
márton rövid

“One-Size-Fits-All-Roma”?
On the Normative Dilemmas of the 

Emerging European Roma Policy

HIIA Papers T-2009/9



HIIA PAPERS
Series of the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs

Publisher:
Hungarian Institute of International Affairs

Editor and typesetting:
Andrea Tevelyné Kulcsár

Editorial office:
H-1016 Budapest, Bérc utca 13-15.

Tel.: +36 1 279-5700
 Fax: +36 1 279-5701

E-mail: titkarsag@hiia.hu
www.kulugyiintezet.hu

www.hiia.hu

© Márton Rövid, 2009
© Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, 2009

ISSN 2060-5013

         



            
Márton Rövid                          “One-Size-Fits-All-Roma”?

IntroductIon

As I write this article in March 2009, the Hungarian public sphere is flooded with 
articles, reports, and demonstrations discussing crimes committed by or against 
Roma.

The former refers to Gypsy-criminality1 and openly stigmatise an entire ethnic group, 
whereas the latter draws our attention to the increasing pervasiveness of racist discourses 
and a series of crimes committed against Romani people since January 2008 including 15 
incidents of Roma houses being firebombed, and two attacks on Roma homes with hand 
grenades killing at least five people of Romani origin.2

The tense atmosphere does not facilitate meditation on questions of social inclusion 
and self-determination in the context of an emerging European Roma policy. The 
criminalisation of the problem3 drastically shrinks the space for moral argumentation on 
questions of justice. This article grew out of the conviction that democratic deliberation 
on the dilemmas of social inclusion and self-determination enfeebles discourses of fear 
and threat.

The paper aims at contributing to the discussion on the emerging European Roma 
policy by highlighting and analysing some of the ethical and political dilemmas that 
policy-makers and civil activists face when promoting the social inclusion and self-
determination of Roma. These dilemmas can be translated into European policy options 
on which all concerned parties, especially grassroots Romani organisations, shall be able 
to deliberate.

In particular, three dilemmas are presented:
the relation of self-determination to anti-discrimination;a) 
the question of Roma specific norms and policies;b) 
the dilemma of whether the Roma should be recognised as a national minority or c) 
as a non-territorial nation.

Before discussing the dilemmas, their international context is presented.

the InternatIonal context

International actors play a crucial role in the codification, spread and acceptance of 
norms in relation to Roma. International governmental and non-governmental actors 
can promote three kinds of norms: the protection of fundamental human rights, generic 

minority rights, and Roma-specific norms.

1 In Hungarian: “cigánybűnözés”.
2 “The European Roma Rights Centre Calls for Vigorous Investigation and Prosecution of Perpetrators 

of Hate Crime in Hungary”, http://www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=3014, Retrieved on 31 March 2009.
3 János Kis: “A cigánykérdés kriminalizálása”, HVG, No. 8. (2009). p. 59.
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In addition to the general human rights regime based on the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, a comprehensive international legal and institutional framework has 
developed in the last 15–20 years aiming at the protection of the rights of minorities.

The United Nations adopted a Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 
National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities in 1992 and other intergovernmental 
organisations, such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), the International Labour Organization and the World Bank, have also 
developed norms on minority or indigenous rights. Declarations have also been drafted 
by organisations at the regional level, such as the Council of Europe’s 1995 Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, or the Organization of American 
States’ 1997 draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Besides the general minority rights regime, a separate network of institutions has 
emerged dealing specifically with the Roma—comprising special bodies under the 
auspices of international organisations such as the Council of Europe, the OSCE and the 
EU, as well as international NGOs such as the European Roma Rights and the European 
Roma Information Office.

Until the 1990s, European international organisations paid little attention to Roma. 
The few documents that these organisations produced referred to Roma as “travellers”, 
“nomads” or “a population of nomadic origin”.4 However, in less than a decade, from 
nomadic people Roma developed into “a true European minority”,5 specialised committees 
and organs were set up within European organisations to deal specifically with Roma,6 
and one of the central issues in the process of the EU’s Eastern enlargement was the 
position of Roma in candidate countries.

The initiative of the Decade of Roma Inclusion—launched in 2005—seeks to integrate 
and coordinate these diverse declarations, actors and policies within one framework. Up 
till now, March 2009, 11 states have joined the initiative on a voluntary basis. However, 
the participants of the programme demand that the EU play a more active role as a result 
of which a European Roma Summit was held on 16 September 2008 in Brussels, where—
amongst others—José Manuel Barroso, Jacques Barrot, George Soros and Vladimir 
Spidla expressed their views on the future of a European Roma Policy.

4 See, for instance, the following documents of the Council of Europe: Assembly Recommendation 563 
(1969) on the situation of Gypsies and other travellers in Europe; Committee of Ministers Resolution 
(1975) 13 on the social situation of nomads in Europe; Recommendation (1983) 1 on stateless nomads 
and nomads of undetermined nationality; Standing Conference of Local and Regional Authorities of 
Europe Resolution 125 (1981) on the role and responsibility of local and regional authorities in regard 
to the cultural and social problems of populations of nomadic origin.

