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Abstract
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1. Introduction that Roma gangs misuse their children for criminal
purposes” (Dewsbury, 2012, para. 4). Mr. Gut forgot to
mention that the child was holding a toy gun—and that
most Roma families are neither “tourists” nor “crimi-
nals.” In 2010, French President Nicolas Sarkozy or-
dered 300 Roma camps closed, describing them as
“sources of illegal trafficking, of profoundly shocking

living standards, of exploitation of children for begging,

The solid ground of the earth is delineated by
fences, enclosures, boundaries, walls, houses,
and other constructs. Then the orders and orien-
tations of human social life become apparent.
(Carl Schmitt, 2003 p. 46)

The April 4 2012 issue of the Swiss magazine Die
Weltwoch features a close-up picture of a very young
Roma boy pointing a gun straight into the camera of
Italian photographer Livio Mancini. Underneath reads
the article headline: “They come, they steal and they
go.” Die Weltwoch proceeds to claim that, “Roma fami-
lies from Eastern Europe are responsible for a large
part of increasing crime tourism.” Deputy Editor and
article co-author, Phillip Gut, asserts that “crime tour-
ism” in Switzerland is largely carried out by Roma
gangs, telling the Swiss newspaper Sonntags Zeitung
that “the child in the photograph symbolized the fact

of prostitution and crime” (BBC, 2010). Half a decade
earlier, the British tabloid The Sun published an article
entitled, “Sun War on Gipsy Free for All,” (Barkham,
2005, para. 1) featuring the image of a Roma child en-
tering a ramshackle trailer parked in a run-down trailer
park. The discursive framing of Roma children as crimi-
nal, poor, dirty, and unsupervised creates a unique dis-
cursive cultural cast for the Roma, facilitating the de-
humanization they have recently experienced at the
hands of dominant European nations.

Simultaneously, and somewhat ironically, the public
narratives of Roma children construct them as the
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most victimized children in all of Europe, in need of
protection from their parents, guardians, and both so-
cial and governmental institutions so that they may at-
tain full democratic participation. The World Bank (2005)
has published an exhaustive report entitled, “Roma in an
Expanding Europe: Breaking the Poverty Cycle.” This re-
port constructs Roma identity in Europe as a problem of
poverty at the nation-state level. They argue that
“[plolicies to address Roma poverty...need to be an inte-
gral component of each country’s economic and social
development strategies (p. xiii). Similarly, the last ten
years have been marked by a series of stories and re-
ports demonstrating the startling marginalization of
these children. For example, a 2005 United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund Report cites culturally irrelevant pedagogy
and discrimination in Bosnia and Herzegovina as the rea-
sons why 80 percent of Roma children do not attend
school and instead enter the labour force, working in
unsuitable conditions and for unfair wages (United Na-
tions Children’s Fund, 2005, p. 28). Three years later, the
news in 2008 showed two Roma girls, a 14- and 16-year-
old, who had drowned to death and lay on a hot sandy
beach in Italy covered with flimsy beach towels, while
sunbathers continued their relaxation, as their corpses
“were carried away on the shoulders [of the officers] be-
tween bathers stretched out in the sun” (Hooper, 2008,
para 8). Then, in the fall of 2013, 4-year-old Maria,
dubbed “the blond angel,” was “found” in a Roma camp
in Greece, reiterating the fear in Europeans to be fearful
of Roma stealing (white) children. The British newspaper
The Guardian provided a close up of a beleaguered and
ill-kept blond blue-eyed girl after her two alleged par-
ents were arrested for abduction and later found to
have falsified birth registrations. The article title reads,
“Maria case exposes extent of child trafficking in crisis-
hit Greece” (Smith, 2013). Maria became the angelic
face to champion the anti-child trafficking movement in
Europe. And most recently, in January of 2015, BBC re-
ported that a Roma baby who died of Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome was initially “refused” a burial in
Champlan, France because “priority is given to those
who pay local taxes,” according to the Mayor Christian
Leclerc (BBC, 2015, para. 5), who neglected to mention
that children do not pay taxes. Reviled and vilified on the
one hand and marginalized victims needing protection
from both their parents and public institutions on the
other, Roma children fight a seemingly impossible battle
against their own social construction. Roma children and
their childhoods are situated in public narratives of hu-
man rights, narratives of poverty and criminality, and
narratives of unauthorized migration.

As Foucault (2003) argues, understanding the dis-
cursive features of modalities of power and decoupling
them from the juridico-institutional bureaucracies op-
erant in nation states may disrupt the power that seeks
to disaffirm and disallow particular lives. Self-evident
also is that specific language is deployed by govern-

mental agents to preserve their geopolitical hegemony.
(Hardt & Negri, 2001). In the case of Roma people,
both the human rights organization and popular media
discourses have colluded to construct a socially impos-
sible Roma childhood working in contradistinction with
the nation state. Roma children’s childhoods are con-
ceptualized through European ideals wherein the com-
plex cultural practices of Roma children are obfuscated
as to preserve the normative archetype of the Europe-
an child. Roma childhoods stand in contrast to the
“normal” European childhoods and therefore need in-
tervention from advocates. The construction of a nor-
mal childhood and the disidentification with that child-
hood by the Roma is produced because the norm
invokes “multiple separations, individualizing distribu-
tions, an organization in depth of surveillance and con-
trol and intensification and ramification of power”
(Foucault, 1977, p. 198). Outside the European norm,
Roma children and childhoods can only be understood
in a place of alterity. For those children whose lives are
different from that of the hegemonic norm, childhood
is a project doomed to failure by a discourse that con-
structs their impossibility.

The number of Roma in Europe is estimated to be
between 10 and 12 million, with over half residing in
the European Union, making them the largest minority
group in Europe (Martinidis, Andrei, & Tkadlecova,
2014). Through an analysis of European newspapers,
human rights organization reportage, and United Na-
tions documents, this article examines how the publicly
conducted philanthropic discourses of education, hu-
man rights, poverty, child rearing, and child labour
fashion an implausible and dangerous childhood for
Romani children. These discourses, emerging out of a
neoliberal zeitgeist, leverage the languages of interven-
tion, cultural difference, nationalism, and social justice
to relinquish responsibility over and victimize Romani
children, rendering them incapable of experiencing
humane childhoods and leaving them unprepared
them for adulthood.

Employing a critical discourse analysis and systemic
functional grammar analysis, the present article seeks
to disentangle the discourses of human rights for Roma
children from the assimilationist arguments aimed at
compulsory schooling and Eurocentric family and la-
bour practices. In so doing, | aim to show how the well-
meaning discourse of care and protection undermines
and limits the fullness of Roma childhoods by con-
structing them as culturally criminal. The article begins
with a brief review of the literature on Roma children
and childhoods followed by a discussion of the analyti-
cal approaches that inform the critical assessment of
the impact of such discourses on Roma Children.

