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FOREWORD  

 

The second international conference organised by the Institute for Cultural Relations Policy 

(ICRP) was hosted by the King Sigismund College in March 2013. The keynote speakers of 

the event included academics and directors of various NGOs and think tanks from the Central 

European region, as well as representatives of the Hungarian Government. During the three 

days of the conference nearly 20 speakers held their presentation in front of an audience of 

nearly 100 participants from more than 10 countries. 

As a part of the initiatives of the Institute for Cultural Relations Policy the conference was 

aiming to provide a forum to researchers, experts, young intellectuals, political actors, 

decision makers and other stakeholders involved in social sciences to present their researches 

and activities about the solution of Central European national challenges and problems. The 

ICRP initiated this forum to facilitate better understanding of the cultural diversity of Central 

Europe besides political, economic and legal aspects in ethnic and national minority conflict 

resolution. 

On the basis of participantsô feedback, the forum fulfilled its goals and preliminary 

expectations. We believe this meeting was the first milestone of a long-term cooperation in 

Central Europe. 

The papers outlined below provide various ideas, visions and opinions about ethnic minority 

issues, national identity questions, interstate relations, conflict resolution, legal issues and 

integration policies as they try to give a better insight into the historical, social and political 

aspects of the national question in Central Europe. 

Therefore, we are grateful to the authors and co-authors for their most valuable contributions 

to the National Question in Central Europe conference. 

Finally, the editor would like to thank the members of ICRP Advisory Board for assistance 

and the sponsors for supporting the event and the proceedings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This proceedings is issued on the responsibility of the Chief Executive Officer of ICRP Geopolitika Kft. 

Views expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the Institution or its members. 

 

ICRP website | culturalrelations.org 

Conference website | http://culturalrelations.org/Pages/natquest-central-europe.html 
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A PLADOYER  FOR DIVERSITY  

NATIONAL  IDENTITY  QUESTIONS, AND ETHNIC  

MINORITY  ISSUES INSTRUMENTALI SED BY POLITICS  

Dr. Olga Gy§rf§ġov§ 

Institute of European Studies and International Relations 

Faculty of Social and Economic Sciences, Comenius University, Bratislava 

olga.gyarfasova@gmail.com 

 

*  *  *  

 

Introduction  

Post-1989 development in Slovakia attracted a lot of academic attention mostly due to more 

complicated path to consolidated democracy than that of its neighbours. Slovakia represented 

a post-communist ñshow-caseò of raised nationalism accompanied with clearly identified 

populist politics. Foreign scholars (Deegan-Krause and Haughton, 2008; 2009) as well as 

domestic experts (Meseģnikov and Gy§rf§ġov§, 2008; Meseģnikov, 2009; UļeŔ, 2004; 2007; 

2009; Gy§rf§ġov§ and Jupskas, 2012) focused on identification  causes and consequences of 

national populism and instrumentalisation of ethnic minorities issues by politics in general, 

and some concrete political parties in particular. 

The following study explores the metamorphosis of national populism and radical right 

agenda in Slovakia, their historical legacies, main actors, policies impact and the most recent 

faces of this phenomenon. 

 

Historical legacies and concepts 

Nationalism and radical right political parties did not emerge in CEE countries ñfrom the 

scratchò. There are deep-rooted legacies, historical backgrounds and structural conditions 

which drove and formed the post-communist radical right. Bustikova and Kitschelt made a 

complex comparative analysis of legacies which are ñédeep durable causes that affect the 

potential for radical right wing politics across the post-communist regionò (Bustikova and 

Kitschelt, 2010, p.29). According to them legacies create the baseline for patterns of party 

competition, shape partisan politics, and thus mold a proximate cause of radical right 

mobilisation (Ibid., pp.29-30). 

In accordance with earlier academic works on this issue we tackle the post-communist radical 

right as a phenomenon sui generis, inherently shaped by the historical force of state socialism 

and the transformation process (Minkenberg, 2009). However, the ñweightò of different 

factors could hardly be precisely determined. Radical right is usually related to nationalism, 
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they are close ñbedfellowsò. Following the Cas Muddeôs conceptualisation we see populist 

radical right as a specific form of nationalism (Mudde, 2007, pp.30-31). Moreover, we see the 

concept of nativism very useful for further distinctions since ñ...an ideology which holds that 

the states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (óthe nationô) and 

that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the 

homogenous nation-state. The basis for defining (non)nativeness can be diverse, e.g. ethnic, 

racial or religious, but will always have a cultural componentò (Mudde, 2007, p.19). 

The role of collective identities, above all the ethnic ones, has been subject of dozens of 

studies analysing the transition developments in post-communist countries. Let us mention 

just one illustration taken from Elster et al. who are pointing at number of generalisations 

about the role of ethnicity and ethnic politics in Central Eastern European (CEE) countries. 

Authors are more specific about five of them, whereas the first generalisation says that ñthe 

very notion of nationhood in CEE is not Western, órepublicanô, and based upon the common 

citizenship within the ódemosô but ethnic, cultural and óHerderianô, based upon the distinctive 

and exclusive identity of the óethnosôò (Elster, Offe and Preuss, 1998, p.252). They conclude 

with short but very pertinent remark: ñDemocracy is good for ethnic mobilisation, but not 

vice versaò (Ibid., p.254). 

In terms of legacies, Slovakia stands for a good illustrative country case. The structural 

opportunities for emerging radical right are effected also by its ethnic heterogeneity, 

combination of cultural (identity-based) and socio-economic appeals as well as nature of 

conflict in the early time of transition. Moreover, Slovakia was facing the triple transition (in 

addition to political and economic, the nation state building dimension was highly relevant, 

more than for the Czech republic after the split of Czechoslovakia in 1993). Summing up, the 

entire set of factors has created relatively favourable environment for activities of radical right 

populist and nationalist groups. They include the creation of independent statehood, the 

ideological and political legacy of domestic fascism dating back to the first half of the 20th 

century (including the so-called ñfirst Slovak statehoodò of 1939ï1945), the multi-ethnic 

composition of the population and changes in the populationôs ethnic and confessional 

structure in the 20th century (i.e. expulsion of non-Slovak ethnic groups). 

Over the past century, the Slovaks formed part of five constitutional entities (i.e. Austro-

Hungarian monarchy, the first Czechoslovak Republic, wartime collaborationist Slovak state, 

renewed Czechoslovak Republic and independent Slovak Republic since 1993). Furthermore, 

during the 20th century, Slovakia experienced a great variety of political regimes, ranging 

from monarchist semi-authoritarianism to pluralistic democracy, fascist totalitarianism, 

limited ñnationalò democracy, communist totalitarianism and a rotation of liberal and illiberal 

democratic regimes during the post-communist transition. 

In Slovakia, the tradition of nationalist appeals to voters was rooted even before the WWII, 

when appealing to oneôs ethnic origins was prevalent. While most leading Slovak politicians 

of the 20th century interpreted the so-called ñSlovak issueò as a combination of historic, 

constitutional, social and cultural issues, they also emphasised ethnic and nationalist elements 

and self-identification based on ethnic origin and affiliation to ethnically defined community, 
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i.e. nation and its language. This tradition has had its adherents after 1989 as well. And also as 

consequence, in the 1990s Slovakia represented a case of a weak left-right division and 

confirmed the hypothesis of R. Inglehart and H.-D. Klingemann from 1976 that ñleft and right 

would perform poorly in certain countries, particularly those with open question of national 

identityò (Krause, 2000, p.27).  Slovakiaôs troubled development in 1990s (specifically 

between the split of Czechoslovakia in 1993 and the 1998 parliamentary elections) could be 

used as an empirical evidence. 

All in all we could summarise the legacies into three clusters:  

1. Structural factors: Slovakia is a country with a dominant titular ethnic entity (i.e. 

Slovak nation) and a dominant confession (i.e. Catholicism) but simultaneously with 

a relatively high degree of ethnic and denominational diversity that is represented by 

numerous ethnic minorities and groups as well as religious communities. 

2. Historical legacies: Over the 20th century, the Slovaks formed part of five 

constitutional entities (i.e. Austro-Hungarian Empire, the first Czechoslovak 

Republic, wartime Slovak State, renewed Czechoslovak Republic and independent 

Slovak Republic). Independent Slovakiaôs founding narrative is one of overcoming 

foreign domination, first Hungarians and then Czechs ï not to mention 20th century 

entanglements with Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. 

3. Transition model: After 1989 Slovakia went through ñtriple transitionò, nation state 

building process, identity-based politics. 

Content, appeals and form of national populism/s are extremely context dependent. So, when 

examining populism in Slovakia, it is important to bear in mind all these more general socio-

political and historic factors. 

 

National populism in 1990s  

Slovakia, as a relatively newly formed democracy, has not only a very unstable political 

system with a volatile electorate, but also weak socio-economic ties between political parties 

and their constituencies. One of the structural factors of the post-communist political 

development is ethnic heterogeneity. National issues have been strongly politicised and 

national populism has become one of the most effective populist appeals in the past twenty or 

so years. The populist parties have all been in office, and their impact on Slovakiaôs 

consolidation of democracy and ambitions to join the EU has been enormous, above all in the 

1990s.  Many issues and appeals favoured in populist politics reflect nationalistic concerns, 

based on the distinction between ñusò and ñthemò, inclusion and exclusion. A dominant 

feature of national populism is articulating the populist argument in national terms and 

mistaking demos for ethnos (UļeŔ, 2004, p.52). 
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Several types of nationalism emerged in Slovakia after 1989. Deegan-Krause identified 

following: 

- ñPeripheral nationalism against a domestic majority: Czechs 

- Peripheral nationalism against regional or global institutions: The West 

- Peripheral nationalism against a foreign state: Hungary 

- State-building nationalism against a homeland minority: Hungarians 

- State-building nationalism against a non-homeland minority: Roma 

- State-building nationalism against co-nationals: Non-nationalist Slovaks.ò (Kevin 

Deegan-Krause, 2004). 

These nationalisms have had various ñpolitical weightò in course of the post-1989 

development. In the early stage of the transformation process (1990ï1992), the two relevant 

national populist political parties emerged on Slovakiaôs political landscape; both of them 

ruled the country between 1994 and 1998 and both of them have participated in power in a 

subordinated position after the 2006 elections. One ï the Slovak National Party (SNS) ï drew 

its voter support mostly among radical ethnic nationalists, while the other ï the Movement for 

a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) ï based its strategy on resistance against the launched liberal 

reforms and on power ambitions of its leader Vladim²r Meļiar who systematically built his 

image of an unfaltering defender of ordinary citizensô interests. 

Unlike in Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic where peopleôs dissatisfaction with the 

course and results of early stages of the transformation process benefited primarily leftist 

parties (i.e. the communists, post-communists and social democrats), the greatest beneficiary 

of votersô disenchantment in Slovakia was the HZDS. Immediately after its founding in 1991, 

HZDS became a dominant political force in terms of voter support. HZDS populist 

mobilisation strategies at the early stage of its existence were based on also on encouraging 

nostalgia about life before the communist regimeôs collapse; appeals to ordinary people, blue-

collar workers, residents of rural areas and smaller municipalities, ñproducers of material 

goodsò that view the life through common sense, as opposed to sophisticated and over-

elaborate urban intellectuals who deal in activities that bear no immediate material benefits 

for the society and above all on nationalism and defence of ñnational and stateò interests of 

the state established by the ethnic majority, which endorses more or less overt anti-minority 

resentment.
1
 

As a result of its election defeats in 1998 and 2002, the HZDS spent eight years in opposition. 

