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Notion of Resilience
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Resilience is the flexible adaptation of the abilities of an individual or
system to resist, heal, recover, and develop further in the face of trauma,
challenges, or oppression. In social science, resilience is defined as
the adaptive capacity of an individual, group, community, or society
to bounce back from various external, unpredictable, and inhibiting
factors. This ability involves resisting challenges and the process of
adaptation to succeed in the face of adversity.***

Within the current context, the term refers to an interdisciplinary
approach integrating concepts from physics, ecology, psychology, and
sociology. This holistic perspective comprehensively examines social
and ecological systems and their interrelated components that result
from unexpected external, sudden impacts and crises. It involves the
capacity to resist and adapt, which, as a consequence of external shocks,
shifts the person from their previous static position. Paradoxically, they
are able to return to their original state and evolve from their previous
state. When examining the concept of resilience from the standpoint of
social psychology and sociology and interpreting it within the context
of a particular society, the term “system” refers to the community’s
relations with values and situations experienced by individuals within
that society. This includes analyzing how these factors influence social
behaviors, attitudes, and the overall functioning of the societal structure.
The term “driving force” refers to the various obstacles and challenges,
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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.*®
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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.**°

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”.***
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
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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.**> 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.'”
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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;**
socio-ecological considerations, for instance addressing the needs
of communities affected by natural disasters and understanding the
interconnectedness of social and environmental systems;"”
systemic changes, such as reorganizing social structures to adapt
to evolving challenges;"*

economic empowerment initiatives, such as fostering financial inde-
pendence and prosperity within marginalized communities;**’
social rehabilitation efforts, for example supporting individuals and
communities affected by the aftermath of warfare;**®

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

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

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

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
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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.?*? Reflecting on this, Agnes Szokolszky and
Annamaria V. Komlési 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.?*® 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.?**

7.1 Resiliencein 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:
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Stage 4
Reorganization/
Resilience

Stage 2
Consolidation
and maintenance

Stage 1
Rapid
development

Stage 3
Decline and
collapse

Fig. 12. Holling’s 1973 four-step resilience model.

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.**

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.**®

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
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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.*””
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.?*® 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.>”
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.?*° 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.”**
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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. Agnes Szokoloszky and Annamaria V. Komlosi
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.?*?

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 /Komlosi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodas” 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.”*?

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 /Komlosi: A “reziliencia-gondolkodas” 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.”**

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.”*> 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.***

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.
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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.?"” 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.**®
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.?*® 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.?”

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.

218 Garmezy/Masten/Tellegen: The Study of Stress and Competence in Children,
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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.””* 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:

e 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 / Komlosi
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.”**

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”.??* 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.?* 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.”” 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

224 Grotberg: A Guide to Promoting Resilience in Children.
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in resilience research.?”® 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.””’

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/Liborio/Koller: Resilience and Chil-
dren’s Work in Brazil; Szokolszky / Komlési: A “reziliencia-gondolkodas” felemel-
kedése.

227 Luthar/Cicchetti/Becker: The Construct of Resilience.

116



Education and its Manifestation in Hungary
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.?**

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.”*

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 Csillog/Lannert/Zempléni: Szamit a pedagogus 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.”** 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.”**

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.
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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.?®” 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.?*?

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.>**

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 Csulloég/Lannert/Zempléni: Szamit a pedagogus 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.**

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.?® 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.”’

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.”*® As a social concept, deviance pertains to behaviors that
deviate from societal norms. According to Emile 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.>* 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.?* 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.**!

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: Devians 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.”** 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.?** 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”.?**

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 Maté: Reziliens romak identitaskonstrukeioi.

244 Maté: Generacids valtozasok a roma diploméasok életutjaban, a trsadalmi rezili-
encia hatésa 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.?*

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 Maté: Reziliens romak identitaskonstrukeioi.
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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.”*® 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.**” 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.”*® Moreover, the linguistic environment in which an individ-
ual grows up can also impact their educational development. Children

246 Derdak/Varga: Az iskola nyelvezete—idegennyelv; Réger: Cigany gyerekek
nyelvi problémai és iskolai sikerei; Bernstein: Tarsadalmi osztaly, nyelv és szocia-
lizécio.

247 Bourdieu: A tarsadalmi egyenl6tlenségek Gjratermelédése.

248 Cserti: Szociologiai, szocialis tényez6k a cigdny népesség vizsgalataban.
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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.?*” 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.>** 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 Orsos: A beas nyelv szociolingvisztikai helyzete.

250 Csepeli: El6itélet 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.**

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 Maté: Generacios valtozasok a roma diplomasok életutjaban, a tarsadalmi rezili-
encia hatésa IL

131



Notion of Resilience

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.””? 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.”” 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.”**

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 fénytorései.
253 Rayman/Varga: Reziliencia és inklazid.

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: Maté:

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- Early childhood
mal socialization formal education
characteristics: 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-

How stable was the school environ-

ching between schools, ment?

dropping out, recog-

nition of the student’s  Did the person change schools?

talents

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

Classroom equipment

Did the student have access to

of the school o information and communication
classrooms: The accessibility of technology tools?
classroom equipment
and 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 How was the school equipment
classroom (tables, chairs, blackboards)
organized in the classroom?
How the classroom
space is used for Was the classroom arrangement
teaching front-facing, cooperative, or family-
like?
Was the classroom formal or infor-
mal?
School Geographical location Is the location of the school rural or

characteristics:

and accessibility of
the school

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
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Table 2 (continued)

Explanatory factors for resilience

Resilience factors Explanatory factors

Indicators of the factors

The relationship Evaluation
with the teacher,

mentor, or psycho-

logist:

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
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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
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Table 2 (continued)

Resilience control factors

Resilience factors Control factor Indicator of the factor
Access to public Physical health Ongoing medical conditions
health:

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 Romungr6 / 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 Cigany, which is equivalent
to “Gypsy”, has a pejorative meaning. Péter is from Hungary, specifically
from the city of Salgétarjan in Nograd 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 Batonyterenye, 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
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she worked as a skilled employee until retirement. Péter’s parents
speak the Carpathian dialect of Romungré. 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 Vac 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 Lovari 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.*® The theory of Erik

255 Allport: Az el6itélet, 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.**® 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.””’

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 Identitas Szociologiai Dimenzidi.
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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 Janos, who began living with
her after she turned eighteen. They had two children, a boy (Janos 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 Janos.

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 (Janos) and his
mother and father at Kaposvar train station. Seeing an opportunity to
claim back his position as the man of the family, he publicly humiliated
and ashamed Katalin. Janos 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, Janos
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 Janos 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 Janos (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
(Laszl6 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 Laszl6 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 In memory of my sister, Kati.
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