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Abstract

The creation of an EU Framework for national Roma integration strategies (2011) marks a significant step in the politici-
sation of Roma identity by ensuring a further increase in the number of initiatives, projects and programmes explicitly
targeting Roma. The Framework itself is part of a process that began with postcommunist transition and which has pro-
duced historically unprecedented levels of Roma political activism along with a proliferation of national and transna-
tional policy initiatives focussed on Roma identity. In seeking to explain this contemporary political phenomenon, the
article argues that Roma is an identity constructed at the intersection of political and expert knowledge by various ac-
tors, such as policymakers, Romani activists, international organizations and scholars. This political-expert identity is
applied to groups that are not bounded by a common language, religion, cultural practice, geographic location, occupa-
tion, physical appearance or lifestyle. The article explores how this collation of disparate populations into a notional po-
litical community builds upon a centuries-old Gypsy legacy. It scrutinizes five strands of identification practices that
have contributed to the longue durée development of today’s Roma as an epistemic object and policy target: police
profiling of particular communities; administrative surveys; Romani activism; Roma targeted policies; quantitative sci-
entific research. The article argues that the contemporary economic and political conditions amidst which the politicisa-
tion of Roma identity is occurring explain how the ideological and institutional construction of the ethnic frame tends
toward the reinforcement of the exclusion of those categorised as Roma, thus increasing the perceived need for Roma
policy initiatives. A self-sustaining cycle has been created where Roma knowledge identifies Roma problems requiring a
policy response, which produces more Roma knowledge, more needs and more policy responses. Yet, there are conse-
guences to racialising public discourse by presenting Roma as both problematic and essentially different from everyone
else. Hostility towards Roma has increased in many states indicating that the expert framing of Roma groupness affects
social solidarity by disconnecting and distancing Roma from their fellow citizens.
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1. Introduction scendants of people who originated in India a thousand
or more years ago. This racialised® narrative of com-
A standard narrative in mass-media, academic and pol-

icy expert accounts is that Roma are Europe’s largest 1 As discussed in the article, current representations of Roma
ethnic minority, a population of 10-12 millions scat- owe much to the knowledge produced within a racial frame.
tered all over the continent (and beyond), the de- Historically and now, Gypsies/Roma have been externally iden-
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mon kinship continues with the image of the Roma as a
disadvantaged population at risk of discrimination in all
spheres of life and who need special treatment for
achieving life opportunities comparable with that of
the non-Roma with whom they live. Efforts to over-
come these disadvantages are usually referred to as in-
clusion or integration.

The above narrative has a large circulation in policy
circles and in society at large. Since the 1990s, Roma
social policies have built upon it, while less circulated
stories of Roma un-grouping have failed to attract the
attention of policymakers. Critical social theory tells us
that ethnic, national and regional identities are social
and not natural phenomena. Yet, despite the inherent-
ly transformative aspirations underpinning the politici-
sation of Roma identity, its proponents almost invaria-
bly present its legitimacy as a reflection of an actual
Roma people, rather than acknowledging it as an iden-
tity in whose construction they are themselves playing
an active part. The political imperative to claim that
Roma-related initiatives reflect rather than create a
Roma reality is able to draw on more than two centu-
ries of scholarship devoted to Gypsies, and now Roma
as an object of study?®

Just as political claims about Roma need to be criti-
cally examined, so does the premise from which this
politics derives. This article builds on anti-essentialising
perspectives that have been applied to explain Roma
as a social and cultural phenomenon and it seeks to
encourage the research agenda towards a constructiv-
ist position. We can see how contemporary Roma in-
clusion policy is not so much a break with the past as
the latest form of a long-standing process of identity
construction and control.

Historical context is important for several reasons.
First, historians analysing the social formation of the
Roma group under elite pressures and dominant dis-
courses often do not address recent history and critical
analyses usually stop before the year 1990 or earlier?.
Second, political scientists* who are critical of recent

tified and defined by surveys, police-led censuses, expert esti-
mates and policy-related initiatives based on physical appear-
ance and social context rather than self-identification. The po-
litical-academic consensus of Roma undercount in the census
subscribes to a racialised perspective as it claims the existence
of some essential Roma-ness that makes self-identification un-
reliable.

2 That a lack of theoretical perspective in studies about Roma
renders Romani studies a marginal position in academia is sig-
naled among others by Surdu (in press) and Tremelett (2014).

3 Willems (1997) analyzes academic framing of the Gypsies as a
coherent group and Klimova-Alexander (2004, 2005a, 2005b,
2006, 2007, 2010) explores Romani activism in historical per-
spective. The research of Willems ends with 1945 while that of
Klimova-Alexander stops before 1990.

4 See for example Kovats (2003, 2013), Vermeersch (2005,
2006, 2012), Klimova-Alexander (2005), Simhandl (2006),

developments in Roma identity politics and inclusion
policies avoid examining contemporary events against
historical contexts or scrutinizing non-political actors.
Third, interdisciplinary criticism of Roma identity con-
struction is rarely articulated as historians® emphasise
the influence of academic scholarship in the emer-
gence of a public Romani identity, while political scien-
tists concentrate more on the role of international or-
ganizations and Romani activism. Fourth, quantitative
researchers—that is policy oriented researchers—most
often use both a-theoretical and a-historical perspec-
tives when explaining the Roma they are discussing®.

This article does not attempt to explain all the con-
tentious issues and disconnections highlighted above,
but notes there being different scholarly approaches to
the conceptualisation of Roma across time and discipli-
nary fields. Recognition of the ambiguity and contesta-
tion of Roma identity provides the starting point for as-
sessing the effects of contemporary Roma inclusion
policies on the meaning of Roma and the implications
for social cohesion of the identity’s politicisation.

Beyond the generation of countless strategic doc-
uments at national and European levels, the socio-
economic mapping of millions of the Roma and thou-
sands of targeted Roma programs, the reinforcement
of the Roma label as an umbrella category for policy
purposes should also be assessed for the effects that it
produces vis-a-vis promoting a positive identity for di-
verse groups ostracised over time as Gypsies and cur-
rently conceptualised as Roma. In two decades, the
Roma label has become institutionalised across Eu-
rope’ and is replacing a wide variety of identities that
were applied for centuries to diverse groups for de-

Popova (2015) and van Baar (2012).

