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ABSTRACT

According to our initial assumption, there would be two characteristic strategies for Romani catching up.
One strategy is to lift the Romanies out of poverty and bring their living conditions closer to the average
living conditions of the majority society. According to the other strategy, Romanies create a national
minority in the majority society. It should be supported so that the members of the community could
preserve their national characteristics and exercise their minority rights. By reviewing the literature (e.g.,
Armillei 2014; Boscoboinik & Giordano 2008; Lad�anyi & Szel�enyi 2016) we searched in which country
which strategies are being followed by current governments. The result is that these strategies coexist
within a country and are increasingly intermingled according to existing governments. The reason for
this phenomenon is the recent changes in Romani societies and the emergence of new middle classes.
There are both economic and cultural conditions for emerging these middle classes. A successful Romani
strategy has to contain therefore, both economic and cultural actions. The governments of the region
must contribute not only to the catching-up of the Romanies but also to the formation of their Romani
middle classes.
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INTRODUCTION

In an earlier paper, published together with Tamas Kozma, we differentiated two government
policies concerning Romani people in the new states of the European Union. Policy A recog-
nized the target population as an ethnic and cultural minority, while policy B considered it as a
baunch of socially disadvantaged and marginalized group (Forray & Kozma, 2012). We continue
in this study what we raised earlier. We assume that both policies are present in our region,
Central and Eastern Europe. Some governments follow Policy A (catching up with the Romanies
as a minority), while others follow Policy B (economic uplift of the Romanies).

In the following paper we investigate the present (2018–2019) situation of the Romani
population of Europe in both dimensions. We relied primarily on the iterature which provided
answers to the above questions. We supplemented our literary study with personal experience
(which was not necessarily indicated).

In recent years, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of publications published
across Europe, dealing with the Romani population. Studies are usually about their situation.
This population group in Europe is not only the largest-scale, it is also the most disadvantaged
ethnic minority, stated in the preface of the Óhidy and Forray (2019) editorial volumes, which
presents ten related country study papers. They are about countries where the Roma population
is high or has grown significantly over the past years: Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Italy, Spain are
the most characteristic sources of these publications.

Of these, the first three belong to the group where the Roma population is traditionally high,
while the latter only increased significantly in the last decade. (This includes Germany, which
has encountered a larger number of Roma immigrants from the Balkans in recent years.) Sci-
entists in these countries, the former socialist region, write about the poor living conditions of
the Roma population, their access to education and the labor market. Studies in the host
countries are also almost identical: this ethnic group is still distinct in the given country’s
cultural and social system. The spoken languages are loosely related to that of the host country;
its self-determination is the former collective name, “Roma” (i.e., “man”).

The mass migration of this population began in 1990, following the collapse of the Soviet
empire, as a result of which Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Moldova became independent, partly
moved towards the EU and partly became members of it. It seems clear that the intention of
enlargement and the emergence of enlargement mechanisms underpinned the work that pre-
ceded the resolution on this ethnic group. In other words, the EU resolution on the Roma
population was made necessary by the fact that this population was also free to choose their new
place of residence within the EU countries. And, unlike most European citizens, this freedom is
most often lived not individually, as freelancers, but in families, in smaller or larger groups.

The European Commission uses the term “Roma”. . . “as an umbrella which includes groups
of people who have more or less similar cultural characteristics, such as Sinti, Travellers, Kal�e,
Gens du voyage, etc. whether sedentary or not; around 80% of Roma are estimated to be
sedentary.” (European Commission 2011: 2). This definition is not correct. It lists the Romas
among nomadic groups; while in most European countries, like in Hungary and other Visegrad-
countries, Romas are not migrants. Yet the definition is broad enough to include those
Romanies who live in the area.
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EUROPEAN STUDIES AND EXPERIENCES

The following few examples are intended merely to illustrate the interest shown in scientific
publications in many European countries. The EU decision is obviously the reason for this
interest, as it was formulated well over a decade after several Member States faced the mass
appearance of Roma families. Of course, most European countries had Roma citizens in the past,
but their numbers were so low that they did not reach the government’s response threshold. The
political upheaval of 1989/90 (the dismantling of the “Iron Curtain”) caused the mass
appearance of the Roma population in Western Europe, which eventually led to a European
Union resolution.

Almost every study finds the well-known basic literature we refer to in relation to the Roma
population. With reference to some authors, the following are most often referred to: Acton
(1974), Li�egeois (1994), Fraser (1995), Hancock (2002), In studies from Romania we also find
Foszt�o (1997, 2003). Authors from Hungary are rarely included. Only the studies of K�ocz�e et al.
(2017), known from the civic rights movements, as well as the names of Lad�anyi and Szel�enyi
(2006) can be mentioned in this context. The majority of the authors cited depict the Roma
population, their relations with the local society and their problems from a civic law standpoint.
In fact, there is a lack of dissertations that show a systematic and traceable way of life and
lifestyle. This is all the more striking as there are major civil rights movements in all the
countries represented, most of which are reported by their Roma representatives, at least as
references, sometimes as authors or co-authors.