The whole this period the partyôs coalition potential neared zero and its voter support showed 

a constant decline. Although the HZDS toned down its hard populist rhetoric, it continued to 

be led by the same political figure ï Vladim²r Meļiar, whose nature did not show any signs of 

change. Compared to 1992 (37.3%), 1994 (35.0%), 1998 (27.0%) and 2002 (19.5%), the 

partyôs result in elections 2006 was almost a fiasco (8.8%). Despite that, the HZDS became 

part of the new ruling coalition and after eight years in opposition it rose to power again. 

                                                           
1
 For more details see Gy§rf§ġov§ and Meseģnikov (2013). 
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Participation of HZDS in the government was enabled by the power calculations of another 

populist party Smer led by the former vice-chairman of post-communist Party of the 

Democratic Left Robert Fico who offered coalition cooperation to HZDS (in spite of the fact 

that in 2002ï2006 the mutual relations between the HZDS and Smer were extremely hostile) 

as well as radical nationalist SNS. One of the most important reasons behind the HZDSô swift 

acceptance of Smerôs invitation to become part of the new government was yearning of 

Meļiar and his party for social and political rehabilitation. However, HZDSô electoral support 

as a ruling party in 2006ï2010 was eroding significantly, in elections 2010 it failed to reach 

the threshold of 5 per cent followed by total decline in 2012 early election leading to political 

oblivion. 

 

Mainstream radical nationalists ï Slovak National Party  

The main political vehicle of the ñmainstreamò radical nationalism is the Slovak National 

Party (SNS). It is a typical representative of radical right politics. According to terminology 

suggested by Cas Mudde (2011, p.12), the SNS can be defined as a ñpopulist radical rightò 

party, whose ideological background represents a mixture of nationalism and xenophobia, 

authoritarianism and populism. However, in the case of the SNS, the proportions of the three 

mentioned elements are uneven: the shares of radical nationalism and xenophobia seem to be 

greater than the share of populism. Common typical methods used by the populists usually 

include appeals to ordinary people via promises to protect their interests against those who do 

not care about them in an apparent effort to attract the so-called protest voters, harsh criticism 

of the political establishment, incumbent administration and established ñmainstreamò parties 

for their alleged corruption, the unclear program orientation and proclaiming ñpeopleôs 

characterò of  their own political creed, attempts to appeal to the broadest possible electorate 

combined with labelling certainly social groups as ñisolatedò from the common folk (e.g. the 

wealthy, capitalists, sophisticated intellectuals, etc.), egalitarian motives in addressing voters 

and generally anti-elitist rhetoric; advertising their own ñknow howò to solve existing social 

maladies, promises of swift changes for the better, adapting proposed solutions to prevailing 

public opinion trends, etc. However being a permanent constituent part of the established 

party system since its foundation in 1990 and frequently acting as an actor of clientelist and 

corrupt practices while in the government, the SNS felt itself restricted in using unlimited 

populist appeal for the mobilisation of voters. As a result of its performance, the party itself is 

perceived by a significant segment of the electorate as a part of the corrupt political elite. 

SNS  proclaims itself as the most authentic proponent of the Slovaksô national aspirations in 

such areas as building of national state, protecting the Slovaksô national interests, supporting 

their national culture, interpreting their national history, shaping relations with neighbouring 

Hungary, influencing policies with respect to ethnic minorities (especially ethnic Hungarians). 

It is the most relevant actor of radical (though not anti-systemic) nationalism in Slovakia. The 

party enjoyed a strong position within the power system thanks to its ability to capitalise on 

xenophobic and anti-minority sentiments of certain population segments and due to coalition 

strategies applied by other populist parties. The policies pursued by SNS negatively affect the 
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atmosphere in society and worsen the overall situation of ethnic minorities. While the SNS 

does not aspire to undermine directly the liberal democratic regime, some of its priorities 

contradict some principles of liberal democracy. 

Founded in 1990, SNS publicly subscribes to the legacy of ñhistoricò SNS that existed in 

Slovakia until 1938. ñHistoricò SNS, however, was a moderate nationalist party that formed 

an important part of the so-called Autonomist Bloc in interwar Czechoslovakia. It was 

established by Lutheran politicians and gained support especially among Slovak Lutherans. 

The new (ñrestoredò) SNS was the most vocal political force behind the Slovak separatist 

movement between 1990 and 1992. Relatively quickly after its emergence and entry to 

parliament, it began to further the concept of Slovakiaôs state independence. SNS has been a 

parliamentary party between 1990 and 2012, except the electoral term of 2002ï2006, when it 

dwelled outside parliament after a defeat in 2002 elections that came about primarily as the 

result of internal rift within the party. In periods of 1993ï1994, 1994ï1998 and 2006ï2010 it 

formed part of the ruling coalition, which allowed it to influence public policies in important 

areas of society. In its activities SNS combines radical-nationalist rhetoric and authoritarian 

proposals with political and electoral mobilisation through the so-called ethnic card.  The 

party always used its position in the executive power to pursue its nationalist agenda. An 

essential part of this agenda was the constant effort to undermine the standard of minority 

rights, particularly those of ethnic Hungarians living in Slovakia. 

Partyôs leaders frequently used confrontational rhetoric and aggressive tone and made 

offensive statements aimed at political representatives of minorities, political opponents and 

independent media. The party is usually supported by voters with nationalist views who prefer 

authoritarian concepts of societyôs political organisation. SNS coalition potential (i.e. its 

ability to coalesce with other parties) strongly depended on power ambitions of other 

ñnationally orientedò and populist parties (including the left-leaning Smer-SD). In Slovakiaôs 

modern history, the moderate centre-right and centre-left parties have never approached the 

SNS with an offer to form coalition governments unlike national-populist parties (ōS-HZDS 

and Smer-SD) which offered SNS to coalesce with them in 1993, 1994 and 2006. 

In its programmatic documents the SNS defines itself as ña nationally oriented, conservative, 

right party, based on the European Christian value system, with three program pillarsð

national, social and Christian. The SNS continues the CyrilïMethodian, Ġt¼rôs and 

Memorandum [of the Slovak nation] state-building traditions, in line with the legal acts that 

led to the sovereignty of the Slovak nation and the sovereignty of the Slovak Republicò (SNS, 

n.d.). The SNS declares itself a ñparty, which adheres to the ideological legacy of the founders 

of the [historic] SNS in 1871ò. Its mission is ñto unite the Slovaks at home and abroad; to 

maintain the national sovereignty of the Slovak Republic; to increase, strengthen and improve 

patriotic awareness of the Slovak nation, especially in linguistically mixed areas of the Slovak 

Republic; and to improve the attitudes of citizens to Slovak statehoodò (SNS, 2009a). 

However, in 2012 early general election the party failed to qualify into the national 

parliament, what means an important turning point in term of electoral support of the 

ñtraditionalò radical right nationalists. SNS became an extra-parliamentary party with 
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relatively limited impact on political and public discourse. Main factors which can be 

identified in the background of this development can be summarised as follows: 

1. Strong competition for radical right agenda from two sides: nationalism light 

represented by Smer-SD, which is a strong party with highly appreciated competence 

in social and economic issues; from the other side ï extreme radical parties and 

groupings, above all the ōS-NS. This party is feeding on the wave of anti-Roma 

sentiment among part of the population; 

2. Lower salience of national agenda ï could be traced back to the split of Party of 

Hungarian Coalition (SMK) in 2009 and the foundation of electorally more 

successful party Most-H²d (Bridge) which tries to address not only Hungarian but 

also Slovak voters and is less vocal in defending the rights of Hungarian minority in 

Slovakia. It smoothed partially also the bilateral relation between Slovakia and 

Hungary because the ruling Fidesz fosters relations with SMK and not Most-H²d 

represented in the national parliament. The mutual cooperation of ñcomplementary 

nationalismsò (that of Viktor Orb§n and the other by Robert Fico) does not simply 

work. 

3. Lowering the salience of national agenda which was the key program of the ñsingle 

issuesò SNS means that the party has to look for new program and issues. The euro-

scepticism has not work as efficiently as may be expected because the electorate 

shows pro-EU bias ï typical characteristics of Slovak public in general. 

4. Index measuring the publicôs receptiveness and the potential support to radical 

nationalist and right-wing radical/extremist scene identifies lower values when 

party/ies close to (light) nationalistic politics are in power, what is the case for the 

electoral cycle 2012ï2016. 

5. Last but not least the party is weaken by internal quarrels and tensions which lead to 

splits and the replacement of long-serving chairman Slota. Although this change was 

pre-negotiated, party failed to avoid sharp internal conflict between new leader and 

some representatives of the former leadership, including Slota himself. 

Albeit opinion polls, conducted after elections 2012, have indicated that part of SNS 

traditional core voters still continued to support this party, giving it certain hopes to reach 5% 

votes and to sustain as relevant political force, its political revival in future electoral term is an 

open question. The recent re-branding campaign under the head-line: ñWe change SNS. We 

want to change Slovakia!ò does not reach out, yet, the polls date are below the threshold. 

Impact of nationalistic discourse on society and political scene is enormous. The appeals of 

the SNS is based on ethnicity. It addresses ñSlovaksò, referring to ñusò (Slovaks) and ñthemò 

(Hungarians or Roma, or any ñothersò), it denies the principle of citizenship and sees (more or 

less explicitly) the non-Slovak ethnic groups as the second-order-citizens, often labelled as 

not loyal enough. The ñethnicisationò of the public discourse is one of the main consequences 

of the SNS campaigning and rhetoric. Of course, there are other political parties and leaders 

who have contributed to this, but the SNS has dominated nationalistic discourse and moved 

the borders of what is permissible and what is mainstream far beyond liberal democratic civic 
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culture. Above all, the 2010 election campaign appealed to the electorate by using 

nationalistic and xenophobic slogans such as ñWe will not give up Slovakia!ò, implying that 

the SNS would not give up Slovakiaôs territory to Hungary. Territorial integrity and raising 

the spectre of irredentism ï one of the constituent parts of national populism ï was put across 

in the slogan ñLet our borders remain our bordersò. The SNS billboards spread the image of 

the Hungarian enemy and called for vigilance, suggesting that Slovakia ï its integrity, its 

children, the lives of its men, and so on ï was in danger. This campaign brought even the 

ñxenophobisationò of the public discourse. 

Another ethnic group that is stereotypically depicted by the SNS as a threat to all hard-

working and order-loving decent Slovaks is the Roma. Interestingly enough, in 2010, and 

more so in 2012, the nationalistic appeal of the SNS was not successful in elections as it was 

in 2006. However, it opened the door for less radical nationalism to be more ñsalonfªhigò. 

 

Smer party ï successor or inheritor of HZDS?  

Party Smer grown to be the most popular party in Slovakia. On opposing the economic 

reforms it won the election 2006 and became the electoral winner of 2010 general elections 

with 35% of votes. To label this party as a populist one is more controversial but many 

authors clearly agree upon the fact that it manifests populist features (Deegan-Krause and 

Haughton, 2009; Meseģnikov, 2009; UļeŔ, 2009). Smer has a position of broadly defined 

mainstream party, which combines above all two sources of populist agenda: national 

populism and social demagogy while applying ñstandardò populist methods like anti-

establishment and anti-elite appeals, scapegoating of elites and positive valorisation of ñthe 

peopleò and alike. The party has been established in late 1999 by a maverick from the 

transformed post-communist party Robert Fico. Initially it avoided any ideological profile 

using self-characteristics as ñpragmaticò or third way alternative. This positioning came out 

the fact that the new party stood between two polarised blocs, which represented the dominant 

political conflict of 1990s ï HZDS and centre right liberal pro-reform parties. The party also 

utili sed the bonus of being new, anti-corrupt (according to Smer, other parties, representing 

the competing blocs, were equally corrupt). It pretended to be ñnew directionò in the politics 

(ñSmerò means ñdirectionò in Slovak). After the lukewarm result in 2002, the party turned left 

and started the process of ñsocial-democratisationò (adding of affix SD ï Social Democracy to 

its name) which went hand in hand with ethnisation of the agenda. In 2006 Smer won 30% of 

votes on the wave of the criticism of the economic reforms and formed the government with 

SNS and HZDS. The factors catalysing Smerôs decision to form a new government with the 

populist HZDS and radical nationalist SNS included its conviction that these two formerly 

opposition parties that along with Smer criticised various policies pursued by the previous 

centre-right administration would help Smer to implement its declared ñsocial-democraticò 

program with strong etatist elements and the nationalist orientation of Smerôs  leaders who 

tended to define ethnicity as the foundation of political cooperation between political parties. 