5 See for example Willems (1997), Willems and Lucassen
(2000), Mayall (2004).

6 After 1990 quantitative research on socio-economic and anti-
discrimination topics were carried out all over Europe. For ex-
ample, in Romania Rughinis (2012) analyzed 8 quantitative sur-
veys on Roma, between 2000 and 2008, Examples of region-
al/European level surveys on Roma include those of the World
Bank (2002), UNDP (2002, 2005), FRA and UNDP (2012). Many
smaller quantitative surveys were conducted by NGOs and re-
search institutes.

7 Efforts to replace Gypsy with Roma occurred in Romania in
the interwar period (Nastasa & Varga, 2001). Currently there is
doubt as to whether the interwar Romanian Roma politics
aimed at national or international recognition of Roma as a
group. See for example Klimova-Alexander (2005b, p. 172) for
these debates related to whether an interwar international
Romani congress took place or not. Archival searches have not
produced evidence that it did, though Klimova-Alexander
(2005b) argues that simply the idea of organizing such a con-
gress was important for internationalization of Romani repre-
sentation. Elevating Roma to the status of a transnational
group occurred in 1971 with the First Romani Congress and
adoption of formal symbols of a nation such as a flag, a hymn
and the proposal of a standardized language.
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marcating economic, cultural and social boundaries
within European societies. While this re-branding was
initiated in the political sphere, the new Roma label
was swiftly adopted in other fields such as academic
research®, the mass media and in administrative cen-
suses. This newly conceptualised Roma people has
many resemblances with that which has been defined
as Gypsies during the last two centuries. Today’s “Ro-
ma” is the contemporary inheritor of the Gypsy legacy,
an identity historically fabricated by scholars, experts
and bureaucrats.

To be clear, the claim we are making is not that the
Roma group does not exist, quite the opposite. We as-
sert that the group is being formed and that the driving
force behind this process is competitive political inter-
est. Acknowledging the influence of political institu-
tions and actors (and that of political context) in the
emergence of Roma as a collective political identity
does not preclude the active involvement of those de-
fined as Roma. Indeed, in democratic Europe, Roma
representation and participation have flourished in
parallel with Roma policy. The article confronts the
question at the heart of Roma inclusion policies; are
the Roma an actual group of real people that can be
accurately counted and characterised, or a political
concept of convenience? In terms of politics, the key
distinction between whether Roma is an objectively
based or a subjective identity lies in the possibility of
accountability each implies. The politicisation of Roma
identity is designed to change the world, but we argue
that taking Roma identity at face value in policy making
has negative repercussions not only for those targeted,
but also obscures reflection on problems of inequality
and governance in European societies that affect large
numbers of people, be they Roma or not.

2. Constructivist Perspectives on Ethnic Identity

As the conceptualisation of Roma ethnicity has rarely
been confronted by critical theories of ethnicity, we of-
fer here some approaches that could inform such a re-
search agenda. We begin with Max Weber’s influential
view of ethnicity which sees ethnic groups as socially
constructed and ethnicity as contextual, situational,
performative and fluid. Constructivists reject the as-
sumption of quantitative studies that claim ethnicity is
objective, stable and independent of socio-political and
economic contexts.

Critiques of cultural essentialism go beyond the
concept of ethnicity and point to the intermingling of
cultures in processes such as of colonization and glob-
alization, as well as to cultural hybridity, migration and
intermarriage (Bhabha, 1994; Burke, 2013). Other per-

8 Some historians and anthropologists still use the name of
Gypsies (usually interchangeable with that of Roma) in order to
reflect self-ascription and for historical accuracy.

spectives refer to the fictive character of ethnicity, un-
derstood as fabrication in the context of nation-state
formation (Balibar, 1991) or to the anthropological de-
scription of foreign cultures as indirect accounts of a
third order (Geertz, 1973). From a postcolonial per-
spective, Said (1978) approaches ethnic identity as a
product of Western scholarly, literary and political tra-
ditions of exoticizing the Other, while Spivak (1987)
addresses the instrumentalization of the subaltern
voice and the pursuit of self-interest by spokespersons
assuming the role of representing oppressed groups.

The spokespersons’ role in the formation of ethnic
groups is crucial for a social constructivist perspective.
Political entrepreneurs, spokespersons and mediators
are considered key actors for ethnicity formation, their
contribution expressed in elevating minor cultural dif-
ferences to an essential status (Balibar, 1991; Banton,
2007; Barth, 1969; Bourdieu, 1991; Brubaker, 2004; Jen-
kins, 1997; Weber, 1922/1978). Insight into categoriza-
tion and grouping for academic endeavours also comes
from science and technology studies. Scholars (Bour-
dieu, 1991; Callon, 1986; Latour, 2005) have argued that
scientists and experts assume the role of spokespersons
for groups that they describe through their research and
that this scientific enterprise calls the group into being
allowing spokespersons to transform in actors. Bourdieu
and Waquant (1999, 2001) consider that ethnicity is
used as a euphemism for race, being a concept globally
adopted (including in Europe®) from the US context by
scholars, semi-scholars and politicians with the effect of
shifting debates around social and economic inequality
towards one of ethnic difference. Suggestions to super-
sede essentialism point to an understanding of ethnic
frames as a result of stereotypes, social categorizations,
and cognitive schemes for interpreting the world (Bru-
baker, Loveman, & Stamatov, 2004).

