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Introduction

— ※ —

This book aims to deconstruct the public perceptions of the “Gypsy” 
and reclaim Romani memories as European values, with a particular 
focus on Hungary. In order to reclaim Romani memories and counter-
narratives, firstly it is essential to look critically at past academic 
national (Hungarian) and international knowledge productions in social 
sciences and memory studies (including history, sociology, psychology, 
anthropology, and ethnography). Secondly, it is crucial to trace the 
paths of three generations of Romani intellectuals in the latter half 
of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries. To 
understand their generational changes and development, it is necessary 
to analyze their past aims, needs, and positions from the perspective 
of the concept of resilience. Manifestations of such resilience change 
over time, as do the transforming agendas of Roma self-identification. 
Resilience is a critical factor for the Roma intelligentsia due to their 
social exclusion, oppression, and marginalization across generations, 
both in physical contexts and in academic discourse.

The first part of the book is not about the Roma but much more 
about the perceptions, public imaginations, and thoughts that have 
constructed the “Gypsy” across the centuries. As a thought-provok-
ing and controversial position, I argue that the “Gypsy” as such does 
not exist; furthermore, it is only a social construction with labels that 
appears in the non-Romani (“Gadzo”) reality that they have created 
around Romani people, backed by both formal (academic, governmen-
tal, cultural, and religious) discourses and informal (gossip, jokes, and 
speculation) dialogues.
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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 



Introduction

xxiv

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.


