leaders of 
the institution.

The work that is carried out here follows an ecumenical and 
Christian approach; we expect our students to be partners in 
this [. . .] not to confront them. They should recognize what sort 
of institution it is, and it obviously has [in the advanced college 
program] elements that link to them, that connect to them.337

According to college leaders, relatively few students have failed to 
graduate because of poor language examination results. The colleges 
believe that individual language training is key to successful learning. 
College leaders do not like language teaching on the wider market 
because they perceive it to be of lower quality compared to their own 
private teachers and courses. They estimate that out of an average of 
ten to twelve students leaving the system each year, a maximum of 
three to four students leave without a diploma.

According to the leadership of the Jesuit Roma Advanced College, 
the reasons for students dropping out include the following:

•	 failure to attend or take up courses, and lack of interest;
•	 	the different values and priorities of individuals;
•	 	preference for a relationship with a partner over studying and build-

ing a career;
•	 	physical distance from family;
•	 	working abroad; and
•	 	lack of a foreign language exam.

336	 Interview with the Head of the Christian Roma Advanced College (SZKRSZ), Szeged.
337	 Interview with the Head of the Christian Roma Advanced College (SZKRSZ), 

Szeged.
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The dropout rate among Roma students is often associated with chal-
lenges related to identity. A lack of self-confidence and motivation 
linked to negative identity perceptions can lead to academic struggles 
for Roma students compared to their non-Roma peers. In response, the 
Roma Advanced Colleges have introduced a module specifically aimed 
at empowering Roma identity, with the goal of reducing dropout rates 
and enhancing academic performance.

And it’s true too, if someone is a Gypsy it is true that they are 
disadvantaged, or it is true too that they do not have a clue about 
how a university works because their parents couldn’t tell them. 
It is true about all parts of their identity, and here they could 
gain positive strength by not feeling ashamed of some personal 
characteristic or other.338

We have a mentoring program but it does not consist of the 
classical nurturing of talent. Our focus is elsewhere . . . in fact 
we want our young people to become committed to Roma affairs. 
That’s an old debate too, isn’t it? Can we expect our students 
to go back to communities living in deep poverty and to carry 
the flag there or . . . I don’t know . . . some say yes, others that 
we cannot expect that of them . . . because these students are 
students like all the other students . . . and in reference to the 
Bibó and Rajk colleges, this year we got accreditation for three 
years, we are the only Roma college with accreditation for three 
years, and that is important because that is where the Bibó and 
the Rajk are. We were assessed in the same way as the big ones, 
as the Eötvös and all the others . . . we satisfied the criteria for 
a high-standard advanced college.339

Directors and students note the increasing number of applicants as 
an indication of the institution’s success. Each institution receives, on 
average, thirty to forty applications annually for a maximum of ten 
scholarship places:

338	 Interview with the Head of the Jesuit Roma Advanced College (JRSZ), Budapest.
339	 Interview with the Head of the Christian Roma Advanced College (SZKRSZ), 

Szeged.
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When I got into the college, the maximum class size was thirty 
and thirty-two of us applied. Now, in comparison, around forty 
apply, so, I think, that makes it a success.340

Despite the evidence of increasing numbers of Romani graduates from 
the 2000s, there is also evidence that upward mobility has stagnated 
since 2014. According to a 2002 survey conducted by Gábor Havas, 
István Kemény, and Ilona Liskó, in the early 2000s approximately two-
thirds of Roma youth aged sixteen and around four-fifths of Roma 
students aged eighteen and over had completed elementary school. 
Additionally, data from the following decade indicated that over 85 % 
of Roma individuals aged sixteen and older pursued further education 
in vocational and technical schools, while 19 % attended upper high 
schools, resulting in a school leaving certificate.341 In 2014, educational 
and social opportunities for Roma youth declined significantly, with 
50 % of Roma students failing to complete upper high schools education. 
This issue can be attributed to the reducation of the compulsory school 
leaving age to sixteen and the perception that readily available public 
service work programs (Közmunka Program) could function as an 
alternative source of income and a potential career path for marginal-
ized people, especially for Romani people living in rural areas. It is also 
noteworthy that in 2017 nearly two-thirds of Roma youth aged eighteen 
to twenty-four were not enrolled in the public education system.

One other aspect of the increasing segregation of Roma students is 
related to the “Gypsy Pastorate”, which is a part of the Church and near-
Church educational institutions and is considered as having value in the 
Hungarian National Social Inclusion Strategy. “"Gypsy Pastoral” care 
refers to the specialized religious support provided to Roma commu-
nities within the Catholic Church. Additionally, it represents a leading  
component of social programs designed to facilitate the integration of 
the “Gypsy” community.342 This form of segregation, by establishing 
church-led elementary schools in the Romani settlements, strengthened 
by the “Gypsy Pastorates”, limits the social and educational integration 

340	 Evangelical Roma Advanced College (MEERSZ), Nyíregyháza, student 9.
341	 Havas / Kemény / Liskó: Cigány Gyerekek az Általános Iskolában.
342	 Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference: Guidelines for the Pastoral Care of 

Gypsies, Document of the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Itinerant 
People, Rome, 8 December 2005.
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of Roma students from an early age.343 In Hungary, even today in 2025, 
there is a concerning disparity in educational outcomes between Romani 
children and their non-Roma peers. Data shows that Romani children 
are three times less likely to successfully graduate from high school 
compared to non-Roma children. This gap in graduation rates is just one 
example of the barriers faced by Romani students. Furthermore, Romani 
students are reported to be eight times less likely to gain admission to 
a university compared to their non-Roma counterparts. These statistics 
underlines existing educational inequalities and emphasize the need 
for targeted support and interventions to address these disparities. 
With the establishment of various church- and state-supported Roma 
Advanced Colleges, institutional talent management, equalization, and 
“catching up” of Roma and/or disadvantaged university students has 
become more intense and visible. This has also provided the basis and 
justification for the constant changing of the state education policy.

The colleges offer Romani language training, and a research work-
shop focused on Romani Studies, which helps students develop their 
academic skills while addressing Romani issues. Additionally, students 
benefit from various career opportunities through partnerships with 
for-profit companies, NGOs, public organizations, and municipalities. 
However, the experiences shared in the interviews by Romani students 
at the Advanced Colleges often differ from the institutional records 
reported by the directors. Based on the narratives of the institutions’ 
directors, the Roma Advanced Colleges are unique compared to non-
Roma colleges, as they have a particular focus on Roma cultural heritage 
preservation and practices within the institution for their students.

Yes, Gypsies are stigmatized and very often untrue assertions are 
made about us. I really don’t understand why we have to invite 
speakers who explain, recount and research Gypsy history. We 
are Gypsies, we know where we came from, and we know what 
our customs are. So, for me, a non-Gypsy person should not be 
telling me what our customs are. He shouldn’t be telling me 
because he doesn’t know better than me. What’s more, there 
was a lady who was researching our origins, and she uttered sen-
tences like Gypsies prefer to eat carrion road-kill. I don’t know 
where she lives, but you just have to look at Gypsy families to 
know that they don’t eat that. She also said that Gypsies cook 

343	 Fejes / Szűcs: Egyházi iskolák és oktatási szegregáció.
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it with onions and vinegar to hide the taste. But if you enter a 
Gypsy family house, you should accept a glass of water to avoid 
offending them. The lecture ended and we had dinner there in the 
college. I go up to the lady and ask her if she would like to have 
dinner with us. She said, “No thanks”, to which I said, “But can 
I bring you a glass of water all the same?” She got the message.344

344	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College (WISZ), Debrecen, student 7.
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out of fifty self-identified as Roma and twenty-five as “Gypsy” (Fig. 32). 
The characterizations that they have embraced from their formal 
spheres (through public institutions) and informal backgrounds (family 
and friends) is only one aspect of their identity formation.

The self-identity of Roma students is found to be influenced by the 
Roma Advanced Colleges they attend, suggesting that the environment 
and institutional values (based on the colleges’ pillars) shaping their 
self-perception. The Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College (WHSZ) at the 
University of Pécs has an influential course on Romology and education 
in Hungary, using the terms Roma and “Gypsy” interchangeably in its 
curriculum. The college’s curriculum focuses on concepts related to 
“Gypsy” ethnology, culture, and languages, which are examined through 
various disciplines, including sociolinguistics, educational science, and 
ethnography. Notably, 80 % of students at WHSZ prefer the term “Gypsy”.

For example, I didn’t even know that I was Roma for a while. You 
see, I don’t come from a truly Roma family. When I look at my 
father, he does not look anything like a Roma man. One morning 
I just woke up and looked at my father and then asked my mum, 
“Hey, isn’t he a Roma?” And she said that he was. And then I said, 
then I must be one too, right? I was at elementary school, in the 
top class. [. . .] But I really didn’t grow up like that.345

345	 Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College (WHSZ), Pécs, student 9.
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In the case of the Jesuit Roma Advanced College, the self-identification 
of students is the converse of those at Pécs: 80 % claim to be Roma, while 
only 20 % call themselves “Gypsy”. This may also reflect the way the 
institution describes them in their professional programs.

OK, you can see it in my father’s relatives. They are musicians 
[. . .] but there was not a trace of the Gypsy or following Gypsy 
tradition in any of my relatives.346

The impact of the identity used by the institution further illustrated by 
the responses from students at the Evangelical Roma Advanced College 
(ERSZK) in Nyíregyháza and the Christian Roma Advanced College 
(SZKRSZ) in Szeged. In both colleges, 60 % of students identified as 
Roma, while 40 % chose to self-identify as “Gypsy”.

Both institutions, like the Christian Roma Advanced College, sup-
port Christian life and religious education, but the difference is that 
their professional concept is not closely linked to the politics of the 
denomination (for example of the church) running the institution. The 
Evangelical Christian Roma Advanced College places considerable 
focus on pastoral care as a fundamental component of its religious and 
educational programs in alignment with its foundational principles. In 
contrast, the Christian Roma Advanced Colleges prioritize their stu-
dents’ professional and academic development while still incorporating 
Christian values into their curricula. However, from the narratives, it is 
evident that both of the college’s students are keen to know and learn 
from their origins regardless of the institution’s priorities or programs.