The article discusses processes of social categoriza-
tion that have contributed to the evolution of Roma
identity, emphasising the role of political actors, insti-
tutions, scholars and Romani leaders and activists in
the emergence of what we call the Roma political phe-
nomenon. We argue that Roma is a dynamic political
identity constructed mainly from above and from out-
side by political and expert communities and thereafter
applied or adopted by people subjected to public label-
ling and policy interventions. Furthermore, this social

9 While we agree with Bourdieu and Waquant’s (1999, 2001)
thesis, nevertheless we believe it doesn’t apply indiscriminately
to the whole of Europe. Western European countries tend not
to officially sanction ethnicity (two big countries such as France
and Germany do not record officially ethnic identity in census-
es for example) while countries in CEE account for ethno-
cultural groups in official records. See for example Simon
(2007) for an account of European countries that collect “eth-
nic data” and those that do not. In this regard Western Europe
is closer to a model of civic nation while CEE countries adopt
rather ethnic forms of nationalism.
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categorization produces effects on those assigned to a
category in a looping effect (Hacking, 1986, 1995) by
which external ascription becomes self-ascription in a
normative and prescriptive sense, setting up and limit-
ing the potential for action of those categorised by ex-
perts. Though Roma policy routinely seeks inclusion,
the newly institutionalised Roma label may strengthen
the rejection of Roma by others and self-ascribing to
the label may also entail the acceptance of expecta-
tions that limit aspirations and opportunities.

3. Scholarly Contributions to the Gypsy Legacy

The Gypsy Legacy includes the long-standing conceptu-
alization by scholars, authorities, activists and experts
of the Gypsies as a distinct ethnic group and transna-
tional diaspora which informs current discursive and pol-
icy approaches towards Roma. For a critical analysis of
this legacy we draw on what Stewart (2013) refers to as
the socio-historical approach to Romani studies. Major
contributions are those of Okely (1983), Lucassen
(1991), Willems (1997), Lucassen, Willems and Cottaar
(1998), and Mayall (2004). Willems’ (1997) work is par-
ticularly important as it makes a thorough analysis of in-
fluential scholarly figures (Grellmann, Borrow and Ritter)
and of their works that have shaped the conceptualiza-
tion of the group that is the focus of Gypsy studies
(more recently, Romani studies). Okely’s (1983) book is
important for explaining two important aspects of the
Gypsy categorization process: historiographies of the Ro-
ma should be read with caution given the particular inter-
est of dominant non-Roma elites who wrote them; an In-
dian origin assigned to all Roma (as with the Egyptian
origin previously assigned to Gypsies) is merely a means
of collectively exoticizing groups of people of diverse ori-
gins who failed to become absorbed into the salarial sys-
tem with the transition from feudalism to capitalism.

One conclusion derived from the socio-historical
approach to which our article subscribes is that Gypsies
(and later Roma) have been collated and transformed
from an administrative category to an ethnic group by
singularization, minoritization, exoticization and stig-
matization through the classification work of police-
men, state authorities, church representatives, writers,
experts and scientists. Anthropologists doing participa-
tive research in Gypsy communities (Stewart (1997) in
Hungary, Gay y Blasco (2001) in Spain, and Okely
(1983) in the UK) have noted that their subjects con-
sider the issue of origins and ancestry highly irrelevant.
Yet, a dominant theme in Gypsy/Romani studies (that
has acquired a new political salience) has been the
claim that the Romani people come from India, even
when this assertion is contradicted by the self-
narratives of people assimilated by scholars and poli-
cymakers into the Roma group™®.

10 This is the case for example of Egyptians in countries of for-

A bibliometric analysis of Roma-related studies
published since 1990 (Surdu, in press) shows that poli-
cy research by international organizations and genetic
studies of Roma have scored highly in academic influ-
ence and recorded the largest number of citations®?.
Among policy studies, most frequently cited are World
Bank and Council of Europe (CoE) publications. Studies
by the UNDP have also proved influential in portraying
the Roma group as a unitary whole for policy purposes.
These policy discourses combine the vagueness of the
concept of Roma with the political incentive to address
objective problems of poverty and exclusion to confus-
ingly portray Roma both as an ethnic minority and a
disadvantaged group?2.

While the strategy of the policy-maker is to mobi-
lise an ethnic perspective to target disadvantage, this
presentation of Roma cannot but contribute to a per-
ception of cultural characteristics of the group itself be-
ing responsible for its members’ poverty and social ex-
clusion. As Surdu (in press) argues, the World Bank’s
most widely read publications (2000, 2002, 2005) have
constructed a Roma profile that inevitably cites Roma
culture as contributing to poverty, low educational par-
ticipation, dire living conditions in Roma settlements
and the avoidance of public health care systems. The
public image of Roma as a welfare dependent group
was also shaped by a UNDP (2002) study which offered
representations of collective criminality and deviance
(Acton, 2006; Surdu, in press). Policy texts not only de-
scribe highly stigmatic images of the Roma, but the
message is reinforced by the use of photographs repre-
senting how needy Roma really are (Surdu, in press).

Of particular importance for the rise of Roma as a
political identity have been the interests of European
political institutions. Presented as a pan-European eth-
nic minority, Roma can symbolise the need for Europe-
an governance. The CoE was an early champion declar-
ing “the Gypsies” a “true European minority” (Kovats,
2001). The CoE has been promoting European Roma
governance since 1995 and and its estimates of the
(probable) size of national Roma populations, and
hence that of Europe as a whole, are those often cited
in international (and even national) policy debates de-
spite being far higher than what people say about
themselves and the opacity of the method used in their
calculation®3. The preference for a large Roma number
reflects a need to justify institutional involvement. The

mer Yugoslavia, Rudari in Bulgaria and Romania, Boyash in
Croatia and Hungary. As our aim is not to decide among narra-
tives of origins but to point to the political preference for a
simplistic racial narrative.

11 Recorded with Google Scholar search engine.

12 See also Popova (2015) for this dual positioning as an imped-
iment for Roma inclusion policies.

13 See for example Liégeois (1986), where estimates of Roma
populations’ size are provided without citing sources.
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CoE first published estimates of the number of Roma in
Europe in 1994 (Lieégeois, 1994) and for more than a
decade these figures were continuously reproduced
not only by the CoE but also in most policy studies and
mass media*. A 2007 CoE publication (Liégeois, 2007)
gave the same number of Roma for countries such as
Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Spain. It is unlikely
that if these figures bore a relationship to an actual
population they would register neither increase nor
decrease over more than a decade. The authority un-
derpinning the most widely quoted Roma population
estimates, the most basic numbers of the Roma politi-
cal discourse, is political rather than scientific.