5 Council of Europe, Assembly Recommendation 1203 (1993) on the Gypsies of Europe.
6 Such as the Contact Point for Roma and Sinti Issues within OSCE and the Group of Specialists on 

Roma within the Council of Europe.
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Self-determInatIon VerSuS antI-dIScrImInatIon

The question of whether to focus on the promotion of the civic equality and the 
protection of the fundamental human rights of Romani peoples, or on their self-
determination and autonomy, poses a dilemma for activists, policy-makers and 

scholars alike.
It is often argued that the focus on self-determination leads to the neglect of problems 

of discrimination. Similarly, the discourse of self-determination may be easily interpreted 
as contributing to the ethnicisation of social problems, thus undermining inter-ethnic 
solidarity and supporting the ideology of segregation.7

In return, it is common to criticise the human rights/antidiscrimination discourse for 
neglecting economic and social processes other than discrimination that contribute to the 
marginalisation of Roma.

The paradigmatic representative of the self-determination approach is the International 
Romani Union struggling for the recognition of the Romani nation, whereas there are 
several NGOs focusing on the protection of the human rights of Romani peoples, such as 
the European Roma Rights Centre.

Is it possible to weigh the relevance and (unintended) consequences of these discourses 
against one another? Are they inevitably mutually exclusive or can they complement or 
even reinforce each other?

The strategy of anti-discrimination is often inspired by the African-American civil 
rights struggles and refers to the UN’s 1965 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination. Accordingly, “civil rights” and “equality” are interpreted 
through the lens of anti-discrimination and desegregation. The discourse of desegregation 
is adequate for minorities that were involuntarily excluded from common institutions on 
the basis of perceived race or ethnicity.

However, numerous minorities are in the opposite position: they have been involuntarily 
assimilated, stripped of their own language, culture and self-governing institutions. These 
groups need counter-majoritarian protections not solely in the forms of anti-discrimination 
and undifferentiated citizenship, but rather concerning various group-differentiated 
rights.8

One can argue that the right to self-determination, i.e. minority rights, will ensure 
equality in the exercise of human rights. In effect, minority rights remedy the discrimination 
of minorities resulting from the ethnic bias of legislation. For instance, the right to be 
educated in one’s mother tongue guarantees the fundamental human right to education for 
members of linguistic minorities.

7 See, for instance, Martin Kovats: “The politics of Roma identity: between nationalism and destitution”. 
OpenDemocracy free thinking of the world, http://www.opendemocracy.net/content/articles/PDF/1399.
pdf, 30 July 2003.

8 Will Kymlicka: Multicultural Odysseys: Navigating the New International Politics of Diversity. 
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. p. 90.
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However, there are cases when minority rights cannot serve the purposes of anti-
discrimination, since the two approaches determine its subjects from different perspectives. 
Self-determination presumes the freedom of choosing one’s membership in a group, 
whereas discrimination is the imposed exclusion of someone from the group. The ideal of 
self-determination stipulates that the boundaries of the group ‘Roma’ are determined by 
the concerned individual or group. On other hand, anti-discrimination policies tackle the 
problem of exclusion of persons who are perceived as being Roma.

In other words: who is inside and outside the group will vary depending on who makes 
the classification. Non-Roma may classify subjects as Roma if they fit some stereotypes: 
being poor, demonstrating signs of a “Roma life-style”, etc.9

Minority rights can only ensure equality in the exercise of human rights if the 
discriminated subject is the same as that of self-determination. The right to establish 
special schools for Romani children10 does not remedy the segregation of those Romani 
students who would like to have access to the same schools as non-Romani children.

In several policy areas it is a genuine dilemma whether to promote the civic inclusion 
of Romani peoples in common institutions and opportunities struggling against racial 
exclusion or to protect the culture, language and customs of Romani peoples from 
assimilation and majority institutions.

GenerIc VerSuS tarGeted mInorIty rIGhtS

If one argues that only minority rights can ensure equality in the exercise of the 
fundamental human rights of Roma, the content of such group rights has to be 
specified. Is it sufficient to refer to generic norms of minority protection or do we 

have to refer to Roma-specific norms?
Generic minority rights are intended to apply to all ethnocultural minorities, whereas 

targeted minority rights are intended to apply to particular types of minorities, such as 
indigenous peoples, national minorities and immigrants.11

A clear example of the former is Article 27 of the UN’s 1966 International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights.12 On a European level, the Council of Europe’s Framework 
Convention refers to “national minorities”, which usually include all sub-state national 
groups except for immigrants.13

  9 Iván Szelényi – János Ladányi: “The Social Construction of Roma Ethnicity in Bulgaria, Romania 
and Hungary during Market Transition”. Review of Sociology, Vol. 7. No. 2. (2001).