I am someone who feels in his blood that he is Roma, because 
I am so fiery, I love coming and going [. . .] I want to find out 
where I’m from because I feel certain that I come from some Arab 
region. I feel certain about it because I can feel it.347

In truth I am an average Hungarian person, I consider myself to 
be Hungarian. But there is no such thing as a Hungarian, which 
is why I am convinced that if I followed my family tree all the 
way back, I would discover I could even come from Uzbekistan.348

346	 Jesuit Roma Advanced College (JRSZ), student 6.
347	 Evangelical Roma Advanced College (ERSZK), Nyíregyháza, student 2.
348	 Christian Roma Advanced College (SZKRSZ), Szeged, student 8.
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At the István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College (WISZ) in Debrecen, 70 % of 
the students self-identify as “Gypsies”, while 30 % declared themselves 
to be Roma. This discrepancy indicates the institution’s preference for 
the concept of “Gypsy”, which may be viewed as representative of the 
institution’s policies and practices concerning the “Gypsy Pastorates” 
. Considering the existing undertones, which have been particularly 
present in the church’s approach to Roma, it perpetuates problematic 
stereotypes, as evidenced by the ethnographic lens through which 
these students are often viewed. According to the narratives of the 
István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College (WISZ) students, the institution 
believes that “Gypsy” identity is defined by customs such as “Gypsy” 
food and “Gypsy” language.

As far as I know, Gypsy food is awful . . . or should they speak 
Gypsy . . . for example, I don’t know any . . . well I know a few 
slang words, but they didn’t speak Gypsy, no one in the neigh-
borhood or my father’s side of the family. Well, I think mum 
treated my dad like she would a non-Roma. In everyday life it 
didn’t come out like that. I don’t know if I can say it like this 
now . . . it came out in his blood. I’m not like my father in any 
way, except that he has brown hair, and I can play the violin . . . 
but I’m not like him in any other way.349

9.1	 “Then Gypsies Will Survive Somewhere If They Really Exist”: 
Sociology Case Study

The interviewee for this case study is a twenty-three-year-old Roma 
man (I call him Tamás) from Pécs, currently a graduate student at the 
Faculty of Humanities of the University of Pécs.350 He self-identifies as 
a Beás [Boyash] Romani but speaks the Lovári dialect of the Romani 
language. According to him, his parents wanted to teach him the Beás 
[Boyash] language when he was a child, but he refused. At that time, 
he was ashamed of his linguistic roots, which he did not consider valu-
able. He recognized this in his early university years and started to 
learn the Lovári dialect to strengthen his identity. Tamás considers 
Romani language heritage important because he sees the language as a 

349	 István Wáli István Reformed Gypsy College, Debrecen, student 4.
350	 Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College, Pécs, student 10.
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link between himself and the older Romani generation. Another of his 
motivations for learning the Lovári language is to criticize the social 
distance between Romani groups.

I feel that my identity has been restored so to speak. It’s rather 
interesting, because I speak the Lovári language. But I don’t 
like to distinguish between Gypsies. I mean, every Roma is a 
Gypsy. I don’t like to differentiate. [.  .  .] To be more specific, 
I think that currently Gypsies are pointing at one another and 
saying, look at the Beás [Boyash] or the Kolompár [Lovári] or 
whatever. I don’t like that. [. . .] That’s why I think that everyone 
who is Roma is a Gypsy, because, when you think about it, there 
are Gypsies and non-Gypsies. The non-Gypsies think that both 
Beás [Boyash] and Kolompár [Lovári] are Gypsies. [. . .] That’s 
actually why I think that. I know that people say that they are 
heterogeneous, but I think it’s a mishmash. I too am a Gypsy 
just as much as a Oláh is.

Tamás’ mother completed eight years of elementary education and 
currently works as a cleaning lady. His father has a vocational certif-
icate and is employed as a public service worker at the municipality. 
Tamás has two brothers, one aged seven and the other twenty-one, 
who would like to graduate from high school. Based on his narrative, 
he is the first in his immediate and extended family to enrol at uni-
versity. Their family and economic environment were, by his own 
definition, stable but modest. He grew up on a street where only one 
other Roma family lives apart from his own. On his father’s side, he 
has mining and musician heritage, while on his mother’s side he has 
no information about his grandparents because they passed away 
before he was born.

My mother was in good hands, my father too. My father’s fam-
ily was a working-class family, miners and such. My pop was 
a proud working man, and then he became a musician too. He 
made good money from that too. He played sort of pub music 
and for higher-class receptions. But it wasn’t authentic Gypsy 
music, he chose from a wide palette. He knew all the popular 
Gypsy songs, but also Miklós Fenyő [Hungarian singer from the 
1980s] and people like that.
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In his studies, he critically and reflectively addresses the external, non-
Roma descriptions of Roma identities. Tamás argues how the external, 
non-Roma portrayals influence Roma identities. His analysis contends 
that the historical discourses and depictions of Roma, especially during 
the nineteenth century, lack scientific basis and are rooted in stereo-
types rather than an accurate understanding of the Romani people’s 
actual experiences and histories.

In my research I am examining precisely how, yes, discourses 
have emerged about Gypsies, but the majority of them have not 
been created by Gypsies. In my research I tried to show too that 
in fact, in many cases, their creation is not founded on scientif-
ically secure assumptions. They are often based on stereotypes; 
the truth is, I describe that strategy of representation. I point out 
all the places where the whole thing collapses. [. . .] For example, 
there is always an opposition. There are the people speaking, 
the non-Gypsies, and there are them, the Gypsies. It’s always 
the case that they try to find an explanation for something that 
they see from the outside. I deal with the nineteenth century 
when the issue there is that discourses about Gypsies came about 
because they wanted to explain to Gypsy people their origins, 
their pedigree. Because we don’t know anything about it but 
some sort of explanation is needed all the same. The truth is, 
these assumptions are just descriptions, how people dressed, 
traditions, their religion. But it all comes from outside. [.  .  .] 
I can’t agree with outsider discourses.

The first time he was confronted with his “Gypsy” identity was during 
his preschool education at the age of three. Although his parents had 
mentioned his Roma heritage at home, he did not attach much impor-
tance to it at the time.

Well, I remember, you know, there are settlements around here, 
and a boy came in from one and later he became a classmate. This 
lad . . . I couldn’t say definitively that he was a Gypsy because 
he was fair-skinned and perhaps he was half-Gypsy, but it didn’t 
show. And I remember that in kindergarten he started calling me 
a Gypsy. I told him that I was not a Gypsy, that I was a Hungarian; 
you are the Gypsy because you live with Gypsies. I remember, 
it was the first time that something like that happened, that 
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I explained that I am not a Gypsy, but you are because you live 
with them. I knew in my own mind that I was a Gypsy; I had 
dark skin. I remember a determining moment in kindergarten. 
There was a big mirror and I just stood in front of it for many 
long minutes and looked at myself and my eyes in the mirror, 
and it suddenly struck me that I was a Gypsy.

His elementary education took place in a non-segregated school, which, 
in his opinion, provided him with a strong foundation for his high 
school education. In his own words, “I was far ahead of my classmates 
in terms of knowledge”.

Throughout his time at elementary and high school, his teachers 
showed great support for his education, both morally and financially.

There were, of course, good experiences in elementary school, 
and I was constantly being praised. For example, I played basket-
ball, and the teacher liked me a lot. Even though I was in lower 
school he put me in the upper school team. That gave me a lot 
of confidence. In middle school my German teacher in particular 
supported me a lot. I remember, we had to hand in our applica-
tions at the end of the fourth year. I was wondering what I would 
like to do. OKJ [National Qualifications Register] or university? 
I shared this dilemma with this teacher of mine, and she wasn’t in 
favor of the OKJ. She said, “You should study”. I said, “But, miss, 
I don’t have a spare 9,000 forints to hand in with my application.” 
She and my home room teacher paid the fee for me.

Tamás’ experience demonstrates that there are numerous ways in which 
exclusion and racism manifest in the public education system. In his 
case, it was not a matter of teachers displaying antigypsy attitudes, but 
rather the intolerance originated from his fellow classmates.

It was odd because I was very shy, but there was never a question 
there of who was Gypsy and who was not. The question was who 
was a good student, who got the best grades? It was different in 
high school. There were a couple of skinheads there. I remember, 
in the early days, I was going up the steps and they were coming 
down. It was break time and there were lots of people around us, 
and then one of the guys said, “another Nigger, another Nigger!” 
I just laughed it off.
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Due to the oppression Tamás experienced in high school, he began to 
question his identity and made a conscious effort to understand his 
personality in order to find himself. As a result, he also felt a strong 
need to prove himself in order to meet perceived formal institutional 
and informal community expectations and resist social exclusion and 
violations by developing knowledge.

In high school I was already very sensitive to the fact that I could 
not be a complete person until I was clear about my identity, 
and until I got my identity in place, I could not even exist. [. . .] 
I was proud of being the best student as a Gypsy. I often laughed 
to myself that I was best at German as a Gypsy. [. . .] I resisted. 
I am clear about that, and that is really what it is about.

One might ask why Tamás, with his residence in Pécs and his Roma 
identity, did not continue his education at Gandhi High School, Europe’s 
only Romani national college.

When I was in fifth or sixth grade there was the possibility of 
enrolling in the Gandhi school. My brother brought me the flyer 
saying how good the school was and everything. My father said 
that he would not allow it. Because, he said, this child should 
not become successful because he is a Gypsy, but because he 
knows things too.

The narrative makes it clear that despite his knowledge, Tamás rep-
resents a modern-day, new-wave, critical Roma research position. This 
is despite the fact that he has not yet met international and national 
representatives of Critical Romani Studies, either through his readings 
or in person.