The repetition of Roma population estimates is a
technique of truth production supported by other ex-
pert estimates produced by think thanks, academics
and Romani NGOs, and reproduced by international
organizations, that has established the conventional
wisdom that census enumeration of Roma significantly
under-records their "real number". Interestingly, the
presumption that determining who is Roma on the ba-
sis of self-identification undercounts how many there
really are appears frequently in expert studies as far
back as the interwar period allowing Roma experts to
assume the role of identifying the “true number” of
Gypsies/Roma in a country or for Europe as a whole.

This assumption of a Roma undercount in the cen-
sus credits a racialised conception of the group accord-
ing to which what counts as Roma is not self-ascription
or objective characteristic, but public perception and
expert assertions that unify the Roma through a belief
in common kinship. The question of the validity of
numbers for a population which self ascribes to Roma
identity and one composed of those whom others label
as Roma is less a methodological problem (as obviously
both such populations exist), more an ethical one. One
might think it would be better to count as Roma those
who say they are Roma rather than those given a stig-
matising label which has already proved so calamitous
to people similarly labelled in the past.

Given high rates of discrimination, there may well
be people who fear identifying as Roma, but this num-
ber has not been tested or quantified. For essentialists
Roma are Roma, but understood as a social construc-
tion we can see that the issue is actually how people
relate to Roma identity. The politicisation of Roma
identity is a process of making Roma. As Simonovits
and Kezdi (2013) argue, self-identification as Roma is
significantly influenced by economic position. In addi-
tion, the fact that those registering as Roma has in-
creased over time (including as a result of census cam-
paigns by governments and NGOs explicitly
encouraging people to choose Roma ethnicity) indi-

14 See Surdu (in press) for an in-depth analysis of the size of
Roma population as a discursive frame in academic and policy
discourse.

cates that the anonymous and confidential self-
declaration of being Roma is not significantly impaired in
the census. In short, we believe that for census purposes
declaring oneself as Roma or not is largely a matter of
agency and dependent on status position.

Since the 1990s, much detail has been added to
the political image of Roma through surveys claiming
to be representative, but which are actually based on
biased samples (Surdu, in press). As several scholars
suggest (Prieto-Flores, Puigvert, & Santa Kruz 2012;
Rughinis, 2011; Surdu, in press), quantitative research
on Roma almost exclusively samples among the poor-
est individuals and communities and tends to avoid
better off subjects. This reinforces both a pathetic im-
age of Roma and justifies policy intervention. Scholar-
ship’s contribution to stigmatising Roma as a marginal
group has been added to by the frequently cited policy
oriented research produced by NGOs (Marushiakova &
Popov, 2011).

Quantitative Roma studies use ethnicity to explain a
broad range of phenomena, from poverty to low
school graduation rates, ignoring that social status in-
fluences how people see themselves and self-ascribe
under ethnic labels. If samples in earlier surveys were
based almost exclusively on external identification,
more recent studies introduce community level hetero-
identification as a principle, even if in selecting “Roma
communities” they rely on information provided by
NGOs, other experts or public officials. That expert cate-
gorizations, be it done by field operators or other Roma
experts, do not coincide with self-ascription was shown
by Ladanyi and Szelényi (2001) in Bulgaria, Hungary and
Romania. Yet, this magisterial empirical demonstration
of the ambiguity of Roma identity and the inconsisten-
cies of its measurement seems to have made little im-
pression on policy researchers.

Though it would be wholly erroneous to imagine
that there is a scholarly consensus that Roma identity
represents a racial diaspora of Indian origin, this thesis
has political utility in that it provides a reason for bring-
ing under one conceptual umbrella a vast number of
far flung communities with diverse cultures and con-
texts (the other main justification is that all Roma suf-
fer a universal prejudice and discrimination, however
this has the problem of meaning that Roma are defined
by those who hate them). Beyond policy studies, publi-
cations about the genetics of Roma have frequently
been cited in scholarly productions in recent decades.
Since the first sero-anthropological study® in 1921,
Gypsies (and now Roma) have been constructed as a
genetic object by specialists operating in different re-
gimes of identity politics (Lipphardt & Surdu, 2014).
Genetic studies since 1990 (population or medical ge-
netics) build on narratives imported from social scienc-
es such as Roma endogamy, Indian origin and popula-

15 Verzar and Weszeczky (1921).
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tion size. These narratives are, in turn, strengthened by
revived confidence in the objectivity of genetic sci-
ence'®. Although the data produced may equally sus-
tain alternative interpretations, through small, haphaz-
ard samples, contemporary genetic studies have
presented findings for Roma in Europe that appear to
provide conclusive scientific support to public percep-
tions of Roma foreignness and genetic isolation. The
quest to prove Roma racial distinctiveness has inspired
interdisciplinary collaboration between genetic schol-
arship, humanities and the social sciences to produce
evidence for the reification and stigmatization of those
included in the Roma group (Lipphardt & Surdu, 2014).

4. Roma in Censuses

National censuses also contribute to the homogenisa-
tion and spread of Roma group identity. The census is
an administrative tool and not an objective method for
recording ethnicity and race, but census categorization
can be instrumental in the formation ethnic and racial
groups (Aspinal, 2009; Bowker & Star, 2002; Gold-
scheider, 2002; Kertzer & Arel, 2002; Labbé, 2009; No-
bles, 2002; Robbin, 2000; Surdu, in press). Historically,
the census appears decisive in Gypsy/Roma group for-
mation for the purpose of governance. Two examples
are sufficient to demonstrate this point, one from Ro-
mania and the other from Hungary.

Before examining the construction of the Roma
category in the contemporary census, we should con-
sider the historical transition of Gypsy from a regulato-
ry and fiscal category into an ethnic one. In the “Roma-
nian” principalities of Moldova and Wallachia, Gypsies
were slaves (robi) for almost five centuries, the frag-
mentary historical record of which has been the sub-
ject of scholarly analyses. Gypsy was a distinct servile
legal category closer to classical than plantation slav-
ery, and differing from contemporary serfdom in not
being necessarily tied to agricultural production. The
legal proscription of marriage between Gypsies and
non-Gypsies was to regulate property, not ethnicity.

