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The Collective Presence of the “Gypsy”

— ※ —

The social status of Roma people has been a persistent issue in the public 
domain for centuries and continues to be so in the present day. The 
collective presence of the Roma is a complex subject matter that is both 
difficult to define and an important topic for social scientists, politicians, 
and human rights activists. Romani social realities become objectified 
concepts and descriptions for academia and research projects, as well 
as target groups for activist and political actions and opinions.

A constant question in society and the social sciences is: who is a 
“Gypsy”? What factors can we use to define their identity? Can biolog-
ical factors differentiate them from the rest of society? Are they ethnic, 
cultural, or national minorities? Can they be considered a minority? 
Given the biased assumption that the above questions have already been 
answered through research or in everyday discussions, it is important 
to recognize that there are additional contexts where further difficul-
ties may arise. These include: level of education; employment status; 
population numbers; possible causes of social inequalities, prejudices, 
exclusion, or marginalization, territorial and social mobility, intersec-
tionality, intergroup relations, and more. Dealing with these issues, 
Anna Mirga-Kruszelnicka emphasizes the importance of essential 
knowledge production as a critical concept in modern social science 
and political movements, which has been adopted and reinterpreted 
by Romani and pro-Romani intellectuals across Europe and beyond. 
This view serves as a core element of collective manifesto and debate, 
demonstrating the foundations of Roma scholarship in the academic 
sphere. However, to combat the frequent stigmatization, categorization, 
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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 
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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 



35

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

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.



The Collective Presence of the “Gypsy”

36

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.
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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.
92	 Turner: Social Comparison and Social Identity; Turner et al.: Rediscovering the 

Social Group.



39

Research Methodologies on Roma

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-
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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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