10 For instance the Gandhi High School in Hungary.
11 Kymlicka: op. cit. p. 199.
12 In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, persons belonging to such 

minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of their group, to enjoy 
their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, or to use their own language.

13 It is to be noted that Belgium, France, Greece, Luxembourg, Moldova and Turkey have yet to ratify 
the Framework Convention.

Márton Rövid                          “One-Size-Fits-All-Roma”?



April 6, 2009           7

Are these legal instruments guaranteeing “the right to enjoy one’s culture” sufficient 
to protect the rights of Roma? Neither the Roma nor any other sizeable minorities are 
satisfied with such limited group rights.14

As noted above, a separate network of international bodies and policies has emerged 
dealing specifically with the Roma, suggesting that the generic norms of minority 
protection are not sufficient. The Council of Europe, OSCE and EU all have their own 
Roma-specific organs, such as the Coordinator for Roma Issues, Specialist Group on 
Roma, Gypsies and Travellers, and European Roma and Travellers Forum (Council of 
Europe), the Contact Point for Roma and Sinti Issues (OSCE), and the inter-departmental 
commission and steering group on Roma (EU).

As a result, in the last 10–15 years myriad reports, declarations, recommendations 
and resolutions have been produced in relation to Roma (or nomads—as they were called 
until the 1990s).15 These, often inconsistent, documents attempt to identify the specific 
problems that Romani communities face and make non-binding propositions and general 
recommendations to remedy these problems.

However, moving beyond general political declarations, the question remains: what 
specific group rights should Roma enjoy? Is it possible to formulate such rights, for 
instance in a new EU directive?

Since the term Roma refers to diverse groups such as Sinti, Gitano, Manoush, Musicians 
and Travellers—to name just a few—who do not necessarily identify themselves as Roma, 
there is likely to be disagreement on what to protect from majority institutions. One does 
not have to take sides in the debate on the common roots and origins of peoples labelled 
‘Roma’ to recognise the present heterogeneity of those groups, having diverse customs, 
languages, church affiliations and legal status.

Once again: it is irrelevant whether one accepts that Roma form a worldwide diaspora 
or a non-territorial nation (confronting racism and negative prejudice everywhere) from 
the point of view of spelling out what specific group rights—if any—can remedy the 
particular forms of discrimination that Romani peoples face.

Indeed, the questions of nomadic lifestyle, language and asylum divide Romani 
activists. As Nicolae Gheorghe and Thomas Acton note,

the defence of a nomadic life-style which is the crucial issue for most Gypsy organizations 
in north-western Europe is explicitly repudiated by many Central and Eastern European 
[Romani] politicians. [...] At the same time the struggles for cultural and linguistic rights 
(at least at the folkloric level), which were the most permissible form of group self-
promotion in many former Communist countries, were little more than a pleasant but 
irrelevant dream to most West European Romani leaders, for whom the language issue 
had little salience. Equally, the emergence of the asylum-seekers from Eastern Europe 
has divided the movement. […] the majority of Western Romani organizations […] have 

14 Small and assimilated minorities not being able or willing to exercise regional autonomy or to sustain 
their own institutions (such as universities) may be satisfied with limited cultural group rights.

15 Balázs Majtényi – Balázs Vizi, eds.: A Minority in Europe. Selected International Documents 
Regarding the Roma. Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 2006.; Anna Marchand: La protection des droits 
des Tsiganes dans l’Europe d’aujourd’hui: éléments de l’approche internationale. Paris: Harmattan, 
2001.
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done whatever they can to support asylum-seekers – and are sometimes disappointed 
to find that some Romani leaders in Eastern Europe tend to regard the asylum-seekers 
as those who have run away from the struggle against the growing racist violence and 
discrimination in Eastern Europe.16

European level policy-makers and activists cannot neglect the significant differences in 
the social position of various groups considered to be Roma and the forms of discrimination 
and exclusion that they face. The historic diversity of ‘Roma’ groups imposes serious 
constraints not only upon the formalisation of Romani culture for the purposes of teaching 
and propagating it, but upon the formulation of anti-discrimination policies in the form of 
minority rights as well.