2. Research on Roma Children and Childhoods

Much of the research on Roma children explores how
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they fare in comparison to their European counterparts
with the goal of assimilating Roma children and helping
them gain access to the social and economic benefits
regularly utilized by other European children. Some of
the research constructs the Roma child as “socially dis-
advantaged”, arguing that “disadvantageous social, lan-
guage and cultural background produces variability of
the child’s individual needs and conditions” (Lipnicka,
2014, p. 59). Though well meaning, most studies of
Roma children implicitly critique the parents, culture,
and society in which they are raised, framing Roma
children as perpetual victims in need of political and
policy intervention so that their acceptance and proper
socialization can be facilitated. Van Baar (2009) argues
that such policies and practices intervening on many
Roma communities emerge out of Foucault’s concept
of governmentality, where the state is no longer re-
stricted to matters of state, but may also intervene up-
on social and cultural life. As such, some of the re-
search on the policies and practices of Roma families
may laminate state governmentality on areas not typi-
cally subject to state control.

A primary focus of research on Roma children is on
the educational resources provided to them. Historical-
ly, throughout Europe, Roma children have been seg-
regated and separated in public schools. Researchers
and children’s rights groups view the educational inte-
gration of Roma children as a pathway out of poverty
(Jardka, 2007). In response to lobbying from children’s
rights and Roma rights groups, the Grand Chamber of
European Court of Human Rights made a landmark de-
cision on November 13, 2007, ruling that the segrega-
tion of Romani students in remedial schools is unlawful
and discriminatory. Eight years later, Roma children
still face structural inequality, including the lack of
equal access to quality schooling. For example, in a
three country study of the Czech Republic, Greece, and
Romania, Martinidis et al. (2014) found that Roma chil-
dren are refused enrolment in public schools,
overrepresented in special schools for children with
disabilities or in substandard schools, and that even
when they are placed in ordinary schools, they are like-
ly to be discriminated against through both violence
and segregation practices. Similarly, Trimikliniotis and
Demetriou (2009) document how separatist school
practices in urban cities within Cyprus make high edu-
cational attainment impossible for Romani children.
Many migrant Roma, not surprisingly, refuse to attend
European educational systems, where Roma children
face segregationalist practices.

Roma children have not fared well in compulsory
public schooling (Cozmas, Cucos, & Momanu, 2000). In
an edited volume, Miscovic (2013) reveals the multiple
practices, policies, and politics shaping the problematic
education Roma children receive in Europe. An exami-
nation of the test score gap between Roma and non-
Roma children in Hungary found that along with at-

tending lower quality schools, “one-third to two thirds
of the test score gap” can be explained by the home
environment and the parents’ income, wealth and ed-
ucation (2014, p. 2). Family poverty limits Roma chil-
dren’s access to school, as it often leads them to live in
remote places (Martinidis et al., 2014). According to a
United Nations Dependency Program Survey, Roma
girls receive less education than Roma boys because
they are more likely to experience poverty, marry, and
give birth at an early age (UNDP, 2002). Findings from
the study illustrate that Roma girls cease attending
school when “the opportunity costs of sending children
to school rise in households with falling incomes”
(UNDP, 2002, p. 29). The low educational attainment of
Roma children translates to low levels of employability
skills and hinders them in the labour market (O’Higgins
& lvanov, 2006). In the literature, however, there is lit-
tle critique about how the educational settings of most
European countries aim to culturally assimilate Roma
children against their own wishes and those of their
families (Lesar, Cuk, & Pecek, 2006). Little to no atten-
tion has been paid to the psychological and psycho-
social effects of such discriminatory practices at the
hands of the state.

Amongst the Roma, compulsory public schooling is
conceptualized as a sociocultural problem. First,
schooling is not necessarily linked to social or economic
status within some Roma communities and is likely to
be deemed disrespectful (culturally and familially),
painful, ineffective, and a distraction from familial eco-
nomic activities necessary for survival. Second, some
Roma parents see formal schooling as an invasive and
unnecessary intrusion by a society which seeks to con-
trol their parenting and their children’s lives (Lee &
Warren, 1991). Third, Roma children, for their part, may
experience school as boring and irrelevant and have
more interest in practical knowledge of everyday life
than indoctrination into  prioritizing  “scholarly
knowledge” (Kyuchokov, 2000). As a result, many Roma
families opt to stop enrolling their children in school, if
they even did so to begin with. Instead, Roma children
are taught through apprenticeships (Lave & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998) that expose them to the cultural
practices of their community, including skills that will al-
low them to make money (Christianakis, 2010). In this
way, knowledge construction is communal (Wasko & Fa-
raj, 2000) and stands in opposition to individualist para-
digms, which call for children to be socialized and taught
in institutional settings separate from the family.

Research indicates that Roma girls have limited op-
portunities at home, in educational settings, and in the
labour market. Roma families tend to reproduce heg-
emonic patriarchal structures (Levinson, 2005) wherein
girls are taught to abide by paternalistic gender norms
that relegate them to domestic and reproductive la-
bour. They reside separate from mainstream society
and culture, possibly to become wives and mothers at
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a young age, resulting in little access to good working
conditions and thus making welfare dependency more
likely (Martinidis et al., 2014). The implicit cultural cri-
tique that results from some of the aforementioned re-
search is that Roma culture prepares their girls to live
off the dole rather than be gainfully employed in the
labour market.

In addition to patriarchal gender acculturation and
inadequate educational attainment, research on Roma
childhoods construct the Roma families as lacking nec-
essary information and common knowledge about
public health and child safety. In a retrospective study
of scald burns in children spanning 3 years, 58.7% of
201 children with scald burns were of Roma ethnicity,
and therefore the authors recommended, “organized
education of this vulnerable population” (Frisman,
Racz, Petrovicova, Jan Slavik, & Cimbolakova, 2015).
Roma children, according to the research, are not only
vulnerable because of their living conditions, but also
because of Roma health practices. In a comparative
study of Roma vs. Non-Roma children in Romania and
Bulgaria, “negative effects of Roma family life,” such as
unsafe living conditions (as determined by the stand-
ards of the state where they live), social discrimination,
few sanitation amenities, and subpar educational envi-
ronments predispose Roma children to have higher
rates of mental health problems (Lee et al., 2014, p. x).
Roma parents are conceptualized as negligent because
often they do not register their children’s births, and
this prevents them from receiving free services, such as
vaccinations; therefore, their children are more sus-
ceptible to contagious diseases (Kevorkyan et al., 2015;
Mellou et al., 2015). There is a focus on the ways in
which Roma resistance to vaccination is constructed as
a threat to the health safety of the dominant popula-
tions in which they live (Hajloff & McKee, 2000). Within
the research, attention to Roma children as public
health risks constructs the Roma family as either lack-
ing the basic information or as being negligent of the
basic needs of their children and therefore recommen-
dations call for public health outreach campaigns. Such
deficit orientations fail to seriously consider that Roma
parents may ascribe to very different world views and
that unvaccinated Roma children may be indicative of
lack of faith in the national governments, limited ac-
cess to money, and distrust of the medical establish-
ment and governmentally administered medications.
There is a need for research that examines the health
concerns of Roma people from their own perspectives,
and not only from the perspectives of nation states.

