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1. Introduction 

In recent years the “Roma issue” is increasingly attract-
ing attention in the public space of united Europe and 
accordingly, the policies targeting Roma have become 
a serious challenge at national and European levels. A 
growing number of Roma activists, scholars, experts, 
journalists, and recently also some politicians, speak 
more or less openly about the failure of the European 
Roma policy. This failure has become already a public 
secret, although the policy makers consider it incon-
venient and embarrassing to acknowledge it. At the 
same time, however, there is almost no study devoted 
to the state of the contemporary situation of Roma 
communities in Europe, which does not point to the 

deterioration of their economic and social situation in 
the last over 20 years of transition to democracy and 
market economy as well as to the increase of inter-
ethnic distances, prejudices, hidden discrimination, ha-
tred and open hostility against Roma.  

Recently, several very interesting and inspiring 
analyses of the policies in the last more than 20 years 
have sought an explanation why the good intentions 
actually paved the road to hell. None of these analyses, 
however, has made a connection with the past experi-
ences of policies for Roma inclusion in the region 
where the majority of Roma live or used to live. With 
this we do not want to assert that policies towards 
Roma during the so-called “socialist era” in Eastern Eu-
rope were not subject of academic interest till now. On 
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the contrary, there are authors, who paid attention not 
only to policies for Roma inclusion and the situation of 
Roma in the past, but also in connection with the pre-
sent (to mention but a few: Bancroft, 2005; Guy, 2001; 
Klímová-Alexander, 2005; Lemon, 2000; Simhandl, 
2006, pp. 97-115; van Baar, 2011; Vermeersch, 2006). 
Attempts have been done also for an analysis of the 
social, economic, and political dimensions of Gypsy 
marginality in different regime types (Barany, 2002). 
The vast majority of these analyses, however, are em-
bedded in the discourse of the “Cold War” and their 
main line is to compare and contrast “the past” and 
“the present” (after the changes from 1989 to 1990) in 
Central, Southeast and Eastern Europe. What is really 
missing so far is a disclosure of the continuity of Roma 
policies in the two periods and their impact on Roma. 
We firmly believe that it is impossible to make an anal-
ysis of contemporary European Roma policies without 
taking into account the experiences from the previous 
historical period of the communist rule in Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, which had a decisive impact on the 
life and fate of Roma in the region. Only through link-
ing and crosschecking the past with the present, can 
the achievements and failures of contemporary policies 
be explained, and why not also a reasonable prediction 
formulated about their results. 

2. The Time of Socialism 

The socialist period started with the October Revolu-
tion in 1917 in Russia which brought the communists in 
power and was followed by the formation of the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was constituted in 
1922. The USSR became the first and at that time the 
only country in Europe that realized policies on state 
level aimed at Gypsy inclusion1. It was constituted as a 
complex structure of national and ethnic state adminis-
trative formations at various levels—Soviet republics, 
autonomous republics and regions. At the same time a 
considerable number of peoples within the Union were 
not granted the right to establish their state or admin-
istrative units, but only pro-communist socio-political 
and cultural organizations. Gypsies were among them. 
This was justified by their small number (considering 
the scale of the USSR), their largely nomadic way of 
life, absence of compact territory and of an elite, seek-
ing positions in state and administrative institutions. 

The first aim of the new socialist state in regard of 
Gypsies was their “inclusion into labor for the benefit 
of society” and their transformation into “conscien-
tious Soviet citizens”. To achieve this aim, in the first 
period of the Soviet state, and in the spirit of the new 

                                                           
1 For sake of historical correctness in this part of our article we 
are using the term “Gypsies”, which is the English translation of 
local terms, used in historical sources and documents until the 
end of the twentieth century. 

national policy, a number of measures were taken such 
as establishing of Gypsy organizations, providing land, 
financial support, premises, working equipment, bank 
credits and cash subsidies for Gypsy kolhozes (co-
operative farms) and artel’s (co-operative artisan’s 
workshops), alphabetizing the Romani language, pub-
lishing textbooks and brochures in Romani, opening 
Roma schools and classes, creation of Gypsy Theatre 
Romen in Moscow and numerous musical ensembles 
countrywide (Crowe, 1996, pp. 182-186; Demeter, Bes-
ssonov, & Kutenkov, 2000, pp. 204-207; O’Keeffe, 
2013; Rom-Lebedev, 1990). 

A radical change in the Soviet national policy from 
the so-called “Leninist” to the “Stalinist” national policy 
began with the new Constitution of the USSR adopted 
in 1936 and it affected also the Gypsies. The first signs 
of this policy change were felt already in the early 30s. 
The schools of 16 separate nationalities were closed 
down, including Gypsy schools; mass publication of 
texts in Romani ceased; and the Gypsy artel’s and kol-
khozes broke up (Marushiakova & Popov, 2008a, p. 8). 

This was a considerable turn in the policy for Gypsy 
inclusion in the Soviet state. Until 1938, the policy was 
based on their treatment as a separate people, who 
should develop above all as an ethnic community first, 
and as such it would be included into the Soviet socie-
ty. After 1938, the paradigm changed, the special ele-
ment in the policy gave way to the mainstream one, 
and the Gypsies started to be considered an integral 
part of the Soviet society, without any special attention. 
As a community their development was supported only 
in an ethno-cultural plan (mostly music and dance). 

The end of the Second World War and the post-War 
years were a time of radical change for the countries of 
Eastern Europe. A new type of state-political system 
was established, which according to its own phraseolo-
gy was defined as a “socialist system”. Overall social 
and economic changes were carried out and Roma, in 
various degrees and in different periods, became tar-
get of an active state policy. When the so-called social-
ist camp is mentioned, frequently the impression is 
that it refers to a monolithic totalitarian system, direct-
ly under the Moscow rule, where a common policy 
dominated in all spheres. To a certain extent this was 
the case, yet quite a lot of differences and specific fea-
tures in the individual countries remained, especially in 
the field of internal national policy. The common ideol-
ogy presupposed total unity on the ideological level, 
and thus each country declared its national policy 
based on the principles of Marxism-Leninism and Prole-
tarian Internationalism. Each country, however, inter-
preted these principles in its own way and respectively 
conducted its own national policy (Marushiakova & 
Popov, 2008b, p. 2). 