I work with Gypsy literary writers, so, we can say that the ques-
tion of origin is primary. What defines Gypsy literature? Is it the 
author or the topic? [. . .] I think it is based on origin, just as it is 
with French and Russian literature, which is created by French 
and Russian writers. That’s how I research it at least.

Now, let’s say a “Gypsy” person writes a novella on a “non-Gypsy” 
theme, is that “Gypsy” literature?
I think so, yes.
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And what if a “non-Gypsy”  person writes a poem with a “Gypsy” 
theme?
Then, no! For example, János Arany and Mihály Vörösmarty both 
wrote about Gypsies. Puskin too wrote about Gypsies, so too did 
Dostoyevsky . . . but that is not Gypsy literature.

And if “non-Gypsy”  researchers research “Gypsies”, is that Gypsy 
research?
My view on that is that it too is ambiguous, but I would say that 
nowadays it is considered Gypsy research. Because the object of 
the research is the Gypsy community.

And what if “Gypsies” research “non-Gypsies”?
Then it is not Gypsy research in my view. It can be added to that 
huge mass that counts as non-Gypsy research.

If “Gypsies” research “Gypsies”?
Now that would be really interesting, that would be really some-
thing. Then there would represent a change of direction, the 
Gypsy community would no longer be the creation of an external 
definition, but it would be an internal conception. It is a narrative 
from a different perspective of Gypsy research.

What perspective? They are called activist researchers by many.
I wouldn’t say that it is activism . . .

But isn’t it rather different?
It is not so different, but for me it seems more original. From 
the point of view of the Gypsy community, it is a step forward 
in my view for the Gypsy community if it is capable of making 
clear and precise determinations about itself.

What would you say if a “Gypsy” person wrote a doctoral disser-
tation under the supervision of a “Gypsy” professor?
In my view, my thoughts on that are that if that sort of thing 
happened, if it were to get to that point, then the Gypsy com-
munity would have got somewhere.351

351	 During this interview, as one Roma person spoke with another, the interviewee 
did not know that my doctoral advisor was also Romani.
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9.2	 Higher Education Experience of Third-Generation 
Romani Intellectuals

Based on my research findings and the interviews conducted with fifty 
Roma students regarding their academic pursuits, the data indicates 
that:

•	 twenty students are enrolled in humanities and social sciences, 
which includes one in advanced studies, ten in bachelor’s degree 
programs, eight in Master’s programs, and one in a postgraduate 
program;

•	 	nine students are studying economics, engineering, and information 
technology, comprising six in bachelor’s degree programs, two in 
Master’s programs, and one in advanced education;

•	 	six students are pursuing degrees in medicine and health, two in 
bachelor’s programs, and four in Master’s degree programs;

•	 	four students are studying law, with one in advanced studies, two 
in bachelor’s degree programs, and one in postgraduate studies;

•	 	four students are enrolled in natural sciences, including one in a 
bachelor’s program and three in a Master’s program; and

•	 	five students are undertaking music and arts studies, one of whom 
is enrolled in a bachelor’s program, and four of whom are pursuing 
Master’s degrees (Table 14).
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Table 14. Distribution of Roma students’ academic programs by faculty, N=50.

Humanities, science of 
education, theology 
and social work

Economics, technical 
training, informatics

Health and medical 
science

Science of law Natural sciences Arts and culture

Social work / social 
policy, MA

Economics and 
management, MA

Nursery and 
infant care

Lawyer Geography—Spatial 
development, BSc

Classical violin, MA

Teacher, BA Economics Graduate nurse, BA Human resources /  
Law, BA

Physics, MA Performing arts—
Classical singing, MA

Teacher, BA Architectural 
engineering, BSc

General practitioner Employment and 
social security 
administration, BA

Biology, MA Literature—Theatre 
history, BA

Social work / Religious 
education teacher, BA

Business and 
marketing

Midwife, BSc Legal assistant Mathematics, MA Museology—Ethno-
graphy, MA

Youth worker Economics/
Tourism— 
Gastronomy, BA

General medical 
doctor

Classical violin, MA

Romology—Social 
Studies, MA

Business informatics, 
BA

Physiotherapist

Geography—History 
teacher, MA

Business and 
Marketing, BA

Social worker—
Moderator, BA

Tourism and 
Marketing, BA

Philosophy—
Hungarian, MA

Computer scientist—
Mechanical engineer, 
MA

Sociology, MA
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Humanities, science of 
education, theology 
and social work

Economics, technical 
training, informatics

Health and medical 
science

Science of law Natural sciences Arts and culture

German Studies—
Spanish, BA

English—German 
teacher

History—Geography 
teacher, MA

Social policy, MA

Physical education—
History / Kindergarten – 
teacher, MA

Social work, BA

Religious education, BA

English—American 
Studies, MA

Social work, BA

Social work, BA

Social pedagogy, BA

22 9 6 4 4 5

Table 14 (continued )
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48 % of the participants were men, which is equal to twenty-four people, 
while 52 % were women, numbering twenty-six people. This suggests 
(based on the collected data) that the hypothesis of a higher number 
of Roma men in higher education than Roma women may be invalid 
for 2020 (Fig. 33).

Comparing the different Romani intellectual generations, from the 
first to the third generation, demonstrates that the gender distribution 
in higher education mirrors that of the wider society.352 The research also 
revealed additional demographic details on groups within the Roma 
community with implications for self-identity. An interesting result 
emerges when we examine the gender split and which Romani group 
the participants belong to in cross-sections. The proportion of Romani 
women in the survey is more than double that of Romani men when 
both parents are Romungró. Also notable is that the number of men 
belonging to the Oláh group is more than three times higher than that 
of Oláh women when both parents are Oláh. Similarly, in the case of 
Beás (Boyash) university students, when both parents are Beás (Boyash) 
the number of males is also higher than the number of females. This 
trend is likely due to the Oláh and Beás (Boyash) communities being 
more traditional and conservative and inclined to preserve patriarchal 

352	 However, it is important to note that the data can be considered non-representa-
tive.

  

48%52%

The Gender Distribution of Students in the Survey, 
in Percentage, 2020

N=50

Men Women

Fig. 33. Gender distribution of students in the survey as a percentage, N=50.
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gender relations compared to Romungró families, who have been eman-
cipated/assimilated for centuries.

Among the students whose parents married across Romani com-
munities, the gender ratio is equal among people of Beás (Boyash) 
and Romungró backgrounds. However, this is not the case for Oláh–
Romungró individuals, where the proportion of women is twice as 
high as that of men. When we consider marriages outside of the Roma 
groups, such as Romungró–Swabian, Romungró–non-Roma, Oláh–
non-Roma, Romungró–Croatian, Romungró–non-Roma, and Beás 
(Boyash)–Romanian, we find that the proportion of Romani women 
is higher than that of men. Based on the narratives of the interviewed 
students, it can be seen that Romani women are more likely to choose 
non-Romani partners compared to Romani men.

The fifty participants in the study are between nineteen and thirty-
five years old, which reflects the typical age distribution of university 
students. There is no significant difference in the gender ratio for each 
age category (from twenty-two to twenty-seven), except for at the age 
of twenty-two, where there are twice as many Roma girls as Roma boys.

9.2.1	 Territorial and Social Mobility

The survey of third-generation Roma university students also revealed 
patterns of social and spatial mobility, along with differing attitudes to 
education. However, it is important to note that this data only reflects 
the fifty interviews conducted, so we should be cautious not to generalize 
about Roma students based on these experiences. 42 % of the students 
had relocated from rural areas, such as villages or farms, to the capital. 
44 % had previously resided in small or medium-sized towns, 12 % in a 
county capital, and only 2 % in the capital itself (Fig. 34).

Considering social and spatial mobility, it is crucial to take into 
account the intersections of gender, individual capacities and abilities, 
level of education, and the occupational achievements of the students’ 
forebears (parents and grandparents). Looking at the educational data 
on the students and their parents and maternal grandparents in the 
sample, the following trends can be seen.

As the survey results indicate, over 56 % of maternal grandmothers 
had not received any education, and only 20 % of them had been enrolled 
in a public school and completed up to six years of elementary edu-
cation. Moreover, only 8 % of maternal grandmothers completed eight 
years of elementary education (which is the formal requirement in 
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Hungary). When it came to the educational background of maternal 
grandfathers, more than 28 % of the students could not provide exact 
information about their grandfather’s level of schooling. What they 
could indicate is the information that, compared to maternal grand-
mothers, maternal grandfathers were twice as likely to have received an 
elementary school education as their wives (or partners). One noticeable 
difference is that more than 8 % of maternal grandfathers had received a 
vocational education, whereas only about 2 % of maternal grandmothers 
had. This data also shows that men had greater access to education 
than women between the 1930s and the 1970s, which also shows that 
Romani people were already active part of society. However, Romani 
women, because of their gender, not only because of their Romani 
identity, had limited access to study opportunities, which affected not 
only their social status and standards of living, but their descendants’ 
future, and therefore their territorial and mobility as well.

When we examine the educational achievements of the parents of 
the third generation of Romani intellectuals, we see upward mobility, 
with later generations attaining high school diplomas and college or 
university degrees.

In the parents’ generation, everyone had received a partial state 
education, and only 14 % of the students’ parents had not completed 
their elementary education, compared to 22 % in the grandparents’ gen-
eration. The analysis of the educational background of the mothers and 
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Fig. 34. Patterns of third-generational Romani intellectuals’ geographical 
mobility, 2020, N=50.
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fathers of Roma students revealed that around 56 % of the mothers had 
an elementary school certificate, whereas only 8 % of their grandmothers 
had the same level of education. 38 % of the fathers had an elementary 
school certificate, while only 16 % of their grandfathers had obtained the 
same level of education. It is worth noting that 28 % of the fathers, born 
before the regime change, had received a vocational education, and 18 % 
had a high-school leaving certificate. Moreover, an interesting finding 
is the presence of second- and third-generation Roma intellectuals who 
have parents who have received a higher education. According to the 
data, 10 % of the mothers and 4 % of the fathers of the surveyed Roma 
university students belong to this category.