Although nearly all scholarly and policy papers, as well as official documents and 
recommendations contain a footnote on the heterogeneity of groups labelled Roma, even 
a recent comprehensive EU document reviewing Community Instruments and Policies for 
Roma Inclusion17 fails to recognise the importance of such diversity for social inclusion 
and anti-discrimination policies.18

Alternatively, taking seriously the heterogeneity of ‘Romani’ groups can only lead to 
a rather mixed—if not incoherent—international policy proposals. In the Conclusions 
and Recommendations on the Situation of Fundamental Rights in the European Union 
and Its Member States in 2003, the EU Network of Independent Experts on Fundamental 
Rights, promoting a specific EU directive aiming at the integration of Roma, has taken 
the following position:

[The EU directive] should provide that effective accommodations will be made to 
ensure the Roma/Gypsies will be able to maintain their traditional lifestyle, when they 
have chosen the nomadic or semi-nomadic mode of life, without being forced into 
sedentarisation. It should take account the need to effectuate the desegregation of the 
Roma/Gypsy communities, where this is required, especially in employment, housing 
and education […]. It should address the question of the inaccessibility of certain social 
and economic rights due to the administrative situation of Roma/Gypsies to whom 
administrative documents are denied or who are considered stateless.19

16 Thomas Acton – Nicolae Gheorghe: “Citizens of the World and Nowhere: Minority, Ethnic and Human 
Rights for Roma”. In: Between Past and Future: the Roma of Central and Eastern Europe (ed. by Will 
Guy). Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2001. p. 65.

17 Commission of the European Communities: Commission Staff Working Document Accompanying 
the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Community Instruments and 
Policies for Roma Inclusion, COM (2008) 420, Brussels 2008.

18 Footnote 3 of the above document: “For the purpose of this paper, the term ‘Roma’ is used—similarly 
to other political documents of the European Council, European Parliament etc.—as an umbrella term 
including also other groups of people who share more or less similar cultural characteristics and a 
history of persistent marginalisation in European societies, such as the Sinti, Travellers, Ashkali etc. 
The European Commission is aware of the recurrent debate regarding the use of the term Roma, and 
it has no intention to ‘assimilate’ the members of other groups to the Roma themselves in cultural 
terms. Nonetheless, it considers the use of ‘Roma’ as an umbrella term practical and justifiable 
within the context of a policy document which is dealing above all with issues of social exclusion and 
discrimination, not with specific issues of cultural identity.” (italics added)

19 EU Network of Independent Experts on Fundamental Rights: Conclusions and Recommendations on 
the Situation of Fundamental Rights in the European Union and Its Member States in 2003. p. 64.
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Even though there appears to be a consensus on the inadequacy of the individual-
rights-based EU anti-discrimination directive20 for guaranteeing the equality of Roma in 
the exercise of their fundamental human rights,21 it is unclear whether it is possible and 
desirable to accord group rights for various communities labelled Roma—and, if so, what 
the content of such rights should be.

To name a few proposals:
Roma/Gypsies should be able to have access to employment or obtain services •	
without being prevented from doing so by the fact of them wearing traditional 
clothing, even where a justification may be given to support the prohibition of such 
clothing. What should require justification is the refusal to make an exception to 
a general prohibition measure, whereas this measure prevents the Roma/Gypsies 
from preserving an essential element of their identity.22

The Roma/Gypsies should be able to choose to lead an itinerant or semi-itinerant •	
lifestyle, even there where there are good justifications for country planning 
legislation which in principle denies them the availability of stopping places for 
their caravans.23

Educational policies for Roma/Gypsy children should be accompanied by •	
adequate resources and the flexible structures necessary to meet the diversity of 
the Roma/Gypsy population in Europe and which take into account the existence 
of Roma/Gypsy groups which lead an itinerant or semi-itinerant lifestyle. In this 
respect, it might be envisaged having recourse to distance education, based on 
new communication technologies.24

In order to ensure a non-discriminatory access to health care for the Roma/•	
Gypsies, health care workers should become more familiar with Roma practices 
relating to health care and thus are able to make the necessary accommodations 
for those practices.25

Such provisions are certainly relevant for some ‘Romani’ groups; however, it is 
doubtful whether a comprehensive list relevant for all ‘Roma’ can be made, taking into 
account their sometimes diametrically opposed needs. Consider, for instance, the demand 
of some itinerant Gypsies for separate stopping places for their caravans and the desire of 
“sedentary” Roma to live in non-segregated neighbourhoods.

20 Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal treatment between 
persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin, OJ L 180 (19.7.2000).

21 Op. cit.
22 Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, Opinion 

on Finland (ACFC/INF/OP/I(2001)002), para. 25; Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention 
for the Protection of National Minorities, Opinion on Sweden (ACFC/INF/OP/I(2003)006), para. 24.

23 Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, Opinion 
on the United Kingdom (ACFC/INF/OP/I(2002)006), 30 November 2001, para. 40–42.

24 Recommendation No R (2000) 4 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on the education of 
Roma/Gypsy children in Europe (adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 3 February 2000 at the 
696th meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies).

25 Council of Europe, Breaking the Barriers – Romani Women and Access to Public Health Care, 
2003.
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natIonal mInorIty

VerSuS non-terrItorIal “natIon wIthout a State”

The third dilemma concerns the locus of Romani self-determination and autonomy. 
Should Romani peoples be recognised as national minorities in their respective 
home countries, or as a non-territorial nation?

