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The Road to Roma Empowerment: A Multi-Level Governance Approach  

Katharina Crepaz  

University of Innsbruck 

 

The Roma are the first minority to be specifically put on the EU's agenda, and to be 

addressed by various EU institutions. It is often argued that as a transnational minority, which 

lacks the prerequisites for traditional protection measures (e.g. a kin-state to engage in 

bilateral protection negotiations, or territorial concentration to provide for autonomy models), 

the “Roma issue” can only be solved at the transnational level as well. The EU taking 

responsibility on the matter is a positive development, and it has, along with other 

international organizations and NGOs, certainly helped to put the problem on the agenda. 

However, the Europeanization of the Roma question also had negative side effects: 

nationalist parties in both old and new member states framed the Roma as “European”�, and 

used this “Europeanness”� to remove them even further from the concept of being equal 

citizens of their respective state (Vermeersch 2012). The European Commission and the 

European Parliament have monitored accession states, and reprimanded member states for 

discriminatory policies against Roma which means that the issue is again laid out on the 

international level, with not much state input. This paper therefore argues that bringing the 

national and especially the regional levels back in might prove to be an important step 

towards both self-determined identity framing and empowerment. Even if the member state 

proves to be uninterested or neglectful, the EU and regional bodies or NGOs could work 

together on concrete solutions for Roma in a specific area or on a specific issue. This could 

lead to moving away from an abstract definition of the Roma� to concretely targeting groups 

and agendas, and also shift the view of Roma from “recipients” of protection to “makers” 

with considerable influence on the policy areas regarding them. 
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NOMEN EST OMEN: How legal status affects social recognition, non-discrimination 

policies and empowerment of Roma in Europe.  

Sara Memo 

University of Trento 

 

Recent years have witnessed an increasing “Europeanization” in policies targeting social and 

economic inclusion of Roma. Between 2006 and 2007 Roma have been recognized at 

political level as a “pan-European minority” by the European Union  (EU), the Council of 

Europe (CoE) and the Organisation for the Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). In 

2011, the Framework for Roma Inclusion has called EU Member States to create EU  

National Strategies to address the inclusion of Roma from a holistic perspective in the areas 

of education, employment, healthcare and housing. Notwithstanding the advancements that 

this European process of recognition entails, the legal recognition of Roma at domestic level 

often appears quite fragmented and generally incapable of addressing Roma rights from a 

comprehensive perspective. Indeed, in Europe the legal recognition of every minority group 

is still very much connected to a Westphalian paradigm of “State” and “Nation” which 

recognizes one group in connection with one territory. At all legal levels, current legal 

categories are unable to satisfactorily address the legal recognition of Roma since they either 

recognize historical-territorial groups (“old minorities”) or migrant-nomadic groups (“new 

minorities”). Against this legal framework, Roma stand in a position of “legal limbo” both in 

terms of recognition of their status and in terms of recognition of their rights. After having 

provided a comparative legal analysis on the legal status of Roma in Europe in each EU 

Member State, this paper discusses the topic of social and economic inclusion of Roma from 

a legal perspective. The aim is understanding how the principles and the good practices 

proposed by EU National Strategies can be practically implemented on a binding level. In 

line with the opinion expressed in the report of the OSCE High Commissioner on National 

Minorities in Europe (2000), this paper finally argues that the empowerment of Roma in 

Europe cannot be satisfactorily achieved until the fundamental rights guaranteeing the full 

respect of their human dignity are fully implemented. Thus, the empowerment of Roma in 

Europe necessarily needs to hinge on this unavoidable prerequisite if it aims to be forceful 

and long-lasting.  
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Empowering Roma women – between paternalism and essentialism 

Diana Elena Neaga 

Nicolae Titulescu University 

 

The condition of Roma women in Romania can be well summarized as one that brings 

together, in a strengthened way, all inequalities based on gender, starting from low access to 

education, to labor, to social and health services, early marriages and ending with almost no 

access to decision making. The intersection between gender, ethnicity and race generated for 

Roma women a position of impossibility: 

 - denying their ethnic identity and trying to integrate in order to reduce gender inequalities 

by adopting “the Romanian model of emancipated woman”. This way of positioning oneself 

is also coming together with the risk of losing the power of representation – they became 

“Romanian” women (“românizare”) that could not substantiality stand for “Roma women”; 

- denying integration and like that taking upon themselves the burden of a very patriarchal 

ethnic construction that loses women from the power of changing from inside.  