This makes clear that over the generations, Romani people have 
slowly begun to develop, and they have started to build their intellectual 
and academic elite. This development reflects not only a commitment 
to education but also an effort to reclaim their cultural heritage and 
memories as well through arts and culture, political representations, 
and academic knowledge productions.

9.2.2	 Economic and Social Mobility

After 1989, there has been a noticeable increase in the emergence of 
Roma intellectuals, as indicated by the available data. When examining 
the mobility of grandparents and parents in the past, noticeable pat-
terns emerge. Out of the fifty Roma university students interviewed, 
forty-two individuals, or 84 % of the sample, were the first in their 
immediate and extended families to pursue higher education, while 
eight people, or 16 % of the data, already had someone with a degree 
in their immediate and extended family.

My mum comes from a very poor family. She had eleven brothers 
and sisters. My dad was helped a lot by his brothers and sisters 
because he grew up without a father, his uncles brought him up 
and so, little by little they brought him into the business, and 
then, as a result of that, my brothers, sisters and I were able to 
live in materially better circumstances.353

Early childhood development and integrated, quality public education 
are essential pillars of social and economic mobility. In the theoretical 

353	 Evangelical Roma Advanced College, Nyíregyháza, student 3.



241

Higher Education Experience of Third-Generation Romani Intellectuals

part of the book, we previously discussed the various paths of mobility 
for Roma children and the forms of mobility trajectories of Roma chil-
dren—such as their channeling from kindergarten to various “special” 
and segregated institutions. The lack of comprehensive understanding 
of early childhood education, development, and segregation creates a 
gap in the education system.

Out of the fifty Roma university students in the study, 58 % had 
received three years of preschool education as required by the Public 
Education Act. 32 % had spent four years in kindergarten, rather than the 
usual three years with the most common reason being “held back a year”.

Additionally, 6 % of the students in the sample had attended preschool 
(for children between two and three years old) for only one or two years, 
while 4 % had never received any early childhood institutional education. 
Children can typically start going to kindergarten, which they usually 
attend between the ages of three and six. However, attending preschool is 
not a prerequisite for entering kindergarten. Preschool is often considered 
an additional option for parents who can place their children in daycare 
while they work (if they have a job). Although preschool can be seen 
as a privilege, kindergarten is compulsory for all children in Hungary.

Two of my interviewees highlighted the lack of Romani children’s 
participation in early childhood education. One individual shared that 
she did not attend kindergarten because she was brought up by her 
grandparents, who did not view preschool education as important. On 
the other hand, the parents of student chose not to enroll their child 
in kindergarten because the only available kindergarten in their area 
was a “segregated Gypsy kindergarten”.354

The results indicate that parents often choose the most practical 
option for their children’s schooling, which is typically the closest pub-
lic school to them, whether it is in a segregated or integrated setting. 
Those students who attended kindergarten for three or four years were 
able to continue their elementary school education in an integrated 
environment. This means that 56 % of the overall sample had been 
schooled in an integrated elementary school setting, with Roma and 
non-Roma students in the institution or class. However, this does not 
mean the absence of social distance between teachers and students. On 
the other hand, more than 34 % of Roma students who spent three or 
fewer years in early childhood education studied in segregated elemen-
tary schools, and over 10 % studied in Roma-only classes.

354	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College, Debrecen, student 9.
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But there were difficulties all the same, mainly financial ones. Our 
house, for example, has no modern conveniences and is made 
from sun-dried bricks. It had electricity but no running water. 
My mother brought water from the spring . . . she washed by 
hand. We didn’t have any bookshelves. The only books we had 
were prizes, you know, that I was given for doing well at school 
in the seventh grade. I took part in lots of study circles . . . where 
I got lots of presents.355

9.2.3	 Experiences of Segregation and Integration:  
The Role of Mentors

In previous studies on resilience, researchers have emphasized the role 
of supportive and motivating formal and informal environments in 
fostering individual success. As a result, it is crucial to investigate the 
potential variations in teachers’ motivating, behavioral, and supportive 
attitudes toward students across different types of schools, including 
both the elementary and high school level. Understanding these pro-
cesses can offer valuable insights into how educational environments 
impact student success and resilience.

After analyzing the data, it is clear that segregated educational 
environments have a limiting effect and lead to distrust and loss of 
interest in the formal school setting among individuals. The study shows 
that students who attended segregated elementary schools were less 
successful in their high school studies and tended to continue their 
education in lower-quality high school institutions. Out of the fifty 
participants in the sample, twenty-two attended segregated elementary 
schools, indicating that 44 % of the university students in the survey 
had been educated in segregated elementary school settings. Among 
the twenty-two students in segregated settings, seven students were 
supported by an unpaid volunteer mentor. Nine students benefited 
from a paid mentor who worked with the students within the school 
based on the school curriculum and on the interest of the pupils. This 
mentor program was supported through the Roma Inclusion Program, 
which was financed by the State Secretariat for Social Inclusion. Out 
of the twenty-two students, six did not have any mentor during their 
elementary school education.

355	 Christian Roma Advanced College, Szeged, student 6.
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I came from almost nothing, I was a very badly behaved child. 
I didn’t want anything from life. My attitude was, days just go 
by, they go by, and I had no interest in what happened. I simply 
got up and followed my nose. I met my friends. We just hung 
around all day. We didn’t do anything. I just couldn’t imagine 
graduating from high school one day or learning a trade. When 
I was young, no one said to me, “Son, if you learn this poem, it 
will improve your vocabulary. You will achieve more, or if you do 
your maths, it will improve your logical thinking!” . . . I had no 
vision of the future, no goal in life. A path direct to jail . . . It was 
a time when I really believed. Why make an effort in life? Why 
study? Why work? Aren’t things fine for me the way they are?356

As for the twenty-eight students in an integrated elementary school 
setting, eighteen students had a volunteer mentor in elementary school 
and continued to receive mentorship during their high school educa-
tion, while three students participated in a paid institutional mento-
ring program during high school, and seven students did not require 
mentoring during their high school education. Furthermore, the data 
shows that students who attended segregated elementary schools were 
more likely to have taken their university entrance exams in a technical 
high school. Out of twenty-two students from segregated backgrounds, 
sixteen pursued their education at a technical high school, while six 
students had the opportunity to further their studies in a gymnasium.

I remember when I had to apply to the admissions ranking pro-
cess, in my view my average grade was totally good, I didn’t have 
a single 3 [C]357 . . . well, perhaps in maths—and the teachers . . . 
they registered me for really bad schools. Vocational schools . . . 
the local school where people go who are, like, twenty-five and 
want a school-leaving certificate because they had failed previ-
ously. In their view, I was not high school material.358

356	 Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College, Pécs, student 8.
357	 The Hungarian grading system uses a 5-point scale, where 5 represents excellent 

performance and 1 indicates failure. This scale roughly corresponds to the US 
letter grades as follows: 5 equals an A, 4 a B, 3 a C, 2 a D, and 1 an F.

358	 Jesuit Roma Advanced College, Budapest, student 4.
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The data analysis demonstrates that students from segregated back-
grounds who had successfully completed their school leaving exams and 
gained admission to higher education institutions were often enrolled 
in lower-prestige programs compared to their peers from integrated 
backgrounds, despite demonstrating similar levels of ability and knowl-
edge. Additionally, it highlights the impact of segregated school envi-
ronments on the choices and opportunities available to these students 
as they enter higher education. This discrepancy raises basic questions 
about the potential academic and career paths these students might 
have pursued had they received equal access to training, knowledge, 
and education.

9.3	 “They Talk About Me but Not For Me”: Critical Case Study

The interviewee for this case study is a twenty-four-year-old Romani 
woman living in Sátoraljaújhely in northern Hungary (I call her Eri-
ka).359 Erika is currently a graduate student at the Faculty of Science 
and Technology of the University of Debrecen. She is the first one in 
her family to enter higher education, and she expects to graduate.

Erika’s Romani identity is based on her grandfather’s side of the 
family, which is Oláh, and her grandmother’s side, which is Romungró. 
She stresses that neither her immediate nor her extended family follow 
the traditions and customs of the Romani communities.

According to her, even her parents did not speak any dialect of 
Romani / Carpathian when they were growing up. Based on her own 
self-reflection, she believes that she is no longer adheres to the previous 
Romani customs within her family and her broader community. The 
family’s monthly income is based on various unstable seasonal jobs 
that the current agricultural sector can offer them. The highest level 
of education completed by her parents is elementary school. She has 
three siblings: a sister, a younger brother, and an older brother, and all 
of them currently still live in a “Gypsy settlement” together.

Perhaps my father’s generation kept the customs, but not us. We 
don’t really follow the culture. We like Gypsy music and food, 
but not from the soul . . . I think I was the first to act in a way 
that broke the whole culture. I went into further education, you 

359	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College, Debrecen, student 5.
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know, rather than getting a husband. I alone am the only one in 
the family who will get a degree. [. . .] I don’t know why they 
say that Gypsies have typical customs. I grew up in something, 
it was good for me, and I got used to it. Whether, in the view of 
others, that is a culture, I don’t know. My grannie wears a skirt, 
but other women wear skirts too. I don’t know. Getting married 
early . . . we didn’t follow any tradition like that.

The importance of integrating Romani people into Hungarian society 
is a widely debated topic among the general public and in academia. 
Many argue that the social and economic progress of the Roma relies 
on successful integration. The notion of a “Roma–Hungarian partner-
ship” is frequently emphasized, signaling a belief that Roma individuals 
are not fully recognized as members of Hungarian society and face 
barriers to integration. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
the burden of “integration” does not solely lie with the Romani people; 
rather, our societies must strive to become more inclusive and dismantle 
entrenched prejudices. Romani people in Hungary have been part of 
Hungarian society for around six centuries, so the repetitive talk of 
integration and assimilation to authorities seems unnecessary.