Persisting high voting preferences (rating) of Smer after elections 2006 were cemented by the 

way its leader and prime minister Robert Fico advertised his administrationôs priorities, as he 
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pointed out the emphasis of his cabinet on tackling Slovakiaôs domestic problems instead of 

pursuing ñirrelevantò foreign policy activities, providing for ordinary citizens, bringing 

pressure to bear on energy producers in order to reduce gas and fuel prices, defending citizens 

against foreign monopolies, etc. Many voters who sympathised with authoritarian and 

egalitarian approaches might be attracted to Ficoôs charisma; still others might positively 

perceive nationalist rhetoric that was quite often used by a number of Smer leaders. 

Four years of governance did not lead to the weakening of Smerôs public support. However 

the electoral victory (35% of votes) in 2010 was not enough for building a coalition ï there 

were no available partners. In regard of political and public discourse the rule of Smer was 

characterised by ñetatisationò and ñethnisationò. The party leaderôs rhetoric is about ñtaking 

care for common peopleò, offering protecting hand to those who feel to be left behind. Due to 

the differences between the populism of the transition decade represented by HZDS and the 

nativist nationalism of the Slovak National Party the instrumentalised populism of the Smer 

party inspired to call it ñneopopulismò (UļeŔ, 2009, p.32). 

In the years 2010ï2012 Smer was the strongest opposition force. After elections in 2012 it 

formed one-party government. Since 2005 Smer declares itself a social democratic party. In 

its last election manifesto it emphasised more the issues of effectiveness of governance, 

stability for the country, security for citizens etc. In the electoral document, containing 

provisions about necessity to strengthen the social cohesion of society, policies of strong 

ñwelfareò state and strengthening its regulatory function, there were no any direct references 

to the social-democratic ideological and value basis of the party and the word ñsocial-

democraticò even did not appear at all in the text. Some questions that form an integral part of 

the agenda of European social democracy (minority and human rights issues, rejection of 

ethnic nationalism), were given in Smerôs programmatic document the relatively small, 

almost marginal attention, and the used formulations were rather general and did not reflect 

the multi-ethnic character of the Slovak society. The intensity of nationalist appeal in the 

election campaign Smer-SD, however, was lower in 2012 than in 2010, when the party used 

the ethnic (mainly ñHungarianò) card as one of the main tools of mobilisation. The reasons of 

the lowered weight of ethno-nationalist mobilisation in communication activities of Smer-SD 

did not reflect changes in its program and value profile, but were connected rather with 

consideration of purely practical nature: in conditions of relatively high electoral support, 

indicated by opinion polls, the intensive use of ethnic card was not necessary. The way how 

Smer emphasised its ñleftistò character and its approach to the profiling questions of value 

dispute between the left and the right indicated that Smer still remained in positions of the so-

called ñoldò but not ñnewò left. 

However, the nationalism and the ñethnic cardò is a ñsleeping giantò of Slovak politics. At the 

ceremony for 150th anniversary of Matica Slovensk§ the Prime Minister Robert Fico in his 

speech said: ñWe created our independent state first and foremost not for minorities, although 

we respect them, but for the Slovak nation. We go by the rule that the state is national and our 

society is civic. It is a strange trend that the problems of minorities are put before the state-
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forming Slovak nation...ò
2
  Furthermore, Fico also said that some minorities have been trying 

to ñblackmailò the state through the issue of minority rights. These views raised a lot of 

critiques inside the country but also from the European Peopleôs Party (EPP) in the European 

Parliament, they were deemed as ñunacceptableò. There were recidivates of the Matica 

Slovensk§ address but all in all we could say that the second term of PM Fico is less relying 

on nationalistic appeals (more social ones). 

 

Popular demand for radical right  

Studies discussing the phenomenon of radical right traditionally focus more attention on 

political actors or their agenda and appeals. Less attention is paid to analysing the electorates 

or the public mood. In other words, one can read much more about ñpolitical supplyò than 

about ñsocial demandò. A project which does analyse the demand for extreme/radical right 

parties is DEREX ï one of analytical methods for identification of potential support to 

extremist political activities. 

As for Slovakia the data for four cycles of measuring DEREX index (2004ï5; 2006ï7; 2008ï

9 and 2010ï11) show an interesting trajectory: Starting with 10.8% it declined to around 6% 

during 2006 and it returned to higher scores (10.4%) during the last cycle. The explanation 

can be traced back to the political situation ï in 2006ï2010 Slovakia was governed by the 

national-populist coalition comprised of Smer-SD, Movement for a Democratic Slovakia 

(HZDS) and the Slovak National Party (SNS) that inflamed the nationalist discourse. 

Individual government parties de facto competed with each other in taking the more radical 

anti-minority (especially anti-Hungarian) positions both in the rhetoric and in terms of 

practical policies (Meseģnikov, 2013). 

The data for individual DEREX dimensions show that the decline in 2006ï2009 was caused 

by a significant ï almost 50% ï drop in anti-establishment attitudes (from 30% to 15% and 

17% respectively), and by a significant drop in the category of fears, distrust and pessimism 

(from 25% to 17% and 18% respectively). On the other hand, in this period an increase was 

noted in the category of prejudices and welfare chauvinism ï from 27% to 33% and in the 

support to right-wing value orientations ï from 19% to 29%. How to read these findings? 

When the Smer-SD ï SNS ï HZDS coalition was in power their voters were more satisfied, 

less frustrated by politics, they have got the feeling they are represented, itôs ñtheirò political 

elite who is in power. Nonetheless, the prevailing political and public discourse enhanced and 

fortified the nationalistic prejudices, social chauvinism as well as the right wing values. Of 

course we should be very cautious ñand should speak rather of the degree of receptiveness or 

openness to such appeals rather than observe their presence or absenceò (Meseģnikov, 2013). 

This receptiveness and the potential support to politics that is close to radical nationalist and 

right-wing extremist scene. It is a kind of mutual ñcounter-balancingò of two trends: 

                                                           
2
 Address delivered in Martin, 150th anniversary of Matica Slovensk§, February 26, 2013. 
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1. situational (according to the on-going development of party politics and electoral 

performance of individual parties) changes in trust in the institutions and in the 

extent of social pessimism, 

2. long-term trends of deepening prejudices, anti-immigration sentiments and 

authoritarian values. 

Such ñcounter-balancingò is, of course, purely statistical and ultimately does not neutralise the 

undesirable authoritarian and xenophobic sentiments and ideas. Such situation is likely to 

persist as long as the supporters of political parties (in this case, especially the voters of Smer-

SD and other formations close to it) derive their trust in the democratic order and democratic 

institutions from the very fact that the representatives of these parties work either in the 

government or in the opposition. Besides, politiciansô appeals and votersô views often interact 

to create some sort of perpetual bond in which it is often impossible to tell the cause from the 

consequence and a subordinate variable from an independent one (Meseģnikov, 2013). 

 

Conclusion ï letôs promote the diversity  

Slovakia entered the third decade of its independence, the democratic regime is three years 

older. The nationalism which characterised first two decades is diminishing. The form we face 

now is nationalism without authoritarianism, rather an efficient blend of nationalism and 

social demagogy than authoritarian national populism. We could also observe that on the side 

of the public there is a weaker demand for nationalistic agenda. Though new forms and 

targets of nativism are emerging, among them above all Roma minority, migrants in general 

and Muslims in particular. Parties also appeals against other than ethnic minorities ï be they 

sexual, life style or other minorities. 

The euro crises also brought euro-sceptical agenda also to newer, post-communist EU 

member. Radical right-wing and nationalistic parties across the EU present the integration as 

a threat to national sovereignty and national cultural identity. Cas Mudde conceptualised the 

euro-sceptical positions which use populist appeals in terms of centre-periphery cleavage. 

Shortly before the big-bang enlargement in 2004 he expected that ñone possible way in which 

EU accession could influence party competition in the new member states: in transforming the 

already present regional divide into a full populist, anti-EU enter-periphery cleavageò 

(Mudde, 2004, p.2). Furthermore, he pointed at Euro-scepticism which would mix populism 

with peripheral frustration. The centre-periphery divide in combination with national populist 

anti-EU position would be perfect also because it has links back to the classic populist 

discourse of the 1920s and 1930s in this region which posited that the key struggle was 

between rural and ñnationalò people and the urban and cosmopolitan elite (Mudde, 2004, p.7). 

However, the winner-losers of integration dividing line did not work very well, at least not in 

Slovakia ï people in the poorer regions saw EU funds as possibility to balance with more 

developed regions, not talking about balancing the capitals. In addition, the Europhoria was 

general, wide-spread across very different social environments; EU-sceptical feelings could 

be hardly mobilised before the crises. Now, almost one decade after the EU accession, SNS 
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has started to use the EU issue. It represents a ñtext book exampleò of the peripheral 

nationalism which is against global institutions, the West, and the EU. For example SNS has 

tagged the EFSF as ña mega-betrayal on the Slovak nationò. The nationalistsô arguments go 

further on in losing the (national) sovereignty and avoiding being ñthe servants of the Westò.  

The Euro-scepticism of the SNS has a ñpatternò of radical right-wing parties, such as the True 

Finns or Freedom Party of Austria (FP¥). It is an open question if this agenda will work in 

the future also in pro-EU biased Slovakia. As for the 2012 election it did not, and SNS was 

not able to reach the parliamentary threshold. 

To lower the demand for radical right and the public s receptiveness for national populism is a 

long term challenge. In respect of Slovak-Hungarian relations and mutual perception we see 

some small steps done, for example Slovak-Hungarian European Forum ï established by the 

Slovak Foreign Policy Association, efforts by the historians on both sides but also some 

signals that  we are ready to share common cultural heritage. Of course, much more has to be 

done. 
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Abstract 

The paper is presenting the Rroma of Romania in the electoral process of 2012. It focusses on 

the parliamentary elections of 2012 in Romania and it explores the Rromaô golden 

opportunity created then to Rroma large access in the House or even in the Senate. 

It is mapping the electoral results for Rroma. In the electoral terms, the Rroma golden 

opportunity missed. However, the activities done in the field, the networks established, the 

allied mobilised are to be consider as a valuable political capital. It means an important 

progress in the field of Rroma electoral capability to organise grass roots supporters and to 

understand the context of accessing to the political representation. 

Learning the lesson of 2012 failure, the paper is trying to explore how to construct the Rroma 

way of continuity, and to emphasise an ignored actor in their access to political power. It is 

the case of the universities. 

The paper concludes that the Rroma access to the House, proportionally with their 

percentage in the general population, it is a source to develop an inclusive Romanian and 

European society. 

*  *  *  

 

                                                           
*
 Lia Pop is a professor in Political Science ï University of Oradea ï Romania. She is the Director of the 
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Introductory remarks on Rroma in Romania and in Europe 

The Rroma peoples have the most visible European ethnical presence in the EU, but also they 

are the most unknown groups of people to our fellow European citizens. 