The idea of a Roma/Gypsy nation was first advanced by self-appointed “Gypsy 
kings”26 from the Kwiek family in the second half of the nineteenth century. The Kwiek 
dynasty promoted something totally new in Gypsy history: the idea of an independent 
state, Romanestan (land of the Roma). Initiatives27 were taken in searching for territory 
for the state.28

However, the idea of Romanestan gradually faded away, giving way to a new form of 
nation-building strategy that has been pursued in the framework of World Congresses. 
The First Romani World Congress, held in April 1971 near London, adopted a national 
flag and a hymn, and agreed on the dissemination of a new ethnic label. Hence the term 
‘Roma’ was constructed as the official name to encompass a variety of communally based 
identities across different countries. The leading concept was based on the principle of 
“amaro Romano drom” (our Romani way) and the phrase “our state is everywhere where 
there are Roma because Romanestan is in our hearts”.29

In the 1990s, the process of searching for a place for the Gypsies in European integration 
saw the emergence of the concept of the Roma as a “trans[border]-national minority”. This 
concept was introduced for the first time at the meeting in Ostia near Rome (Italy) in 1991. 
At that time a lot of hope for improving the social status of the Gypsies and solving their 
numerous problems in Central and Eastern Europe, which appeared or were aggravated 

26 The institution of the so-called “Gypsy kings” (or rather an imitation of an institution for the sake of 
the surrounding population) is a phenomenon, that is well known in history. Since the Gypsies came 
to Western Europe in the fifteenth century the historical sources noted their “king Sindel, the dukes 
Andrash, Mihali and Panuel”, and other “princes of Little Egypt”. This is a case of presenting their 
leaders according to the general terminology in order to mislead the European rulers into granting 
privileges for the Gypsies. Later on, the institution of the “Gypsy kings” appeared in the Polish 
Commonwealth in the seventeenth and eighteens centuries. It was most often headed by non-Gypsies 
who were responsible to the state for collecting taxes from the Gypsies.

27 In 1934 the newly elected Gypsy king Jozef Kwiek sent a delegation to the League of Nation to ask for 
land in Southern Africa (specifically Namibia) so that the Gypsies could have their own state there. At 
the same time the “alternative” king Michal II Kwiek travelled to India in order to specify the location 
of the future Gypsy state (somewhere along the shores of the River Ganges). After his trip he began 
to support the idea that the state should be in Africa (namely Uganda) and travelled to Czechoslovakia 
and England to seek support for his idea. In 1936 the next king, heir to Joseph, Janusz Kwiek, sent a 
delegation to Mussolini asking for some land in Abyssinia (at that time occupied by Italy) where the 
Gypsies could have their own state.

28 Elena Marushiakova – Vesselin Popov: “The Roma – a Nation without a State? Historical Background 
and Contemporary Tendencies”. Mitteilungen des SFB “Differenz und Integration” 6: Segmentation 
und Complimentarität. Orientwissenschaftliche Hefte, No. 14 (2004). p. 77.

29 Ibid. p. 78.
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as a result of the hard period of transition, was directed towards international law and the 
European institutions in particular. When the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
joined the Framework Convention for national minorities and the Roma were given the 
status of national minority in most of the countries without any considerable positive 
changes for them, their disappointment led them to seek new ideas for the development of 
the Roma community.30

The concept of the Roma as “a nation without a state” was a logical consequence of 
these developments.31 The Fifth World Romani Congress, held in July 2000 in Prague, 
adopted32 the manifesto Declaration of Nation that confirmed and detailed the claim for 
non-territorial nationhood and international recognition. Moreover, the manifesto claimed 
that the Romani nation offers to the rest of humanity a new vision of stateless nationhood 
that is more suited to a globalised world than is affiliation to traditional nation-states.

As a result, the Roma are increasingly seen as a group that challenges the principle of 
territorial democracy and the Westphalian international order. Most of the above detailed 
Roma-specific bodies and documents subscribe to such an approach by declaring the 
Gypsies to be “a true European minority”33 or “a special minority with transnational 
character”.34

Are the Roma an exceptional nation then? Following Bauböck, the Roma can be seen 
as special kind of transborder minority.35

Simple transborder minorities have been historically cut off from a neighbouring kin. 
Such is the case of the Hungarian minorities in Slovakia and Romania.

However, four complex cases can also be distinguished that emerge from successively 
dropping, one by one, the following assumptions: (a) that the conflict is between a majority 
within a nationalising state and a minority with an external kin-state; (b) that the conflict 
occurs within a state with internationally recognised borders and a prima facie claim to 
territorial integrity and independence; (c) that for each group with strong external ties 
there is a kin-state with which it identifies; (d) that each group has at least some territorial 
homeland where it can or could realise aspirations of national self-government.