Taken together, most of the research on Roma chil-
dren frames the Roma people as economically and cul-
turally impoverished and in need of governmental in-
tervention and protection. There is little research,
however, examining the representations of the Roma
in news media and on human rights internet sites. Such
research is necessary given that the media influences

public discourses of Roma people, constructing what Pa-
tricia Hill Collins terms “controlling images,” which are
the myths and stereotypes that shape how marginalized
people are perceived and treated (Hill Collins, 2008).

3. Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis Methods

Power and dominance are reproduced and reiterated
in varied social arenas, perhaps even unwittingly,
through the discourses of well-meaning institutions
and the individuals who make them up and run them,
such as the news media and non-profit human rights
organizations. However, the enactment of power
through discourse is not always explicit (Fairclough,
2013; Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Lazar, 2007; Van Dijk,
2013). Meanings of particular discourses often belie
“hidden agendas,” which often are responsible for re-
producing inequality (Litosseliti, 2006, p. 56).

This analysis employs the tools of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) and Systemic Functional Grammar anal-
ysis (SFG) in order to reveal the “structural relation-
ships of dominance, discrimination, power and control
as manifested in language” (Wodak, 1995 p. 207), as
well as how the social power, dominance, and inequali-
ty are enacted, reproduced and resisted by text and
talk in the social and political context (Van Dijk, 2013,
p. 352). SFG is a “theory of meaning as choice by which
a language or other semiotic system is interpreted as
networks of interlocking options” or “metafunctions”
(Halliday, 1985, p. xiv). Using the emancipatory frame-
work of feminist discourse analysis (Lazar, 2008, Li-
tosseliti, 2006), this CDA and SFG study aims to chal-
lenge the linguistic machinery that produces and
sustains social inequalities rooted in patriarchal and
Western Eurocentric ideologies. Additionally, given
that the Roma are and were often represented as a so-
cial problem of or created by Europe, | also employed
argumentation analysis (Neagu, 2013; Toulmin, 2003;
Van Eemeren & Garssen, 2012), which allowed me to
focus on the fallacies and topoi of arguments, perspec-
tivation or framing, which allowed me to interpret the
reporting or narration of Roma difficulties, and exami-
nation of the illocutionary force of the discourse, which
gave access to the unintended meanings. In the spirit
of post-colonial feminisms, which allow for the coexist-
ence of disputed meanings and different subject posi-
tions, | not only critique representations of Roma peo-
ple, but also examine discourses of contestation.

The aim of the present analysis is to contest the
language and meanings in the newspapers, human
rights reports, and United Nations documents that
construct Roma children as both victims of the state
and victims of their own cultural failing, thus rendering
the project of making and living as a Roma child a failed
one, rather than one of persistence, resistance, resili-
ence, and strength.
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4. Methods

The findings in this article are based on a close analysis
of 50 newspapers/newsblogs from different Eastern
and Western European countries that specifically iden-
tify a social problem facing the Roma in Europe during
the years of 2005 through 2015. With few exceptions
in Greek, my own native language, all publications
were written in English for consistency of analysis with
respect to my language and linguistic competencies. In-
itially, the data were analyzed through an open coding
that identified recurring patterns or themes. The data
were then reorganized into functional and grammatical
categories pertaining to the representations and at-
tributes related to Roma children and triangulated with
the kind of argumentation structures they employed.

5. Findings

The thematic analysis generated domains in which Ro-
ma children and their childhoods were at stake: 1) so-
cietal and marginalization; 2) educational failure; and
3) child labour and child abuse. Two topics of argumen-
tation emerged from the analysis. The first argues that
nation states discriminate against the Roma children
and their families and this is the reason why they are
doing so poorly on social indicators. The second argues
that Roma families’ inability or resistance to assimilate
is the cause of their children’s deprived childhood.
Both lines of argumentation construct an implausible
childhood that Western human rights organizations
have intervened upon. Their discursive intervention is
the focus of this study.

6. Marginalization and the Dangerous Childhoods of
Roma Children

A predominant theme across the texts examined in this
study is that Roma children are socially marginalized
and experience dangerous childhoods. The discourse is
largely constructed through enthymemic rhetorical de-
vices, which present syllogisms with implied premises:
1) that there is a specific kind of “adult” life for which
to prepare; and 2) that governments are aware and ca-
pable of protecting Roma children. Both premises are
logical fallacies. Consider, for example, UNICEF’s posi-
tion on Roma children’s “protection.” UNICEF identifies
Roma children as more likely to “suffer from discrimi-
nation, exploitation, violence, and neglect” (UNICEF,
n.d.-b para 1). Based upon a predetermined register
from within the dominant United Nations cultural per-
spective, they go on to argue: “their childhood fails to
prepare them for adult life”. Under the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, governments are obliged to pro-
tect all children and are accountable for failure to do so
(UNICEF, n.d.-b, para. 3). The question that readers
must ask UNICEF is protection from whom? Nowhere

on this webpage does UNICEF identify the victimizers
of Roma children or question their own assumptions
and cultural privileges.

Nonetheless, given the types of suffering identified,
the readers can infer that both private and public social
institutions may be involved in “discrimination;” how-
ever, "exploitation," "violence," and "neglect" are likely
suffered predominantly at the hand of Roma parents
and community members. UNICEF then goes on to ar-
gue that this suffering can be perpetuated because
“many Roma children are born into families living in
poverty, which puts them at risk of child labour and
unsafe working environments and other risks associat-
ed with family disempowerment” (UNICEF, n.d.-b, pa-
ra. 3). By implicating Roma parents and guardians as
threats to their children’s lives, UNICEF constructs the
Roma child as victim (and product) of failed parenting
and social inequity. Their failed parent is, in part, a re-
sult of their inability to keep their children out of pov-
erty. According to the UNICEF, any society that does
not protect “its most marginalised children denies
them the chance to reach their potential and under-
mines its own chance to develop” (UNICEF, n.d. -b, pa-
ra. 3). Hence, UNICEF presents us with the proposition
that Roma children can never be fully realized adults
because victimization stunts them from developing in-
terpersonal, cultural, and economic tools during their
childhoods.

Yet despite structural inequalities that have result-
ed in poverty, Roma and traveller cultures have per-
sisted and survived, and the children therein have de-
veloped into adults. And, what is more, many Roma
see no need for government intervention or “protec-
tion.” Consider what traveller and Vice Chair of the
UK’s Gypsy Council, Candy Sheridan, tells the Office of
the High Commission after the Irish government evict-
ed some 300 “Gypsies” from land they owned:

“I am proud of our Traveller traditions, but of course
change is coming to the Travellers, too,” says Candy.
“We don’t want to live permanently apart from oth-
er people. We want our children and grandchildren
to have an education, to study, to have opportunities
in life. But this development must come from within
the Traveller community, from our own choices, not
as a result of being forcibly dispersed and displaced.
And we should not be forced to renounce our identi-
ty.” (Office of the High Commission for Human
Rights, 20133, para. 12)

Ms. Sheridan postulates that Roma people must devel-
op their own cultural understandings, choices, and val-
ues to combat governments paternalistically forcing
them to live in particular ways in order to fill hegemon-
ic and dominant culture goals. Not once in the United
Nations Human Rights page did the Office of the High
Commissioner discuss that Ireland and the Irish gov-
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ernment officials may be acting with imperialistic and
paternalistic intentions by seeking to evict traveller
people from land they purchased. Critical theorist Carl
Schmitt argues, “land-appropriation precedes the or-
der that follows from it. It constitutes the original spa-
tial order, the source of all further concrete order and
all further law” (2003, p. 75). Hence, through the ap-
propriation of land, the Irish government invokes an
order and law that serves to marginalize Roma families.