A simple review of some facts on their situation proves that they are a large variety of groups 

with impressive dimensions. As a statistical construction, it is one of the biggest
1
 and one of 

the most diverse
2
 ñtraditionalò minority spread out in all the EU (and in Europe, too). The 

Council of Europe uses ï for 2010 ï the figures of 7 million for the EU only.
3
 In percentage it 

means 1.7% in total EU population. The more recent official estimations ï on the Official web 

page of EU Commission: Justice and Home Affairs accept the figures of 10 to 12 million in 

Europe with 6 million living in EU. 

According with Rroma estimation in percentage, the Rroma peoples represent 2.4% of the 

total EU population. By comparison it is a population comparable with the population of any 

EU member states at a medium size (Czech Republic, Portugal, Sweden, Hungary) and larger 

than the population of the half of EU Member States. 

Figure 1. Rroma distribution alongside the EU 

 

Source: a map proposed, in 2010, by the author ï Pop, Lia ï using CoE data. 

                                                           
1
 The appreciation is common in the EUôs documents. Letôs quote the EU Commissionôs official page: 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/roma/index_en.htm. Accessed in August, 2013. 
2
 They are diverse in terms of the oral languages spoken and of the oral culture, of professions, of their groupsô 

history, and geography of migration. The most visible groups are the Rroma, Kale, Travellers, Gypsies, 

Manouches, Ashkali and Sinti, Romanichel. 
3
 Council of Europe http://web.archive.org/web/20091006045453/http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/romatravellers/ 

Documentation/strategies/statistiques_en.asp, on the ground of  the data published by the Institute for Quality of 

Life (1998): Framework Convention state report (1st cycle) (1999): Research Institute for Quality of Life (2000):  

PACE doc. 9397rev (2002) on Legal Status of Roma: corroborated with UNDP report At Risk (2006):  

International Comparative Data Set on Roma Education (www.soros.org) (2007):  J.P. Li®geois ñRoms en 

Europeò (2007) Roma Education Fund report (April 2007). 
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They are also, the most vital groups in demographical terms, at least, at the most poor and 

illiterate groupsô level. At a first glance it could be seen that: a) the Rroma population under 

15 years: 35.7% (compared with the  15.7% EU average); the average age at Rroma level is 

25 years (compared to the 40 years average in EU); birth rate is 5/woman compared with 1,36 

EU;  fertility age is 16 to 45 years.
4
 

It is also right that, the Rroma average mortality rate is 2 to 6 times higher than in the 

majority; that the average life expectancy is 10 years lesser than for the majority.
5
 

In Romania, the Rroma distribution ï according with the official registration ï is represent in 

the maps below. 

Figure 2. Rroma in Romania. Density/county 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The map is a capture from NARP ï Romanian National Agency for Rroma People - 2009. 

At least, for the Rroma Groups of Romania there is also truth that:  

The Rroma groups are the groups with the largest national and extra national mobility (among 

the European people). 

They are the groups with the strongest inhomogeneity ï in terms of history, of geography, of 

language, customs and culture, of professions, of education, of economic and social status, of 

willingness and abilities to integrate in a classical European society ï among the ethnic 

groups in the EU. 

The Rroma are the groups with the most un-known (and un-recognised) cultural contribution 

to our contemporary civilisation, with the invisible elites. 

                                                           
4
 The Sources are the Council of Europe Archive. The figures used represent an extract ï related only with the 

EU member states - without Croatia. http://web.archive.org/web/20091006045453/http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/ 

romatravellers/Documentation/strategies/statistiques_en.asp 
5
 The data source is the Council of Europe data. 
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The Rroma are the European groups most exposed to be subjects of discrimination and of 

xenophobia (anti-tsiganism). It is fair to account that it is and could be not openly assume in 

today Romania, but intensively consumed in many limitative social conditions. 

Politically, Rroma groups are in a desperate need to take action and to change their life full of 

deprivations, stigma, and internal and external conflicts. They get support in many 

international organisations, in American NGOs, in European associations and mainly, in the 

EU strategies.  

 

1. 2012 Romania ï Opportunities for Rrom a parliamentary representation  

1.1. The electoral context in Romania 2012 

Briefly characterizing the Romanian Electoral frame in 2012, the years of National elections 

in term organised
6
, it is to take into account:  

a) the electoral effects of an anti-popular management of the Sovereign Debts Crisis 

outcomes on Romania, effects generated and used outside of Romania; 

b) the political consequences of a non-democratic treatment of popular vote casted in the 

summer of 2012 (July, 29) against Basescu and his political family (In December 

2012
7
, Romania was remaining in a long lasting, but unexpected sovereign debt crisis, 

severely hit by the politic of austerity
8
 recommended by IMF [CE and WB too] and 

embraced by the government for personal reasons; dramatically humiliated by the 

Traian Basescuôs non legitimate re-instauration as President, after a popular vote to 

dismiss him. In the electoral year 2012, Romaniaôs feeling were focus on the swapping 

of the governmental forces. It is the case of  the Conservative party, DLP - PDL in 

Romanian Language ï and of its allies, mainly President of the Republic, Traian 

Basescu, the de facto leader of the Party and the Fuhrer of the anti-popular political 

trend); 

c) the political ñreimbursementsò of government with the persistent impudent elements 

and with the abusive and corrupt publicly well-known sides; 

d) the readiness of the angry electorate to participate in the electoral process and to vote 

anything except the engineers of the destruction of people life and right to dignity; 

With such a situation, theoretically half of the Romanian political spectrum ï the space 

occupied before by the Conservatives ï was free. (The free political space offers a rare 

political opportunity: to win the new political players.) 

Consequently, it has been the best opportunity to aggregate a Rroma political force and to 

send it into National Parliament. 

                                                           
6
 That means completely predictable. 

7
 9 December was the electoral day in Romania in 2012. 

8
 A solution publicly contradicted ï directly in Bucharest ï by Nobel Prize winner, Joseph Stieglitz (among the 

other). 
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Concretely, in 2012, it was a leading battle anti-President Basescu and pro-President.   

The figure bellow is suggesting the field of the battle. 

Figure 3. The main political actors in Romanian parliamentary elections 2012  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Source: An image proposed by the author, Pop, Lia. 

The electoral theme in Romaniaôs 2012 elections was a simple one: Basescu (and the 

Conservatives) Down! 

It was a very strong theme. It was embrace even by the Conservativeôs team. They did not 

propose a credible alternative theme. They had to conduct their battles responding to the 

allegations on the corruption, abuses, complete submission of any leader ï y compris the 

Prime Minister ï to Basescuôs trifles. They had to defend themselves because they imposed 

extreme sacrifices to a people long time oppressed and politically starved. 

The complex reason behind the simple theme was to overturn the Government who capture 

the Crisis and which accepted the Austerity, is to overturn the Austerity! Overturn the 

Government who abused the power and practiced on the large scale the corruption is to put an 

end to the political abuses and corruption. It is to reach an honest leadership and free country. 

With such a complex reason, it is quite clear that around 40% of political scene was calling 

for new actors. That means a free space for new actors, where for Rroma at least of 15%. 

(That is because the new forces, did not allow an anti-Rroma ï anti-minority ï discourse.) 

A confusing electoral law
9
, inspired by a confusing concept of a mix electoral system, also 

opens excellent opportunity for new political players. The law combines the votes casting on 

the bases of the ñwinner takes allò with the rules of transforming votes into seats, on the 

double level constituency (college and constituency). The non-valorised votes in a college ï 

the votes that did not reach the 50%+1 in a college
10

 ï summarised, at the constituency level, 

in the benefices of the party, which get the seats on the distribution according with DôHondt 

                                                           
9
 Romanian electoral law/2012 LEGE privind organizarea ĸi desfŁĸurarea alegerilor pentru autoritŁŞile 

administraŞiei publice locale ĸi a alegerilor pentru Camera DeputaŞilor ĸi Senat ´n anul 2012, precum ĸi pentru 

modificarea Legii administraŞiei publice locale nr. 215ù2001 [pdf] Available at: <http://www.mai. 

gov.ro/Documente/Transparenta%20decizionala/Proiect%20de%20lege%20alegeri%20generale%202012.pdf> 

[Accessed in August, 2013]. 
10

 The votes needed for a seat direct secure. 
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method. The rests re-summarised at the country level, also in the benefices of the parties. A 

new redistribution allows them to secure seats. 

A concentration of a political force at the constituency level in such conditions ï political and 

created by the electoral procedures ï offers to it the best chance to get into Parliament. Each 

Rroma group is quite united inside. They are hierarchical organised, under a personal 

leadership of a Bulibasha Chief/King/Leader. In the large cities, there are many groups, many 

leaders. As consequence, a kind of an endless and noisy quarrel characterises their social life. 

Where they fail to recognise a leader, the ordinary people are eager to be submit to a strong 

leader (a parochial one), with a patronizing style. 

In terms of electoral campaign, that means that there are appropriate conditions for a 

successful campaign. (Among the campaign organisers, there is a saying: the electoral contest 

decided by Rroma! The saying is translated the fact that in the campaign, they are used 

efficiently by all the political forces. Unfortunately, they sell their votes.) 

 

1.2. Did the Rroma groups succeeded to transform the excellent opportunity into the 

golden results? 

The electoral results in 9 December 2012 were concentrated in two features: 

a) An overwhelming investment (70%) in the anti-Basescu (anti-Conservative) forces 

and the sweep out of the Parliament of the ex-governing Conservatives; 

b) Large electoral success of a populist and nationalistic party ï a television party Dan 

Diaconescu. 

The results for Rroma were inversely proportional with the opportunity. Concretely, quite 

nothing! Their actions did not affect the political life in terms of MPs positions. The figures 

bellow presents the results. 

Figure 4. Romanian parliamentary elections 2012ôs results ï votes and seats ï according to ECB 
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The legend: 

SLU ï in red: the Political Alliance ï SOCIAL LIBERAL UNION (SLU) 

Social Democrats (members of PES) with the 

Liberals and Conservatives (members of ALDE in EP) 

ARR ï in green: the ALIANCE RIGHT ROMANIA (ARR) 

Democrat Liberal Party (DLP) ï the governing party 

The People Party ï Dan Diaconescu (PP DD) 

Democratic Alliance of Hungarians of Romania (DAHR) 

Source: Table done by the author ï Pop, Lia ï 2013, using official data.11 

According to the diagrammed results, the Rroma specific representation is not visible in the 

large Romanian Parliament (the largest in the Romanian history). 

The Rroma representation is one single seat in the Chamber of Deputies, a seat secured by the 

law provisions for minorities. The traditional name of the representative is Nicolae Paun the 

MP which represents the totality of the 620,000 persons officially registered as Rroma (in 

Romania). He is the head of the Association the Party of Rroma. (Partida Romilor ï in 

Romania). 

To understand the problem, it is to see how well represented are Rroma by comparison with 

other ethnic minorities of today Romania. 

The DAHR is represented in the current legislature by 27 MPs, to a population of 1.2 million 

self-identified as Hungarians in Romania. That means 1 MP of every 45,000 of Hungarians 

(1,200,000/27=45,000). They are the single minority represented and having a parliamentary 

group both in lower and in upper house of Romanian Parliament. 

Comparing the representation of Hungarians (of Romania) with the Rroma it results: 1 MP of 

every 45,000 and 1 MP of every 620,000 of Rroma. That means around 15 times a less 

represented Rroma person. 