The common ideological framework dictated elimi-
nation of the nomadic way of life (defined as vagrant, 
parasite), poverty and illiteracy; these phenomena 
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were declared to be part of the capitalist heritage that 
should be abolished. The final result from these poli-
cies was similar in most of the socialist countries—till 
the end of the 1960s and 1970s the most severe prob-
lems were solved: the nomadic Gypsies were settled, il-
literacy was eliminated, the alarming health status was 
improved, and the most catastrophic housing condi-
tions (dugouts and makeshift dwellings) were amelio-
rated. The next steps involved civic and social integra-
tion of the Gypsies, with four major fields of action 
identified across the region: housing (dispersal of ham-
lets and compact settlements, resettlement and decent 
housing among the majority population), full employ-
ment (in the socialist countries employment was oblig-
atory) health and education. 

In general, two approaches were applied for the real-
ization of these tasks: the “mainstream one” and the 
“special one” (sporadically, a mixture of both approach-
es was also applied). The “mainstream approach” meant 
that the state did not apply special measures for the so-
cial integration of the Gypsies. Their problems were re-
solved within the framework of the existing mainstream 
policies targeting the whole population, including the 
Gypsies (which, however, did not exclude efforts of the 
authorities to prevent possible deviations from the 
mainstream way of life). The “special approach” was di-
rected towards the Gypsies as a community with specific 
problems, which required specific measures for their 
resolution (e.g. special school or housing programs).  

The first approach was typical primarily for the So-
viet Union, Yugoslavia, Poland, East Germany (formally 
the German Democratic Republic), Albania and Yugo-
slavia where there were no special government pro-
grams for Gypsies (with the exception of the program 
for sedentarization of itinerants in the USSR and Po-
land). The only sphere of public life in these countries, 
in which the mainstream policy was not applied, was 
the preservation and development of Gypsies’ ethno-
cultural identity (e.g. Romen Theatre in the USSR).  

In the remaining four countries Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria, i.e. in the countries 
where the Roma population is most numerous, a “spe-
cial approach” in the state policy for Gypsy integration 
was applied, however without abandoning the “main-
stream approach”. In order not to turn the special 
measures into exclusive ones, they were kept hidden 
and in some countries (e.g. Bulgaria and Romania), at 
one point of time, it was even explicitly forbidden to 
mention the mere existence of Roma (Achim, 1998, pp. 
160-162; Crowe, 1996, pp. 223-225; Jurová, 1993, pp. 
27-29; Kovats, 2001, pp. 338-340; Marushiakova & Po-
pov, 1997, pp. 37-39, 2007, pp. 148-149). It was exactly 
in the spheres in which the “special approach” was ap-
plied that the major failures in the policy of integration 
occurred. For example, in field of housing, in Slovakia 
and Hungary the focus was on the elimination of the 
so-called osady or kolonia (segregated hamlets in the 

countryside), in Bulgaria policy aimed at the dispersion 
of urban mahallas (detached ethnic quarters in urban 
locations). As a result, in Slovakia and Bulgaria ap-
peared segregated blocks of flats which were quickly 
devastated. In Hungary and Slovakia, the Gypsies were 
often accommodated in historical houses in town and 
city centers, assessed as the third lowest category of 
housing, and as an outcome in the middle of many cit-
ies appeared ghetto-like settlements. In the field of 
education Czechoslovakia introduced the practice of 
separation of children from their families and forcible 
placement of Roma kids in boarding schools; in Yugo-
slavia and Czechoslovakia many healthy children were 
enrolled in special schools for children with mental dis-
abilities. In some cases fields of action matched, for 
e.g., in order to solve housing and occupation problems 
the state send Slovak Roma to Czech industrial regions; 
in Bulgaria in order to increase Gypsy education level 
and employment the state introduced vocational, de-
facto segregated schools, etc. In search of radical solu-
tion of the problems authorities resorted to some dras-
tic measures. The most known is the case in Czechoslo-
vakia, in which with the goal of increasing the share of 
healthy population among the Gypsies, the Ministry of 
Health, inspired by the so-called Swedish model of in-
tegration policy toward Gypsies, in place until 1984 
(Svenska Regeringskansliet, 2014), issued in 1972 a De-
cree for financial encouragement of voluntary steriliza-
tion of women, who had given birth to more than four 
mentally retarded children.  

We can summarize that state policies, regardless of 
the aims set, eventually achieved contradictory results. 
On the one hand, the living conditions, health and edu-
cation of Roma have seen a rapid improvement in 
comparison with the past, the degree of their integra-
tion has grown, and even strata of well-educated Roma 
emerged, etc. On the other hand however, the price 
paid for this integration was quite high. Many Roma in 
the countries from the “socialist camp” took on the road 
of social degradation and marginalization. It is indicative 
that these processes are best expressed and felt most 
strongly in countries with clearly formulated specific pol-
icies towards Roma and to a much lesser extent in coun-
tries where such policies were limited or simply absent.  

In the end, it turns out that the social integration of 
Roma in the countries of the “socialist camp” was de-
termined above all by the overall social development 
and by the mainstream (general for all citizens) policy 
towards Roma, and not by the special (targeted on 
Roma) policies towards them. 

3. Present Time 

More than 20 years after the “wind of change”, the Eu-
ropean policy makers, intergovernmental organizations 
active in Europe, individual governments, and civil so-
ciety actors are searching for tools to solve the numer-
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ous problems, facing Roma communities in the times 
of transition from Communism to democracy. The doc-
uments on Roma published by these actors in the 
1990s accused the former communist policy for the 
precarious situation of Roma (similarly to the com-
munists who blamed the capitalist past) and tended to 
emphasize human rights policy, which should provide 
redress for past violations and protection from future 
discrimination as a basis for calls for measures to im-
prove the Roma’s situation (Friedman, 2014, pp. 3, 15). 
Since then, and until now, in an effort to create a 
common European policy towards Roma, numerous di-
verse and often conflicting initiatives and measures 
were introduced not only in the field of human rights, 
but also in other areas (see below). European institu-
tions adopted two main initiatives targeting Roma, the 
Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005), which was initially in-
troduced by the network of the Open Society Founda-
tions, and the EU Framework for National Roma Inte-
gration Strategies (2011), followed by the adoption of 
new (or updating of old) National Strategies all over 
Europe.  

