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Reflective Narratives on Roma or “Gypsies”

— ※ —

Since the 1970s, there has been an ongoing public debate about self-
naming among the people who are called by many names in societies, 
the most well known of which are “Gypsy” (“Cigány” ) or Roma. As 
previously discussed, this self-naming has changed over time under the 
influence of several factors, such as state politics, access to education 
and arts and culture, and the generations of emancipated Romani peo-
ple that shaped the narratives, representations, and identity politics as 
well. It is argued that “Gypsy” is a social construct that has had racist 
connotations towards Romani people over the centuries. On the other 
hand, we have to remember that in Anglo-Saxon countries people use 
the term “Gypsy” to self-identify based on their identity politics and 
language patterns. It is interesting to observe how Romani people in 
Central European countries are deconstructing the term “Gypsy” by 
framing it positively within their narratives. Through this redefini-
tion, they not only challenge dominant stereotypes but also recreate a 
modern and proud self-identity associated with the term “Gypsy”, or 
“Cigány”, in the Hungarian context. This is a complicated debate that 
I believe will continue for generations to come.

The ability to shift between formal and informal settings allows 
individuals to emphasize or diminish specific aspects of their identi-
ties based on the context. This allows an adaptable expression of one’s 
personality, enabling individuals to move comfortably between social 
and professional environments.

When I asked the students in the interviews whether they called 
themselves Roma or “Gypsy”, I was interested to find that twenty-five 
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out of fifty self-identified as Roma and twenty-five as “Gypsy” (Fig. 32). 
The characterizations that they have embraced from their formal 
spheres (through public institutions) and informal backgrounds (family 
and friends) is only one aspect of their identity formation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But isn’t it rather different?
It is not so different, but for me it seems more original. From 
the point of view of the Gypsy community, it is a step forward 
in my view for the Gypsy community if it is capable of making 
clear and precise determinations about itself.

What would you say if a “Gypsy” person wrote a doctoral disser-
tation under the supervision of a “Gypsy” professor?
In my view, my thoughts on that are that if that sort of thing 
happened, if it were to get to that point, then the Gypsy com-
munity would have got somewhere.351

351	 During this interview, as one Roma person spoke with another, the interviewee 
did not know that my doctoral advisor was also Romani.
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9.2	 Higher Education Experience of Third-Generation 
Romani Intellectuals

Based on my research findings and the interviews conducted with fifty 
Roma students regarding their academic pursuits, the data indicates 
that:

•	 twenty students are enrolled in humanities and social sciences, 
which includes one in advanced studies, ten in bachelor’s degree 
programs, eight in Master’s programs, and one in a postgraduate 
program;

•	 	nine students are studying economics, engineering, and information 
technology, comprising six in bachelor’s degree programs, two in 
Master’s programs, and one in advanced education;

•	 	six students are pursuing degrees in medicine and health, two in 
bachelor’s programs, and four in Master’s degree programs;

•	 	four students are studying law, with one in advanced studies, two 
in bachelor’s degree programs, and one in postgraduate studies;

•	 	four students are enrolled in natural sciences, including one in a 
bachelor’s program and three in a Master’s program; and

•	 	five students are undertaking music and arts studies, one of whom 
is enrolled in a bachelor’s program, and four of whom are pursuing 
Master’s degrees (Table 14).
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ani Intellectuals
Table 14. Distribution of Roma students’ academic programs by faculty, N=50.

Humanities, science of 
education, theology 
and social work

Economics, technical 
training, informatics

Health and medical 
science

Science of law Natural sciences Arts and culture

Social work / social 
policy, MA

Economics and 
management, MA

Nursery and 
infant care

Lawyer Geography—Spatial 
development, BSc

Classical violin, MA

Teacher, BA Economics Graduate nurse, BA Human resources /  
Law, BA

Physics, MA Performing arts—
Classical singing, MA

Teacher, BA Architectural 
engineering, BSc

General practitioner Employment and 
social security 
administration, BA

Biology, MA Literature—Theatre 
history, BA

Social work / Religious 
education teacher, BA

Business and 
marketing

Midwife, BSc Legal assistant Mathematics, MA Museology—Ethno-
graphy, MA

Youth worker Economics/
Tourism— 
Gastronomy, BA

General medical 
doctor

Classical violin, MA

Romology—Social 
Studies, MA

Business informatics, 
BA

Physiotherapist

Geography—History 
teacher, MA

Business and 
Marketing, BA

Social worker—
Moderator, BA

Tourism and 
Marketing, BA

Philosophy—
Hungarian, MA

Computer scientist—
Mechanical engineer, 
MA

Sociology, MA
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Humanities, science of 
education, theology 
and social work