Comparing the representation of Ruthenians (of Romania) with the Rroma representation in 

the National Legislative, it results: 1 MP
12

 of 257 people in Rutheniansô case, and 1 (a single) 

MP of every 620,000 of Rroma. That means a Rroma person is more than 25,000 times less 

represented, by comparison with its fellow Ruthenian. 

Quantitatively, the results are incredible poor (Figure 5), in spite of the golden conjecture. 

Qualitatively, the persons, who represent Rroma peoples, and who openly declare their Rroma 

ancestors, are: 

Nicolae Paun, MP ï the occupant of the secured seat, and having an extremely poor Rroma 

support ï others two famous Rroma name in Romanian Legislative, 

                                                           
11

 The results in the Romanian parliamentary elections 2012 are available online at: 

<http://www.becparlamentare2012.ro> [Accessed in August, 2013]. 
12

 The Ruthenianôs MP name is Gheorghe Firczak. 
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Madalin Voicu  MP ï a Half Rroma persons, with Communist aristocracy roots, member 

(SD) integrated in the Social Democrat Party ï Left, Family of Socialists in PE, a 

Kashary
13

, in Rroma understanding;    

and Damian Draghici (SD), senator ï a Rroma extremely successful musician, with Luti 

ancestors. 

They are Rroma too, according with their self-identification ï but they are not Rroma 

representatives. Madalin Voicu is a Kashari Rroma; 

For the purposes of this paper, they could be accepted as Rroma MPs active in the Current 

Romanian House of Deputies and Senate.  

Figure 5. The results for Rroma in the Romanian elections 2012 

 

Source: a chart done by the author ï Pop, Lia ï using official data.14 

 

2. Lesson to be learned 

Learning the lesson of 2012 failure, the paper is trying to explore how to construct the Rroma 

way of continuity, and to emphasise an ignored actor in their access to political power. It is 

the case of the universities. 

According with this paper, firstly, it is to analyse the outcomes in the perspective of the 

causes, of ñwhat was not enough done to winò. Secondly, to explore the meanings of what the 

promises of success would have meant. Thirdly, it is to identity new allies. 

                                                           
13

 A Kashary is one who loosed its Rroma identity and did not know genuinely the language as a mother tongue. 

Madalin Voicu mother is a non Rroma person. 
14

 http://www.becparlamentare2012.ro 
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2.1. Causes of the harsh defeat of the Rroma in 2012 Romaniaôs parliamentary elections 

According with the data and knowledge, available for this paper, two kinds of variables are 

responsible for the results. 

The first cause came from the difficulties encountered by the Rroma groups to act politically 

in an internal coordination. 

There are too many ambitions among the Rroma, too many un-patient and willing to social 

access persons, in each Rroma group. They could be characterised
15

 as traditional elites, 

modernizing elites and false elites. 

If the traditional elites act for the group ï economically, religiously, morally, and socially ï, if 

the modernizing elites do the same, plus prepare the political participation of Rroma, the false 

elites and the most powerful is acting against the Rroma interests on the long run. 

The prominent members in the Rroma community ï as interlopes or simply successful 

economically persons ï claim noisily, sometimes, violently the leadership of the group and 

the right to involve them in activities not all the time legal or moral. Beside of perverting the 

new generations to immoral, illegal, and antisocial activity, they destroy the social links of the 

Rroma tradition aggregations: the respect for the elders, for the authority. They ï 

unconsciously ï teach in the large society the lesson of questioning the principle of authority 

and they call for the anarchy (a state of affairs that is more convenient for their illegal 

activities). Among the gangs, there are continuous fights, with so violent moments, that they 

end into crimes. Concluding it is to say, that they, instead of the work for aggregate the group, 

each of them acts to constitute its own gang of supporters, ready to fight, lie, or to be mute for 

him.  For the gang members, the accession as well as the fall of the new leader, means 

personal accession or failing. 

For the imperative of the strategic coordination of Rroma in order to gain politically, the 

gangsô activity is the most dangerous process. They obstacle for at least a generation the 

capacity of the groups to reach a consensus. 

The present leadersô limited actions for the Rroma in need persons and groups, together with 

their personal non-undoubted morality ï accusations of corruption and abuse of power toward 

the new leaders are frequent in the groups ï are also a way of preventing the aggregation to 

back of a strong leader. 

Besides, there are voices which the new educated elites of Rroma ï which accessed a lot of 

international programs ï of being a programo-cratia, instead of being social activists in the 

benefices of the grass roots communities. 

The incredible material difficulties of the groupsô members combined with their 

disappointment that a supported leader did not reduce it immediately are inhibiting the 

capacity to aggregate of the groups. 

                                                           
15

 See for more Pop, L.: Two Rroma elites. [pdf] Available at: <http://kv.sapientia.ro/data/miremir/LIA 

_POP.pdf> 
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The leadership groupôs limited culture and experience of acting in coordination as well as the 

miss of specific media communication are also factors that explain the limited and precarious 

needed coordination for a successful electoral campaign. 

The second cause ï according with a leader of new Rroma forces, Marian Daragiu
16

 ï came 

from the institutional design of the ñaffirmative actionò in Romania. 

The main law in the field, the law on the status of minorities, is constantly, deferred, since 

1995. That means quite a decade! The project is, time to time amended; time-to-time on the 

parliamentary agenda, but it is not vote yet. According with, the effective act that provides the 

affirmative action for Rroma, the electoral law, only one representative of an ethnic group is 

entitle to get a seat in the Parliament. It mentions the representation in the exceptional 

condition of the Romanian electoral law and the possibility of minority organisation to run in 

the elections is under the condition of being a member of the National Council of 

Minorities
17

. However, the Council is coordinated by the Parliamentary Representative in 

office. So NO ROOM for new competitors! The battle is even dramatic because it involves 

funds
18

 distributed by the Romanian government to cover each minorityôs needs for 

preserving and developing their cultural identity. 

Briefly, that means that, in the electoral battle, only one association, with such a purpose, is 

registered. 

It is also to note that the concept of the affirmative action and of the reflexive equilibrium of 

John Rawls (A theory of Justice, 1971)
19

 must be adapted to Romaniaôs social conditions and 

to wisely defined (for and among minorities) in such a way to avoid any imbalance with the 

majority condition. There are risks to nurture a new xenophobia, out of a wisely projected, 

self-adjusted, and generally accepted balance among the parts of inclusive society. 

 

 

 

                                                           
16

 Marian Daragiu is the National leader of the Aliata Civica a Rromilor din Romania. An interview with him 

was conducted for the purposes of this paper, in 5 February 2013 and available in the Personal Archive of the 

Author ï Lia Pop. 
17

 LEGE privind organizarea ĸi desfŁĸurarea alegerilor pentru autoritŁŞile administraŞiei publice locale ĸi a 

alegerilor pentru Camera DeputaŞilor ĸi Senat ´n anul 2012, precum ĸi pentru modificarea Legii administraŞiei 

publice locale nr. 215ù2001 [pdf] Available at <http://www.mai.gov.ro/Documente/Transparenta%20decizionala 

/Proiect%20de%20lege%20alegeri%20generale%202012.pdf> [Accessed in August, 2013]. Namely the 
Romanian Electoral Law, Art. 2, m which is defining the notion of the electoral competitor  is establishing for an 

organisation of minority as a sine qua non condition to be part of the Minority National Councilé (organizaŞie a 

cetŁŞenilor aparŞin©nd unei minoritŁŞi naŞionale reprezentatŁ ´n Consiliul MinoritŁŞilor NaŞionaleé) 
18

 According with the press ï having as direct source the Govern Secretariat Office ï in 2012 DAHR received 

17.178 million lei, Asociatia Partida Romilor ñPro-Europaò 11.164 and Uniunea Culturala a Rutenilor 11.164. 

Taking into account that the medium monthly salary in Romania is 2028 lei one could have an image of the 

funds available for the parliamentary groups. 
19

 Rawls, J., 2012. O teorie a dreptatii (A Theory of Justice, 1971). Iaĸi: Editura UAIC, Traducere Horia 

Tarnoveanu. 
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2.2. What the possible political success would mean? 

For the Majority, the Rroma access to the House would meant an important impulse for a  

Consensual Democracy ï in Lijphart
20

, terms -, in the Representative Institution as well as  in 

the society of large, via media. Treating them in the House as partners in a responsibility for 

the nation wellbeing the political projects for people benefices. They would emphasis nosily 

and dramatically the needs of their voters and would inspire a parallel approach from the 

majority side. 

Their presence as a group - accessed on an equal foot with any other representative ï will 

inspire a culture of tolerance and non-discrimination, instead of nurturing a devised 

polity/democracy in Romania. Their presence would impose a political discourse meant to 

dialogue, not to annihilate the Opposition. 

It is presumable, that it would also initiate a new trend in the top MPs political culture:  the 

Political Culture of responsibility/accountability to minoritiesô identity developing. 

For the Rroma minorities the Rroma representatives could have been an impulse to assume an 

effective and accountable management in implementing Strategies devoted to Rroma 

emancipation. 

The Rroma electoral success could have been new opportunities to develop sustainable 

policies of Inclusion addressed to the Majority ï namely new opportunities to develop 

sustainable policies of Inclusion addressed to the minorities of Romania, to Rroma, 

especially. For the Rroma, it could have meant credits for a new phase of the Rroma 

Emancipation: teaching the Rroma Communities the lesson on the duty of the specific 

contribution to the general societyôs consensus and to the general development. It would 

transform the Rroma conscience groups from a net consumer understanding into a NET 

CONTRIBUTOR, in internal Romanian life and the EU project United in Diversity. 

Generally, the Rroma MPs, by their simple presence would be the gross impulse to revive the 

EU project of MULTICULTURALISM or to change it into an INTERCULTURAL 

PROGRAM. 

 

2.3. Who are the un-identified allies? 

Maybe in the Romanian society, there are many cultural or civic forces ready to support the 

new Rroma elite, to take their social responsibility as members in the Parliament. 

This paper is drawing the attention to the academia resource. 

In order to prepare the multiple face of Rroma emancipation and its leading force, the 

modernizing elites, the Academia could play a crucial role. It is right, to construct a social 

culture and a cohesive elite, it takes time. Nevertheless, without it, it takes even longer. 

                                                           
20

 Li jphart, A., 2000. Modele ale democraŞiei. (Democraties in 39 Countries). Iaĸi: Editura Polirom, Traducere 

CŁtŁlin Constatinescu. 
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Looking to such a possibility, the kind of strategic project helping the Rroma emancipation 

could be draft as bellow: 

I. TO DOCUMENT THE RROMA STATE OF AFFAIRS 

Å to develop reliable data base on Rromaô situation: from points of view as 

Demography, Geography, History, Mobility and Migrations; 

Å to construct available data base on Rroma CULTURE, LANGUAGES, MUSIC and  

DANSESé; 

Å to enlighten their contribution to the universal patrimony of values and 

achievements     

Å to make them eligible and well credited academic subject in the academic programs 

as Political Sciences, Social Sciences and Philosophy, History... 

II.  TO DEVELOP SCIENTIFIC INQUIRIES RELATED TO ALLEGATION ON 

THE PROBLEMS CREATED BY RROMA IN DIFFERENT HELPLESS 

COMMUNITIES ï AS THE RURAL COMMUNITIES OF THE EASTERN 

HUNGARY AND WESTERN ROMANIA 

Å on the pretending uncivil behaviour of the youngsters in the areas controlled by 

Rroma;  

Å on the pretending misuses of the public amenities or in teaching in social programs 

such habits; 

Å on the claimed threats  and terror on the old citizens destroying their civil security 

and  teaching in social programs the civic duty of respect for the Other and the 

social need for mutual trust; 

Å on the supposed acts of supposed Rroma criminal networks, on necessary rigorous 

legal approach to them, and on the necessary groupsô de-solidarity with them. 