30 Ibid. p. 81.
31 The concept of the Roma as “a nation without a state” was suggested and developed in many articles 

by a non-Roma individual, Paolo Pietrosanti from Italy, an influential member of the Transradical 
party, was co-opted into the International Romani Union leadership (even though it was not very clear 
how this happened) as early as the mid-1990s. Others trace back the idea of “transnational or non-
territorial minority” to the French sociologist Jean-Pierre Liégeois. Will Guy: “Romani identity and 
post-Communist policy”. In: Between Past and Future: the Roma of Central and Eastern Europe (ed. 
by Will Guy). Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2001.

32 However, according to the Acton and Klimova-Alexander, the manifesto was issued after the 
Congress itself, so the delegates did not approve it. Thomas Acton – Ilona Klimova-Alexander: “The 
International Romani Union. An East-European Answer to West European Questions?”. In: Between 
Past and Future: the Roma of Central and Eastern Europe (ed. by Will Guy). Hatfield: University of 
Hertfordshire Press, 2001.

33 Council of Europe: Assembly Recommendation 1203 (1993) on the Gypsies of Europe.
34 Decade of Roma Inclusion, Call for European Roma Policy, 25 February 2008.
35 Rainer Bauböck: “The Trade-Off between Transnational Citizenship and Political Autonomy”. In: 

Dual Citizenship in Global Perspective (ed. by Thomas Faist and Peter Kivisto). London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007.
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(a) The first complex case is that of a divided minority with several external kin-states. 
Moldova and Cyprus are examples of such a constellation.

(b) The second constellation relates to disputed territories. Kashmir and Northern 
Ireland illustrate this type. In both provinces the population is deeply divided over the 
question into which of the neighbouring states it should rightfully be incorporated. In 
Kashmir there is no internationally recognised border and neither India nor Pakistan has 
renounced the claims to the province. Northern Ireland is different because it is recognised 
as part of the United Kingdom, but the British government has itself stated that it would 
respect a plebiscite in the province in favour of (re)unification with Ireland.

(c) There are transborder minorities without kin-states. (c1) Most of these “stateless 
nations” live in a traditional homeland that is confined within the borders of a state. 
(c2) Some diaspora groups, however, hail from ethnic and national minorities in their 
countries of origin and emigrated because they felt oppressed by the state institutions. 
Instead of expecting external support from their state of origin, they themselves provide 
political support for co-ethnics remaining in the homeland. (c3) Dropping the assumption 
that there is an independent external kin-state generates yet another type of transborder 
minorities. These are minorities whose culture has not been established in any state and 
who live in a traditional homeland that stretches across an international border. In Europe, 
the Catalans and Basques might be characterised in this way.

(d) Finally, there are dispersed minorities that do not have a territorial homeland where 
they could realise aspirations of national self-government. What if the group has neither 
a kin-state that provides external support nor a territory where it could realise aspirations 
to self-government? The simple answer is that these groups are unlikely to develop such 
aspirations in the first place. This answer is, however, not entirely sufficient because 
extreme forms of segregation and oppression might generate in such dispersed ethnic 
groups a sense that independent nation-building is their only hope for protection or even 
for sheer survival. This explains the attraction of the Zionist response to European anti-
Semitism in the first half of the twentieth century.
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The group that today fits most closely the description as a dispersed transnational 
minority is that of the Roma populations. The vision of a non-territorial, dispersed, 
transnational nation was indeed taken up by a fraction of Romani elite—“Unlike the 
common situation of ethnic minorities who are more or less confined to certain territories 
or regions, Romani communities are dispersed both within and across the boundaries 
of countries, states and continents in a world-wide diaspora”36—and some scholars: 
“The uniqueness of the Gypsies lies in the fact they are a transnational, non-territorially 
based people who do not have a ‘home a state’ to provide a haven or extend protection to 
them.”37

However, the vision of a nation without a state can be criticised on several grounds. 
(1) Numerous research projects point out that often either the communities labelled 
‘Roma’ are unaware of the vision or they do not identify with it. (2) Others consider the 
claim to be such a non-territorial nation, from a political perspective, to be harmful or 
counterproductive. (3) Finally, the moral standing of the claim may also be contested.

(1) First, and above all, several anthropologists have pointed out that numerous Gypsy, 
Sinti, Gitano and other communities do not see themselves as ‘Roma’. In other words, 
they claim that it is not possible to replace such pejorative exonyms as cikán in Czech, 
cygan in Slovak or cigány in Hungarian by an officially declared endonym, namely that 
of ‘Roma’.