Economics, technical 
training, informatics

Health and medical 
science

Science of law Natural sciences Arts and culture

German Studies—
Spanish, BA

English—German 
teacher

History—Geography 
teacher, MA

Social policy, MA

Physical education—
History / Kindergarten – 
teacher, MA

Social work, BA

Religious education, BA

English—American 
Studies, MA

Social work, BA

Social work, BA

Social pedagogy, BA

22 9 6 4 4 5

Table 14 (continued )
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48 % of the participants were men, which is equal to twenty-four people, 
while 52 % were women, numbering twenty-six people. This suggests 
(based on the collected data) that the hypothesis of a higher number 
of Roma men in higher education than Roma women may be invalid 
for 2020 (Fig. 33).

Comparing the different Romani intellectual generations, from the 
first to the third generation, demonstrates that the gender distribution 
in higher education mirrors that of the wider society.352 The research also 
revealed additional demographic details on groups within the Roma 
community with implications for self-identity. An interesting result 
emerges when we examine the gender split and which Romani group 
the participants belong to in cross-sections. The proportion of Romani 
women in the survey is more than double that of Romani men when 
both parents are Romungró. Also notable is that the number of men 
belonging to the Oláh group is more than three times higher than that 
of Oláh women when both parents are Oláh. Similarly, in the case of 
Beás (Boyash) university students, when both parents are Beás (Boyash) 
the number of males is also higher than the number of females. This 
trend is likely due to the Oláh and Beás (Boyash) communities being 
more traditional and conservative and inclined to preserve patriarchal 

352	 However, it is important to note that the data can be considered non-representa-
tive.

  

48%52%

The Gender Distribution of Students in the Survey, 
in Percentage, 2020

N=50

Men Women

Fig. 33. Gender distribution of students in the survey as a percentage, N=50.
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gender relations compared to Romungró families, who have been eman-
cipated/assimilated for centuries.

Among the students whose parents married across Romani com-
munities, the gender ratio is equal among people of Beás (Boyash) 
and Romungró backgrounds. However, this is not the case for Oláh–
Romungró individuals, where the proportion of women is twice as 
high as that of men. When we consider marriages outside of the Roma 
groups, such as Romungró–Swabian, Romungró–non-Roma, Oláh–
non-Roma, Romungró–Croatian, Romungró–non-Roma, and Beás 
(Boyash)–Romanian, we find that the proportion of Romani women 
is higher than that of men. Based on the narratives of the interviewed 
students, it can be seen that Romani women are more likely to choose 
non-Romani partners compared to Romani men.

The fifty participants in the study are between nineteen and thirty-
five years old, which reflects the typical age distribution of university 
students. There is no significant difference in the gender ratio for each 
age category (from twenty-two to twenty-seven), except for at the age 
of twenty-two, where there are twice as many Roma girls as Roma boys.

9.2.1	 Territorial and Social Mobility

The survey of third-generation Roma university students also revealed 
patterns of social and spatial mobility, along with differing attitudes to 
education. However, it is important to note that this data only reflects 
the fifty interviews conducted, so we should be cautious not to generalize 
about Roma students based on these experiences. 42 % of the students 
had relocated from rural areas, such as villages or farms, to the capital. 
44 % had previously resided in small or medium-sized towns, 12 % in a 
county capital, and only 2 % in the capital itself (Fig. 34).

Considering social and spatial mobility, it is crucial to take into 
account the intersections of gender, individual capacities and abilities, 
level of education, and the occupational achievements of the students’ 
forebears (parents and grandparents). Looking at the educational data 
on the students and their parents and maternal grandparents in the 
sample, the following trends can be seen.