III.  TO DEVELOP SCIENTIFIC INQUIRIES AND REFLECTIONS RELATED TO 

THE RISCKS AND THE OPPORTUNITIES IN BUILDING AN INCLUSIVE 

SOCIETY 

Å on How the mutual trust could be initiate among the neighbours with different 

cultures, among the natives and the new comers, among the settled and the visitors? 

Å on proposing reflections on future EU with a Rroma population included vs. an 

antagonised ones; 

Å on scenarios in an ageing EU with accepting the Rroma resource or rejecting it, and 

managing the new migrator waves. 

IV.  TO CONTRIBUTE THE FORMATION AND THE CONTINUOUS TRAININGS 

OF THE RROMA MODERNISING ELITES 

Å to develop for Rroma students an inclusive and rewarding atmosphere in the basic 

academic classes (BA degree), in  MA modules, in LLL structures; 

Å to support from special budgets the long lasting networks among the trainers and 

trainees. 
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V. TO EXPLORE A NEW PERSPECTIVE ï INCLUSIVE ï IN THE HIGH LEVEL 

FORMATION 

Å to deliver regular PHILOSOPHICAL COURSES/conferences ON THE 

OTHERNESS, in the MA programs devoted to the formations of the future political 

scientists, managers, teachers, professors, journalists, priests and other religious 

leadersé; 

Å to budget the special conferences delivered by Rroma specialists within the 

Universities; 

Å to offer within the universities free qualitative courses and conferences on Rroma 

highly credited (in the ECTS); 

Å to offer in the communities around the universities systematic conferences on the 

field of inclusive society. 

VI.  CONTRIBUTING TO BUILDING OF PATTERN OF THE INTERCULTURAL 

CONTINUOUS EXCHANGE 

Å to develop academic structures to study and to propagate among the non-Rroma the 

nowadays Rromaô reality; cultural contributions; social resourcesé 

Å to  initiate public conferences on Rroma on Problems with the Rroma speakers 

invited in the Universities; 

Å to include academic topics on Rroma in general programs for the teachers, 

journalists, and political scientists. 

The academia readiness to support new social tendencies is beyond the doubts. (In Romania 

facts as establishing the programs on Rromani language, in Bucharest University, the MA for 

Rroma women in the Feminist studies in SNSPA ï Bucharest; the good managing of the 

affirmative action for Rroma students and many others are the irrefutable proves.) 

The strategic coordination of academic resources seems to be the missing factor in having a 

more contributing ally for Rroma emancipative efforts, in the Romanian Society. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The golden opportunity to Rroma access in the Romanian Parliament was missing in 2012. 

Nevertheless, with serious and persisting contributions to Rroma general inclusion, the next 

generation of educated Rroma, willing to help their fellows, the chances to overcome the 

obstacles will fructify.  

The persisting efforts to defeat the inner mentality of being the people who permanently and 

progressively in need and the majority mentality of seeing the OTHER as an INTRUDER into 

our POLITY  or as an ENEMY will be a bad social memory. 

The continuous actions on the grass roots of the new leaders would success to aggregate the 

political actors and to reach the political coordinationôs goal at least at the leadersô level. 
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Their affirming as reliable partners in social actions will change the majority readiness to look 

to Rroma as a guilty on duty people, as a common scapegoat. For the majority eyes, the 

Rroma leadersô seriousness and effective involvement in a social problems solving will 

transform them into respectful partners and their people in identifiable complementary 

ALTERNATIVE RESOURCE IN SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT! 

The Rroma elites ï as an educated and politically trained one, with the already known 

supporters ï already defined its strategies and actions. They are in the full capacity of 

accommodate them with the new challenges and presumable constraints. 

The academia ï according with the before plea ï could be involved by the impulses as the 

Rroma modernizing group calls, the governmental focused programs and the inner academic 

and civic interests. 

With a complex national program, converging the efforts in Rroma inclusion of political 

incumbents, the next Rroma generation have the chance to be not any more a discriminated, a 

generation with social problems. The chances to succeed are proportional with the willingness 

to overpass the current conditions among the Rroma young parents and with the persistent and 

coherent policies of inclusions offer by the incumbents in the EU, all around, and in Brussels, 

mainly. Their determination to eliminate any opt outs in the field, the persisting and 

strategically oriented contributions of Rroma elites, the predictable efforts of the outside 

supporters, the academic strategic involvement, will transform the Rroma populations in an 

respectable and emancipated one. With such efforts, the next Rroma generation will be 

considered as a chance, not as a problem in the European society. 
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Introduction  

According to official statistics there are 205,720 Roma in Hungary and 619,007 in Romania
1
. 

Double or triple the numbers and you will arrive at a number more reflective of reality. The 

simple fact of having to make use of variable estimations instead of accurate statistics when 

studying the Roma-minority is one of the most problematic issues around the topic. There is a 

severe lack of statistical data on minorities in general, and especially for Roma. More 

importantly, for this particular minority it is nearly impossible to attain reliable data because 

there are many sociological undefined boundaries of the ethnic minority appartenance. A 

considerable number of Roma do dot declare themselves as being Roma, either due to 

inherited fears from the pre-communist and communist times, when it was necessary to 

conceal the Roma-minority belonging, or simply because they are integrated to such an extent 

into the society that they do not consider themselves as a distinct part of it. There are also 

cases of mixed marriages, fear of discrimination or desire to belong to a different social group 

that makes the determination of the Roma ethnic belonging an unclear and hard to define 

concept. 

However it may be, the statistics show that by 2015, 25% of the population entering the 

labour market in Hungary will be of Roma origin and Romania follows faithfully a similar 

pattern with the prediction of 21% (World DataBank, 2010). The demographic situation, in 

terms of demographic current and age-structure, is worsening in both countries among 

ethnically Romanians and Hungarians, while the Roma population has an increasing trend. It 

is not merely a social problem anymore, therefore it is of utmost importance to include the 

Romani into the formal economic sphere and into the society as a whole. The million dollar 

question is: how to do it? 

The overall perception is that ñthe Roma rarely work or are legally employed, they are not 

diligent tax-payers, they are uneducated and often illiterateò and bound to remain a shameful 

stain on the white image of capitalist human-rightist European area. The former Romanian 

                                                           
1
 The numbers are according to the latest official censuses (2001 in Hungary and 2011 in Romania). 
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Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Emil Boc government once commented that ñthere are 

some physiological, natural problems of criminality [é] especially among Romanian citizens 

of Roma origin.ò (minorityrights.org, 2010; Romea CZ, 2010) Notwithstanding that the 

former government official describes the situation with obvious political (in)correctness, the 

present situation did not arise from ñnaturalò causes, but as consequence of bad-management 

in the last two and a half decades of democracy and new-born capitalist system. 

 

Conceptual framework 

 

I. Situating the topic in the field  

The transition period in both Romania and Hungary had a negative impact on the well-being 

of the population. Currently, in Hungary, out of 10 million citizens, approximately 3 million 

live below the poverty line and in Romania, 9 million out of 20 are facing the same situation 

(Murgu, 2012; Szocpol ¥kopolisz, 2012). The 29.9% of poor Hungarians and 41.4% of poor 

Romanians are the general research subjects of the present study. Within this context, the 

Roma-population is over-represented in the poverty statistics and is barely represented in the 

growth and development statistics, hence they represent the specific research subjects. 

The economic development of a country is measured in GDP, GDP per capita, productivity 

rates or capital accumulation. According to the above mentioned numbers, roughly one third 

of Hungarians and half of Romanians are passive actors of economic development. If we add 

social development to this equation, the picture will become even gloomier. 

The role of a welfare state is to give support to the disadvantaged part of the population 

through ñpromotion of the economic and social well-being of its citizens, based on the 

principle of equality of opportunity, equitable distribution of wealth and public responsibility 

for those unable to avail themselves of the minimal provisions for a good lifeò 
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(britannica.com). Certainly, the previous definition can be regarded as simplest and traditional 

in Gosta Esping-Andersenôs interpretation, which gives the warning that ñthe concept of 

welfare state is too narrowly associated with the conventional social-amelioration policiesò 

(Andersen, 1990, p.6). However, even considered in a broader sense and from a different 

ideological perspective, the author agrees that ñsocial policy is not only emancipatory, but 

also a precondition for economic efficiency. The social rights, income security, equalisation, 

and eradication of poverty, that are universalistic welfare state pursues, are necessary 

preconditions for the strength and unity that collective power mobilisation demandò (Ibidem, 

p.13). 

The definition of the ñwelfare stateò is in perfect harmony with the recent development 

strategies that the European Union is promoting and trying to enforce. The targets of the 

Lisbon Strategy and its successor Europe 2020, the Stability and Growth Pact, the EuroPlus 

Pact and several other pacts, to which both Hungary and Romania are signatory, therefore 

sustain the existence of an efficient welfare state, independently of its nature (liberal, 

continental or social democratic), which can enhance the poverty alleviation and offer viable 

development opportunities to the disadvantaged groups. Furthermore, the European 

institutions are actively involved and deeply committed in the promotion of Roma-minority 

development and inclusion. 

Within this constructed framework, the integration of the Roma-minority into the economic 

and social spheres of the society appears to be a focus of the day. The hopes are that, in time 

and with sustained efforts, providing incentives and support for the Roma people (for instance 

in education, employment or health care), will sustain the creation of the human capital that is 

a precondition for a strong middle-class and a sustainable economic development. 

 

II. Research question & Research hypothesis 

The study will focus on finding the answer to the following main research questions: 

i) What is the role of the welfare state into the process of poverty alleviation in the 

case of Roma-minority? On which grounds should the state structure policies to 

address efficiently the Roma-minorityôs needs?  

ii)  To what extent the weakness of the welfare state is a manifestation of or a 

contributor to the persistence of the poverty in Hungary and Romania? 

iii)  Balancing the analytical concept of ñwelfare stateò and the empirical data, can it 

be stated that Hungary and Romania are indeed functional welfare states, able to 

structure and secure the legislative, structural and functional framework, in which 

a strategy for answering the poverty challenge responds to the imperatives of the 

socio-economic inclusion of the poor strata of the society in which the Roma-

minority is included? 
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Sub-questions 

Which factors differentiate the situation of the Roma from the majority population dealing 

with severe poverty? 

Are the Roma targeted policies efficient for the economic empowerment of the minority? Or 

rather the Roma problems can be handled only in the broader framework of poverty? 

Which are the factors that contributed to the weakness of the welfare state? Which are the 

factors that influenced the poverty rate? 

Where does the viability of a welfare state intersect with the socio-economic development and 

with the enfranchisement of a decent living standard? 

 

Therefore, firstly, I argue that the Roma economic problems, due to the complexity of the 

situation, can be handled only in the broader framework of poverty issues. It is first needed to 

structure an efficient strategy for answering the general poverty challenge and only afterwards 

the Roma specialties could be dealt with. There is indeed an overlap of the Roma-minority 

and the poorest strata of the society, and the Roma minorityôs precarious situation presents a 

complex set of factors that determine the social and economic exclusion. But considering the 

macro-economic development and the present shape of the Romanian and Hungarian welfare 

states, the focus on the elimination of general poverty should be the primordial aim. Hence the 

second hypothesis is structured as following: given that the Roma-minority shares many of 

the same characteristics with the poor strata (poor education, poor housing conditions, poor 

health, etc.) and considering that the social states in the two countries were rather 

unsuccessful in improving the life conditions of the people entrapped in the poverty cycle, the 

answer to the challenge of including the Roma in the social and economic spheres is linked 

intrinsically to the solution to the general poverty issues. Thirdly, I assume that Hungary and 

Romania do not have the characteristics of efficient welfare states and are not capable of 

structuring the necessary preconditions for a social and economic sustainable development of 

the poor strata of the society in which the Roma-minority is over-represented. 