Those who theorise common origins as the essen-
tial characteristic of Roma prefer to see a happy coin-
cidence in the arrival and enslavement of immigrants
with recent origins in India, rather than considering
that centuries of social and economic marginalisation
might create communities that, though differing from
each other, share a low social position and that this en-
trenched low social status could be adapted to racial
explanations of difference as such ideas developed in
European culture from the eighteenth-century. Apply-
ing to Gypsies a racial perspective derived for the later
Atlantic slave trade may be politically attractive, but is
not historical.

16 See Surdu (in press) for a case study on genetic studies on
Roma after 1990.

The categorization of people as Gypsy slaves was a
dynamic process influenced in several ways: landown-
ers were motivated to declare their workers as Gypsies
to reduce tax, pauperised peasants could sell them-
selves as Gypsies, the non-Gypsy spouse and children
of a Gypsy became the property of the owner,
strangers, prisoners or the masterless, could be assimi-
lated into the Gypsy category as a means of controlling
their labour power. Conversely, people could leave the
category (and hence identity), Gypsies could buy their
freedom or find the protection of another master'’.
One former Gypsy even became a Prince. The late Ro-
ma theorist and activist Nicolae Gheorghe recognised
that during the medieval period the term Gypsy was a
label reflecting a social and not an ethnic status
(Gheorghe, 1997, 2013). His view has been vindicated
by a recent study of archive documents about nine-
teenth-century Gypsy slavery, which found no refer-
ence to Gypsies being seen as an ethnic group (Venera
Achim & Tomi, 2010). Furthermore, Venera Achim
(2005) has shown that in the first systematic adminis-
trative data collections (catagrafii) made during nine-
teenth-century, Gypsies were not considered a cohe-
sive ethnos but a fiscal and social category. The first
census in Romania to record Gypsy as an ethnicity took
place in 1930 and this practice continued into the
communist and postcommunist periods.

Despite the principle of ethnic self-ascription, in the
Romanian 2011 census, a total of 19 different identi-
ties!® were administratively subsumed under the label
of Roma, illustrating how, despite the firm belief in un-
dercount, even the census inflates the number of those
who actually choose to call themselves Roma. Re-
sponding to the question about ethnicity was optional
and more than 1.2 million people did not record one.
Nevertheless, the theory of Roma undercount enabled
the mainstream media and sociologists to attribute this
high number of undeclared ethnicity to Roma who al-
legedly wanted to hide what they really were. The firm
conviction that there must 100,000s of Roma hiding
their true identity (thus implying a certain dishonesty)
appeared unshaken by the fact that the census also
recorded a higher number of Roma than its predeces-
sor (not least as a result of the post-coding operation
explained above as well as campaigns conducted by
Romani NGOs which claimed that self-identifying as
such could increase resources going to Roma) .

The first systematic?® census of Gypsies in Hungary

17 See for example Viorel Achim (2004) and Giurescu (1943).

18 For a discussion on interwar censuses' recording a Gypsy
ethnicity in their political and academic context see Surdu (in
press).

19 Many of them designating “Roma sub-groups” in anthropo-
logical parlance.

20 For the whole of imperial Hungary except for the city of Bu-
dapest.
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was carried out by the Royal Hungarian Statistical Of-
fice in 1893 and was based on external identification—
recording as Gypsies those considered so by their ex-
ternal environment (Havas, 2002). Many scholars con-
sider this a scientific census of the late nineteenth-
century Gypsy population though in fact it was com-
missioned by the Ministry of Interior (Kemény, 2000;
Willems, 1997) and carried out by the Royal Society of
Demography. As with other scholars in Roma-related
research who also undertook political functions, the
lead researcher of 1893 census (Arnold Hermann) was
both the president of the Statistical Office?! and chief
counsellor for the Ministry of Interior. Since the patron
of this special Gypsy census was the police and the ex-
ecutors were professional demographers, it is likely
that a collaboration and an exchange of opinions be-
tween these two types of Gypsy expertise took place.
Such collaboration between police and academics is
even more plausible given that the reason for the cen-
sus was to assess the problem of vagrancy following
waves of immigration from the east??. The same defini-
tion of a Gypsy (s/he others consider a Gypsy) was also
applied in national Gypsy surveys carried out under the
aegis of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences from 1971
into the new millennium (Havas, 2002).

5. Police Profiling

Police work has one of the oldest research traditions of
employing external identification for the conceptual-
ization of Gypsy populations?. According to Lucassen
(1998), the professionalization of the police and the
emergence of police journals in Germany in the eight-
eenth-century led to the categorization of diverse and
unrelated individuals and groups of people under the
label Gypsy (Zigeuner), with priority given to those with
an itinerant lifestyle and without fixed residency.
Though mainstream criminologists rejected the theory
of the natural born criminal and acknowledged the cru-
cial role played by environment in criminal offences®*,
from the end of nineteenth-century a biologically de-
terministic theory of criminal behaviour inspired the
science of criminology?® and further increased police
interest in Gypsies as a population to be identified and
controlled.

In the first half of the twentieth-century, the uni-

21 See Kemény (2000).

22 Yet the census categorized a merely 3.3% of those surveyed
as vagrant (Havas, 2002)

23 For a more detailed discussion on similarities and departures
in police and policy analysis research practices see Surdu (in
press).

24 See Surdu (in press) for a brief discussion of critical reception
of Lombrosian theory in its historical context in France, Ger-
many and Romania.

25 For an analysis of Cesare Lombroso references to Gypsies in
his work see for example Widmann (2007).

form perception of the Gypsy group as a dangerous class
was further developed by collaboration between police,
academics and Nazi authorities leading to a definition of
Gypsies used for persecution and extermination?.

This police work on Gypsy identification is im-
portant not only for its contribution to repressive poli-
cy measures, but also because it stimulated the exter-
nal identification of Gypsies in other fields, such as the
administrative census and academic scholarship. The
importance for the police of creating the Gypsy as a
target group is likely also to have led to the codification
of Gypsies as a distinct identity in official censuses as
the first special censuses carried out or commissioned
by police preceded the administrative censuses that
record a Gypsy ethnicity?’. Gypsy-only censuses were
carried out by the police in other countries and under
different political regimes, including national socialism
and communism.