As the survey results indicate, over 56 % of maternal grandmothers 
had not received any education, and only 20 % of them had been enrolled 
in a public school and completed up to six years of elementary edu-
cation. Moreover, only 8 % of maternal grandmothers completed eight 
years of elementary education (which is the formal requirement in 
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Hungary). When it came to the educational background of maternal 
grandfathers, more than 28 % of the students could not provide exact 
information about their grandfather’s level of schooling. What they 
could indicate is the information that, compared to maternal grand-
mothers, maternal grandfathers were twice as likely to have received an 
elementary school education as their wives (or partners). One noticeable 
difference is that more than 8 % of maternal grandfathers had received a 
vocational education, whereas only about 2 % of maternal grandmothers 
had. This data also shows that men had greater access to education 
than women between the 1930s and the 1970s, which also shows that 
Romani people were already active part of society. However, Romani 
women, because of their gender, not only because of their Romani 
identity, had limited access to study opportunities, which affected not 
only their social status and standards of living, but their descendants’ 
future, and therefore their territorial and mobility as well.

When we examine the educational achievements of the parents of 
the third generation of Romani intellectuals, we see upward mobility, 
with later generations attaining high school diplomas and college or 
university degrees.

In the parents’ generation, everyone had received a partial state 
education, and only 14 % of the students’ parents had not completed 
their elementary education, compared to 22 % in the grandparents’ gen-
eration. The analysis of the educational background of the mothers and 
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Fig. 34. Patterns of third-generational Romani intellectuals’ geographical 
mobility, 2020, N=50.
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fathers of Roma students revealed that around 56 % of the mothers had 
an elementary school certificate, whereas only 8 % of their grandmothers 
had the same level of education. 38 % of the fathers had an elementary 
school certificate, while only 16 % of their grandfathers had obtained the 
same level of education. It is worth noting that 28 % of the fathers, born 
before the regime change, had received a vocational education, and 18 % 
had a high-school leaving certificate. Moreover, an interesting finding 
is the presence of second- and third-generation Roma intellectuals who 
have parents who have received a higher education. According to the 
data, 10 % of the mothers and 4 % of the fathers of the surveyed Roma 
university students belong to this category.

This makes clear that over the generations, Romani people have 
slowly begun to develop, and they have started to build their intellectual 
and academic elite. This development reflects not only a commitment 
to education but also an effort to reclaim their cultural heritage and 
memories as well through arts and culture, political representations, 
and academic knowledge productions.

9.2.2	 Economic and Social Mobility

After 1989, there has been a noticeable increase in the emergence of 
Roma intellectuals, as indicated by the available data. When examining 
the mobility of grandparents and parents in the past, noticeable pat-
terns emerge. Out of the fifty Roma university students interviewed, 
forty-two individuals, or 84 % of the sample, were the first in their 
immediate and extended families to pursue higher education, while 
eight people, or 16 % of the data, already had someone with a degree 
in their immediate and extended family.

My mum comes from a very poor family. She had eleven brothers 
and sisters. My dad was helped a lot by his brothers and sisters 
because he grew up without a father, his uncles brought him up 
and so, little by little they brought him into the business, and 
then, as a result of that, my brothers, sisters and I were able to 
live in materially better circumstances.353

Early childhood development and integrated, quality public education 
are essential pillars of social and economic mobility. In the theoretical 

353	 Evangelical Roma Advanced College, Nyíregyháza, student 3.
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part of the book, we previously discussed the various paths of mobility 
for Roma children and the forms of mobility trajectories of Roma chil-
dren—such as their channeling from kindergarten to various “special” 
and segregated institutions. The lack of comprehensive understanding 
of early childhood education, development, and segregation creates a 
gap in the education system.

Out of the fifty Roma university students in the study, 58 % had 
received three years of preschool education as required by the Public 
Education Act. 32 % had spent four years in kindergarten, rather than the 
usual three years with the most common reason being “held back a year”.

Additionally, 6 % of the students in the sample had attended preschool 
(for children between two and three years old) for only one or two years, 
while 4 % had never received any early childhood institutional education. 
Children can typically start going to kindergarten, which they usually 
attend between the ages of three and six. However, attending preschool is 
not a prerequisite for entering kindergarten. Preschool is often considered 
an additional option for parents who can place their children in daycare 
while they work (if they have a job). Although preschool can be seen 
as a privilege, kindergarten is compulsory for all children in Hungary.

