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Taking into account the bias towards the “Gypsy” and the critical con-
cept of resilience, I argue that Romani intellectuals across Europe from 
the 1920s to the 2020s overcame social oppression and achieved gener-
ational emancipation. One of the main questions is how the different 
Romani generations developed their intellectual and social classes and 
how they set new paths for themselves, ultimately leading to emancipa-
tion in critical knowledge productions and to reclaiming their positions 
in arts, culture, and political representation. In order to recognize their 
remarkable achievements, it is important to understand their positions 
and experiences in the past, in parallel with the external social mech-
anisms through which they achieved social mobility, visibility, and 
resilience. It is crucial to note that even though they have shaped our 
society as pioneers, their successful academic careers were complex 
and not entirely quantifiable.

According to my thesis, resilient Romani individuals have gained 
their knowledge mostly from centralized, formal, and often segregated 
educational systems that limited and controlled their learning and the 
chance to efficiently achieve social mobility. These systems are often 
supported by the various state churches across Hungary, which promote 
the educational segregation of Romani children in the name of “devoted 
or benevolent segregation” (as it was called in the 2010s by the Minister 
of Human Capacities in Hungary) with their own institutions that are 
built near Romani settlements. The core issue is the structurally biased 
antigypsyist practices in Hungary, as those children who were born in 
Romani settlements (but also elsewhere) are channeled by the system 
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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].
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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.