Guy y Blasco claims that “for over five hundred years, the Gypsy diaspora has been 
characterized by its extreme political and structural fragmentation, and by the weakness 
of any overarching Gypsy imagined community”. She argues that the Gitano community 
in Jarana is not aware of the Roma activist movement and would not identify with its aims. 
This community is characterised by “the weakness of any frames of communal reference 
external to Gitano individuals themselves”.38

In brief, the diversity of groups labelled ‘Roma’ is quite a serious factor in the 
community. Some authors even ask the question how realistic it is to use the concept of 
community (let alone “nation”) for a group of people whose mother tongues are not only 
the various dialects of Romanes but also Arabic, Turkish, Greek, Albanian, Romanian, 
Hungarian, Spanish and others, while, furthermore, quite common are the groups with 
various preferred (i.e. public declared or even real experienced) different, non-Gypsy 
ethnic identities. Sometimes the awareness of community unity in some regions may be 
absent altogether (or it may exist on lower levels) and the Gypsies may not be aware of the 
existence of bigger community subdivisions.39

And even amongst those groups that identify themselves as Roma, existing studies 
suggest that they would like to integrate politically and socially in their respective nation-
state, and do not wish for the recognition of a non-territorial nation.40

36 Acton – Gheorghe: op. cit. p. 63.
37 Zoltán Bárány: The East European Gypsies: Regime Change, Marginality and Ethnopolitics. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. p. 2.
38 Paloma Gay y Blasco: “Gypsy/Roma Diasporas: Introducing a Comparative Perspective”. Social 

Anthropology, Vol. 10. No. 2. 2002. p. 184.
39 Marushiakova – Popov: op. cit. p. 89.
40 Peter Vermeersch: The Romani Movement: Minority Politics and Ethnic Mobilization in Contemporary 

Central Europe. Oxford and New York: Berghahn Books, 2006.
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(2) The vision of non-territorial nation may also be abused or lead to severe undesired 
consequences.

National governments can take up this discourse to diminish their own responsibility. 
By Europeanising the “problem” of the Roma, national governments may seek to free 
their own nation from the burden of Roma.

The concept of “a nation without a state” may also contribute to ethnicisation of social 
problems and undermine inter-ethnic solidarity and cooperation. The propagation of 
Roma nationhood may incite radical nationalism amongst Roma and non-Roma alike. 
Xenophobic and racist organisations can urge exclusionary and segregationist policies for 
members of the Roma nation, if not their outright expulsion from the country.

International governmental bodies (such as the Council of Europe) and non-
governmental organisations (such as the European Roma and Traveller Forum) may take 
up the discourse of non-territorial nation and “true European minority” in order to justify 
trans-European governance and their own role in such a structure.41

(3) Finally, the cosmopolitan or post-national vision advocated in the Declaration of 
Nation may not even be morally desirable.

Kymlicka argues that liberal nationhood should be tamed not transcended in the 
form of post-national or cosmopolitan citizenship. “The idea of unbundling rights from 
citizenship is not, in and of itself, a politically progressive position. For many on the right 
in Germany, it was a tool for avoiding the granting of full and equal citizenship. […] 
Temporary unbundling is politically progressive if and when it serves as a step towards 
rebundling in the form of full and equal citizenship within the framework of liberal 
nationhood.”42

However, at least two arguments can be raised against Kymlicka. One: the nation-
state is not the sole site of our democratic attachments. Even if formal transnational 
democratic institutions (such as the European Parliament) are premature, it is difficult 
to deny the existence and emergence of non-national modes of belonging, such as long-
term residency, binationality, and transnationality—as may be the case with Roma. Two: 
“modalities of non-national citizenship may arise along with rather than in place of 
national citizenship.”43

Let us return to the original dilemma: should the Roma be seen as a national minority 
or as a non-territorial nation? Are the two options mutually exclusive?

The claim to be a non-territorial nation can be interpreted in at least two ways. (i) Some 
argue that the claim was made for strategic purposes; (ii) others stress the inherent value 
of the claim referring to the Roma as an exceptional, avant-garde nation. The former may 
fit the present international order, whereas the latter seeks to transform it.

41 Kovats: op. cit.
42 Will Kymlicka: “Liberal Nationalism and Cosmopolitan Justice”. In: Another Cosmopolitanism—with 

Commentaries by Jeremy Waldron, Bonnie Honig, Will Kymlicka (ed. by Seyla Benhabib). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006. p. 138.

43 Seyla Benhabib: “Hospitality, Sovereignty, and Democratic Iterations”. In: Another Cosmopolitanism—
with Commentaries by Jeremy Waldron, Bonnie Honig, Will Kymlicka (ed. by Seyla Benhabib). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006. p. 172.
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(i) By raising the ethnic status of Roma from minority to nation, with its own parliament, 
the International Romani Union aims to increase its power of leverage with both national 
governments and international bodies. The hope is that this strategy will lead to increased 
funding to improve the material conditions of Roma, thus strengthening their social 
identity.44

In addition, the claim to special status may also be the consequence of the inadequacy of 
the existing national and international legal instruments (such as the European Framework 
Convention for national minorities) for improving the social status of Roma.