In addition to the using enthymic rhetorical devices,
almost all the texts analyzed used the passive voice to
obscure the perpetrator of Roma oppression. Consider
the following excerpts, which | identified as victimizing
the Roma children without naming the victimizing
agent. Instead, the agentless subject of the sentences
remains “the Roma.” | italicize and the passive voice to
demonstrate how both the United Nations reports and
the news media construct the victimizers as disembod-
ied entities:

“In the last three years, more than 2,500 Roma from
Kosovo have been forced to leave Germany, includ-
ing people and families that lived in Germany for
years. DW reports on the deportation of a family
back to Kosovo.” (Cani, 2013, para. 1)

“Roma and Travellers are among Europe’s most ex-
cluded groups, facing widespread discrimination (and
often segregation) in many areas of life including
housing, education, employment and health.” (Unit-
ed Nations Working Group on Roma, n.d., para. 1)

“The Ligue des Droits de 'Homme (LDH) together
with the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) report
that a record number of over 13,000 persons have
been subjected to forced evictions in the first nine
months of 2013. During the evictions, the meagre
property of Roma migrants is often destroyed, forc-
ing them to re-start from scratch. Children’s school
attendance is interrupted as families have to move
and no housing alternatives are provided. Sometimes
they are driven from one municipality to another,
which the Ombudsman has described as an example
of “forced nomadism.” (Working for a more inclusive
policy towards migrant Roma in France, 2013, para. 5)

In just these three excerpts containing 6 sentences, the
authors use the passive voice, “have been forced,”
“are...excluded,” “have been subjected to forced,” “is
often destroyed,” “is interrupted,” “are driven.” In the
case of these passive sentences, the actors of force,
exclusion, subjugation, destruction, interruption and
driving away are masked. In truth, the subjects are the
governments of Ireland, European countries, and
France, respectively. By not naming them, the news
and human rights organizations allow for the govern-
ments to be invisible victimizers and violators of hu-
man rights. Conversely, the authors construct the Ro-

ma families with the language of victimization, without
agency, and absent of resistance. They “fac[e] deporta-
tion” and “have” to move. By constructing the Roma
children and families in this way, they remain the pas-
sive recipients of unquestioned authority.

The media does not reveal the identities of the vic-
timizers even when they are tried and convicted of
capital murder. One case is the 2009 murder of a Roma
father and young son by “Right Wing Extremists” in
Hungary (Verseck, 2014, para. 4). In naming them as
“extremists,” the journalists also distanced these indi-
viduals from mainstream dominant culture, thus exon-
erating a society wherein a discriminatory zeitgeist acts
against the Roma people. The “Right Wing Extremists”
are sometimes referred to only as the plural pronoun
“they,” further disassociating their act from a name or
identity in its anonymity. The passive verbs associated
with the Right Wing Extremists (“were caught,” “were
sentenced,” “were convicted,”) only point to their pun-
ishment. The implied actors of these verbs are the gov-
ernment officials who prosecuted them. The killings,
then, are detached from the agents of violence. The
only adjective attached to them is “fanatical,” which is
already a synonym for extreme and still does not reveal
the name of the so-called “extremists.” Masking their
names also masks their ethnicity and national origin.
The article, however, does provide the names of the
victims’ family members and the fact that they are
Roma. In so doing, Roma is constructed as the only rel-
evant or non-normative ethnic category.

Rather than explain the origins and wrong doings of
the “Right Wing Extremists, the focus is on the financial
situation of those murdered—“Erzsebet Csorba and
her family,” are linked to the descriptor “poor,” as
though their poverty is a logical explanation for their
murder. The only mention of the murdered child was a
summarized memory from the grandmother: “And she
remembers how she was holding her grandson, little
Robi, in her arms. He was just four years old, and he
was dead, riddled with shot pellets” (Verseck, 2014,
para 3). There was no discussion of why the murderers
would kill an innocent child. Instead, the particular sen-
tence, “Erzsebet Csorba and her family are poor,” (Ver-
seck, 2014, caption) distracts from the topic of murder
promised in the title. While the topic is the serial mur-
ders of Roma people in Hungary, the article states that
“Roma families” live in “humble” houses on the “out-
skirts” of town—a “remote village.” Csorba’s home,
specifically, is the “nearest to the forest”—making it
the most “outskirted” of all the homes. This emphasis
not only distracts from the crime at hand and any so-
cial factors contributing to it, but also allows for the
Csorba family, the pitied victims, to be depicted as in-
dividuals literally residing at the margins of Hungarian
society. Such a depiction implicitly frames the Roma as
abject beings in Hungary; as the “not-1” against which
Hungarians can construct their national identity.
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In this same article, the author names liberal politi-
cian, Jozsef Gulyas. However, it is neither for any abro-
gation of responsibility nor for discriminatory practices
but rather for his advocacy and care giving: “Gulyas
takes care of the survivors and families of victims. He
continually collects donations from friends” (Verseck,
2014, para. 12). It is not, therefore, that European
journalists and human rights organization never use
the active voice, but that the active voice is typically
used to emphasize either victims or their champions
rather than their oppressors.

Similar to the use of the collective noun, “the right
wing extremists,” “the police” is a noun category iden-
tified as culpable. In another article discussing Hunga-
ry, Laszlo Siroki, the coordinator of the Hungarian Civil
Liberties Union, is quoted saying:

“Roma also suffer harassment from the police—and
that challenging such practices forms the bulk of his
human rights work in the Cserehat region. “Roma of-
ten get absurd fines that no one else would get,” says
Siroki. “They get fined for children playing in a park,
for collecting mushrooms in the forest, or even for
technical deficiencies of their bicycles.” (Office of the
High Commission for Human Rights, 2013b, para. 4)

As in the other excerpts, Roma are framed as people
who suffer harassment and are victimized through ra-
cial profiling and criminalization of culture. This rever-
ence to the police is one of the few times that the vic-
timizers were identified, even if they were simply a
collective noun, such as “the police.” However, none of
the police officers that engaged in the “harassment”
were named, and the resulting illocutionary message is
that the Police and the Roma are at odds with one an-
other. Nonetheless, the Police have authority, trust,
and legitimacy by law, while the Roma do not have any
legitimacy in this discourse. This disparity, especially in
the context of crime and policing, again characterizes
Romani people as criminal and other.