The four priority areas in the European Roma inclu-
sion policy are identified: employment, housing, educa-
tion, and healthcare (sic! the same as in the communist 
period, and for the countries of Central Europe, largely 
the same as the priorities in the state policy of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire during the reign of Maria There-
sa and Franz Joseph II), with the addition of gender is-
sues and the fight against discrimination and anti-
Gypsyism. Within these areas a number of initiatives 
started, became a hit for a while, enjoyed active lobby-
ing, advertising and funding for several years, then 
there was criticism by scholars and civil society actors, 
and these initiatives usually quietly ceased to be sup-
ported and went into oblivion. In the end, we are con-
fronted with a situation in which “we need to 
acknowledge that most of the money spent by the pre-
vious Commission and EU funds spent by Member 
States were wasted” (Nicolae, 2014). A similar pattern 
is observed in the activities of private donors and 
foundations and especially in the activities of the most 
prominent among them, the network of the Open So-
ciety Foundations.  

The reasons behind the problems and measures for 
improvement of the situation are continuously sought 
at different levels. For a long time the reason of fiascos 
was seen mainly in the corruption or failure of the var-
ious stakeholders, and the solution was sought in end-
less writing of recommendations, monitorings, evalua-
tions. When this did not lead to success, the search for 
errors focused on the methods of monitoring or evalu-
ations and began an endless writing of analyses, not of 
the situation, but of the monitorings and the evalua-
tions. One of the causes for the failures defined is the 
lack of involvement of the Roma and remedy is sought 
in increasing of Roma participation at all levels in deci-

sion-making and implementation. Responsibility for 
decisions and for subsequent failures is sought at dif-
ferent levels—it is transferred from nation-state to su-
pranational units and back, from nation state to the 
civil sector; from the civil sector to the lack of political 
will of the major political actors. The solution is sought 
in attempts to change public opinion and to create po-
litical will for implementation of measures to improve 
the Roma’s situation.  

In addition to all this, currently we have seen the 
trend to seek the cause of failures and justification for 
funds invested in vain, in the community itself and its 
specific culture. The solution—as absurd as it sounds—
is urging the Roma to change themselves. This trend 
became prominent at different levels; even the Euro-
pean Commissioner for Justice and Fundamental 
Rights, Viviane Reding, said in an interview for Eu-
ronews on January 16, 2014, that Roma communities 
need “to be willing to integrate and to be willing to 
have a normal life”, and so the “Roma integration in 
Europe has shifted to a right-wing definition of integra-
tion where the onus is being placed on the minorities 
to make the adjustments and accommodations 
deemed necessary for social cohesion” (Rorke, 2014). 

Now we have the following situation: a defined 
problem—the precarious condition of the Roma popu-
lation, and various proposals for solution made by dif-
ferent stakeholders. This is followed by a lack of suc-
cess and various excuses why the European Roma 
policies do not lead to the desired results. Only recent-
ly appeared articles which look “at some factors that 
appear to be key impediments to the development of a 
sustainable and successful policy” within the European 
Roma policy making (Popova, 2015). 

The starting point is connected with the ideological 
background. As the Eastern European socialist system 
was defeated one and the Western democracy won the 
historical race the recipe for the solution of the Roma 
issues was initially sought within the experiences of the 
leading Western democratic countries in which the 
Roma population is small, with a very short history of 
inclusion. The Gypsy nomadic way of life, which has 
disappeared in the East, is considered an immanent 
ethnic and cultural trait in the West, which should be 
preserved. This is done even at expenses of their citi-
zens’ rights (e.g. in France only now, in June 2015, ar-
rangements are made for cancelling special travel per-
mits that worked as identity cards for Gypsies and 
Travelers, called “livret de circulation”2). The sedentary 
way of life, the socialist experiences of inclusion and 
the large size of the Roma population in Eastern Euro-
pean were not taken in account.  

Admittedly, the picture is not so simple as in East-

                                                           
2 See http://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2015/06/10/l-
assemblee-vote-la-suppression-du-livret-de-circulation-pour-
les-gens-du-voyage_4650732_3224.html 
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ern Europe too some Roma continued at least partially 
their semi-nomadic way of life. The West was not 
monolithic either. In the countries on that side of Iron 
curtain some Gypsies have been sedentary for centu-
ries too (in Spain, partially Portugal, Greece, Burgen-
land in Austria, etc.). These populations were not sub-
ject to specific policies for the settling of nomads, but 
at the same time the Roma there were often unable to 
benefit from the mainstream conditions and policies 
(e.g. in Spain Gitanos received full civil rights only after 
the end of Francoism). These nuances, however, does 
not change the general picture in the two political 
blocks as well as the fact that the leading paradigm 
about Gypsies as nomads was dominant at European 
level until the end of the Cold War (Liégeois, 1987). 

We are convinced that the main reason for the fail-
ures of the European Roma policy making is the wrong 
formulation of the problem, neglecting of the lessons 
from the previous period, in other words, in the posi-
tions which were assigned to Roma in the last circa 20 
years of transition. Due to lack of space we cannot go 
in details and will limited ourselves to the major reasons 
for the failure of the European policies for Roma inclu-
sion that are rooted in the issues we discuss below.  

The first major reason for failure is connected with 
defining the target, or in other words, with defining 
“Who are the Roma”? The problem here starts with 
terminology—in the last circa 20 years the politically 
correct term is considered to be “Roma” which is the 
self-appellation of a significant part of communities. 
Most often however, we see a mechanical replacement 
of the previously used designations with the term 
“Roma” and the issue of appropriateness or inappro-
priateness of the politically correct terminology is not 
on the agenda. The terminology used, however, re-
flects certain historical and cultural realities. In today’s 
united Europe we are confronted with overlapping dif-
ferent historical realities and created perceptions, and 
as a result “two separate signified entities are captured 
by the term ‘Gypsies’ (or as it is nowadays considered 
politically correct ‘Roma’). In one case, characteristic 
for Western Europe, the term denotes the social phe-
nomenon of communities of peripatetics or commer-
cial nomads, irrespective of origin and language. In the 
other case, typical for Eastern Europe, it is a popular 
English translation for a set of ethnonyms used by 
those groups whose language is or was a form of Rom-
ani” (Matras, 2004, p. 53). 