I don’t know many Gypsies or even have many Gypsy friends. 
I can’t compare us with anyone. The fact that we like cooking 
and that girls should behave respectfully, okay, but it’s not like 
that because we are Gypsies, is it? I don’t understand it when 
people say Gypsy this and Gypsy that. I don’t understand what 
is Gypsy about what we do. Is it because I am not rich, does that 
make me a Gypsy?
[. . .] The workfare [public service program]. There is a ditching 
and leaf-raking program, but there’s no point. [. . .] On the phone 
they [public service authorities] did not realize they were talking 
to a Gypsy. They told him to go in and sign the documents. Then, 
when he went in and they saw that it was him, then suddenly 
they didn’t need anyone else.

In the case of Erika, I found that the general stereotype suggesting 
that education holds little importance and value within the “Gypsy 
community” was effectively challenged. I observed that Romani parents 
were fully supportive morally, if not financially, of their children’s uni-
versity education. Additionally, it became evident that the segregated 
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environment of schooling influenced the decision not to send their chil-
dren to kindergarten. Despite their deep concerns about the segregated 
schooling system in their municipality, they felt powerless to address it.

I didn’t go to kindergarten; we lived in a Gypsy settlement and 
the closest kindergarten to us was a Gypsies-only kindergarten. 
They didn’t want to send me there. I didn’t go there. I ended up 
starting school two weeks late in first grade because the local 
authority stuck me in a Gypsy school.

After some effort, Erika’s parents were able to move their child from 
a wholly segregated elementary school to an institution that was sup-
posed to be integrated. However, the new school still practiced segre-
gation within the school by dividing students into two classes: class A 
for higher-achieving students and class B for lower-achieving students: 
According to Erika’s narrative, non-Roma students were placed in class 
A, while all “Gypsy” students, including Erika, were placed in class B. 
This means that despite changing schools, she still underwent segre-
gation by being placed in a different segregated system.

They didn’t allow me to go to the segregated school, and, in 
the end, they managed to arrange to get me into the integrated 
one. It was a tight-knit little group when I was dropped into it, 
because that was when I first encountered being a Gypsy. One 
break time, the headmaster came up; there were two classes, 
everyone had to go into the corridor, and he said he wants to 
set up classes for the stronger students and the weaker ones, 
and he wanted to stick all of the Gypsies into the weaker class. 
I really was stuck in the B class which was 100 % Gypsy. But my 
home-room teacher took me into his own class. When others 
learned about it, they came in asking what was happening, but 
I remained there.
[. . .] When I was in the third grade, I went home and dad and 
mum always asked, “Do you have friends?” “No!” It took a few 
years before I was accepted by the others. When I became top 
of the class, they realized that they should not have been so 
quick to label me.

Despite being faced with structural racism, Erika managed to gain 
admission to a prestigious sixth-grade high school in the city with the 
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support and encouragement of her parents. At school, she was placed in 
a class with children from the local elite. This period of time became a 
turning point for her, as it made clear to her various social inequalities 
all in one place, leading to reconciliation and rebalancing.

At first, I didn’t know that it meant. Luckily, I was exactly the 
same age as the cream of the town: the headmaster’s child, the 
mayor’s child, the child of the tobacco factory director, and the 
child of the cultural center director. [. . .] Let’s say, only three 
of us were Gypsies out of seven hundred pupils. Once the class 
teacher came up to me and said that he thought that there had 
once been a Gypsy pupil, but he couldn’t be sure. [. . .] [A]nd 
now it was time to take the school-leaving exam and Lord God 
knows what will happen, but that really was their expectation. 
They always said only one thing: all you have to do is study, 
nothing else.

Despite the school’s commitment to creating an inclusive environment, 
Erika’s narrative contains numerous instances of epistemic violations. 
These violations undermined the school’s professed values and signifi-
cantly impacted Erika’s experiences.

Anyway, somebody answered twice and got two marks [numbers 
of exams, including oral and written exams], but I got eleven. 
When we went to Hungarian classes, no one bothered to study 
because they knew that I would answer all the questions. I often 
wanted to give up. [. . .] I got one 1 [E] and then ten 5s [As], but 
that was too little for a 5 [A] overall. Ten 5s [As] and one 1 [E] 
gave me 4 [B] overall. [. . .] But I didn’t need to study at all for 
the school leaving certificate. They actually thought I was stupid 
because no one at the school before had taken the school leaving 
certificate in biology and physics at the same time.

Based on the narrative, Erika has a strong sense of social responsibility. 
The question for her is how she could use her knowledge to work in 
the future, even in community engagements actively. She explains that, 
after graduation, she would like to go back to live in her hometown, 
but states:
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I don’t really know what I can do in the town with this degree. 
[. . .] Father pushed me towards studying law at university, Gyp-
sies need lawyers, they are always needed. I wanted to be a 
lawyer for a long time, almost to the end of high school.

Considering her successes and mobility up to today, she takes a critical 
view of the current situation of Roma Advanced Colleges, their educa-
tion, and the state’s support policy.

Now they are pointing at us and saying that there are Gypsy 
Advanced Colleges, and we are helping them . . . well, the truth 
is that they are not helping me any longer. I don’t need help now, 
but I did when I was younger, so I could get to university. Now 
is not the time to help when I have already got somewhere, they 
should show us that we are here. [.  .  .] Yet, people talk about 
me but not for me. And the fact that people come up to me as a 
non-Gypsy and say why do Gypsies live like this, what is it all 
about? Study them. What can I say to that? Study us like rabbits. 
Sometimes I think we are like rabbits in a cage. How in fact did 
they get to university, how did they get this far?
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they chose not to respond at all (see further details in Table 15). The 
main responses were that this question was not of interest to them, 
or they had no knowledge about the subject. Interestingly, the data 
indicates that Romani women were more likely to respond, although 
I did not investigate the reasons behind this.

Table 15. Data of the participants in the intergenerational dialogue analysis, 
N=95.

Responded Did not 
respond

Total

First-generation Romani woman intellectual 2 8 10

First-generation Romani man intellectual 3 2 5

Second-generation Romani woman intellectual 9 11 20

Second-generation Romani man intellectual 1 4 5

Third-generation Romani woman intellectual 3 2 5

Third-generation Romani man intellectual 2 3 5

Senior non-Romani woman intellectual (65+) 1 4 5

Senior non-Romani man intellectual (65+) 1 5 6

Young non-Romani woman intellectual 7 2 9

Young non-Romani man intellectual 0 5 0

Senior Romani LGBTI intellectual (65+) 3 2 5

Young Romani LGBTI intellectual 9 6 15

Senior non-Romani LGBTI intellectual (65+) 1 4 5

Total361 37 58 95

361	 There is a potential overlap, which may seem like a discrepancy, in the responses 
from third-generation Roma and younger Roma LGBTI individuals. Out of a total 
of thirty-seven respondents, five identified as both third-generation Roma intel­
lectuals and LGBTI individuals. Please find more details in my previously pub­
lished work, Máté: Roma generációk értékválasztásai és az LMBTI.
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10.1	 Perspectives and Discourses on Romani LGBTI People

First-generation Romani women expressed awareness that a Roma per­
son has multiple identities; however, they believed that their primary 
and most important work in society was to combat racism and achieve 
national and international emancipation. Additionally, they stressed 
that Romani people wanted to break out from their categorization as 
a forbidden “nation” under communist power and be recognized as a 
tolerated group. The first-generation Roma intelligentsia wanted to 
portray “a banned people and a banned language and culture” as having 
value. In their view, compared to third-generation Roma intellectuals, 
the Romani movements were actively involved into non-Roma social 
activities soon after the regime change. They point out that even in 
the early years of the Romaversitas, university students with multi­
ple marginalized identities, such as those who were also LGBTI, were 
present but did not publicly disclose their identities. Therefore, they 
could not be represented by other members of the different genera­
tions over time; instead, Romani LGBTI people should have stood up 
to claim their places, representation, and position in the movements 
and in general society.

The answer is very simple and obvious: since we are aware of 
the fact—and very much so—that human beings as such have 
countless identities and belong to countless groups, based on age, 
nationality, gender, interests and so on, what was always most 
important for us and at the center of our struggle for emanci­
pation was opposition to racism, the idea of equality of human 
rights and thus the struggle against our oppression as an eth­
nic minority. Easiest to leave it out entirely and not recognize 
Romani people as a nation, as happened in the 1960s during the 
communist era. During that time we wanted to transform our 
struggles from the prohibited category to tolerated if not as far 
as supported. We wanted to present the banned language and 
culture of a banned people as a valuable. And, of course égalité 
was the most important for us. At about the time of the change 
of system, we linked up very early with similar struggles of 
other groups. Whether through the Pride or the “Multi-colored 
Hungarian” movements, I think we consciously and unambigu­
ously supported one another. I could mention the young people 
supported by Romaversitas too, many of whom were LGBTQ in 
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orientation. I never allowed that to define or disadvantage them! 
Yet, in my time at least, they never took it upon themselves to 
identify as such publicly. You can’t fight their battles for them!362

Although I didn’t know any strong, independent Gypsy women 
in my immediate circle, from when I was extremely small, my 
parents, mainly my father, supported me in not giving in to the 
oppression of the majority in terms of age, sex, ethnic identity or 
religious conviction, in proudly embracing who I am. I was raised 
in this supportive, feminist environment, where, of course, my 
mother could only play a defined role, “her place was next to the 
wooden spoon”, but for me there were really no barriers in my 
path. Nevertheless, there was a dark stain in this atmosphere of 
enlightenment. I heard countless times that cripples, the blind, 
and mainly faggots should be thrown off Mount Taygetos at birth. 
This caused serious arguments between us, at times I wouldn’t 
talk to him [to her father] for weeks after each argument. The 
icing on the cake was that he considered the by then long-dead 
Freddie Mercury to be the world’s most talented singer-musician, 
the most manly of men and a kind of role model. Everyone knew 
he was gay and had AIDS. I was about fifteen when we learned 
about French impressionism in high school literature class. The 
teacher brought in a VHS tape of a film called Total Eclipse about 
the lives the two giants of poetry, Verlaine and Rimbaud. That’s 
when I decided to sacrifice myself to the cause: with my help, my 
father, who was otherwise an immeasurably noble and humanist 
person, would be freed of all prejudice. I get home from school 
and that very day announce that I am gay. Because I thought 
that there was no one he loved better than me, I couldn’t think 
of any more certain way of doing it.363