In France, special censuses of nomads and Gypsies
were undertaken by the police in 1895 and anticipated
the introduction of special identity papers for Gyp-
sies—the so called carnet anthropometrique de nomad
which, when introduced, applied to a large number of
French citizens who had lost their jobs during the fin-
de-siecle economic crisis and who were incentivised to
apply for one as possession would avoid being arrested
for vagrancy?®. These Gypsy IDs were required by law in
1912 and kept in use until 1969. Even in today’s France
special papers for Gypsies are used as a mean of identi-
ty verification by the police (Kaluszynski, 2001)%.
Alongside enumeration in special censuses in France,
anthropometric identification known as bertillonage
(involving forensic photography) became a technique
transferred from the identification of delinquents and
suspects to the identification of Gypsies and nomads,
who were seen as a threat to national security°.

Inspired by French anti-nomadic legislation, in 1927
Czechoslovakia adopted the identification of Gypsies
by special IDs. Special censuses of Gypsies were also
conducted by the police in Romania in the interwar pe-
riod, identifying Gypsies later subject to deportation in

26 The empirical failure of racial scientists to demonstrate a dis-
tinct Gypsy genetic heritage was no obstacle to Nazi theorists
as Gypsies could be targeted for persecution on the grounds
that the mixture of Gypsy and non-Gypsy blood explained their
deviancy. See for example Miiller-Hill (1988), Willems (1997)
and Lucassen (1998).

27 In Czehoslovakia for example the first census having category
Gypsy for nationality and language was in 1921 (Klimova-
Alexander, 2005 b). In Romania the first census recording Gyp-
sy ethnicity and language was carried on in 1930.

28 See About (2012, pp. 109-110).

29 For a history of Gypsies identification and surveillance by the
police in France since nineteenth-century see also About
(2012).

30 Kaluszynski (2001), Filhol (2007).
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Transnistria, which resulted in thousands of deaths3!.
Gypsy-only special censuses by the police or other
forms of data gathering were undertaken in Bulgaria
and in other communist countries® , the population
estimates of which differed widely from those pro-
duced by national censuses (Liegeois, 1994; UNDP,
2002; World Bank, 2000). While communist approach-
es were notably inconsistent, continued interest in the
quantification of Gypsies points to the ambivalent
rhetoric and practice of the period. In the postcom-
munist period, these police derived population esti-
mates have been preferred by policymakers over cen-
sus numbers (notably the figure used for Romania—the
highest for any European country—which originated in
a report by the Securitate of the Ceausescu regime). The
surveillance of Roma by the police and their conceptual-
ization as a suspect population continues today. In 2010
the French press reported the existence of an inter-
ministerial database used by the Gendarmerie and built
since 1997 for the purpose of monitoring Gypsies, Roma
and Travellers for criminality®®. Another recent example
is that of Sweden where a police database held infor-
mation on 4029 individuals including children, elders
and people without any previous convictions based
solely on their ascribed group membership3“.

6. The Politicization of Roma: Romani Activism and
International Organizations

We consider that the history of Roma activism can be
seen in terms of the construction of a political commu-
nity classed as Roma, which can be the subject of both
public representation and targeted policy actions. Fol-
lowing Klimova-Alexander’s series (2004, 2005b, 2006,
2007, 2010) of carefully documented accounts on
Romani representation from the Middle Ages up to
1971, we argue that in most cases Gypsy leadership
and representation have been instigated by extra-
communal actors with the purpose of administrating
and managing a broad range of populations that were
not otherwise included in conventional social control
mechanisms. As Klimova-Alexander argues, from as
early as the fifteenth-century leadership positions over
a Gypsy group, be they held by a Gypsy or otherwise,

31 Archive documents about the categorization of Gypsies and
the organization of this census can be found (in Romanian lan-
guage) in collection edited by Nastasa and Varga (2001).

32 The practice of external identification of Gypsies was also
employed in social research in communist period an example
being that of Hungary which in a 1971 survey used hetero-
identification for mapping Gypsy population of the country. Af-
ter 1990 this practice stirred a heated debate between advo-
cates of external categorization of Roma and those asking for
retaining only self-ascription in sociological research.

33 About (2012).

34 See Nordenstam and Ringstrom’s (2013) article from 23 Sep-
tember 2013, Police database of Roma stirs outrage in Sweden.

were often assigned by states in order to help with the
collection of taxes and to maintain social control. The
unification of groups and families characterised as Gyp-
sy under the authority of a leader was primarily a matter
of surveillance and management3®. Gypsies were united
from among dispersed and unrelated families into larger
units around a lord, location or profession for the pur-
pose of more efficient tax collection and labour control.
Leaders enjoyed privileges such as tax exemption for
themselves and the right to mete out punishments. The
more cooperative leaders were, the more likely they
were to be rewarded and supported by their superiors
to maintain their power (Klimova-Alexander, 2010).

At face value, the rise of Roma political conscious-
ness and self-organisation (particularly since 1990) ap-
pears a fundamental break with the long Gypsy Legacy
of exclusion from formal political life. However, it can
also be seen as a continuation (in modern democratic
form) of this age-old necessity of mainstream authori-
ties requiring an intermediary through which to exer-
cise control over “hard to reach” communities. Con-
temporary Roma leaders benefit from the huge
increase in resources (primarily derived from the grow-
ing number of Roma projects) and status as recognised
representatives (required to legitimate institutional in-
tervention by the state). This creates a shared interest
between ambitious Roma and mainstream institutions
to construct a Roma “people” and to ethnicise social
policy (Klimova-Alexander, 2005a; Kovats, 2001, 2013;
Simhandl, 2006; Vermeersch, 2005).

If a central (though not universal) idea of Roma ac-
tivism is to present Roma as a transnational nation in
order to subvert nation-state governance and ideology,
the last twenty years show it as often having the oppo-
site effect and contributing to the revival of domestic
nationalisms. Roma nationalism itself makes conven-
tional demands for the political representation of an
ethno-cultural group. The early Romani movement in
interwar Romania was inspired by the Romanian na-
tionalism of the time and was supported by two of its
main institutional proponents, the Orthodox church
and parties of extreme right (see for example Matei,
2010, 2011). An influential Polish Roma family lobbied
the League of Nations and Mussolini for a Roma home-
land in Africa. Apologists have argued that the links of
these Roma leaders with the political establishment
should be seen as merely an instrumental use of op-
portunities offered by the political context3®, but that
does not add to our understanding as politics is always
the art of the possible.