Naturally, the political solutions of the issues relat-
ed to the situation of nomadic on the one hand, and 
settled for centuries, complex ethnic communities, on 
the other, cannot be the same. In spite of this, on the 
level of policies we are observing hectic attempts to 
bring together the two types of communities under 
one umbrella term, and in this way to justify the com-
mon policy aims towards them and predetermine 
common outcomes for all member states. There have 

been numerous attempts by policy makers in the Euro-
pean Union and the Council of Europe level to solve the 
terminological issue and to find appropriate terminolo-
gy and an umbrella definition. It is enough to quote the 
latest (for the time being!) “official” definitions in order 
to obtain an idea about the lack of relevance to the ob-
jectively existing realities. 

The recently adopted European Framework of Na-
tional Roma Inclusion Strategies states: “The term 
‘Roma’ is used—similarly to other political documents 
of the European Parliament and the European Coun-
cil—as an umbrella term which includes groups of peo-
ple who have more or less similar cultural characteris-
tics, such as Sinti, Travellers, Kalé, Gens du voyage, etc. 
whether sedentary or not…” (EU Framework, 2011). 
This definition is misleading because Roma who live in 
Central, Eastern and Southeastern Europe share “more 
or less similar cultural characteristics” with the sur-
rounding majority population much more than with 
other groups such as Sinti, Travellers, Kalé, Gens du 
voyage, etc.  

Not better, neither more precise is the definition in 
the Declaration on the Rise of Anti-Gypsyism and Racist 
Violence against Roma in Europe of the Council of Eu-
rope Committee of Ministers, adopted in 2012: “The 
term ‘Roma’ used at the Council of Europe refers to 
Roma, Sinti, Kale and related groups in Europe, includ-
ing Travellers and the Eastern groups (Dom and Lom), 
and covers the wide diversity of the groups concerned, 
including persons who identify themselves as ‘Gyp-
sies’” (Declaration, 2012) These definitions illustrate 
that it is not clear to date at the level of European insti-
tutions “who the Roma are” and thus the approach 
towards them remains mostly within the framework of 
centuries-old stereotypes. Actually, we can see the 
substitution and replacement of the old English term 
“Gypsies” which denotes nomadic lifestyle with the 
term “Roma”. This is also a kind of continuation of the 
policies in the period before the 1990’s, which reflect-
ed the realities of Western Europe and when the doc-
uments produced by European and international or-
ganizations referred to Gypsies as “travelers”, 
“nomads” or “a population of nomadic origin” (Rövid, 
2011, p. 3). And what is more frightening, in some in-
stances, as for e.g. in regard of Roma migrants from 
Eastern Europe in Italy and France, the leading political 
line dictated solutions to their problems is as nomadic 
communities, which implies the total failure of these 
policies (Marushiakova & Popov, 2013a, 2013b).  

Nearly all official documents underline the hetero-
geneity of groups labeled Roma, but in the same time 
they fail to recognize the importance of such diversity 
for policies (Rövid, 2011, p. 10). The question of impos-
ing definitions what should be understood under the 
term “Roma” is connected to the issue of “power and 
labeling” (Tremlett & McGarry, 2013, p. 5). In fact, it 
demonstrates the Pyrrhic victory of the West over the 
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East, because a legitimate question that arises is, 
whether it is possible at all to have a successful realiza-
tion of national and supranational policies if they are 
based on strategies and programs, in which it is not 
clear who is the main target. 

In the struggle to find a common cover term and 
making efforts to have a common, unified European 
policy, the European institutional documents suggest-
ed Evidence-based policy making as most appropriate 
for building up a pan-European overview of the chal-
lenges facing Roma minorities. (Tremlett & McGarry, 
2013, p. 5). The “evidence-based” is connected to the 
“good practices”, thus EU programs and projects envis-
age exchange of good practices. However, these good 
practices are extracted from the nowadays practice, 
while failures and successes in the past are not taken 
into account, neither are the differences across the re-
gions and the heterogeneity of Roma communities.  

The question whether it is really possible at all to 
have a common strategy, or even just a general 
framework for the various national strategies towards 
communities that differ so much in their origin, ways 
and conditions of life, languages, cultures, etc., which 
are not only internally heterogeneous, but also socially 
and culturally differentiated and diverse and which are 
united only by an umbrella term, remains unanswered 
on the political level. Maybe surprisingly an answer 
comes from some Roma activists from former Yugosla-
via who demanded introduction of two European Ro-
ma strategies—one for the Roma from the Balkans and 
another one for all nomadic communities from West-
ern Europe. In this line of thinking is also the insistence 
of other Roma activists from the Balkans for a change 
in the overall approach towards the Roma issues - on 
the one hand, to address the problems of Roma as a 
vulnerable group together with problems of all vulner-
able people, without mixing them with Roma issues, 
and on the other hand to formulate as Roma issues on-
ly the issues pertaining to the preservation and devel-
opment of Roma language and culture, which would 
lead to strengthening of the Roma identity. 

The second, no less important issue is to clarify the 
contents of the target, or in other words, in what dis-
course are considered Roma when key policies towards 
them are designed and implemented. The European 
Roma policies display a misunderstanding of the specif-
ic character of existence of Roma communities in the 
region in question. The Roma communities are not a 
hermetically isolated and self-sufficient social and cul-
tural system; they have always existed here in the in-
separable unity of at least “two dimensions”—both as 
a separate ethnic community and as an ethnically-
based integral part of the society within the respective 
nation-state in which they have lived for generations, 
and of which they are full-fledged citizens (at least de 
jure) (Marushiakova & Popov, 2011, p. 54).  