There are only assumptions about the origin of the Roma. Their mass European settlements
are associated with the Ottoman conquest (Bereznay, 2019). The Roma population, encapsulated
in the Ottoman Empire, was moving North along the former borders. Most of them live in the
Balkans today, including Romania. Their social problems within countries are similar, but they
cultivate their language and traditions slightly differently, depending on the circumstances of
their place of residence.

Marushiakova (2019), Marushiakova and Popov (2016) in their studies of the history of the
Roma and their current situation, especially in the Balkans, write about the Roma population,
and analyze their educational, occupational and language use characteristics. Although the
number of ethnic groups classified as Roma is considered to be extremely high (23 groups), the
internal identity of the groups is not called into question. In their studies, they investigate the
Roma and explore the internal identities of groups. The definitions of Lad�anyi & Szel�enyi (2006)
are examined and debated in Hungary.

Boscoboinik and Giordano (2008), as a result of the empirical research of the Roma pop-
ulation, especially in Romania, emphasize the significant difference between qualifications and
professional careers. Particularly noteworthy is the research result on the Roma elite. In this
“new elite” social class, it is appropriate to learn Romani, keeping a good distance from the low-
educated, low-social majority called “Gypsies”. Strong religiosity among the Romanian Roma
population keeps these elite away from the majority. Religiousness (also in Romania) is mainly
related to small churches (Foszt�o, 2003).

Bello (2014) analyzes “anti-Gypsyisme” in Italy. He notes that the Roma population has been
living in the country for centuries, but since the turn of 1989 and the dissolution of Yugoslavia,
their numbers have multiplied. The proliferation of anti-Gypsy violence is particularly striking:
it lists 12 such cases in 2005, rising to 144 in 2013.
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Hepworth (2012) writes on the same subject, reviewing Italian legislative practice. Roma
groups who have settled in Italy are basically classified by the legislature as nomads; we have
seen this practice in the quoted paragraph of the EU, which are characterized by a lack of
stability in the place of establishment. The government’s goal is to find the possibility of
expelling Roma settlers. Although, after Romania’s accession to the EU, laws and official reg-
ulations primarily seek to regulate the situation of those who came from there and from
Bulgaria, they still represent a minority of Roma in Italy. The overview shows how Italian
legislation is trying to adapt to the new situation: today we are talking about “European” Romas.

In Italy, a government decree issued in 2011 under the National Strategy and in 2008 under
the title Nomadic Emergency sought to resolve the situation. Armillei (2014) states that every
year millions of Euro are spent on settling the situation of Romanies. It seems to him “big
business”. Ironically, the situation is described as a kind of “inclusive exclusion”: a form of social
exclusion that distinguishes Romanies classified as “nomadic” people on the basis of inclusion.
The situation of the ethnic group, which justifies the relatively large number of studies, has
worsened with the enlargement of the European Union and the prospects of enlargement, as
Roma groups from the Balkans place the government in an inevitable position. Decades ago,
well-known sociologist Piasere (2010) described the situation of the ethnic group similar to
today’s as they typically live in a camp outside the city, which is a good indication of social
exclusion. Characterizing the current difficulty of the situation is the fact that for decades there is
no data on the actual population of the ethnic group in Italy.

Germany is not one of the countries with a strikingly high Roma population. However, in
Hoffmann’s (2019) analysis, we can track the fate of young people applying for refugee status
and not benefiting from it. It is important to highlight an important element of German practice:
the use of mentors to support the studies of Roma youth. However, subsidies reach only a
minority of immigrants, those from families who have applied for and received permanent
residence permits from the state. Others live in uncertainty about the threat of expulsion.

Hungarian Educational Research Journal (HERJ) devoted a thematic issue (HERJ 2019/1) to
promoting the situation of Roma women in several European countries. These are Croatia,
Poland, Norway, Great Britain, Germany, and Hungary. Although the history, geographical
location and social organization of the countries presented are very different, the situation of
Roma women is less marked. Forray and Óhidy (2019) point out that the traditional role of
women is safeguarded by the majority of families. It is only through dedication and effort that
women reach higher school levels. On the other hand, successful Roma women in higher ed-
ucation are a role model in communities and are responsible for education in many countries.
Particularly instructive among the studies in the journal is the interview with a Boyash woman,
which brings the individual efforts behind such an unusual career into near tangibility.