How can Roma women empowerment be possible the context of intersectional representation 

on inequalities? This is the question I will try to give an answer in this paper first by 

presenting some of the Romanian public policies and NOG’s initiatives regarding the issue of 

Roma women empowerment, and secondly by analyzing them critically. I will do so in order 

to underline the fine line between empowerment, essentialism and paternalism which arise in 

an intersectional context and which should be kept in mind in order to minimize the 

aforementioned risks. 
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Empowerment in Theory vs. Empowerment in Practice: Identifying the Paradoxes  

Maja Nenadovic  

Empowerment in Theory vs. Empowerment in Practice: Identifying the Paradoxes, 

Netherlands 

 

The empowerment and emancipation of minority groups is a growing subset of civil society 

and democracy-building assistance programs and projects. This paper will argue that there 

are some in-built paradoxes within the empowerment paradigm that minimize or hamper the 

desired impact of such programs. Based on extensive participant observation as well as in-

field practice of designing and holding trainings in the field of Roma empowerment, this 

essay will address and deconstruct the following paradoxes: (1) the issue of language â€“ in 

what way does the language of empowerment policies and programs disempower the target 

beneficiaries? (2) On what assumptions do the empowerment policies and programs rely, and 

in what way do these assumptions influence the overall design and implementation, as well as 

impact of these programs? (3) What message do the empowerment policies and programs, 

designed as they currently are, send to the society on the whole? The final part of the essay 

will offer some policy recommendations on how to improve the design of the current policies 

and programs, in order for them to better reflect the complexity and diversity of the groups 

they wish to empower. 
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Cultural Identity and Citizenship. Reconsidering the Roma-Majority Relations 

Valentin Quintus Nicolescu 

Nicolae Titulescu University 

 

My paper focuses on the intersection between the Roma cultural-identitary construction and 

the political concept of citizenship (understood as a product of the historical emergence of the 

modern state and of its national legitimatory discourse), trying to reveal if such an approach 

can prove itself helpful in providing a better understanding of the unilaterality of the 

majority-Roma relationship. By unilaterality I understand the particular model in which the 

Roma-Majority (with a special interest to the Romanian case) relationship has structured 

itself overtime. It consists mainly from a segregationist view that stresses the majority’s 

responsibility for both the minority’s integration process and the failures to promote a 

partnerial relationship with the minority. This approach tends, in my opinion, to treat the 

minority in absentia, producing therefore the well-known effects of the so-called “Roma 

problem”. On the other hand, the idea of empowering the Roma minority is also seen as being 

fundamentally within the majority’s attributions, therefore contradicting the very essence of 

the concept. My approach seeks to explore the way in which the theoretical framework 

developed first by Gramsci and later by Bourdieu could be applied to this particular situation. 

In other terms, would a radical change in terms of approaching the Roma-Majority relations – 

involving the construction of a Roma national counterhegemonic discourse result in a 

reshaping of the minority-majority relations? Moreover, could this process prove to be fertile 

in a reconsideration of the concept of citizenship itself?  

Thus I hope to be able to provide a better understanding of both the history and the present of 

majority-minority relations and to highlight possible directions or outcomes relating to the 

dichotomy of integration/communitarian privacy in the case of the Roma minority. 
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Social inclusion and Roma cultural identity: two problems with European strategies for 

combating exclusion and a way forward 

Diana Elena Popescu 

London School of Economics and Political Science 

 

In the European context the “Roma problem” is increasingly described in terms of social 

exclusion; the Decade of Roma inclusion and the EU platform for Roma inclusion, to name 

only a few, identify the various forms of socio-economic disadvantages the Roma face as 

lack of inclusion in education, employment, healthcare and housing. At the same time, all EU 

initiatives assume that social inclusion can be pursued alongside promoting the cultural 

identity of the Roma minority. In this paper I draw attention to some tensions between the 

goal of socially including the Roma and that of promoting cultural identity, drawing on 

discussions from the field of multiculturalism studies.  

Firstly, by focusing on two of the four generally recognised dimensions of social exclusion, 

namely education and employment, I show how tensions between promoting inclusion and 

respecting cultural identity arise using examples from Romania, home to the largest Roma 

population in Europe. I argue that attempts to socially include the Roma are not free from the 

difficult normative choices which characterise other minority groups in the literature on 

multiculturalism.  

Secondly, I show that the solutions arising from the multiculturalism literature can’t be fully 

exported to the case of the Roma without glossing over some important differences among 

Roma groups. In other words, the problem with European strategies for inclusion is not just 

the oversight of tensions between promoting cultural identity and social inclusion, but also 

the oversight of the particular nature of Romani culture and identity. My argument proceeds 

by contrasting various Roma ways of life drawing on case studies. I then go on to show how 

discussions from the multiculturalism literature can provide a solution to this issue of 

between-group diversity by expanding on discussions of in-group diversity, especially on A. 

Eisenberg and J. Spinner-Halev’s Minorities within minorities.  

I conclude that, paradoxically, European frameworks for promoting inclusion have to be 

more sensitive to both the existence of Roma ‘culture’ and to the possibility that there might 

not be such a thing as a Roma ‘culture’. The way forward I advocate is having a EU policy 

that is more sensitive to theoretical approaches to inclusion and cultural accommodation, 

again in a two-fold manner: on the one hand, the previously explored tensions between 

culture highlight potential tensions in policy goals regarding the Roma. On the other hand, 

the familiar discussions from the multiculturalism literature need to be expanded by including 

sensitivity to between-group diversity.  
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Their Martin Luther King will soon come: expectations of ethno-religious revival of 

Roma, and the ideology of empowerment through conversion. 