The failure to comprehend the essence of the 

“community-society” distinction, interconnection and 
unity, results in the framing of the Roma communities 
within two basic paradigms, which can be summed up 
as marginalization—as a social layer of the society, and 
exoticization—as a separate community. In both cases 
we can speak about two interconnected paradigms, 
which stream from the prism of orientalism 
(Marushiakova & Popov, 2011, p. 61).  

When the Roma are seen primarily as part of the 
respective social structure in the forefront are the 
problems of their marginalization, which are usually 
seen in socio-economic terms. A great number of NGO-
managed projects have been implemented to over-
come this inequality, later followed by national pro-
grams and then also by European Union project lines. 
The leading concept of this approach is that Roma 
should not be treated as a “normal community”, with 
its own identity, ethnic culture, but as strongly margin-
alized and to a great extent anomic community, that 
needs constant special care and social patronage. In 
the difficult period of the transition in Eastern Europe, 
the “Roma issue” and the Roma problems have fast 
been translated into the concept of the social inequali-
ty of the Roma community as such. Most national and 
supranational documents contain notions as “socially 
excluded”, “marginalized”, and “vulnerable” Roma 
communities, which de-facto equate the notions of 
Roma and marginalization. In order to avoid misunder-
standing we would like to stress that we are in no way 
trying to state that the majority of Roma communities 
do not face major social and economic problems. How-
ever, the key problem lies elsewhere—in the real and 
present danger that the whole will be confused with its 
part, i.e. the entire ethnic community will be viewed 
and identified only with its problematic section and as 
a result, Roma will no longer be considered and ac-
cepted as a distinct ethnic community with its specific 
ethnic culture. Thus the logical result is to look for solu-
tions of the problems through assimilation. 

In parallel to the main social paradigm of marginali-
zation, there is another one, which at first glance is an 
antipode of the previous. When the Roma are primarily 
seen as a detached ethnic community, and when the 
general cultural context and its social dimensions are 
ignored, it appears that their exoticization has been 
logically reached. According to this paradigm, which is 
very popular in Western Europe, the Roma are a com-
munity that is characterized by its uniqueness and pe-
culiarity (in terms of way of life and culture); they 
should not be perceived and treated as a community of 
the same rank as all other ethnic communities, but a 
very special approach towards them is needed. Trans-
ferring this exoticizing paradigm into the sphere of so-
cial policy leads to the outcome that the Roma are not 
perceived and treated as a community of the same 
rank as all other ethnic communities, but a very special 
approach towards them is needed, which will take into 
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account and will preserve and further develop the ex-
tremely specific Roma ethnic culture. 

These two paradigms of practice often go hand in 
hand, and they are indeed the two sides of the same 
coin. Currently in numerous programs and projects we 
can observe some kind of a schizophrenic model, com-
bining the approaches toward Roma as an exotic com-
munity and in the same time as a marginal part of the 
majority society. Paradoxical as it may sound, it is not 
uncommon that both approaches which at first glance 
look totally opposing to each other can in fact be com-
bined, and can actually complement each other, in par-
ticular when discussing specific policies, programs and 
projects of governmental and public structures, and/or 
civil society organizations on various levels. The most 
outspoken example here is from field of education – all 
EU strategic documents proclaim as main principle the 
desegregation of the Roma schools, i.e. mainstream 
education for Roma, as the main principle, and at the 
same time numerous EU projects are supporting Roma 
teacher assistants, school mediators, etc., i.e. various 
forms of special schooling for Roma (Russinov, 2013, 
pp. 415-432). 

The third major problem is in the discourse of Roma 
policies (mainstream or specific), or in other words, 
whether they should be part of the mainstream poli-
cies (European, national, regional, local) or special poli-
cies targeting solely Roma. This problem arises directly 
from the previous one because whether Roma are 
treated as an exotic or marginalized community, or as a 
kind of combination of the two, the conclusion is the 
same—the need for specific policies towards them. 

In the period of pre-accession to the European Un-
ion, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe had to 
elaborate and implement National strategies or pro-
grams for solving the Roma issues as condition to meet 
the criteria for EU membership. Under pressure from 
the West (and in the majority of cases with financing 
and expert assistance from the West) such strategies 
and programs were prepared and although they were 
specific for the individual countries, all of them were 
entirely in the discourse of special policy towards Roma 
(Guy, 2001). 

The situation changed dramatically after the acces-
sion of the majority of the countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe to the European Union and the remov-
al of visa restrictions. The mass migration of Roma 
from the new member states and incapability of West-
ern Europe to deal with it (particularly acute in Italy 
and France, but to a lesser extent in other Western 
countries too) have clearly shown that special policies 
towards the Western “Gypsies”, “Gens du voyage”, 
“Zingari”, transferred to Eastern European Roma (e.g. 
the treatment of “Rom, Sinti et Camminanti” in Italy) 
not only do not help the integration of Roma migrants 
but on the contrary, these policies discredit their public 
image (van Baar, 2015) and lead to marginalization and 

de-socialization of significant parts of these migrants. 
(Marushiakova & Popov, 2013a, 2013b) 

One of the unanticipated outcomes of the special 
policies is the rise of xenophobic and racist discourses 
towards Roma, due to the fact that the European Roma 
policies are interpreted by the local populations in in-
dividual countries as special privileges for the Roma 
(Vermeersch, 2012, p. 1209). Special policies imple-
mented in fact are leading to further stigmatization of 
Roma and as such they not only do not solve problems, 
but rather expand and deepen them.  

In spite of this, the special approach remains en-
shrined in the EU Framework for National Roma Inte-
gration Strategies too, according to which the “nation-
al, regional and local integration policies focus on 
Roma in a clear and specific way, and address the 
needs of Roma with explicit measures to prevent and 
compensate for disadvantages they face” (An EU 
Framework, 2011). The stress on special policies re-
mains also in the promotion of “explicit, but not exclu-
sive targeting” (Vademecum, 2011) as one of the 
Common Basic Principles on Roma Inclusion, because 
the explicit focus on Roma inevitably is also exclusive. 
Explicit focus on Roma leads to their separation from 
all other communities, which are not focused explicitly. 
At the same time bridging this separation is envisaged 
through the principle of mediation to which a special 
joint initiative of the Council of Europe and the Euro-
pean Commission is devoted, called ROMED (started in 
2011). The principle of mediation is applied exclusively 
to Roma, but not to any other ethnic minority in Eastern 
Europe. Specially trained Roma are assigned to the role 
of mediators with Roma communities in the fields of 
employment, healthcare services, education and others, 
thus again they are set apart from everybody else.  