 

III. Field of study, new approach and obstacles 

The character of the thesis is interdisciplinary regarding the field of study and mixed 

regarding the approaches. The interdisciplinary study field is bespoken by the complexity of 

the Roma-minority situation and by the complex concept of ñwelfare stateò. The topic will be 

addressed both from a sociological and historical perspective, mainly in the first chapter, as 

well as from an economic and developmental point of view, notably in the second and third 

chapters. The legislative field will be also employed upon need. The qualitative and 

comparative approaches will be synergised and used conjointly, considering the countries in 

focus, namely Hungary and Romania. 
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The vanguardism of the research lays in the exposure of the blatant paradox between the 

promoted social inclusion and the systemic reproduction of poverty. Although at a declarative 

level the reduction of poverty has been a panoptic aim of national and international political 

bodies, the poverty has been induced and determined by the influence of realpolitik currents 

of ideology. The Roma-minority social inclusion scheme is viewed as a frame without 

contents since it is based on a defective welfare state system. It is senseless to aspire to the 

socio-economic inclusion of the Roma community when the mainstream poverty trends are 

succumbed by the moral laxity of the political and economic decisions. The second point of 

vanguardism of the present research is the study of the Roma-minority as an inclusive part of 

the mainstream poverty, although many researchers tend to study the issues separately, 

considering that the Roma-minority homogeneity overtakes the differences among them. 

Although it is not a matter of doubt that the Romani people are more likely to be exposed to 

poverty, the lack of statistics to measure the extent of the effects of the social policies on the 

Roma and the fuzziness of the identity and ethnic belonging quench the attempt to study the 

Roma-minority (in itself) in relationship with the welfare state. 

The obstacles of the research were related to the scarcity of statistical data on minorities and 

how representative the statistics are for the entire Roma community. The voluminous amount 

of studies regarding the Roma-minority were many times confusing and multi-sided 

considering that every researcher or scholar has a different approach and consequently 

different conclusions, and from a theoretical perspective, they can all be true. But the extent to 

which every truth can be applied in reality is limited in this case. That is the reason why the 

analysis could be open to contestation, given the fact that it would be impossible to cover all 

the perspectives and the approaches of the issue. Another problematic point was the 

reluctance of researchers or specialists in the field to accept interviews or discussions and the 

reluctance of ordinary Roma to engage in discussion and respond to questions. 

 

IV. Methodology 

The research will be based on the analysis of previous studies, examination of legislative acts 

and consultation of the public media available. As economic analysis will be also included 

into the content of the thesis, statistical data (quantitative and qualitative) is of utmost 

importance.  

Furthermore, the informal interviews conducted both with academics and researchers as well 

as ordinary Roma, Romanian and Hungarian alike, will be used to strengthen or contradict the 

theoretical linchpins. 

Bringing examples from Hungary and Romania, the first chapter will give priority to the 

Roma circumstances in CEE, by addressing the socio-anthropological and economic issues. 

The chapter will offer a brief historical background of the presence of the minority in Europe, 

followed by an assay of the ethnic self-definition of Romani. The purpose of the historical 

summary is to highlight the impact of the historical circumstances over the present 

marginalisation and discrimination of the Gypsies. The issues of identity and ethnicity of the 
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Roma will be relevant in the context of the inconsistency of statistical data and its impact on 

the policies aimed at the development of the minority. Further ahead, few examples of policy 

initiatives for Roma-minority development will be used in order to highline the causes of the 

unsuccessful integration of the minority, despite the commitments and efforts. Following the 

historical epic thread of the political transformations that took place in Central and Eastern 

Europe, issues such as social exclusion, traditional discrimination as well as identity and 

belonging contradictions will be carefully looked upon. The core purpose of the chapter is to 

argument that the Roma-minority is a deeply diversified and stratified community in social 

and economic terms, to such an extent that it cannot be approached as a singular generic entity 

but as an amorphous one, that can be dealt with only in the broader issue of general poverty. 

The second chapter will analyse the macro-economic development, the history and the 

functioning of the welfare state in Hungary and Romania, in order to emphasise the 

performance of it in closing the poverty gap. The first section of the chapter will emphasise 

the role of the welfare state considering the present internationalised economic activity, while 

the following sub-chapter will scrutinise the extent and the causes of the poverty range in the 

two focus countries. The new challenges of the welfare state in the present globalised world 

are affixed to a two-folded dimension of action: economic empowerment as a first step 

towards social inclusion of the disadvantaged population and proficient social investment in 

human capital as a cornerstone of sustainable economic development. The following section 

of the chapter will address specifically the welfare stateôs impact over the bottom poor class in 

Hungary and Romania, with the purpose of analysing the extent to which the welfare state is 

actively efficient in the process of poverty alleviation. The chapter will primordially focus on 

two main areas of investigation, namely employment and education, considering the tight 

connection between the two and regarding them as relevant spotlights of the complex mix of 

cultural, institutional and socio-economic archetype of the welfare state. 

The third chapter will further explore the financial dimension of the welfare state, namely the 

social spending, social redistribution and resource allocation as well as their role in alleviating 

the economic pressure of poverty. Social policies, institutional conditions, political 

commitment as well as funding and redistribution efficiency, are issues that will be analysed 

conjointly to the purpose of clarifying the relationship between the welfare stateôs 

redistributive efficiency and poverty rate decreasing. The first sections will focus on the 

presentation of the income redistribution framework. Romania and Hungary bear a 

considerable financial burden represented by the extended part of pension beneficiaries and a 

sizable share of social income beneficiaries as a consequence of persistent low employment 

rate. The focus will be put on the governmental approach in dealing with poverty, contouring 

simultaneously the possible pitfalls of the welfare distribution mechanism. The final section 

of the chapter will be dedicated to the attempt to fit the two countries in focus within Gosta 

Esping Andersenôs categorisation of welfare state models. 
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V. Terminology explained 

The terms ñRomaò, ñRomò, ñRomaniò and Gypsy will be used interchangeably and they 

represent umbrella terms used to define the overall population of the minority, regardless of 

the subgroup, economic or social status or country. The usage of the term ñGypsyò does not 

imply any pejorative sense nor expresses racism, ñgypsyphobiaò or any kind of 

discrimination. The term ñhuman capitalò will be used to describe the condition that enables a 

person to be self-sufficient in every-day life, with sufficient intellectual and social skills, able 

to respond to the requisites of the present society. ñSocial exclusionò represents the 

circumstances of people entrapped in inferior life conditions, characterised by the inability of 

the system to grant membership in the society. ñSocial policiesò and ñanti-poverty policiesò 

are regarded as the sum of measures the state takes, for the protection of the groups at risk of 

poverty. They include not only financial redistribution as social income benefits but also the 

efficiency and quality of state social provisions (as for instance education, health, social 

protection, etc. 

 

Previous work on the topic. The nexus between welfare state and Roma-minority  

In accordance with the principles and the good practice of academic writing, the review of the 

literature written on the topic is as valuable and fruitful as it is necessary and un-unavoidable, 

since it provides the starting point for the commencement of any research. Compliance with 

the good practice of academic writing will be granted by the analysis of a selection of 

literature in the field. Considering the ubiquity of the Roma-minority topic in the public 

discourse as well as the polarised dimensions and the complexity of the matter of contention, 

an exposure of the entire literature would not only be impossible to achieve, but it would be 

furthermore irrelevant to the established research hypothesis. The literature review will focus 

on presenting the main controversies that surround the topic of Roma-minority and the 

approaches of the welfare state as a sum of social measures for the poverty alleviation. 

The methodology used for the exposure of the reviewed literature will take óACCô form, 

namely ARGUMENT CONNECTION and CONCLUSION. The argument will comprise the 

resumed core ideas of the readings as well as other relevant points for the research; the 

connection section will give priority to similarities or different issues encountered in Romania 

and Hungary or similar ideas commented or interpreted in different ways; while the 

conclusion will offer a proper closure, gathering the substance of the readings. For the sake of 

the organisational discipline, the literature will be analysed conjointly, unless the nature or 

importance of a certain article requires otherwise. The core ideas extracted from the literature 

will represent the starting point for the hypothesis rejection or confirmation. 
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ARGUMENT 

The Roma 

Roma-minority has been and continues to be a ubiquitous subject both within the academic 

circle and among European and national decision-makers. Being the most disadvantaged 

minority in Europe, the Roma-minority situation has been long debated and analysed on all 

sides, especially after the fall of the Iron Curtain and even more intensity since the EU 

enlargement to the East. Historians (Barany, 2002; Kenrick, 2007; Stauber and Vago, 2007) 

focused on their exotic and tumultuous story, anthropologists (Horvat and Nastasa, 2012; 

Voicu and Tufis, 2011; Lad§nyi and Szel®nyi, 2001) analysed their way of living, their 

identity and their status, while politicians expressed their concern and commitment to make a 

change. Policies and recommendations were issued, national and international action plans, 

with short and long range of effect, were designed. Notwithstanding the actions taken and the 

resources spent, the Roma-minorityôs precarious living conditions did not improve visibly. 

The situation in the field is confirmed by the studies issued by European and national 

institutions (World Bank; OECD), NGOôs (Soros Foundation, RomaniCriss, Romedia 

Foundation) or Roma-activists (Nicolae, 2012). 

From European institutions to NGOôs and public national bodies, a wide range of 

organisations have conducted researches regarding the Roma-minority, scrutinizing different 

aspects of the vicious circle in which the minority has been trapped since their arrival in 

Europe. From the literature analysing Roma, a significant amount was issued by the World 

Bank, exposing the (social and economic) losses and financial consequences of their 

exclusion from the official economies and official labour markets. The same reports show that 

their socio-economic inclusion would not only beneficial for the well-being of the members of 

the minority itself, but also for the economy of the state in which they reside (Economic costs 

of Roma Exclusion, n.d.). It is much emphasised that Roma traditionally have a generous 

number of children. Consequently their age average and child per woman indicators are 

considerably above the EU and national averages (Ringolt, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, 

p.xiv). Even though this issue triggers more concern over a possible invasion and conspiracy 

theories, if considered objectively and hypothetically, it could become a positive aspect since 

the demography indicators in Europe are deeply discouraging. In other words, the labour 

market worldwide needs and will always need young workforce. Certainly, quantity of human 

capital cannot cover nor replace quality since they are complementary, hence it is agreed upon 

the necessity to help Romani people to integrate in the educational or healthcare system for 

instance, and in the official labour markets. In other words to fit them into the capitalist 

Produktionsweise2 and into the society. 

The issue that recently hit the Roma population, probably with a higher intensity than the 

majority of the population, was the current financial crisis and the political turmoil. Both 

Hungary and Romania, as well as whole Europe, witnessed political changes, extreme turns, 

                                                           
2
 Mode of production ï ñthe distinctive way of producingò, which can be analysed as social organisation or in 

terms of capital owners and wage-earners. In Marxôs critique of political economy it refers to the system of 

organizing production and distribution within capitalist societies. 
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dangerous ideological pop-upôs which has affected not only the stability of the countries, 

economically and politically, but also it deeply disrupted the social trust in the stateôs 

authority and capacity to ensure social security. The Roma-minority was most probably hit 

the hardest. The stateôs ability to provide welfare provisions (even basic) and support for 

deprived population has decreased considerably while the impoverished middle class has lost 

a noticeable part of its composition in both countries. 