7. Roma Children Constructed as the Product of Failed
Families

Some European media also criticize Roma children and
their families. Consider the argumentation structure of
the following excerpt:

That fear is now erupting into violence. Earlier this
week Roma camps near Naples had to be evacuated
after local people torched the shacks, angered by re-
ports that a teenage Roma girl tried to kidnap an Ital-
ian baby. Her arrest at the weekend sparked days of
bitter protests, and on Wednesday night vigilante
groups in the Naples suburb of Ponticelli chased Ro-
ma out of two squatter camps by throwing Molotov
cocktails into their huts. (Spiegel, 2008, para.3).

The narrative of the Italian raids on Roma camps is
framed as a justified response to the alleged criminal
behavior of a Roma girl. The article represents the “lo-
cal people” as “angered” by the kidnapping, and there-
fore explains and rationalizes the torching of Roma
housing (shacks). It does not, for example, explain how
Roma people were terrorized or threatened by the
torching, which is presumably as illegal as the alleged
kidnapping. The criminal behavior explains the “bitter
protests” against the Roma people. Thus, the narrative
again repeats the frame that violence toward the Roma
people was incited by Roma behavior. For example, the
bitter protests gave rise to “vigilante groups” who
“chased out Roma out of two squatter camps by throw-
ing Molotov Cocktails into their huts.” By identifying “lo-
cal people” and “vigilante groups” as collective bodies
seeking justice, and by identifying the Roma as “kidnap-
pers” and “squatters,” the illocutionary force of the
piece constructs Roma children and their families as ab-
ject beings who readily embrace criminal behaviors.

The lawlessness of the Roma people is further rein-
forced two paragraphs later, by declaring them as
“immigrants without proper papers:”

On Thursday police officers carried out raids on a
Roma camp in Rome and detained over 50 Bosnian
and Romanian immigrants without proper papers.
Speaking at the same ceremony as Maroni on Friday
Italian Police Chief Antonio Manganelli said that "on-
ly by blocking the entry into Italy of people who re-
fuse to integrate, people who import crime, will we
be able to help ease the fear that has crept across
swathes of our country. (Spiegel, 2008, para. 5)

The article constructs the dominant group—Italian
people—as agents aligned with the state against Roma
from Eastern Europe who are therefore enlisted to
“help” report crimes that can result in the deportation
of the Roma, who “refuse to integrate.” The illocution-
ary force of the article piece is that Roma are culturally
criminal, abject beings and their unlawful presence in
Italy is not only a threat to national security, but also a
threat to Italian culture, since the Roma “refuse to in-
tegrate.” This assimilationist ideology justifies the
home torching as a matter of national unity. Their lack
of ability to assimilate fashions Roma Childhood as a
failed project in socialization and the result of faulty
and deficient child rearing.

The framing of Roma people as undocumented im-
migrants constructs a legal basis for their removal and
deportation. Based on immigration law, Roma children
can be sent “back” to their parent’s original country:

Adnan, along with his 12-year-old brother Senjur
and mother Vesvije, were deported from Germany
back to Kosovo about a month ago. Vesvije, a 45-
year-old mother, described how the police showed
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up at their house at 5 a.m., while she was sleeping
due to the medications she has to take. There were
a lot of people: immigration officers, police, a doc-
tor. And they said, “Pack your things, you’'re going
to Kosovo.” They were immediately taken to Koso-
vo, to the newly rebuilt “Roma Mahala” in Mitrovi-
ca, northern Kosovo (Cani, 2013).

The news media representation of their presence in
Germany as unlawful justifies their dislocation and
forced return to Kosovo. The inclusion of details about
the mother taking medication calls her character and
fitness as a parent into question and distracts from the
fact that the two children were forced out of their
home one morning. The article’s framing of the family
as law-breaking diminishes the innocence of the chil-
dren and constructs them as threats to law and order.

In addition to constructing Roma families as a safe-
ty threat, a public concern about Roma child socializa-
tion within families has to do with early marriages. In
2015 United Nation Population Fund, Executive Direc-
tor, Dr. Babatunde, argues, “the decision to marry
should be a freely made, informed decision that is tak-
en without fear, coercion, or undue pressure. It is an
adult decision and a decision that should be made,
when ready, as an adult” (Martsenyuk, 2015 p. 1). The
report recommends that the Ukrainian government
consider the Roma Specific Recommendations, espe-
cially by “provid[ing] information to Roma community
members (especially young women and men) on sexual
and reproductive health and on health consequences
of child marriage” (Martsenyuk, 2015, p. 2). In the
same article, the UNPF recommends that Ukrainian
education programs educate these young women on
“sexuality, reproductive choices, and family planning”
(Martsenyuk, 2015, p. 7). Such programs are reminis-
cent of eugenic feminist movements, which under the
guise of female empowerment, target marginalized
communities for population control (Ziegler, 2008).

The argumentation on Roma girls is that their early
entry into motherhood is both an immoral and irre-
sponsible cultural practice. Consider the following
news article critiquing young Roma mothers:

She is called Nicoletta and, undoubtedly, is as de-
lightful as any healthy newborn baby. But her birth
10 days ago in the southern Spanish city of Jerez
has provoked a storm—because her mother is just
10 years old.

What has shocked the rest of the world, however, is
described as a happy event by the family. “My
daughter is well, as is the little girl—who is very fine
and pretty. She is very happy with her daughter,” the
baby's Romanian grandmother, Olimpia, told Spanish
journalists. This is not a drama, it is a cause for hap-
piness. At this age we marry in Romania. It is normal

amongst we Gypsies (Tremlett, 2010, para. 1-2)

The article’s main rhetorical device is to contrast Roma
cultural constructions of childbirth with those of main-
stream Spain. The reader’s attention on the “delight-
ful” and “healthy” baby is disrupted by the coordinated
conjunction “but,” which stands in contrast to the “just
10 years old” mother. Similarly, the shock of “the rest
of the world” stands in contrast with the Romanian
grandmother’s claim that “it is a cause for happi-
ness...It is normal amongst we Gypsies.” The apparent
cultural clash between what is “normal” in Roma cul-
ture and what is normal in Spanish culture is construct-
ed as a “storm” by discursively framing the Roma girl,
her family, and all Roma as deviants. The Roma girl,
framed as an abject being, stands in sharp contrast to
normal Spanish girls, whose childhood is preserved by
their culture, which protects them against parental and
spousal responsibilities.

Similarly an 11-year-old Roma girl residing in Crete
becomes the youngest girl to give birth on the island:

It is not the first time that a minor girl gives birth to
a baby, but it is certainly a Greek first. Sunday even-
ing, an 11-year-old girl visited a hospital in Irakleio,
Crete, complaining about acute pain in the belly.
Much to the surprise of the hospital personnel the
minor was not suffering from some bad food. The
girl was 7 months pregnant. The doctors took the
baby with a Caesarean section as it was impossible
for the girl to deliver the baby with a natural birth
procedure due to her young age....According to lo-
cal media, the girl went to a public hospital on Sun-
day evening in the company of a woman who most
likely was not her mother. Both the girl and the
woman are Roma. Some media report that the mi-
nor mother was exactly 11 years and 5 months old.
(UPD Crete, 2014, para. 1).