Moreover, even programs that conceptually are not 
focused on Roma, are interpreted as “programs for 
Roma”. The most striking example in this regard is in 
the field of social housing policy in which ethnicity is 
only one out of several criteria for distributing apart-
ments in apartment buildings and so apparently, it 
should not be exclusive in theory. The facts, however, 
show another reality: For example, in the Czech Repub-
lic social housing policy has already led to the creation 
of new Roma ghettos. General programs for the con-
struction of social housing in Bulgaria are publicly pre-
sented by politicians and the media as building “hous-
ing for Roma”, a discourse that only amplifies anti-
Gypsy attitudes in society, and as a result these pro-
grams are stigmatizing and segregating. Even the noto-
rious case of Pata Rat in Romania presents a kind of so-
cial housing policy: modular social houses near the 
city’s garbage dump provided to evicted Roma. 

4. Discussion  

Assessment of state policies towards Roma during the 
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so-called “socialist period” remains to date in the dis-
course of the “Cold War”. The policy as a whole as well 
as its concrete manifestations are seen as one of the 
numerous crimes of a totalitarian regimes. The denial 
of Roma’s ethnic identity, the push towards assimila-
tion, and the assignment of Roma to a lower social sta-
tus are considered to be the main sins of the former 
regimes. It is difficult today, seen from the point of 
view of ideological clichés, to find an objective and 
comprehensive analysis of these state policies in their 
complexity. The main problem here is to arrive at a dis-
tinction of and establish the relations between two in-
terrelated and frequently overlapping processes—the 
process of social inclusion and ethnic assimilation. In 
the course of history many peoples, that lived sur-
rounded by alien nations, went on the way from social 
integration to assimilation (as a natural process or as 
the outcome of a certain state policy). Following the 
logic of this model, (which by no means is universal) 
and applying it towards Roma, each state measure in 
the “socialist camp” directed towards Roma integration 
could be condemned as a step aiming at assimilation.  

An objective analysis of state policy towards Gyp-
sies requires a specific approach, in line with the par-
ticular situation in each country. Many circumstances 
should be taken into account, among them the place of 
Roma in the general context of national state policy in 
the respective country, and thereby the ratio between 
mainstream and special policy towards them. The last 
clarification is necessary, as Gypsies have never been 
the main target of a national policy in any of the social-
ist countries (unlike other minority groups), they have 
always been seen as a less significant group. Attitudes 
towards them have been contingent on the general 
strategic aims of the national state policy, defined ac-
cording to the situation in a given country. 

Having in mind the situation of Roma prior to the 
“socialist era” and after it, it is evident that the out-
come of the policies towards Roma in the countries of 
the socialist camp was achieved above all due to the 
overall social development and the mainstream policy 
towards Roma (the general policy applying to all citi-
zens, including Roma),, and to a much lesser extent due 
to the special policies towards Roma. The special policies 
were the main source of predicaments experienced by 
Roma during the times of the communist rule. 

The socialist period ended by 1989 giving way to 
the much desired democracy. Roma from all over the 
former socialist countries now struggle again with in-
human housing conditions, unemployment, bad health 
status, problems with education, growing illiteracy, and 
other social ills. In many instances their present situa-
tion is reminiscent of the times before socialism.  

Usually the “New Time” is opposed to the previous 
era, or in other words “the Time of Democracy” is op-
posed to the so-called “Time of Communism”, but in 
terms of governmental policies aiming at Roma inte-

gration there is clear succession and continuity. Indeed, 
there is a major difference in terms of ideological rea-
soning and phraseology, but apart from that, in both 
historical periods the main aim was integration, and 
the policy agenda for Roma inclusion was and is mainly 
focused around the same thematic policy areas: hous-
ing, health, education and employment. The activities 
planned and accomplished nowadays, as well as the pro-
jects directed to the solution of Roma problems (includ-
ing the new European strategies, programs and projects) 
are to a great extent well known from the recent past.  

The main difference between the socialist policies 
for inclusion and the contemporary European policies 
is the prevalence of mainstream policies in the past 
and the emphasis on special, targeting, explicit policies 
nowadays. 

Roma policies today are taking place in a compli-
cated socio-political context of a difficult period of 
transition marked by frustrations in the former socialist 
countries due to the loss of social stability and security 
that were guaranteed in the past, due to failed hopes 
for prosperity and dignity associated with the change 
of the political system and the entry into the new pow-
erful and rich bloc of the EU. In the European history, 
in critical socio-economic situations, the role of the 
main culprit for the failures of society has been as-
cribed usually to different ethnic minority communi-
ties. In conditions of transition, when the new socio-
economic and political system was being established, 
with numerous difficulties, throughout Eastern Europe, 
the position “scapegoat” was assigned to them and the 
Anti-Roma public attitudes in society became wide-
spread.  

The prejudices and negative attitudes towards Ro-
ma in this region are not new, however, they were 
largely mitigated in the previous historical period. In 
the so-called “socialist camp” it was impossible and 
even unthinkable to demonstrate publicly anti-Gypsy 
attitudes in any form. The principle of so-called “prole-
tarian internationalism” which was dominant at the of-
ficial ideological level excluded demonstration of any 
form of racial and ethnic discrimination towards any 
community, and racism and discrimination were seen 
as intrinsic to the “decaying” Western capitalist sys-
tem. The results, however, should not be overestimat-
ed, as the anti-Gypsy attitudes were not removed, they 
were just not publicly expressed and continued to exist 
in a latent state (Marushiakova & Popov, 2013c). 