Stepan Ripka 

Charles University in Prague 

 

In my paper I am going to connect notions of ethno-religious empowerment with Christian 

Faith movement theory of empowerment through conversion (especially Faith and Prosperity 

gospels) (Cole 2010, Coleman 2000, Gifford 1991 and 2000, Meyer 2001 and 2007), and 

Latin American protestant rhetoric of bringing marginals in the centre of moral revival of 

whole societies (Martin 1993, Mosher 1998).  First, there is an expectation that the 

empowerment of Roma should take a similar path to US black civil rights movement, 

expressed most notably in the sigh that Roma still do not have their Martin Luther King. 

Czech Roma are also encouraged to seek their Martin Luther and the spread of Romani 

Charismatic and Pentecostal churches among them has already been seen by commentators as 

a sign of ethno-religious revival which could possibly lead to positive developments – 

improving morals, „giving a spark“ to unmotivated underclass, unifying people without 

strong sense of ethnic belonging. Secondly, this expectation from the public meets with the 

ideology of empowerment and healing through conversion and faith promoted most notably 

by Faith movement ministries. The Roma congregation in Czech-German borderlands where 

I did long-term ethnographic fieldwork was inspired by the Faith movement and thus strong 

expectations have been raised regarding prosperity, healing and possibilities of general 

improvement of the life situation of adherents. Most of these did not fulfil, however, and I 

will try to show how the adherents and the congregation leaders coped with the failures. My 

examples are very much in line with the criticism of neoliberal ideology of development 

through individual empowerment (e. g. microfinance, motivation courses and other poverty 

reliefs) which do not actually take into account the structural sources of poverty, and thus fail 

to address them, blaming individuals with the responsibility for their poverty and individual 

solutions (Goldstein 2001, Sharma 2006 and 2008). 
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Solidarity, Citizenship, Democracy: The Lessons of Romani Activism 

Márton Rövid 

Central European University 

 

The Roma are increasingly seen as a group that challenges the principle of territorial 

democracy and the Westphalian international order. While diverse in customs, languages, 

church affiliations, and citizenship, the Roma can also be seen as members of a non-territorial 

nation. One international non-governmental organization, the International Romani Union, 

advanced claims for the recognition of the non-territorial Romani nation and advocated a 

general vision in which people are no longer represented on the basis of state. The manifesto 

“Declaration of Nation” claims that the Roma have survived for several centuries as distinct 

individuals and groups with a strong identity without creating a nation-state, so therefore, 

their example could help humanity find an alternative way to satisfy the need for identity 

without having to lock it to territorial boundaries.  

The paper studies theories of post-national citizenship in the light of the case of Roma. What 

are the empirical preconditions of the transcendence of liberal nationhood? Under what 

circumstances can claims of post-national citizenship be justified? To what extent do 

transnational social, religious, and ethnic movements challenge the foundations of the so-

called Westphalian international order, in particular the trinity of state-nation-territory? What 

forms of political participation do they claim? Do transnational nations pose a different 

challenge to normative political theory than other transnational communities? 

By studying the case of Roma, the paper relates the literature on diasporas and global civil 

society to cosmopolitan theories thus offering a new typology of boundary problems. The 

paper demonstrates that the trinity of state-nation-territory is challenged from all three 

directions. Trans-state, transnational and non-territorial forms of solidarity and political 

action are thriving. Such developments challenge state-centric liberal, multicultural and 

nationalist theories alike. However, these developments in themselves are not sufficient for 

the emergence of transnational forms of democracy. On the contrary, by studying the case of 

Roma, the paper identifies three dimensions of exclusion: ethnic stigmatization, social 

exclusion, and denial of citizenship. These forms of exclusion may reinforce each other and 

push the racialized poor and the racialized stranger to the margins of the polis. 
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Citizens Associated with European Societies: Roma People and European Politics of 

Inclusion 

Marek Szilvasi 

Centre for Citizenship, Civil Society and Rule of Law (CISRUL) Department of Sociology 

University of Aberdeen 

 

My presentation will address the relevant dilemmas and challenges of the contemporary 

European politics of Roma inclusion. The situation which many Roma in European societies 

experience nowadays combines deprivations and denials on the grounds of civil and political 

recognition, cultural identity and minority rights, and socio-economic justice in (re-) 

distributing resources. The recent European call for specific Roma-targeted policies is also 

articulated in these three discourses of inclusion: antidiscrimination, multiculturalism, and 

social justice. Each of these three discourses addresses different type of inequalities; 

sometimes they can complement each other in promoting substantial equality, whereas other 

times one politics of inclusion can reinforce the existing inequalities of another type. These 

domains are closely connected with and burden one another reciprocally – in the sense that 

better solutions of the problems of one domain can increase the problems in another. 

Following, the main two questions this research aims to answer is (1) which of the inclusion 

discourses dominates in the contemporary European Roma policy-making and (2) to which 

extent the problems of existing European Roma inclusion measures might stem from the 

unconsidered inherent contradictions of these discourses when applied simultaneously. 

 