In brief, one can argue that although the Roma are striving for recognition as a nation, 
their real political motive is not Roma statehood, but a greater say in how their own 
problems are solved, i.e. greater political participation.45

(ii) More radically, in the context of an expanding and changing, multiethnic Europe, 
some believe that the role of Romani activism is to spearhead the deconstruction of the 
idea of majority nations and, perhaps in consequence, bring about “nothing less than the 
abolition of the nation-state”.

Romani activists are stuck with their cosmopolitanism; they cannot cop out from it with 
an imitation Zionism or any other kind of ethnic particularism. In fact, while Jews can 
still imagine that they have learnt from the Holocaust that only having a place of their 
own can protect them from a repetition, for Roma the lesson is the opposite. For them 
the twentieth-century Holocaust abolished the protection of the mehalla, the ghetto, the 
segregated pariah nomadism, and the other sanctuaries that emerged as refuges after 
the holocaust of the sixteenth century.
There is no substitute for having human rights everywhere; this is the logic of seeking 
to define Roma as a transnational rather than a national minority. It is not so much that 
the rights of ethnic minorities must be protected, as that ethnic majorities must be in 
themselves deconstructed. The foundation of global human law must shift from the 
self-contradictory illusion of national self-determination to a new bedrock of individual 
human self-determination. The unfolding agenda of Gypsy activism may be nothing 
less than the abolition of the nation-state.46

concluSIonS

This paper has discussed three moral and political dilemmas that inevitably arise in 
the context of the emerging European Roma policy, and on which all concerned 
parties, including grassroots Romani organisations, shall be able to express their 

views.

44 Guy, Will Guy: “Romani identity and post-Communist policy”. In: Between Past and Future: the 
Roma of Central and Eastern Europe (ed. by Will Guy). Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 
2001. p. 22.

45 Peter Thelen: “Roma Policy: The Long Walk towards Political Participation”. In: Roma in Europe: 
from Social Exclusion to Active Participation (ed. by Peter Thelen). Skopje: Frieddrich Ebert Stiftung, 
2005. p. 46.

46 Acton – Gheorghe: op. cit. p. 68.
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The first concerns the matter of whether anti-discrimination measures based on 
individual rights are sufficient to promote the social inclusion of Roma or whether those 
based on group rights are required to ensure the exercise of their fundamental human 
rights. Even though there appears to be a consensus on the insufficiency of the former 
approach, it is unclear exactly what sorts of group rights should be promoted—which 
leads us to the second dilemma of generic versus targeted minority rights.

Although populations labelled ‘Roma’ may confront similar forms of discrimination, for 
instance in education, housing or health care, which affirmative desegregation measures 
may counter, these groups also differ in many respects that do not only concern “specific 
issues of cultural identity”47 but are directly relevant for issues of social exclusion.

For instance, concerning questions of nomadic lifestyle, language and asylum there 
are genuine differences amongst Romani populations on whether to promote the civic 
inclusion in common institutions or to protect the culture, language and customs from 
assimilation and majority institutions. These differences must be respected: “one-size-
fits-all-Roma” measures should be thoroughly debated.

The third dilemma is whether to recognise Roma as a national minority or as a non-
territorial nation. The paper has argued that the notion of non-territorial nation can be 
debated on anthropological, political and moral grounds. Anthropologists have pointed 
out that often either the communities labelled ‘Roma’ are unaware of the vision of a 
non-territorial nation or they do not identify with it. Others consider the claim politically 
harmful or counterproductive. Finally, the moral standing of such a post-national vision 
may also be contested.

However, the claim to be aof non-territorial nation may also be promoted for strategic 
purposes—and this is where the three dilemmas converge. The present international and 
European legal framework guarantees only minimalistic generic rights to minorities: 
essentially the rights to enjoy their own culture. This framework is clearly insufficient to 
tackle the various patterns of exclusion that Roma face.

As a result, Roma-specific international bodies and policies have emerged that try 
to exert pressure on national governments to promote the inclusion of Roma. The real 
political motive behind the claim of to be a non-territorial nation then is international 
recognition and greater political participation.

Nonetheless, the political participation of Romani populations remains weak on local, 
national48 and international levels, but the normative assessment of these structures 
remains the subject of another inquiry.

47 As opposed to the claim of a recent EU document: Commission of the European Communities, 
Commission Staff Working Document Accompanying the Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee 
of the Regions: Community Instruments and Policies for Roma Inclusion, COM(2008) 420, Brussels 
2008.

48 For instance, the Hungarian minority self-government system provides irrelevant, sometimes 
counterproductive, entitlements—such as the provision for separate minority education justifying 
segregation—while it does not provide legal protection to mistreated members of the community or 
enable them to have a say in the shaping of local welfare regulations and in weeding out their hidden 
discriminatory measures. Júlia Szalai: “Conflicting Struggles for Recognition: Clashing Interests of 
Gender and Ethnicity in Contemporary Hungary”. In: Recognition Struggles and Social Movements 
(ed. by Barbara Hobson). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.
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