Furthermore, another Roma LGBTI person expressed a similar view­
point, concerning the generational similarities and differences:

The previous generation of Roma intellectuals had to think more 
broadly about the Roma because they had to lay a foundation of 
Romani emancipation which had been lacking. When I think that 

362	 First-generation Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
363	 Third-generation Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
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the First World Congress of Roma took place in 1971, where the 
official self-naming of the Roma people was declared, along with 
the recognition of Romani language as an international cultural 
heritage, and the agreement on the Romani anthem, I realize how 
landmark that event was in shaping Roma identity and unity. 
I am experiencing a change of direction, which has reached us 
too, intersectionality which focuses on points of intersection 
between minority groups too. Thinkers and activists have real­
ized that this does not divide communities into smaller ones, 
but rather more people can be brought in by the fact that people 
with double or multiple identities are addressed, or that the only 
way of searching for an effective solution is by their recognized 
the problems of intersectionality. I think that the reason the 
previous generation did not deal with the questions surrounding 
LGBTQ was because there wasn’t support for it in the majority 
community either, nor was it embedded there. I think that they 
were not ready for it, and neither was society as a whole. The 
opinion-formers of the previous Roma generation did not have 
at their disposal either a model or partners on the LGBTQ side 
because the political atmosphere didn’t make it possible.364

The second- and third-generation Roma intellectuals, mainly women, who 
were interviewed shared that sexuality and gender identity were once 
considered taboo topics within their families and communities. This was 
attributed to the adherence to traditions and religious upbringing. They 
emphasized that due to traditional and religious beliefs, individuals within 
the Roma community previously struggled to openly acknowledge their 
sexual orientation, or transgender identity. They believed that embracing 
an LGBTI identity would have posed a threat to a person’s means of 
earning a living. Another reason is that very few written memories of 
the Roma have survived. Even if a dialogue about Roma LGBTI or gender 
identity had taken place within the community or been publicly recog­
nized in earlier centuries or decades, these memories have been forgotten.

Sexuality was a taboo topic for earlier generations, not just for 
Roma but in the majority society too. In the case of the Roma, 
in my view, differences in gender identity were strongly con­
demned because of traditional custom and religious upbringing. 

364	 Third-generation Romani LGBTQ intellectual, 2018.
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Identifying as different could result in ostracism which, in my 
view, could have endangered one’s ability to survive.365

In my opinion the reason that it was not discussed or did not even 
figure was because it was considered a taboo topic. The origins 
lie in the religious beliefs of the Roma. In my experience, Gypsy 
beliefs reside in hetero halves; they define being different as the 
work of Satan. Gypsies prefer to keep it secret if they are attracted 
to their own sex or are transgender. I have heard many times that 
the boy is gay, you could see it, and he knew it, but the family 
married him off and children were born, but after a time the boy 
completely snapped. It is understandable. They don’t talk about it 
because the general reaction is not support and acceptance. The 
role of women in the community and in the family can be linked to 
Roma traditions and norms of behavior. I couldn’t even talk about 
feminism. I don’t think they even knew what the concept was.366

According to a third-generation Romani gay man and intellectual, 
Romani people, both in the past and today, have disrespected Romani 
LGBTI individuals and women. He attributes this to the patriarchal nature 
of Roma society. He believes that the concept of “machismo” in Romani 
culture cannot be fulfilled or displayed by Romani LGBTI persons. He also 
thinks that the patriarchal social structure within the Romani community 
avoids discussions about Roma feminism, as women are often subordi­
nated to the will of men, both within the family and the community.

In my view, Roma society has long been, and remains today, 
exclusionary and dismissive of LGBTQ people and also of 
women. The reasons behind this are the following: first Gypsy 
society is patriarchal, which means being macho is very impor­
tant, that men should be good lovers and husbands. Plus, children 
and especially having lots of children is highly valued by them. 
Well, but people who are LGBTQ cannot “fulfil” or “exhibit” these 
expectations. Feminism cannot emerge either in Gypsy circles 
due to the patriarchal community. It is well known that women 
are in a hierarchical position in a society directed by men.367

365	 Second-generation Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
366	 Third-generation Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
367	 Third-generation Romani LGBTQ intellectual, 2018.
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A third-generation Roma woman explained that differences in values 
among Roma people can be linked to changes in social and political cir­
cumstances over the generations. Prior to and after the regime change, 
the interests and objectives of the Romani community were distinct from 
those of present-day Romani intellectuals due to variations in their social 
structure and needs. The first generation of Roma intellectuals aimed 
to preserve the language and cultural aspects that were at risk of being 
forgotten due to the segregated educational environment and oppressive 
system imposed upon the Roma. In previous generations, the Roma peo­
ple’s movement and emancipation were stronger for several reasons. The 
first and second generations of Roma intellectuals considered it their duty 
to pass on the perceived values of the Roma to the next generation, which 
however did not include Romani LGBTI or feminist identity values and 
lived experiences. Another reason is the lack of a general, mainstream 
pedagogical and political toolkit that could support the understanding 
of the phenomenon of intersectionality at the societal level.

If we look back only a few decades and evaluate the concept of 
Roma people of an earlier generation, then both generally and 
fundamentally we are not examining members of a democratic 
and open society; they will be characterized by mainstream 
thinking and perspectives: we don’t talk about sexuality, we don’t 
talk about differentiation, we do not unpack socially determined 
family and gender roles. On top of all that, education as such 
wasn’t (and today is only partially) suited either to transmit­
ting these values, changing attitudes and openness on the part 
of, let’s use the expression, ordinary people. That is why there 
are misconceptions, entrenched negative legends and massive 
prejudice in relation to these values which appear to me to be 
social and scientific processes. So, in short; for as long as the old 
system offers security to individuals, psychological processes are 
backgrounded, no one is interested in the gender identity of the 
child or in the systematic modification of gender roles. Plus, the 
toolkits of neither politics nor education have proved capable of 
bringing LGBTI and feminist discourse down to below the open 
academic level.368

368	 Second-generation Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
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Another Romani woman highlighted that previous generations viewed 
sexuality and gender identity as taboo. She argues that this perspective 
is not ethno-specific to Roma, or any particular ethnically racialized 
groups, indicating that the taboo surrounding sexuality is not limited 
to the Romani people:

It was even more of a taboo topic for previous generations, fem­
inism perhaps less so, and even less was known about questions 
like these.369

10.2	 Romani Feminist and LGBTI Movements

From 1971, Romani cultural identity politics, with the resistance by 
second-generation Romani intellectuals, shifted into a political movement 
and organizational representations, which, in the 1980s to 1990s, increased 
the visibility of public Romani civil rights activism and human rights 
defenders around the world. From the 2000s, the main objective of the 
third-generation Romani human rights activist-scholars was to resist 
antigypsyism, anti-Romani racism, and LGBTI-phobia with reflective 
self-narrative knowledge productions, to “talk back”370 to academia and 
the human rights movement. As an empowerment symbol of Romani 
feminism and a sign of claiming visibility, the symbol in Figure 35 was 
created in the 1990s by a Romani feminist. It combines the Romani wheel 
with the feminist Venus sign. It stands for the intersectional emancipation 
of Romani women, empowerment, and resistance against patriarchy and 
antigypsyism. The wheel symbolizes Romani identity, while the Venus 
sign stands for women’s rights and gender equality. This symbol has 
become one of the emblems of Romani feminism, claiming inclusion in 
both mainstream feminism and Romani communities (Fig. 35).371

Between the 1920s and 2000s, because of the socially normalized 
antigypsyism, LGBTI-phobia, and the structured forms of social, insti­
tutional, and academic oppressions, the previous Romani LGBTI, and 
Romani feminist activists and intellectuals hardly had a voice, visibility, 

369	 Third-generation, Romani woman intellectual, 2018.
370	 Hooks: Talking Back.
371	 Asociación Gitanas Feministas por la Diversidad, https://www.gitanasfeministas.

org/ [accessed: 11.12.2024].

https://www.gitanasfeministas.org/
https://www.gitanasfeministas.org/
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or representations in the mainstream (Romani, feminist, LGBTI) move­
ments, human rights politics, and knowledge productions.

In the early 2000s, however, there was a remarkable turning point 
when Romani resistance, such as demonstrations and strikes, started to 
slightly transform into knowledge production within academic scholar­
ship and contemporary representations in arts and culture to challenge 
the structured manifestations of antigypsyism and oppression.

It has been ten years since the Romani LGBTI scholarship challenged 
academia and the cross-movements with Romani LGBTI activists and 
supportive alliances in an informal pre-network setup. When Vera 
Kurtic, David Tiser, Jelena Jovanovic, Joci Marton, and I met at a work­
shop in Budapest on 12 October 2014, I am not sure whether we were 
aware of our position and initiatives in international Romani LGBTI 
activism and scholarship. Beforehand, each of us worked separately and 
individually, mostly at the national and grassroots levels. At that point, 
we realized that we must unite our voices and efforts and support each 
other, no matter what the cost. That moment marked the beginning of a 
collaborative journey toward solidarity and empowerment for the rec­
ognition of Romani LGBTI people in national and international politics 
and academia. I have to admit that at the beginning of the Roma LGBTI 
movement, I was (more) naive and inexperienced, but nevertheless 
committed to social change in our communities. My basic motivation 
was that I did not see us represented the social sciences, civil rights 
activism, or policy recommendations. Reflecting on past achievements 
in our activist and academic work has a bittersweet taste.