Mention of the hospital personnel’s surprise serves to
differentiate between Greek teenage mothers and the
11-year-old Roma girl, whose young age made her “a
Greek first.” While the article does not elaborate as to
whether the girl knew she was pregnant, it constructs
her as unaware of the cause for “belly” pain. The impli-
cation is that she is far too young to know how to take
care of herself, let alone a baby. However, Roma peo-
ple are not as atomistic and rarely live by themselves
with a baby. There are typically many family members
surrounding children. Additionally, the conjecture that
the woman with her was not likely her mother, implies
that either she is neglected, kidnapped, or possibly
trafficked—all accusations typically levied at Roma
families. Sometime after the initial report, another
Greek news blog reported that the girl had been having
an “affair” with a 14 year old boy who soon disap-
peared after being notified of the pregnancy (Crete:
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Tha eksetasti, 2014, para. 4). By including this addi-
tional information and framing the girl’s pregnancy as
the result of an “affair,” the report creates an image of
her as a promiscuous, yet naive girl—a confounding
contradiction. How can she be both a child and have an
“affair”? It is clear that her status as a child is incom-
patible with the dominant culture’s idea of childhood.

In a Russian news report, Bashtam Gorbunenko, a
12-year-old girl, is constructed as emerging out of a
line of women who do little else than breastfeed chil-
dren, as though it were culturally hereditary:

Well, it happened by accident, so | had to give birth
to my child,” says Bashtam Gorbunenko as she
shrugs her shoulders. Bashtam lives in the village of
Komsomolsky, in the Volgograd region. She turned
12 in February. (Grachev, 2006, para. 1)

These days Bashtam is breast-feeding two babies
since her first son is just one year old. Despite being
a teenager herself, Bashtam has plenty of milk in
her mammary glands. The circumstance is appar-
ently running in the family—Pavlina, Bashtam’s
mother, used to breast-feed her babies until they
turned 3-4 years old. (Grachev, 2006, para. 7)

The focus on Bashtam’s mammary glands and the
“plenty” of milk that she has, “despite” being a teenag-
er, implies that there the Roma girl is biologically ab-
normal. By emphasizing that she is breastfeeding two
babies at 12 years, the article constructs her as an irre-
sponsible mother, who nonchalantly “shrugs” off the
fact that gave birth for a second time in a year’s time,
and will be dependent on others to take care of her,
thus reproducing a cycle of dependency that threatens
Russian society. Implied in this analysis is a critique of
Roma reproduction, a desire to stop it through thana-
topolitics (Agamben, 2009) shrouded in a discourse of
the sanctity of childhood.

8. Roma Children “At Risk” of Educational Failure

“The mental age of an average adult Gypsy is thought
to be about that of a child of 10” said the 1959 edition
of the Encyclopedia Britannica, 14 years after the end
of the Nazi genocide of Romany Gypsies (Le Bas, 2014,
para. 1). It seems that little has changed since 1959
when it comes to the public attitudes toward the Rom-
ani people. The education of Roma children is both a
civil and human rights matter, as framed by the human
rights organizations, such as Amnesty International,
UNICEF, and the United Nations human rights divisions.
According to these organizations, schools in both East-
ern and Western Europe operate on a deficit model
with respect to Roma people and have been negligent
and victimizing of Roma people by refusing Roma chil-
dren entry, segregating them into separate and sub-

standard schools, or by placing them in Special Educa-
tion programs, where they receive only the most re-
medial education. Watchdog organizations, such as the
Czech Schools Inspectorate “expose” the schools for
their discriminatory practices. The organizations, how-
ever, never name the real decision-makers in schools
and do not identify the apparatus for segregative prac-
tices; instead, they too employ the passive voice, along
with nominalized verbs to mitigate and distribute re-
sponsibility. The italicized passive voice verbs, nominal-
ized verbs, and gerunds illustrate the discursive prob-
lem:

A 2013 survey by the Czech Schools Inspectorate (the
national body responsible for ensuring schools com-
ply with national legislation) exposed the dispropor-
tionately high number of Romani children in schools
for pupils with “mild mental disabilities.” The moni-
toring of 483 schools with five or more pupils with
this diagnosis found that a staggering 28.2% of them
were Roma. However, Roma make up less than three
percent of the total population. The Czech Ombud-
sperson (responsible for monitoring and ensuring
compliance with anti-discrimination legislation)
found this to be discriminatory in 2012....The pro-
spects for Romani children that do make it to “main-
stream” education are not much better. Many are
segregated into schools and classes with lower edu-
cational standards. In 2014, Amnesty International
has continued to collect evidence of Roma-only
mainstream schools in which the educational pro-
grammes followed differed very little from those of
schools for pupils with ‘mild mental disabilities’
(Amnesty International, 2014, para. 7-8).

Many Roma children end up in institutions and spe-
cial schools, which leave them isolated from family
and community and at risk of abuse. The over-
representation of Roma children in institutions is a
direct consequence of wider exclusion from society,
lack of appropriate support to families to prevent
separation, and a direct consequence of a system of
identification of children with disabilities based on
“defectology” approaches which tend to classify
many Roma children as in need of “special educa-
tion” on unsubstantiated grounds. (UNICEF, n.d.-b.,
para. 2)

Roma children in all countries across Europe are at
risk of experiencing the systematic violation of their
rights reflected in severe poverty and marginalisa-
tion, discrimination and the denial of equal access
to services and of equal opportunities in society.
Policies are rarely ‘in the best interest’ of the Roma
child and the voices of Roma children and young
people are often not taken into account. (UNICEF,
n.d.-a, para. 1)
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With regards to education, efforts are also being
made to achieve the full integration of Roma chil-
dren in school. After the closing of the segregated
primary school in the excluded Romani slum of
Schinoasa in 2010, Roma children went to study in
an integrated school with children from the majori-
ty population in the town of Tibirica, 7 km away
from the Romani settlement of Schinoasa. A mini-
bus service was put in place to allow children from
Schinoasa go to school since there was no regular
public or private transportation between the Rom-
ani settlement and Tibirica. “When Roma children
from Schinoasa had to walk seven kilometres to
Tibirica and back every day, their attendance was
very poor. Roma parents were complaining of secu-
rity because in winter it gets dark very soon. It was
necessary to provide transport for the children”,
Claude Cahn explains after visiting the Romani set-
tlement in Schinoasa. (Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights, 2013c, para. 5).

The passive voice verbs, “are segregated,” “are at risk
of,” and “are often not taken into account,” obscure
the unnamed agent of the sentence, making the Roma
children the subjects of the sentences, thereby protect-
ing the interests of the schools and drawing the read-
er’s attention to the social problem—“the Roma chil-
dren.” Similarly, the nominalized verbs of “over
exclusion,” “separation,” marginalization,” “discrimina-
tion,” and “denial” also function to focus the reader’s
attention to the result of the practices rather than on
the root cause—the government-appointed school of-
ficials and the evaluative tools of “defectology” they
employ. Similarly, the use of gerunds, as in “the clos-
ing” focuses the reader’s attention to the act of closing,
conveniently deleting the entity that made the decision
to close the Roma schools. There is no doubt that the
human rights organizations have identified one of Eu-
rope’s most pressing civil rights issues—the exclusion
of Roma children from compulsory public schooling.
Nonetheless, the obscuring nature of the discursive
grammatical choices that the human rights organiza-
tions employ provides protection for those who con-
tinue to victimize deny Roma children opportunities for
full democratic participation.