35 As Klimova-Alexander argues, historically some of the lead-
ers cooperated not merely with fiscal authorities but also with
the secret police. Currently there are no sources to document
whether cooperation of assigned leaders of Roma with secret
police prolonged in communist countries after 1945.

36 See details on this debate in Klimova-Alexander (2007).
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Since the turn of the millennium, transnational Ro-
ma activists have tried to develop the concept of a
Roma nation without a state (Declaration of a Nation,
IRU 2000 cited in Sobotka, 2001). This at least recog-
nises that any attempt to corral Europe’s Roma into a
single territory would entail massive human rights abus-
es, but it ignores that the authority to effectively repre-
sent can only arise with legal and fiscal power over (and
preferably a mandate from) those who are claimed to be
represented. All of these pre-conditions are entirely illu-
sory. Nevertheless, the persistence of the apparently
perverse aspiration to deprive Roma people of their sta-
tus and rights as national citizens demonstrates the im-
portance of empty symbolism in the Roma political dis-
course.

7. Policy Making and the Presentation of Roma as an
Oppositional Identity

The legacy of academic scholarship, police identifica-
tion, census design and Romani activism has become
incorporated into Roma-related policy research and
policy making. This knowledge transfer is reflected in
the three main assumptions of most policy studies and
documents: first, the size of the Roma group is consid-
ered to be significantly larger than that recorded in the
census; second, all Roma are seen as members of a
transnational ethnic minority whose ancestors came
from India to Europe centuries ago; third, Roma are
seen as a closed ethnic community little influenced by
global tendencies of cultural hybridity. Policymakers
and often policy researchers project Roma as an oppo-
sitional identity to those of the mainstream state and
society—ideologically reflecting the qualitative presen-
tation of Roma as distinctly poor and/or excluded.

Since the end of the Cold War, the knowledge
transfer between scholarship, activism and policy has
benefited from the process of European integration to
propose Roma as a transnational minority across Eu-
rope in order to encourage European political institu-
tions to engage with and develop Roma as a unique po-
litical object. Europeanisation provides an extra
dimension to Roma exclusion by moving responsibility
for overcoming barriers to social mobility away from
national governments and towards the European level
and from national politicians to civil society actors such
as NGOs (Agarin, 2014; Rovid, 2011; Sigona & Veermersch,
2012; van Baar, 2012).

As Vermeersch (2012) argues, the elevation of Ro-
ma issues to the European level has also given rise to a
politics of reinterpretation that reinforces exclusive na-
tionalist rhetoric, fuels an anti-Roma agenda, confuses
lines of political accountability (between national au-
thorities, European institutions and non-state actors)
and favours a perspective of blaming the victim. Ironi-
cally, the aspiration to collate Roma into one group to
justify transnational European governance also de-

Europeanizes Roma as many policy documents assert
their Indian origins. This exoticisation is further sup-
ported by the aspiration to apply a racial civil rights
paradigm to Roma. In this way the narratives and
myths of Roma origins circulate in policy circles
strengthening the otherness of Roma while affirming
their alien European-ness. The greatest casualty of this
way of thinking is the downgrading of national citizen-
ship and consequently of all rights and entitlements
deriving from such a status.

The politicisation of Roma identity is not only a
state-led initiative, but is also promoted by the private
sector. Communicative practices of NGOs for advocacy
purposes build the image of Roma as needy and
threatening, which has contributed to keeping anti-
Roma sentiments high (Gheorghe, 2013; Schneeweis,
2015; Timmer, 2010). Scholars acknowledge that a ma-
jor shortcoming of the anti-discrimination discourse
adopted by NGOs and international organizations is to
accentuate divisions between Roma and non-Roma
which are often presented as oppositional identities.

Critical analyses argue that anti-discrimination initi-
atives fail to challenge the structural causes of the so-
cio-economic decline of many of those labelled as Ro-
ma from being a relatively well adapted group in
socialist economies to a pauperised one in current ne-
oliberal regimes of CEE (Kovats, 2003; Sigona & Trehan,
2009; Surdu, in press; Templer, 2006). Moreover, when
addressing “Roma” discrimination, the structural caus-
es of disadvantage and exclusion (such a low labour
demand, weak institutions, lack of accountability) and
the functionality these create for discriminatory prac-
tises are largely ignored while the ethnic discrimination
frame is enforced. This narrative that Roma people are
primarily the victims of their neighbours’ ignorance or
hatred (which enlightened institutions can but try and
combat) seems most likely to undermine social solidar-
ity, whereas an agenda of systemic discrimination
would attract larger constituencies, not least since the
economic crisis has brought with it increased pauperi-
zation in Western and Eastern Europe alike.

Placing all Roma into an anti-discrimination para-
digm as a way of fostering their inclusion seems not to
be an effective method for solving individual cases of
abuse and mistreatment but has led to largely cosmetic
changes to particular exclusionary mechanisms.
Though repeatedly identified as a high priority, institu-
tional anti-discrimination initiatives have been too lim-
ited to create a critical mass, producing only symbolic
victories that leave unchanged the root causes of une-
qual treatment. Roma rights advocacy has produced a
backlash in states such as Hungary and Bulgaria where
it is presented as an example of a foreign (inspired) lib-
eral elite’s rejection of national culture and societies,
allowing racist prejudices to be mobilised to undermine
the value of human rights in general. The very compla-
cency of symbolically condemning hostility towards
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Roma while failing to address its causes can be seen as
a form of racism.