Fig. 35. Romani feminism symbol from the 
early 1990s. Asociación Gitanas Feministas 
por la Diversidad.

https://www.gitanasfeministas.org/
https://www.gitanasfeministas.org/
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In 2015, at the first International Romani LGBTI Conference in 
Prague, we declared that our intersectional identity should be cele­
brated and protected, with reliable and supportive alliance-building 
to minimize the oppressions within and between our communities. 
It was essential to openly express our lived experiences, in order to 
combat intersectional antigypsyism, LGBTI-phobia, especially lesbo- 
and transphobia, and hate crimes.372 Before this groundbreaking event, 
organized by David Tiser, we, as activists, scholars, and policymakers, 
were concerned with how we could conceptualize our identities in an 
academic framework. It was challenging to apply terminologies and 
produce knowledge in academia on Romani LGBTI intersectionality 
through lived experiences that relate to our identities. The framework 
employed by the African-American movement still requires more devel­
opment and recognition in our Roma LGBTI movement and scholar­
ship. Based on the notion of intersectionality employed by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw,373 the race theories of (for example) bell hooks and David 
Gillborn,374 and the critical knowledge produced by Nicoleta Bitu, Ethel 
Brooks, Djordje Jovanovic, Tímea Junghaus, Vera Kurtic, Angéla Kócze, 
Margareta (Magda) Matache, and Iulius Rostas375 (among others) on 
antigypsyism, Romani racialization, and gender studies we have devel­
oped the concept of intersectional antigypsyism, which could represent 
Romani LGBTI lived experiences. In academia, we possess the power 
and privileges to develop knowledge and theoretical frameworks; how­
ever, it remains uncertain whether the individuals who are the focus of 
our narratives fully embrace these concepts. It is essential to remember 
not to oppress or take space from those who are currently invisible. 
Activists, social scientists, artists, and political and community leaders 
are responsible for shaping the identity politics, visibility, and self-
esteem of future Romani generations. A collective goal is to challenge 
the status quo, which requires collaboration among various groups, such 

372	 Prague Declaration, First International Roma LGBTIQ Conference (13–14 August 
2015), AraArt, https://www.araart.cz/getmedia/c530a0c4-11ed-4f01-8515-e83156​
20a1dd/​Prazska-deklarace-EN.pdf [accessed: 12.17.2024].

373	 Crenshaw: Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex; Mapping the Mar­
gins; Race, Gender, and Sexual Harassment; Critical Race Theory.

374	 Hooks: Talking Back; Gillborn: Critical Race Theory and Education.
375	 Bitu: The Situation of Roma/Gypsy Women in Europe; Brooks: (Mis)Recognitions 

Romanies, Sexualities, Sincerities; Jovanovic: The Difference That Makes a Differ­
ence; Junghaus: Roma Art, Theory and Practice; Kurtic: Roma Lesbian Existence; 
Kóczé: Missing Intersectionality; Matache: Gender Equality, Sense of Belonging, 
Both?; Rostas: A Task for Sisyphus.

https://www.araart.cz/getmedia/c530a0c4-11ed-4f01-8515-e8315620a1dd/Prazska-deklarace-EN.pdf
https://www.araart.cz/getmedia/c530a0c4-11ed-4f01-8515-e8315620a1dd/Prazska-deklarace-EN.pdf
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as BIPOC people376 (including Roma), the LGBTI community, feminists, 
sex workers, stigmatized communities, and people with disabilities. 
They should stand together and demand back—not request—their fun­
damental human rights, histories, narratives, and memories.

As a further step toward the dignified recognition of Romani LGBTI 
people, Daniel Baker, Romani artist and theorist, created the “Roma 
LGBTIQ flag” in 2016 (Fig. 36). It combines the Romani wheel with the 
rainbow stripes of the LGBTI flag to symbolize the intersection of 
Romani and queer identities. The flag was designed to promote visibil­
ity, pride, and resistance for Roma LGBTI people. Since its creation, it 
has become a powerful symbol for Roma LGBTI communities across 
Europe and beyond.

I am truly pleased to see how our critical work shaped the social sci­
ences, civil rights activism, and policy recommendations across Europe. 
There is rarely an LGBTI pride event without Romani LGBTI repre­
sentation. European politics and NGOs have acknowledged the lived 
experiences of Romani LGBTI people, including them in their agenda 
as having fundamental civil rights that should be protected against 
hate-driven actions. More precisely, the Council of Europe Roma and 
Travellers and the SOGIESC Divisions put the recognition and inclu­
sion of Romani LGBTI people on their agenda. Moreover, the European 
Commission (partially) included Roma LGBTI people’s protection and 
recognition in its recommendations for the European Member States in 
the 2020–2030 EU Roma Strategic Framework. Recital 15 reads:

376	 BIPOC stands for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color.

Fig. 36. Roma LGBTI flag, 
Altered States LGBTIQ-R. 
Daniel Baker, 2016.
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When targeting the Roma population, it is important to acknowl­
edge the specific needs or vulnerabilities of certain groups, 
including Roma women, young Roma, Roma children, LGBTI 
Roma, elderly Roma, Roma persons with disabilities, those who 
are third country nationals or stateless, and EU mobile Roma. 
This Recommendation therefore takes account of the importance 
of addressing multiple discrimination. It proposes measures to 
better protect and include Roma children, who are particularly 
exposed to discrimination and segregation.377

Recommendations 2, 9, and 27, under the heading “Horizontal objec­
tives: equality, inclusion and participation”, read as follows:

2. Member States should consolidate efforts to adopt and imple­
ment measures to promote equality and effectively prevent and 
combat discrimination, antigypsyism, and social and economic 
exclusion, as well as their root causes. Those efforts should 
include measures such as the following:
[. . .]
(c) measures to fight multiple and structural discrimination 
against Roma and, in particular, against Roma women, young 
Roma, Roma children, LGBTI Roma, elderly Roma, Roma with 
disabilities, stateless Roma and EU mobile Roma.378

9. Member States should ensure effective equal access without 
barriers to quality healthcare and social services, especially for 
those groups that are most at risk or those living in marginalised 
or remote localities, where relevant by means of measures such 
as the following:
[. . .]
(iv) vulnerable Roma populations, such as elderly Roma people, 
Roma with disabilities, LGBTI Roma, EU mobile Roma, Roma 
who are third country nationals, and stateless Roma, to quality 
health care.

27. Member States should promote cross-sectoral work 
and broader alliances for equality and inclusion, engaging 

377	 Footnotes omitted.
378	 Footnotes omitted.
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government, civil society, business and industry, academia and 
research. This could lead to joint actions among entities pro­
moting gender equality, combating racism, discrimination on 
grounds of racial or ethnic origin, xenophobia and related intoler­
ance, or working in favour of the rights of children, older people, 
Roma, LGBTI persons, persons with disabilities, asylum seekers, 
refugees and other migrants, and stateless people.379

Moreover, support for ethical Roma LGBTI representation has been 
demonstrated by various international Roma NGOs, such as the Euro­
pean Roma Institute for Arts and Culture, the Romani Cultural & Arts 
Company, and the Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre. From the 
beginning of the movement, the European Roma Rights Centre has 
provided advocacy support for Romani LGBTI people. Since 2023, they 
have openly expanded their service with the LGBTQ+ Human Rights 
Monitor. The Romani LGBTI movement has challenged international 
and national politics, representations, and academia. Today, we have 
numerous academic and mainstream books, special journal issues, and 
scholarly and opinion articles. University students are learning about 
Romani LGBTI lived experiences and writing dissertations on the sub­
ject from bachelor to doctoral levels.

When we did not have a chair at the table for the Romani LGBTI 
recognition, we took the table instead of waiting for the offer of a seat. 
We became role models, even though we did not ask to be, as the first 
ones to shake up and question the status quo by openly sharing our 
lived experiences in the Romani and LGBTI movements.

As my earlier words may confirm, I have a highly critical perspective 
on various issues (maybe driven by anger in the way of healing). Some 
people might even may label me as radical in my views. While I under­
stand that such a characterization can be off-putting to some, I believe 
in expressing my views honestly and openly. I recognize that the way 
I express my thoughts sometimes hurts the feelings of those around 
me. My direct narrative can be harsh or unfiltered, leading to misun­
derstandings and offense. Conversely, I have experienced situations 
in which the remarks and actions of others have negatively impacted 
me. The reciprocal harmful nature of exchanges emphasizes the critical 
importance of communicating with sensitivity and empathy. In any 

379	 2020–2030 EU Roma Strategic Framework, Proposal for a Council Recommenda­
tion, to support Roma in the EU. Accessed: 18.12.2024.
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scenario where misunderstandings arise, recognizing the impact of our 
words and actions on others can largely prevent conflicts. By creating 
open dialogue, we can better navigate interpersonal relationships and 
promote understanding rather than conflict.

People often see my achievements, read my studies, and talk about 
them, but in reality, the past is not as bright as it seems. Behind the 
results are thousands of lonely hours, self-blame, frequent tears, and 
undeniable depression. In the past, because of my work, I have often 
been laughed at in both NGO and academic circles.

The recognition from the LGBTI organizations was slightly differ­
ent; they were more open and welcoming to Romani issues. However, 
the perceptions of the “Gypsy” are deeply ingrained. And yes, within 
academia, Roma LGBTI issues were off the agenda; the field was labeled 
NGO science, which is a subjective topic and cannot meet academic 
“standards”.

The most drastic action came from the political sphere. Quickly, 
I drew the attention of Hungarian far-right and right-wing politics 
(despite never having sympathized with any political parties). I was 
threatened verbally and physically by homophobes and nationalists, 
followed by public shaming by the government (with an open list men­
tioning names and showing pictures that was published across national 
media from 2015 onward), which targeted critical scholars and activists 
by labeling them as foreign agents or “enemies of the state”. Therefore, 
since I cannot turn the other cheek, in 2021 I had to go into exile from 
Hungary, even though I hold citizenship that should protect my civil 
and fundamental human rights. No one supported me, no NGOs with 
their project numbers, no academic frameworks that could emphasize 
my rights, no politicial policies that could protect me as a civilian. My 
friends helped me to pack to go. I wish for our country to be a place 
where we are not second-class, racialized, excluded citizens, and the 
most hated inhabitants of European countries and beyond, but this is 
simply just a utopistic thought.