Roma children are marginalized, given fewer re-
sources, and constructed as having lower intelligence—
but we never find out exactly who does this and how.
Roma children are victims of state educational neglect
and the organizations’ discursive solution is to point
out the legal violations— but we never know who ex-
actly violates the law. The discourse attacking
“schools,” does not take into account the populace in
so-called democracies that fund and operate them.
Lacking in the analysis is the identification of two oper-
ant populist ideologies. First the persistent ideology
proposed back in 1959 by the Encyclopedia Britannica,

that Romani people are intellectually inferior as a cul-
tural group. While such thinking may seem preposter-
ous in this day and age, the ideology is, unfortunately,
very much alive and well. The use of cultural- and class-
biased 1Q tests that cannot control for poverty and cul-
tural differences continue to be a measure of superiori-
ty and inferiority. Cvorovic (2014) argues that across
different countries Roma people have an average 1Q of
70, or roughly two standard deviations below the
norm. Second, that nation states do not see it as their
responsibility to educate Romani children. Even though
economists have argued that improving education for
Roma children will benefit European economies (Ker-
tesi & Kezdig, 2006), Europeans continue to construct
Roma people as freeloaders. Consider Robin Page’s
column in the UK’s Daily Telegram:

The “pikeys” and “didicoys” are the problem, those
caravan dwellers who don’t travel, pay no rent,
drive around with no vehicle license or car insur-
ance, and who know as much about income tax as |
do about algebra. They spend their time cruising
around pinching whatever they can lay their hands
on. (Page, 20114, para. 9)

In another column, the very next day, Page quotes a
woman protesting Roma public housing: “I have lived
here for 28 years and it’s a sleepy village and it’s family
orientated. Everybody has got to have a place to live
but if they could only live in a civilised manner and pay
taxes like everyone else in the village” (Page, 2011b,
para. 24). The discrimination operant in the schools is
an expression of the larger discourse of disdain against
the Roma people, conceptualizing them as intellectual-
ly inferior and uncivilized. The children of these alleg-
edly inferior people, limited by intellectual capacity, do
not deserve to partake in public services, because they
don’t pay taxes “like everyone else.” It is the fact that
they are not like everyone else that makes their hu-
manity problematic in Ms. Page’s eyes.

Despite the human rights discourse of Roma chil-
dren as victims of cultural and racial discrimination by
dominant citizens of European countries, they are also
constructed as culpable and partially responsible for
their own educational disenfranchisement. Their disen-
franchisement from school is attributed to their actions
through the use of active verbs. Consider the following
excerpts with verbs in italics:

Despite efforts to expand and improve education
for children in the Roma community, the largest
ethnic minority in Europe, an estimated 50 percent
fail to complete primary education, according to a
report on early childhood education unveiled today
at a conference co-organized by the United Na-
tions. (Half of Roma children drop out of primary
school, 2010, para. 2)
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Some children also leave school and start work ear-
lier than others because of their origin or identi-
ty....I southeast Europe, it is children from the Roma
minority. In each case, a combination of supply and
demand factors are at work: the communities con-
cerned feel that the school system was not de-
signed for them and consider it normal for children
to abandon school early and start work. (Balaguer,
2005, p. 12)

Those who are in school often drop out early to
seek work. The underlying problem is one of preju-
dice and discrimination in local social services and
the community, rather than a lack of infrastructure
or services. (Balaguer 2005, p. 14)

In contrast to the previous excerpts where subjects of
the sentences masked the victimizers of Roma children
through the use of passive verb constructions, the
same human rights organizations use active verbs to
shift the blame of failure and risk onto the Roma chil-
dren and families. These children “fail” school, “leave”
school, “abandon” school, and “drop out.” They are both
the agents and the subjects of their discursive failure.

Their failure is vilified as a cultural imperative. Con-
sider this ridiculing feature story on very young moth-
er, “Bashtam,” in a Russian newspaper below:

Bashtam does not sing lullabies to her children, and
she does not tell them any fairy tales. “They’re too
small, they won’t make out anything, anyway,” says
she. She is not going to read them any books either.
Bashtam and her husband never went to school,
she can’t read, neither can he. But the young moth-
er believes the ability to read and write does not
matter much. She says raising her children strong
and healthy is the most important thing. The Gor-
bunenko seniors share her views on literacy. “The
woman is made for managing her household! You
don’t have to be able to read or write to be a good
housewife. | can’t read or write but | brought up
four children, so what? Bashtam is good at taking
care of the kitchen garden. | don’t see any problem
here,” says Natalya, the mother of Mikhail. The
young parents don’t seem to see any problems re-
lated to a lack of money either. The Gypsies do odd
jobs sometimes, and the money is barely enough to
make both ends meet. “We, the adults, do need
money to buy some nice clothes or a yummy thing.
What the hell do children need money for? They
suck on the teat all right. And we have a good stock
of children’s clothes. These rompers have been
worn by my younger brothers and sisters, | wore
them too in my time,” says Bashtam.

She does not look so certain this time when asked
about her plans for the future. “You know, you
never know. Maybe I'll be in a family way again,”

says she with a shrug of her shoulders. (Grachev,
2006, para. 8-9)

Bashtam’s distrust of and divestment from education
and literacy and subscription to traditional patriarchal
hegemony reiterates and affirms the dominant stereo-
type of Roma women as presentist, undereducated,
unrealistic, lacking ambition, and lacking intelligence.
Her project of childhood is a failure, as she demon-
strates that she will not be ready to participate as a ful-
ly actualized adult by the normative, dominant hege-
monic standards of adulthood. The article uses this one
case to illustrate all of the cultural critiques that are
central to the negative public discourse on Roma peo-
ple and which hold the Roma people fully responsible
for their lot in life.