With the change of social conditions in the years of 
transition in Central and Southeastern Europe in terms 
of gaining democracy, understood in contrast to the 
previous totalitarian system as “liberty without bor-
ders” these anti-Gypsy attitudes not only received un-
limited opportunities for public expression, but were 
considerably widened and deepened by acquiring new, 
hitherto unknown dimensions. In contrast to the previ-
ous era when the disregard of the main ideological 
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norms in public was unthinkable and would lead to an 
immediate punishment, the non-interference and lack 
of actions from Brussels to the overt anti-Roma 
speeches and actions even by representatives of na-
tional governments support the conviction that any 
form of anti-Gypsyism will pass.  

Moreover, during the transition years a new anti-
Gypsy stereotype was gradually instilled in the public 
consciousness. It is that Roma are a privileged group, 
that undeservedly enjoys privileges not available to the 
majority. Based on this stereotype Roma began to be 
perceived as a community, which not only parasitize on 
the labor of the society, but is also supported to do so. 
The Roma are perceived as a community, which makes 
their living mainly from social assistance and child al-
lowances; to whom are devoted many special pro-
grams and projects; who receive huge funds that are 
then abused by Roma “bosses” (whatever that should 
mean); and who are engaged in widespread criminal 
activities. The general public firmly believes that the 
“Gypsies” are allowed not to comply with the national 
laws, to violate public order and not to fulfill their civic 
obligations; on the contrary, they are allowed by the 
state and by Brussels to enjoy special privileges and to 
be parasites. Direct related to this new public stereo-
type are apocalyptic pseudo-demographic studies that 
are being disseminated for years with the active role of 
the media, which predicts the “Gypsyisation” of the na-
tion, i.e. the extinction of the main ethnicity due to the 
high birthrate of the Roma, and present Roma as a 
thread for the existence of the nation-states. In some 
countries the total disappointment with the entire po-
litical class has led to the firm conviction that politi-
cians get elected by purchasing the vote of the Roma. 
The negative public image of Eastern European coun-
tries in the West is explained by the mass migration of 
Roma criminals and social assistance tourists. In the end, 
the Roma provide ideal excuses for the “EU’s dream de-
ferred” (Sigona & Trehan, 2011) and for the overall fail-
ures of the transition and the European integration.  

Political elites in Central and Southeastern Europe 
often use the misconception of the special, privileged 
position of Roma as a cover for their own bankrupted 
efforts to solve the real problems of Roma, justifying 
their policy for social integration of Roma (or more of-
ten an imitation thereof) as a result of pressure from 
outside (by European Union, USA or numerous interna-
tional organizations and institutions). The adoption of 
the European Framework of National Roma Inclusion 
Strategies (2011), which obliges EU member states to 
develop their national strategies for solving the prob-
lems of Roma, among other things, has strengthened in 
the public consciousness in Central and Southeastern 
Europe the stereotype that Roma enjoy a special, privi-
leged position.  

By way of summing up the foregoing we can say 
that the escalating trajectory of the anti-Gypsy atti-

tudes and stereotypes in Central and Southeastern Eu-
rope over the past two decades suggests perhaps a less 
expected, even seemingly paradoxical, conclusion that 
the policies of “explicit, but not exclusive” targeting of 
Roma, regardless of good intentions, have led and will 
also lead in the future to results contrary to the expec-
tations, if not implemented with a careful considera-
tion of their overall societal impact.  

As a result from the European policies of social in-
clusion of Roma the misconception of the special privi-
leges for Roma has become the foundation on which 
the mass anti-Roma attitudes and stereotypes were re-
thought and developed until they firmly entered the 
public consciousness and became justification for all 
failures in the transition period in the new European 
realities. It is this new stereotype that has feds the nu-
merous overtly nationalistic and pro-nationalistic par-
ties in the whole region of Europe in the last decade 
and contributed to the strengthening of anti-European 
attitudes in the region.  

It turns out that the more policies, programs and 
projects aimed at Roma are realized, the more aggra-
vated are the anti-Roma public attitudes. In this situa-
tion, all explicit actions are pre-doomed to failure. All 
said above should not be perceived as an argument 
against any positive action regarding Roma. It is man-
datory, however, before proceeding in the direction of 
such policies, to analyze very carefully and in all public 
aspects the results of previously implemented similar 
policies, starting from the “socialist era”, with all its 
pros and cons, and to consider all possible conse-
quences which they could have (both in with respect to 
Roma themselves and with respect to the whole socie-
ty). Special Roma policies and projects, whether at Eu-
ropean, national, regional or local levels, must be clear-
ly focused and carefully implemented to avoid all 
possible negative consequences. 

The only sphere of life were the explicit approach 
appears does not appear to cause any harm is the sup-
port of Roma identity in its different dimensions, e.g. 
language, culture, music, arts, etc. Such policies and 
projects are particularly necessary for the preservation, 
maintenance and development of the Romani language 
and ethnic culture, i.e. they are ultimately needed for 
the development of the Roma ethnic identity and posi-
tive self-esteem. A similar view was recently expressed 
by an activist, Rom from Bulgaria, in his open letter: “I 
realize the NRIS [Framework for National Roma Inte-
gration Strategies 2012–2020] was created as a sign of 
the good will and intensions of the European Commis-
sion to integrate Roma and try to improve their liveli-
hood. But I don’t really feel the need to be integrated 
or socially included—not that I am an antisocial crea-
ture—by anyone. I simply feel the need for my lan-
guage, culture and history to be recognized and ac-
cepted as equal….I hope you will stop calling me 
marginal in your efforts to help me” (Stoyanov, 2015). 
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All in all, the possibility of Roma to receive support for 
the development of the Roma ethnic culture is the only 
thing which distinguishes positively today’s policies 
from the previous era, and despite massive anti-Gypsy 
attitudes in the society policies in this sphere still have 
a chance to succeed without negative social effects.  