Two of my interviewees highlighted the lack of Romani children’s 
participation in early childhood education. One individual shared that 
she did not attend kindergarten because she was brought up by her 
grandparents, who did not view preschool education as important. On 
the other hand, the parents of student chose not to enroll their child 
in kindergarten because the only available kindergarten in their area 
was a “segregated Gypsy kindergarten”.354

The results indicate that parents often choose the most practical 
option for their children’s schooling, which is typically the closest pub-
lic school to them, whether it is in a segregated or integrated setting. 
Those students who attended kindergarten for three or four years were 
able to continue their elementary school education in an integrated 
environment. This means that 56 % of the overall sample had been 
schooled in an integrated elementary school setting, with Roma and 
non-Roma students in the institution or class. However, this does not 
mean the absence of social distance between teachers and students. On 
the other hand, more than 34 % of Roma students who spent three or 
fewer years in early childhood education studied in segregated elemen-
tary schools, and over 10 % studied in Roma-only classes.

354	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College, Debrecen, student 9.



Reflective Narratives on Roma or “Gypsies”

242

But there were difficulties all the same, mainly financial ones. Our 
house, for example, has no modern conveniences and is made 
from sun-dried bricks. It had electricity but no running water. 
My mother brought water from the spring . . . she washed by 
hand. We didn’t have any bookshelves. The only books we had 
were prizes, you know, that I was given for doing well at school 
in the seventh grade. I took part in lots of study circles . . . where 
I got lots of presents.355

9.2.3	 Experiences of Segregation and Integration:  
The Role of Mentors

In previous studies on resilience, researchers have emphasized the role 
of supportive and motivating formal and informal environments in 
fostering individual success. As a result, it is crucial to investigate the 
potential variations in teachers’ motivating, behavioral, and supportive 
attitudes toward students across different types of schools, including 
both the elementary and high school level. Understanding these pro-
cesses can offer valuable insights into how educational environments 
impact student success and resilience.

After analyzing the data, it is clear that segregated educational 
environments have a limiting effect and lead to distrust and loss of 
interest in the formal school setting among individuals. The study shows 
that students who attended segregated elementary schools were less 
successful in their high school studies and tended to continue their 
education in lower-quality high school institutions. Out of the fifty 
participants in the sample, twenty-two attended segregated elementary 
schools, indicating that 44 % of the university students in the survey 
had been educated in segregated elementary school settings. Among 
the twenty-two students in segregated settings, seven students were 
supported by an unpaid volunteer mentor. Nine students benefited 
from a paid mentor who worked with the students within the school 
based on the school curriculum and on the interest of the pupils. This 
mentor program was supported through the Roma Inclusion Program, 
which was financed by the State Secretariat for Social Inclusion. Out 
of the twenty-two students, six did not have any mentor during their 
elementary school education.

355	 Christian Roma Advanced College, Szeged, student 6.
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I came from almost nothing, I was a very badly behaved child. 
I didn’t want anything from life. My attitude was, days just go 
by, they go by, and I had no interest in what happened. I simply 
got up and followed my nose. I met my friends. We just hung 
around all day. We didn’t do anything. I just couldn’t imagine 
graduating from high school one day or learning a trade. When 
I was young, no one said to me, “Son, if you learn this poem, it 
will improve your vocabulary. You will achieve more, or if you do 
your maths, it will improve your logical thinking!” . . . I had no 
vision of the future, no goal in life. A path direct to jail . . . It was 
a time when I really believed. Why make an effort in life? Why 
study? Why work? Aren’t things fine for me the way they are?356

As for the twenty-eight students in an integrated elementary school 
setting, eighteen students had a volunteer mentor in elementary school 
and continued to receive mentorship during their high school educa-
tion, while three students participated in a paid institutional mento-
ring program during high school, and seven students did not require 
mentoring during their high school education. Furthermore, the data 
shows that students who attended segregated elementary schools were 
more likely to have taken their university entrance exams in a technical 
high school. Out of twenty-two students from segregated backgrounds, 
sixteen pursued their education at a technical high school, while six 
students had the opportunity to further their studies in a gymnasium.

I remember when I had to apply to the admissions ranking pro-
cess, in my view my average grade was totally good, I didn’t have 
a single 3 [C]357 . . . well, perhaps in maths—and the teachers . . . 
they registered me for really bad schools. Vocational schools . . . 
the local school where people go who are, like, twenty-five and 
want a school-leaving certificate because they had failed previ-
ously. In their view, I was not high school material.358

356	 Henrik Wlislocki Advanced College, Pécs, student 8.
357	 The Hungarian grading system uses a 5-point scale, where 5 represents excellent 

performance and 1 indicates failure. This scale roughly corresponds to the US 
letter grades as follows: 5 equals an A, 4 a B, 3 a C, 2 a D, and 1 an F.