Foszt�o (1997, 2003) examines the role of religion and, more specifically, religion in the life of
Transylvanian Gypsies. In these communities, the neoprotestant church, but above all the
Pentecostal Church, has a significant role to play in the development of literacy and commu-
nication. In his view, religion, the practice of religion is a “connecting”, “cohesive social capital”,
of particular importance to the ethnic community, which thus becomes a means of strength-
ening relations.

Nagy (2012) does not consider the Roma population as a single ethnic group. Based on his
own historical studies, he argues that groups known today as Romas in Europe dating from the
14th century have blended with the people who settled there for centuries, and their ethnicity
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has changed according to their way of life and place of residence. He agrees with Okely (1983),
who says that the Romas are far from uniform in their ethnic and cultural composition, and that
a large proportion of them are mixed with other groups in the place of establishment but also
with the indigenous people. Marriage with a member of the dominant population often swept
away the original ethnicity. This effect mainly depended on the social class of the other couple.
According to Nagy (2012 a, b), the population considered to be Roma today traditionally did not
live primarily as an ethnic group, but as a marginalized section of the given society.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC ENDEAVORS OR SEARCH FOR POLITICAL IDENTITIES?

Based on the literature in each country, we may feel that there is no difference in the situation of
the Roma population. It is difficult or impossible for them to enter the labor market and the
dominant population has a negative attitude or even ignorance towards them. The situation is
similar in a more mature democracy or in a country that has recently been stripped of totali-
tarianism, rich or poor countries. The problem is that there are more or less well-developed
approaches and techniques that are more or less well-suited to support the outbreak from
disadvantageous or marginalized state and the interpretation of ethnic-cultural differences. In
the case of the Roma people, the two should be viewed, interpreted and dealt with together. The
experience gained by the developed countries of Europe with regard to migrants from their
former colonies or to migrant workers is only partly applicable because the Roma people are
mostly autochthonous, indigenous minorities, and live in diaspora.

Former socialist countries are in a special situation. Not only because of the problems of their
societies and economies, but also because this population comes from the south and their
density is still reflecting this. They are living in ever smaller numbers from the countries of the
Balkans. In all Western European countries, they are considered to be migrants and are
increasingly regarded as “indigenous” to the south and east, even though they do not belong to
the country’s majority population by ethnicity. It would therefore be difficult to decide who the
real natives are.

There are two main points to addressing the issue: one is education and the other is human
rights (the “Roma question” is one of the key issues of civic rights activists throughout Europe).
Education and training are, on the one hand, formulated as a pathway to employment and, on
the other, the prospects of integration into society and the future. It is generally accepted that
preserving and nurturing a specific culture, the mother tongue, is a European value and should
not deprive its carriers of their heritage. Nevertheless, it is striking that none of the reviewed
studies deals with the native literature of Roma groups, which, for example, is a cultural asset in
Hungary. Schooling, in my opinion, marks the most important ascension path. It is also
important that government policies include human rights aspects at certain stages of develop-
ment.

All societies in the region are interested in forming their own Roma middle class and in the
gentrification of the Roma. The most important element of this is ascension. This can also mean
enrichment and wealth, the result of which, according to international examples, is a significant
increase in education at least in the second or third generation. But we can refer to another way
– art. Musicians, in particular, can be examples of how artistic knowledge, passed down through
generations in almost every country in the region, highlights an elite that is in every respect a
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high-profile, well-educated civilian class in society. The role of religion and of the churches
should not be overlooked, it can also play an important role in this process.

Roma middle classes, supported by the enhancement of cultural identity, also seek a place in
political forums to be involved in shaping their life in a self-organizing way, as we have
formulated after considering these aspects (Forray & Kozma, 2012). Whether they define
themselves as a national-cultural community, as it can be seen in the politics of some Balkan
countries (language teaching, multilingualism, ethnographic research), or primarily as a political
community as it happens in Hungary is still unclear. However, it is only from this perspective
that appropriate government policies can be selected to integrate Roma communities into the
societies of the region.

CONCLUSION

According to our initial assumption, there would be two characteristic strategies for Romani
catching up. One strategy is to lift the Romanies out of poverty and bring their living conditions
closer to the average living conditions of the majority society. According to the other strategy,
Romanies create a national minority in the majority society. It should be supported so that the
members of the community could preserve their national characteristics and exercise their
minority rights. By reviewing the literature we searched in which country which strategies are
being followed by current governments. The result is that these strategies coexist within a
country and are increasingly intermingled according to existing governments. The reason for
these necessarily intermingled strategies is the recent changes in Romani societies and the
emergence of new middle classes. There are both economic and cultural conditions for emerging
middle classes. A successful Romani strategy has to contain, therefore, both economic and
cultural actions. The governments of the region must contribute not only to the catching-up of
the Romanies but also to the formation of their Romani middle classes.
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