9. Child Labour and the Threat against Childhood

Child labour is perhaps one of the most controversial
topics with respect to Roma child rearing. Labour and
the responsibility to earn money seem to be distin-
guishing features between adulthood and childhood in
countries subscribing to the United Nations child la-
bour policies. However, Roma people are a landless na-
tion and do not necessarily subscribe to the edicts put
forth by the United Nations on child labour. The rea-
sons are complex. On the one hand, some Roma are
amongst the cultural minority groups in Europe and
need as much family income as possible to ensure the
stability of the family. Their survival is sometimes on
the labour of all family members, including that of the
children. On the other hand, under certain conditions,
child labour is considered a violation of child rights ac-
cording to Article 32 the 1990 Convention of the Rights
of the Child:

States Parties recognize the right of the child to be
protected from economic exploitation and from
performing any work that is likely to be hazardous
or to interfere with the child's education, or to be
harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental,
spiritual, moral or social development. (United Na-
tions, 1990, Article 32)

Consequently, Roma families run the risk of being ac-
cused of child abuse by human rights organizations,
like UNICEF, that have acted as watchdogs document-
ing child labour violations against Roma Children. Con-
sider the representation of Roma children by UNICEF:

In some communities, employing children full time
is the norm, and is seen as positive and beneficial
for both the employer and the child concerned. In
the small Roma community in Northern Ireland, for
example, boys often start their working life at 11 or
12, once they have been confirmed. They usually
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help their fathers in their business, which might be
tarmacking roads or cleaning windows with power
hoses. Whatever the discrimination and exclusion
felt by some communities, every child in the UK has
the right to go to school, a right set out in law. The
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child makes it
clear that all children have the right to develop to
the fullest, a right infringed if a child works full time
at the expense of their education....In some Euro-
pean countries, it is predominantly minority groups,
such as Roma and recent immigrants, whose chil-
dren start work while still below the minimum legal
age for employment. However, some industries in-
volve more child workers than others. In Portugal,
some 47,000 school-age children were reported to
be working instead of attending school, many of
them making shoes.18 The Portuguese government
has made efforts for more than a decade to end
this practice. Fewer children are employed in work-
shops or factories than in the past, but there has
been a corresponding increase in the number of
children working in their own homes. (Balaguer,
2005, p. 32)

UNICEF argues that, independent of discrimination,
Roma boys in Ireland and Roma children in Portugal
have the right to go to school. In this way, Roma chil-
dren are constructed as both the victims of societal ex-
clusion and the victims of their parents, who remove
them from school so that they can work. This perspec-
tive, however, neglects the narratives of the Roma
children themselves. Irish Roma boys, for example,
must often reconcile their “rights” as children accord-
ing to the law with their families’ needs. The “discrimi-
nation” and “exclusion” that Roma people feel is real-
ized through fewer opportunities to make money and
provide income for their families. Without the help of
child labour, Roma families inevitably lose much-
needed income, but if they do not send their children
to school, they are in violation of the law. Thus, the
Roma boys’ victimization renders their childhood inad-
equate to prepare them for the Western conception of
their “fullest potential,” yet their fullest potential can-
not be possible if they are starving and homeless.

The non-profit reportage and news reports on child
labour by Roma children construct them as vulnerable
children regularly exploited by both their culture and
their parents. Many, for example, are enslaved into
forced begging, pickpocketing, commercial sexual ex-
ploitation, or fraudulent marriage for domestic service.
To illustrate, consider the language—particularly the ac-
cusations levied against the parents, which | have itali-
cized—in a report by the Bureau of International Labour
Affairs documenting the worst forms of child labour:

Most children in [Bosnia and Herzegovina] who are
found in the worst forms of child labor are Roma.

Roma children are sometimes used by their parents
or guardians to beg. Organized groups also exist
that traffic ethnic Roma children and force them to
beg. In addition, the Roma custom of paid and ar-
ranged marriages between families has resulted in
the exploitation of Roma girls as domestic servants.
There is a lack of data on the extent and nature of
the worst forms of child labor in the country, in-
cluding the use of children in pickpocketing and
commercial sexual exploitation. Many Roma chil-
dren do not attend school, which makes them vul-
nerable to the worst forms of child labor. (Bureau
of International Labor Affairs, 2014, p. 98)

Some children in Macedonia engage in begging at
the behest of their parents or other family mem-
bers, while other children are forced into begging.
The majority of children involved in work on the
streets, including begging, are of the Roma ethnici-
ty. Girls, particularly Roma girls, are trafficked for
fraudulent marriages, which may result in them be-
ing sexually exploited or forced into domestic ser-
vice. Girls in Eastern and Central Macedonia have
been identified as being at particularly high risk for
trafficking (Bureau of International Labor Affairs,
2014, p. 463)

The media in Europe also regularly reports on Roma
children being exploited and victimized. The news sto-
ries compiled for this paper report that throughout the
European Union, young Roma children are forced to
beg (Bagnall, 2009; Wright & Eccles, 2010, para. 1-2)
and steal (Bagnall, 2009; Ghosh, 2012; Wright & Eccles,
2010, para. 1-2) and are thereafter punished with
harsh beatings if they do not return home with a suffi-
cient amount of good and money (Bagnall, 2009; Mil-
ler, 2013). Additionally, there are reports of Roma chil-
dren being sexually trafficked (Wright & Eccles, 2010,
para. 1-2).

Unlike the agentless victimization in the education-
al discourse, the discourse of child labour violations
clearly identifies the victimizers: the parents, fellow
Romani, and the Roma culture. Their parents force them
to beg, steal, engage in sexual exploitative acts, and en-
ter into fraudulent marriages for slavery and servitude.
Their childhoods are sacrificed for money by their care-
givers, and therefore, their culture renders them inca-
pable of their own self-actualization and participation in
democracies. Their childhoods are, thus, dangerous and
depart from the normative childhood set forth by the
UN Convention of the Rights of the Child.

10. Conclusions
The discourse of care and protection invoked by hu-

man rights organizations and the European media pre-
sent Roma children as the victim of unethical and in-
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humane treatment by their nation-states and commu-
nities. However, a close examination of the discourse
machinery employed in constructing the Roma child-
hoods reveals that both the news organizations and
the human rights organizations avoid blaming govern-
mental organizations and prefer to discursively con-
struct Roma childhoods as dangerous and devoid of the
resources that lead to healthy adulthoods. Their par-
ents, the products of their own failed childhoods, are
blamed. The discourse constructed in the last 10 years
by media and human rights organization is both the
product of and the machinery of hegemony (Gramsci,
1971). Well-meaning organizations such as the UN,
UNICEF, and Amnesty Internationals are the unwitting
producers of such discourses, which have simultane-
ously vilified and victimized Roma childhood, entrap-
ping it in a liminality—a non-childhood. More to the
point, the discourse of victimization, which calls for di-
rect intervention, constructs the Roma children as ab-
ject beings whose impossible and implausible child-
hoods that keep them from developing into adults who
are law abiding, contributing members of European so-
cieties. The interventions of organizations, such as the
United Nations, reflect Foucault’s critique that the
state has constructed itself to not only institute legal
order within political boundaries, but also to control
procedures, techniques, and strategies that control,
manage, and regulate populations (Foucault, 2003).
The discursive tool of human rights advocacy, with its
focus on the societal and familial failures constructing
Roma childhoods as problematic, without highlighting
the positive and affirming nature of their childhoods,
suggests that the Roma can never produce healthy
childhoods— only poverty, alienation, and marginaliza-
tion. Such a discourse also forecloses on the possibility
that some Roma communities can and may have de-
veloped their own interventions for cases of child
abuse and victimization that do not reiterate or repro-
duce dominant culture fears of Romani cultures but ra-
ther reinforces strong and resilient family ties aimed at
protecting and acculturating their children without
governmental interference.
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