358	 Jesuit Roma Advanced College, Budapest, student 4.
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The data analysis demonstrates that students from segregated back-
grounds who had successfully completed their school leaving exams and 
gained admission to higher education institutions were often enrolled 
in lower-prestige programs compared to their peers from integrated 
backgrounds, despite demonstrating similar levels of ability and knowl-
edge. Additionally, it highlights the impact of segregated school envi-
ronments on the choices and opportunities available to these students 
as they enter higher education. This discrepancy raises basic questions 
about the potential academic and career paths these students might 
have pursued had they received equal access to training, knowledge, 
and education.

9.3	 “They Talk About Me but Not For Me”: Critical Case Study

The interviewee for this case study is a twenty-four-year-old Romani 
woman living in Sátoraljaújhely in northern Hungary (I call her Eri-
ka).359 Erika is currently a graduate student at the Faculty of Science 
and Technology of the University of Debrecen. She is the first one in 
her family to enter higher education, and she expects to graduate.

Erika’s Romani identity is based on her grandfather’s side of the 
family, which is Oláh, and her grandmother’s side, which is Romungró. 
She stresses that neither her immediate nor her extended family follow 
the traditions and customs of the Romani communities.

According to her, even her parents did not speak any dialect of 
Romani / Carpathian when they were growing up. Based on her own 
self-reflection, she believes that she is no longer adheres to the previous 
Romani customs within her family and her broader community. The 
family’s monthly income is based on various unstable seasonal jobs 
that the current agricultural sector can offer them. The highest level 
of education completed by her parents is elementary school. She has 
three siblings: a sister, a younger brother, and an older brother, and all 
of them currently still live in a “Gypsy settlement” together.

Perhaps my father’s generation kept the customs, but not us. We 
don’t really follow the culture. We like Gypsy music and food, 
but not from the soul . . . I think I was the first to act in a way 
that broke the whole culture. I went into further education, you 

359	 István Wáli Reformed Gypsy College, Debrecen, student 5.
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know, rather than getting a husband. I alone am the only one in 
the family who will get a degree. [. . .] I don’t know why they 
say that Gypsies have typical customs. I grew up in something, 
it was good for me, and I got used to it. Whether, in the view of 
others, that is a culture, I don’t know. My grannie wears a skirt, 
but other women wear skirts too. I don’t know. Getting married 
early . . . we didn’t follow any tradition like that.

The importance of integrating Romani people into Hungarian society 
is a widely debated topic among the general public and in academia. 
Many argue that the social and economic progress of the Roma relies 
on successful integration. The notion of a “Roma–Hungarian partner-
ship” is frequently emphasized, signaling a belief that Roma individuals 
are not fully recognized as members of Hungarian society and face 
barriers to integration. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
the burden of “integration” does not solely lie with the Romani people; 
rather, our societies must strive to become more inclusive and dismantle 
entrenched prejudices. Romani people in Hungary have been part of 
Hungarian society for around six centuries, so the repetitive talk of 
integration and assimilation to authorities seems unnecessary.

I don’t know many Gypsies or even have many Gypsy friends. 
I can’t compare us with anyone. The fact that we like cooking 
and that girls should behave respectfully, okay, but it’s not like 
that because we are Gypsies, is it? I don’t understand it when 
people say Gypsy this and Gypsy that. I don’t understand what 
is Gypsy about what we do. Is it because I am not rich, does that 
make me a Gypsy?
[. . .] The workfare [public service program]. There is a ditching 
and leaf-raking program, but there’s no point. [. . .] On the phone 
they [public service authorities] did not realize they were talking 
to a Gypsy. They told him to go in and sign the documents. Then, 
when he went in and they saw that it was him, then suddenly 
they didn’t need anyone else.

In the case of Erika, I found that the general stereotype suggesting 
that education holds little importance and value within the “Gypsy 
community” was effectively challenged. I observed that Romani parents 
were fully supportive morally, if not financially, of their children’s uni-
versity education. Additionally, it became evident that the segregated 
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environment of schooling influenced the decision not to send their chil-
dren to kindergarten. Despite their deep concerns about the segregated 
schooling system in their municipality, they felt powerless to address it.