Having pride as a Romani LGBTI person, but recognizing my privi­
leges as a cisgender man, as a general conclusion, it was my delight and 
respectful acknowledgment that there are coalitions in the cross-move­
ments which are fundamentally preserving their safe space and place, 
even though Roma LGBTI people share similar forms of social exclu­
sions, oppressions, and violations. A constantly repeated question is 
who can enjoy absolute rights and freedom in today’s movements, poli­
tics, and allyship. Having an engaged and supportive alliance is essential 
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because some of us do not have access to the privileged spaces and 
places that actually determine and shape our visibility, representations, 
and social mobility. Our power, one way or another, (still) depends on 
non-Romani public presentations of our lived experiences, often without 
our credited involvement and recognition. It is discouraging to see and 
recognize that our visibility, knowledge, and cultural productions are 
often diminished by our alliances. We, as Romani LGBTI people, have 
the right to be visible, respected, and recognized on all levels.

The Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms, signed in Rome on 4 November 1950, establishes and guaran­
tees the enjoyment of fundamental human rights regardless of “sex, race, 
colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social 
origin, association with a national minority, property, birth or other 
status”. Recently, freedom of expression has become the apparent enemy 
of authoritarian governments, which have threatened the human rights 
of activists, social scientists, and NGOs. Illiberal government leaders 
across the globe prohibit and censure free speech and social movements, 
imprison people, and often, in the worst-case scenario, sentence them 
to death. The freedom of expression and assembly of LGBTI people as a 
fundamental human right has been established by the European Court 
of Human Rights. As a critical thought, countries should support and 
strengthen identity politics and should not determine values, censor 
human dignity, or criminalize pride. Racialized people with intersectional 
identities are often victims of hate crimes and psychological violations, 
where extremist circles normalize autocratic political principles and 
beliefs while ignoring the discourse of civil society and NGOs.

In 2025 Romani women continue to face forced sterilization. In par­
ticularly, Romani transgender people suffer from abuse and exclusion. 
Romani LGBTI people face hate crimes and intersectional antigypsyism 
from their own communities (Roma and LGBTI) and from the majority 
of society. They are oppressed and excluded across various social dimen­
sions due to their identities, class status, gender identities, sexualities, 
ages, and other intersecting factors.

Over the past decade, the international Roma LGBTI and feminist 
movements have gained valuable insights from past experiences and 
current challenges, working together to uplift and empower each other 
for future generations.380

380	 Baker: The Queer Gypsy, pp. 87–93; Fremlova et al.: Barabaripen; Kurtic: Dîuvljarke; 
Máté: Faced with Multiple “Values”, pp. 93–99.
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In a utopian movement, it is crucial for alliances to understand that 
when they undermine the representation and leadership of community 
members, they risk imposing greater harm and perpetuating inequality 
rather than ensuring reliability and support. Building effective alli­
ances presents two significant challenges. The first challenge revolves 
around the role of allies in conceptualizing and discussing the core 
values of emancipation. Allies must ensure that discussions are inclusive 
and reflective of the experiences within the community. This involves 
actively listening to those from marginalized backgrounds to inform a 
collective vision for liberation that respects and prioritizes their lived 
experiences. The second challenge pertains to the position and influence 
of allies within the movement, particularly regarding visibility and rep­
resentation. Allies must ensuring they do not overshadow or dominate 
the voices of those they aim to support. It is essential for allies to strike 
a balance between contributing to the cause and allowing community 
members to take the lead, thereby creating a balance where all members 
feel empowered and represented. Based on the politics of recognition 
and epistemic justice, those with privilege cannot direct the represen­
tations and knowledge production of those without, simply because 
they have never experienced the realities of Romani LGBTI people or 
Romani women. From my reflective point of view, personal and social 
privileges must be used to promote and strengthen our communities 
for the collective good. The critical concern in this matter is that we 
must appreciate and respect each other’s identities, characteristics, and 
boundaries, so as not to hurt, publicly shame, and violate one another, 
and moreover not reinforce the structure of social oppression. The 
self-centered exercise of power is damaging for those who are invisible, 
vulnerable, and powerless.
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Romani people have been called by different names and categories, 
some of which continue to be used today. In cases where the academic 
discourse is about the “underclass”, the “poor”, “minorities”, the “dis­
advantaged”, the “underprivileged”, the “underachiever”, or “ethnicity”, 
everyone clearly knows that the discourse is about “Gypsies”.

Considering the often racist and antigypsyist discourses of the past 
to be a challenge, I aimed to deconstruct these discourses around the 
“Gypsy”. Therefore, I turned to analyzing critical theories that include 
the concept of resilience. Understanding the various forms of resilience 
in ecology, social psychology, and education can offer a further stand­
point to understand Romani identities from a different (insider–out­
sider) perspective, including trauma, breaking points, blaming, the need 
to prove oneself, healing, and pride. The narratives and case studies in 
this book share life experiences that are often harsh, funny, and raw, 
but those are realities of Romani people, which they were pleased to 
share with another Romani person to transmit to those places that are 
often privileged and closed to them. Additionally, despite their shared 
challenges, the book also emphasizes the remarkable social, economic, 
and psychological mobility that has been observed among generations 
of Roma intellectuals. The research findings indicate that Roma people 
have been subjected to a range of informal and formal categorizations, 
as well as academic racist discourses, since the time of their emer­
gence in the public sphere. Despite the good intentions behind certain 
academic discussions, these discourses have consistently perpetuated 
negative stereotypes associated with “Gypsy”.

The key result of the book is around the third question, where I 
have tried to understand the process and path of Romani generational 
emancipation through the concept of resilience. The research find­
ings shed light on the values, movements, and manifestations of the 
Romani social liberation movements over the decades, from the 1920s 
to the 2025 (present day). The initial wave of Roma intellectuals from 
the 1950s to the 1980s focused on advancing a cultural emancipation 
movement. Through the analysis of their life paths, it can be observed 
that Roma intellectuals and activists from each era have not only strived 
for the emancipation of their own communities but have also made 
an effort to bring about broader societal changes as well. They view 
social emancipation as a collective interest and goal, emphasizing the 
necessity of belonging and addressing structural issues such as anti­
gypsyism, LGBTI-phobia, and discrimination. Their efforts are geared 
towards changing society as a whole, recognizing that achieving this 
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transformation requires confronting societal prejudices and structural 
inequalities.

This “three-generation model of Roma emancipation” demonstrates 
how the initial, often physical, resistance of first-generation Roma intel­
lectuals has evolved into a more subtle, knowledge-based psychological 
resilience in the case of third-generation Roma intellectuals.

The research also shows that Roma intellectuals’ social, economic, 
and political role in the public sphere is progressively strengthening. 
While the first generation of a very small handful of Roma intellec­
tuals—ten to fifteen at most—focused on Roma visibility using Roma 
cultural roots as a form of reclaiming Romani memories, the second 
generation of intellectuals concentrated more on political emancipation 
through law, public policy, and humanities and social studies. Compared 
to the first generation of Roma intellectuals, the number of second-gen­
eration Roma graduates has doubled during the generational shift, and 
the proportion of Roma women graduates has also increased compared 
to the first generation. Furthermore, it is observed that the third gener­
ation of Roma intellectuals consider the concept of emancipation to be 
an indirect social responsibility rather than a direct social achievement. 
This is because, on the one hand, they are pursuing professions that 
are not directly connected to community empowerment. On the other 
hand, they do not necessarily feel the need to be actively involved in 
the space that once excluded them.

The first-generation Romani intellectuals’ primary objective was to 
raise awareness within society about Romani arts and culture, aiming 
to establish recognition and acceptance of Roma as integral members 
of society. However, as the generations progressed, later Roma intellec­
tuals and activists transitioned the focus from cultural emancipation to 
attaining political visibility and advocating for social equality within the 
political realm. Emphasis was placed on representation and influence 
in political spheres to support the rights and needs of the Romani peo­
ple. The third generation assumed a more multifaceted role, including 
representation, social responsibility, and participation in promoting 
resilience and knowledge production.

The research underlines these movements’ evolutionary trajectory 
and the transformative nature of Romani aspirations and their endeav­
ors in aiming for recognition, equality, and social integration across 
different generations. The findings suggest that third-generation Roma 
intellectuals have reached a point where they can raise issues that were 
previously not discussed by earlier generations of Roma activists and 
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intellectuals. The groundwork laid by the preceding generations has 
enabled today’s third-generation Roma intellectuals and activists to 
critically analyze society and the identity politics that have developed 
in relation to the Roma as a result of non-Roma movements or the posi­
tions of scholars in prior periods. Moreover, the book has also shown 
that today’s third-generation Roma intellectuals’ social and personal 
(family) relationships and partnerships are more open and public than 
those of first- and second-generation Roma intellectuals.

As a final thought, it is critical to recognize when advocating for 
social progress; it is crucial to critically examine perceived social injus­
tices. This process involves questioning the status quo and challenging 
existing societal norms. It is important to emphasize that this critical 
inquiry is not confined to personal perspectives, nor is it limited to 
specific activist groups or communities. Instead, it represents a broader 
societal common aim, marking the value of collective memories and 
the past.
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This book aims to deconstruct the public percep-
tions of the “Gypsy” and is a manifesto for reclaiming 
Romani memories and for recognition. A particular 
focus lies on Hungary. First, a critical examination of 
existing academic national and international knowl-
edge production is undertaken. Then, the paths of 
150 Romani intellectuals from three generations are 
traced. Their emancipatory narratives and agencies 
are analyzed from the perspective of the concept of 
resilience. Along with an in-depth literature review, 
this study is based on a mixed research methodol-
ogy that includes both qualitative and quantitative 
comparative analyses of personal accounts from the 
1920s to the 2020s.
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