If the human rights discourse about Roma can be
criticised, the economic approach pursued by policy-
makers is even more amenable to the production of
negative outcomes. As Friedman (2014) argues, the
tendency to put “Roma issues” under an economic ra-
tionale has come to override the human rights per-
spective. This is not surprising as from the first at-
tempts at framing Gypsies as a population, economic
arguments have played a crucial role in the group’s
definition. The founding father of Gypsology in eight-
eenth-century, the German scholar Heinrich Moritz
Gottlieb Grellmann, used economic arguments to claim
the coherence of the group, which he saw as a labour
resource the improvement of which would be of bene-
fit to society. Van Baar (2012) notes that current ne-
oliberal social policies, advocated and facilitated by in-
ternational organizations such as the World Bank,
European Union and UN agencies, have given rise to a
new form of governmentality for the Roma group. With
the triumph of the neoliberal social and economic
agenda, Roma were proposed by the World Bank as an
opportunity to test employment activation schemes,
which amounted to the exploitation of cheap labour,
degrading and socially devalued jobs with dehumanis-
ing consequences for the individuals subjected to them
while also publicly reinforcing a stigmatic image for the
group as a whole (van Baar, 2012).

Roma social policy intervention is a growing sector,
though there is no accepted figure for how large it has
become with estimates rarely published. The largest of
these claims up to three-quarters of a billion euros
(OSCE-ODHIR, 2013) however (illustrating the funda-
mental lack of accountability inherent in the artificiality
of Roma as a policy object), this estimate is derived
from an unscientific aggregation of incompatible data.
More realistically, a database3” compiled by the Dec-
ade of Roma Inclusion of explicit Roma projects in 12
states since 2005 years adds up to around 200 million
euro (Bojadjieva & Kushen, 2014). The adoption by the
EU of its Framework for National Roma Integration
Strategies means that the number of (and therefore
spend on) Roma projects and programmes will contin-
ue to rise until at least 2020. While the Framework un-
doubtedly extends the politicisation of Roma identity,
it at least attempts to draw a line in terms of govern-
ance by defining Roma inclusion as the responsibility of
Member States i.e. asserting the rights and status as
citizens of those labelled as Roma. Unfortunately, this
creates an in-built hostage to fortune in that if Member
States don’t comply, the EU is left either climbing down
or taking on even more political responsibility through
strengthening European Roma governance!

37 The database can been searched at http://www.
romadecade.org/about-the-decade-decade-good-practices

8. Conclusions

While the original idea of replacing the label of Gypsy
with that of Roma was to escape historically accumu-
lated negative connotations, the effect of the com-
bined politicisation and Europeanisation of Roma iden-
tity since 1990 has been to institutionalise, as Roma,
the stereotypical legacy of the Gypsy label. The failure
of the political project to create Roma as a new identity
is due to the fact that the ultimately economic failure
to create demand that incentivises investment in high-
er need and less productive citizens has led to Roma
being identified as a target group for inclusion. The in-
effectiveness of Roma policy initiatives (due to lack of
accountability) results in Roma being publicly present-
ed as both different and unequal, accentuating the
stigmatization of the group. The paradox of the Roma
political project and its inclusion policies is that the
more policymakers peddle inadequate interventions
that target Roma as a particular, distinct and identifia-
ble group, the more they build up and cut off this
group from normal politics and societal relationships.
Targeted policies on Roma have created a growth in-
dustry where ‘need’ is practically infinite and there is
plenty of scope for new expert-government networks,
but where failure is rarely sanctioned. Rather than im-
proving lives and contributing to social cohesion, this
separate system of expert governance is able to disre-
gard (and even benefit from) the danger of further dis-
tancing Roma people from their neighbours and fellow
citizens.

A crucial source of legitimacy for Roma expert
governance is derived from the participation of (self-
declared) Roma people, especially the endorsement
of Roma representatives. Consequently, international
policy documents routinely refer to the need to in-
volve Roma in policy processes. This adds further po-
litical risks, some of which have already materialised.
The first one is to establish token Roma participation
with only a few Roma activists and organisations op-
erating at a high level in national or international in-
stitutions, but who lack the power to affect strategic
political decisions, only to ratify them. History lessons
show that state authorities and international players
will prefer weak leadership in order to ensure coop-
eration within their dominant paradigm. The instru-
mentality of representation means that lack of ac-
countability remains a defining characteristic of Roma
representation as the diffusion, diversity and subjec-
tivity inherent in Roma political identity means it is
hard to believe that democratic structures of Roma
participation could be put in place at the European
level. Merely replacing non-Roma with Roma in lead-
ership positions in existing policy processes has little
chance to substantively change the current situation
insofar as the causes of poverty and exclusion are
structural and not related to the personal qualities (or
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lack of them) of those in management positions.

Seen in this light, the advancement of Roma in
leadership positions reduces pressure to tackle institu-
tional mechanisms of exclusion and moves responsibil-
ity for the eventual failure of inclusion policies onto the
Roma themselves. A good example of this process is
given by a consultation document issued by the CoE in
late 2014 on a proposal to establish a European Roma
Institute (ERI) to promote Roma culture and identity.
The rationale argued that the ERI was needed to ad-
dress the problem of low Roma self-esteem (due to
prejudice and discrimination). This newly invented Ro-
ma problem was considered important because if Roma
self-esteem can’t be raised, Roma cannot participate ef-
fectively. Furthermore, participation itself was defined
as a pre-condition for making the right policy decisions.
In its struggle against prejudice and discrimination, the
Council of Europe considers that Roma people (uniquely
among all citizens) cannot expect to be served better by
public authorities and organisations until they have a bit
more self-respect (CoE, 2014)!

As a collective entity, the notional Roma people and
political community serves the interests of institutions
and organizations that seek to govern the entity that
they themselves have created through programs, pro-
jects and policies developed in parallel to existing
structures of governance. The universally disappointing
results of the OCSE Roma Action Plan, Decade of Roma
Inclusion, EU Roma Framework, as well as of numerous
national and non-governmental initiatives show that
separate Roma policy has not improved outcomes for
those under the Roma policy umbrella. In accordance
with the European Commission’s 10 Common Basic Prin-
ciples on Roma inclusion, we contend that better out-
comes can be achieved by strengthening civic entitle-
ments and promoting an equalities culture. Without
addressing the structural problems that cause poverty
and exclusion, racism and discrimination, the politicisa-
tion of Roma identity must inevitably provoke political
crises.
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