I didn’t go to kindergarten; we lived in a Gypsy settlement and 
the closest kindergarten to us was a Gypsies-only kindergarten. 
They didn’t want to send me there. I didn’t go there. I ended up 
starting school two weeks late in first grade because the local 
authority stuck me in a Gypsy school.

After some effort, Erika’s parents were able to move their child from 
a wholly segregated elementary school to an institution that was sup-
posed to be integrated. However, the new school still practiced segre-
gation within the school by dividing students into two classes: class A 
for higher-achieving students and class B for lower-achieving students: 
According to Erika’s narrative, non-Roma students were placed in class 
A, while all “Gypsy” students, including Erika, were placed in class B. 
This means that despite changing schools, she still underwent segre-
gation by being placed in a different segregated system.

They didn’t allow me to go to the segregated school, and, in 
the end, they managed to arrange to get me into the integrated 
one. It was a tight-knit little group when I was dropped into it, 
because that was when I first encountered being a Gypsy. One 
break time, the headmaster came up; there were two classes, 
everyone had to go into the corridor, and he said he wants to 
set up classes for the stronger students and the weaker ones, 
and he wanted to stick all of the Gypsies into the weaker class. 
I really was stuck in the B class which was 100 % Gypsy. But my 
home-room teacher took me into his own class. When others 
learned about it, they came in asking what was happening, but 
I remained there.
[. . .] When I was in the third grade, I went home and dad and 
mum always asked, “Do you have friends?” “No!” It took a few 
years before I was accepted by the others. When I became top 
of the class, they realized that they should not have been so 
quick to label me.

Despite being faced with structural racism, Erika managed to gain 
admission to a prestigious sixth-grade high school in the city with the 
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support and encouragement of her parents. At school, she was placed in 
a class with children from the local elite. This period of time became a 
turning point for her, as it made clear to her various social inequalities 
all in one place, leading to reconciliation and rebalancing.

At first, I didn’t know that it meant. Luckily, I was exactly the 
same age as the cream of the town: the headmaster’s child, the 
mayor’s child, the child of the tobacco factory director, and the 
child of the cultural center director. [. . .] Let’s say, only three 
of us were Gypsies out of seven hundred pupils. Once the class 
teacher came up to me and said that he thought that there had 
once been a Gypsy pupil, but he couldn’t be sure. [. . .] [A]nd 
now it was time to take the school-leaving exam and Lord God 
knows what will happen, but that really was their expectation. 
They always said only one thing: all you have to do is study, 
nothing else.

Despite the school’s commitment to creating an inclusive environment, 
Erika’s narrative contains numerous instances of epistemic violations. 
These violations undermined the school’s professed values and signifi-
cantly impacted Erika’s experiences.

Anyway, somebody answered twice and got two marks [numbers 
of exams, including oral and written exams], but I got eleven. 
When we went to Hungarian classes, no one bothered to study 
because they knew that I would answer all the questions. I often 
wanted to give up. [. . .] I got one 1 [E] and then ten 5s [As], but 
that was too little for a 5 [A] overall. Ten 5s [As] and one 1 [E] 
gave me 4 [B] overall. [. . .] But I didn’t need to study at all for 
the school leaving certificate. They actually thought I was stupid 
because no one at the school before had taken the school leaving 
certificate in biology and physics at the same time.

Based on the narrative, Erika has a strong sense of social responsibility. 
The question for her is how she could use her knowledge to work in 
the future, even in community engagements actively. She explains that, 
after graduation, she would like to go back to live in her hometown, 
but states:
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I don’t really know what I can do in the town with this degree. 
[. . .] Father pushed me towards studying law at university, Gyp-
sies need lawyers, they are always needed. I wanted to be a 
lawyer for a long time, almost to the end of high school.

Considering her successes and mobility up to today, she takes a critical 
view of the current situation of Roma Advanced Colleges, their educa-
tion, and the state’s support policy.

Now they are pointing at us and saying that there are Gypsy 
Advanced Colleges, and we are helping them . . . well, the truth 
is that they are not helping me any longer. I don’t need help now, 
but I did when I was younger, so I could get to university. Now 
is not the time to help when I have already got somewhere, they 
should show us that we are here. [.  .  .] Yet, people talk about 
me but not for me. And the fact that people come up to me as a 
non-Gypsy and say why do Gypsies live like this, what is it all 
about? Study them. What can I say to that? Study us like rabbits. 
Sometimes I think we are like rabbits in a cage. How in fact did 
they get to university, how did they get this far?