5. Conclusion 

Policies towards Roma in the two historical periods—
socialism and post-socialism, display a certain continui-
ty, even though they are built on different ideological 
bases and therefore are usually considered in oppo-
sites. The main issue, however, is not how contempo-
rary policy discourses on Roma relate to the official so-
cialist discourses on Gypsies, because in the end, the 
two are rather similar. Regardless of the discourses, 
from human point of view and for Roma themselves, 
much more important are the results from the policies 
than their motives and objectives. To answer the ques-
tion about the comparability of the results of these pol-
icies in the two periods is quite a difficult task. Most 
important is what will be compared. If we compare re-
sults within the four main priorities (employment, 
housing, education, and healthcare) the general picture 
is ambiguous and in some ways contradictory. In the 
field of employment, during the socialist period there 
was full (or nearly full) employment of Roma (as said 
above, to be unemployed was considered illegal), while 
nowadays the unemployment rates of Roma are ex-
tremely high (in any case much higher than the average 
unemployment in their respective countries). Similar is 
the situation in healthcare, where the main indicators 
in the case of Roma are worse today compared with 
the preceding period; moreover in some of the former 
socialist countries (e.g. Bulgaria) large parts of the Ro-
ma have entirely dropped out from the healthcare sys-
tem. In the field of education, during the socialist peri-
od, the illiteracy which affected almost the entire 
Roma population prior to that period, was completely 
eradicated; nowadays the number of illiterate Roma is 
increasing again significantly; there is a sharp increase 
of school dropout rates, and there are children who are 
excluded from the school system. Along with these 
negative trends, however, the proportion of Roma with 
university education increased. In the field of housing 
the comparison of the two periods also leads to con-
tradictory conclusions: The failure of socialism to com-
plete its programs for the elimination of the separate 
Roma settlements and neighborhoods is not overcome 
until today; today many new illegal settlements are 
arising, the problem of homelessness appeared (to be 
homeless was also illegal in socialist times); in some 
cases, however, (as e.g. in Slovakia) at least some con-
ditions in some isolated settlements were improved. 

As we analyzed above, in terms of contents, the 
Roma policies pursued in the “socialist era” were quite 

similar with the current European Roma policies. The 
main difference comes from the fact that in the previ-
ous period these policies were implemented under the 
control of the totalitarian state, which excluded the 
possibility for public disapproval. Thus, at least from 
today’s point of view, the socialist policies look more 
effective and successful. 

The most important (but unfortunately the sole) 
advantage of the new age is the constitutional and le-
gal instruments that guarantee the fundamental hu-
man and minority rights of the Roma and “the satisfac-
tion at the long-awaited recognition of their ethnic 
identity” (Guy, 2001, p. xv) These guarantees have re-
moved the existent real danger of Roma’s forced as-
similation and eradication as an ethnic community, en-
sured their freedom to express publicly their ethnic 
identity, and opened the possibility of preserving, 
maintaining and developing their language and ethnic 
culture. Unfortunately however, as seen from the dis-
tance of time, it appears, that “the Roma have been 
among the biggest losers in the transition from com-
munism since 1989” (Wolfensohn & Soros, 2003). 
Moreover, whereas the total denial of everything that 
the socialist Roma policies achieved for the social inte-
gration of the Roma has ultimately led to discouraging 
results; the immense social disintegration of Roma is 
strikingly visible in the new social realities across the 
region. The processes, resulting from the contempo-
rary policies lead to the domination of mass anti-Gypsy 
attitudes and the latter inevitably affect public policies; 
these attitudes immediately find their expression in the 
media and threaten to discard the advantages for the 
Roma that the “new times” have brought. So we are 
witnessing once again a growing number of people hid-
ing their Roma identity and aspiring for assimilation in 
order to escape anti-Gypsy attitudes.  

The overall development of the European Roma 
policies has already created a situation in which no 
matter what action and no matter which kind of the 
programs and measures will be implemented, all they 
will only exacerbate the problems. It appears that we 
already reached the situation, in which there is no solu-
tion and every step could be only a wrong one. In re-
cent years, the Roma themselves have tried to analyze 
the results of current policies, programs and projects 
and to search for prospects. Perhaps most impressive 
was the action of young Roma activists in 2011, who 
during a meeting on Roma issues with representatives 
of the European Commission in Bulgaria called for a 
discontinuation of all European programs and projects 
for the Roma and raised huge banners with slogan: 
“Europe, stop funding Roma Exclusion”.  

A similar request was formulated by the prominent 
Roma visionary and activist Nicolae Gheorghe, who 
passed away on 8 August 2013. In his recently pub-
lished text, a kind of political testament, he said: “pro-
jects for Roma, which are financed by structural or re-
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gional development funds, should be stopped for a 
while. This is in order to have a moratorium and assess 
what is actually happening with these projects on the 
ground” (Gheorghe, 2013, p. 47).  

Contemporary European Roma inclusion policy re-
minds the Catch 22. There is vicious cycle of problems 
which need to be solved; in order to be able do it, a 
special policy for inclusion needs to be introduced; this 
policy, however, stigmatizes Roma and sets them even 
more apart. Realistically spoken, it is obvious that the 
European Roma policies, programs and projects will 
continue. The question is what to do in order to stop 
the steady deterioration of the situation, to avoid re-
peating the mistakes, and to put an end to the con-
temporary social engineering for the creation of a unit-
ed exotic and marginal community defined under the 
umbrella term Roma. World history offers sufficiently 
evidence about the consequences of social engineer-
ing, constructed on the basis of certain ideologically 
justified visions; there is no need to re-confirm the 
aphorism that the only lesson of history is that nobody 
draws lessons from it, this time at the expense of the 
Roma. The way out is to break the vicious circle of ap-
proaching the Roma as social marginals or as an exotic 
community, whose successful social inclusion requires 
special policies towards them, and to address them, as 
all other citizens of the European Union. Considering 
the possible solution we would like to quote literally 
the words of one of our old Roma friend, said circa two 
decades ago about those who work in the field of Ro-
ma policies: “they just need to understand that we are 
normal people like everyone else, and stop to look at 
us as aliens”. There is nothing more to add to this. 

6. Post Scriptum 

Beyond the scope of this article is left another im-
portant issue of past and current policies for social in-
tegration of Roma, namely the participation of Roma 
representatives in them. More precisely said, left out is 
the issue about transforming the Roma from passive 
object into an active subject in the processes of social 
inclusion, (which is however not the same as the slogan 
often repeated in the last two decades “nothing on 
Roma without Roma”). This issue is too large to be in-
cluded here and too important to be only briefly men-
tioned. It deserves to be elaborated in deep in a sepa-
rate piece of work. 
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