 

Theoretical conceptualisation of poverty and the welfare state debate 

The constitutional basis of capitalist market economies stipulate to the conviction that the 

population is entitled to receive and benefit from a variety of social and economic rights, 

among which: education, stable employment, decent living, cultural expression, social and 

judicial justice, etc. Guaranteeing such rights implies that the state is bound to meet the 

requirements for the construction of a system that includes a functional social provision 

system, functional labour market, stable economic environment, transparency and 

accountability, suitable institutional and administrative capacities (Pogatsa, 2012). 

Within the welfare state debate there are: contradictions regarding the extent of the role of the 

state in providing protection against poverty and socio-economic risks, and dichotomies 

regarding the understanding of the theoretical base of granting social rights. Some scholars, 

among which T.H. Marshall, Claus Offe and Zygmunt Baumann, agree upon the fact that 

social rights should be granted on the basis on citizenship, as enforced legal rights, which 

leads to a de-commodification of social rights in which the individual become entirely 

independent of the cash nexus (Andersen, 1990; Andersen, 2002; Hemerick, 2013; Bauman, 

2005). Baumannôs vision of the welfare state is uncontroversial: 

ñby proclaiming that decent and dignified life should be assured at all times and to all members of 

the polity óas a rightô, regardless of their own contribution to common wealth, the idea of public 

welfare allowed (explicitly or implicitly) for the possibility of separating livelihood from the 

ósocially usefulô, productive contributions deemed to be possible solely in employment, and by the 

same token sapped the work ethicôs most sacrosanct and least questioned premise. It rendered the 

right to dignified life a matter of political citizenship, rather than economic performance.ò 

(Baumann, 2005, p.46) 

Going contrary to that stream, other scholars (Cutright, Wilensky, Beveridge, Okun) argue 

that such an approach of the welfare state would generate a considerable burden for the state 

budget and would endanger the function of the state. Hence it is argued ñthat every single 

citizen is entitled not to an outcome, but to an opportunity. This means that the state has the 

role of creating the preconditions for citizens to achieve these rights insofar as this is 

possible.ò (Pogatsa, 2012) 

The book of Gosta Esping Andersen, ñThe three worlds of welfare capitalismò is regarded a 

classical work in the field. The core idea of Andersenôs interpretation of the welfare state 

functioning is that only a strong middle class, financially secure and independent, can ensure 

the proper functioning of the socio-economic sphere and defend the ethos of democracy. In 
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the world of capitalism Andersen identifies three models of welfare states: Nordic, liberal 

and continental. 

The Nordic model focuses of the government pillar and ñit has actively óde-familiarisedô 

welfare responsibilities with two aims in mind: one, to strengthen families (by unburdening 

them of obligations) and, two, to strive for greater individual independence. It has actively de-

commodified citizensô welfare needs, thus seeking to minimise the degree to which 

individualsô welfare depends on their fortunes in the marketò (Andersen, 2002, p.13). The 

liberal model puts greater emphasis on market-based solutions, ñencouraging private welfare 

provisions as a norm, and by limiting public responsibilities to acute market failureò (Ibidem, 

p.15). The last of the models, the continental, sustains ñadherence to traditional familial 

welfare responsibilitiesò (Ibidem, p.16), focusing on the family pillar for the absorption of 

majority of the risks of social inclusion and poverty. 

 

CONNECTION 

A shared characteristic of the literature on the topic is the omnipresent complaint regarding 

the statistical data on Roma-minority. In one way or another, all the articles mention the 

unreliability of data, the un-representativeness of the statistical indicators and the flaws in the 

construction of the statistical methodology. Either footnoted or expressed directly, this 

concern of the academics over the un-reliability of statistical data will be among the core 

arguments in favour of the confirmation of the work hypothesis. The statistical data are 

notoriously difficult to attain and unreliable, although it is frequently mentioned that it is of 

utmost importance ñto increase the availability and quality of information about Romaò 

(Ringolt, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, p.xxiv). Regardless of the urgent need of statistics for 

ethnic minorities, neither Romania nor Hungary collected disaggregated data for the ethnic 

minority, as well as it did not try to collect data with anonymous character for instance. 

The connection between the welfare state and the process of poverty gap closure lies in the 

ability of the state to structure efficient social and anti-poverty policies and to ensure a stable 

environment for the economic empowerment of the disadvantaged poor strata, to the purpose 

of social inclusion and enfranchisement of a decent living. Regardless of its structure or 

model, the welfare state is the entity which should enhance the economic and social upgrading 

of those entrapped, temporarily or lengthily, in inferior life circumstances. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Roma-minority, being a national and ethnical minority in Romania and Hungary and 

being recognised as an economically and socially deprived group, qualifies for the fulfilment 

of the requirements of a functional welfare state. In relation to the Roma-minority the welfare 

state should respond to their needs and 1.) offer equal opportunities for personal development 

but consider also the differences (talents, skills; culture); 2.) to ensure that the labour market 

can actually offer a sufficient number of opportunities; 3.) ensure ñactive participationò in a 
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flexible labour market sensible to individual and family needs; 4.) ensure or support their full 

integration in the society through efficient mechanisms and measures. 

 

Chapter I ï The Roma 

I.1 Roma-minority in Hungary and Romania ï Historical insights of the poverty cycle 

As unfortunate as it may appear, all the political and economic transformations that took place 

in Europe in the modern era, had a more or less negative effect on the Romani ñout-comersò. 

As James Goldston underlines, they are ñstrangers among us. Lacking a territory and a 

government of their own and numbering only eight to ten million, the Roma today are in 

many ways Europeôs quintessential minority. Although they have lived in the region for 500 

years, the Romaôs history in Europe has been characterised by alienation, persecution and 

fightò (Goldston, 2002, p.147). Since their arrival in Europe, that is believed to have occurred 

between the 9th and the 14th century (see Ringolt, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, p.89; 

Cooper, 2002, p.69) from Northern India, the Gypsy population has lived at the societyôs 

periphery. In Wallachia and Moldova (currently part of Romania), the Gypsy people had a 

long history of enslavement starting with the 14th century, which lasted well into the 19th 

century. In the Hungarian kingdom, the Hapsburg policies imposed forced ñmagyarisationò 

and eradication of the nomadic lifestyle. ñBy the late eighteenth century, by virtue of social 

control and coerced consent, very few Roma were identified as Roma; and by the late 

nineteenth century, very few Roma admitted who they wereò (Crown, 1996, cited in Koulish, 

2005, p.313). Throughout the entire Europe oppressive laws were adopted for the eradication 

or assimilation of the ñun-wantedò Roma population. As Fraser notes, ñ[h]ad all the anti-

Gypsy laws which sprang up been enforced uncompromisingly, even for few months, the 

Gypsies would have been eradicated from most of Christian Europe well before the sixteenth 

centuryò (Fraser, 1995 cited in Ringolt, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, p.6). With no homeland 

nor a state to speak up on their behalf, the Gypsies were entirely at the mercy of the societies 

they lived in. Palm-readers, horse-traders, metal-workers, musicians, nomads and always 

aliens, they had no sense of historical homeland nor a sense of collective identity or solidarity. 

Even going back to their arrival in Europe, the Roma-minority, as we call it today, was 

divided in multiple subgroups, similar in some aspects (origins or language) but distinctive in 

others (occupation, culture, religion) (Ringold, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, p.10), 

distinctions that deepened over time. Roma, as an ethnical group, never kept track of history 

and most of what we know about their roots today, was discovered or supposed by 

researchers. However, marginalisation and discrimination have been common over time. 

Ernest Hemingwayôs novel ñFor Whom the Bell Tollsò, envisages in a quotation, a historical 

perception of this minority that is also shared by many diplomats and ordinary citizens of 

today: ñThe gypsy... is truly worthless. He has no political development, nor any discipline, 

and you could not rely on him for anything.ò Paradoxically, this exact attitude can be blamed 

considerably for their social exclusion and marginalisation. 

The Second World War and the Nazi ideology furthermore persecuted the Roma-minority for 

all intents and purposes. Many Romanian Gypsies were deported to Bug (concentration camp 
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in Transnistria). According to the estimates roughly 25,000 Roma people were deported, out 

of which one third deceased during the Antonescu regime (Baumgartner, n.d). In Hungary the 

situation was similar. ñBetween 1944 and early 1945 thousands of Slovak and Hungarian 

Roma were killed or deported to concentration camps. Roma especially from Southern and 

Western Hungary were arrested and on death marches, driven to the central camp at Csilla 

near the city of Kom§rom in Northern Hungaryò (ivi)
3
. 

In both countries the communist regime and its proletarian ideology, had double-edged impact 

on the Roma ethnic minority. On one hand, the forced assimilation process came with a 

relatively positive wind of change if we consider the employment, housing or education 

aspects. In the full-employment welfare-state system the Roma had worked indeed, the 

employment rate between Roma and non-Roma being roughly similar. The school attendance 

for Roma pupils increased significantly as did the level of literacy. Housing was also on the 

list of provisions for the Roma and many of them were offered a place to live. On the other 

hand, the Roma remained at the bottom-line of the society, occupying the low-skilled jobs, 

receiving a precarious degree of education (often in separated class rooms or in class rooms 

for mentally disabled) and housing at the periphery of cities, isolated and detached from the 

majority of the population. Marginalised and with continuous pressure from the stateôs forced 

integrationist approaches, mistrust was fomented between the Roma and the outside society, 

either if we talk about institutional bodies or gadji¯4
 population. Not to mention that the 

assimilation efforts came with cultural repression and aggressive ñsystemisationò. The gains 

of the communist approach were tempered, and many academics assert that perhaps it 

furthermore helped to perpetuate the earlier inequalities and contributed forward to the 

amplification of the socio-economic gap between the majority and the Roma-minority. 

Pursuing the goal of transforming the Roma into ñusefulò members of the society the 

communist regimes in Romania and Hungary had different approaches. The political scientist 

Edward Friedman defined a three-line model of communist systems in terms of policy shifts 

which he applied to China, namely: Stalinism, Titoism and Maoism (Friedman, 1982, 

pp.159-195). Within the social policy spectrum, the Stalinist approach puts emphasis on 

coercion and repression. Titoism focuses on smoother policies, based on the principle that 

each country should approach socio-economic issues according to its specific, without 

following an imposed pattern, while Maoism addresses specifically the eradication of 

inequality. Using Friedmanôs labelling, in the area of welfare provisions for Roma 

(employment, education, medical care, housing), both countries followed the Maoist pattern 

and sought to promote a certain degree of equality. In the ñassimilationistò attempts however, 

Romania followed a Stalinist policy for the integration of the Roma. Through forced 

settlement and relocation, suffocation of the cultural expression
5
, heavy-industry low-skilled 

employment and denial of ethnic minority status, the nomadic life-style of Roma was mostly 

                                                           
3
 There are many suppositions regarding the number of deaths among the Roma. Some are exaggerated (Fraser, 

1995) others are more moderate but there are no documents to sustain any of the estimations. 
4
 Gadj¸ (sg.) / gadji¯ (pl.) ï the term used by the Romani people to define a Non-Roma or outsider. 

5
 In many of the interviews with Roma Musicians in Romania (very appreciated even in the communist period) 

the respondents mentioned that besides the fact that they were forbidden to sing any songs in the Romani 

language, they were also ñpersuadedò to sing communist songs, praising the regime or Elena and Nicolae 

Ceausescu. At that point many Roma singers ended their carriers willingly. 
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eradicated, their traditional activities were abandoned or exercised outside the official 

economy and their ethnic identity was suppressed. Hungary on the other hand, under the 

influence of the goulash communism, adopted a Titoist approach for the Roma-minority. The 

Hungarian communist society, frequently referred to as ñthe happiest barrack in the socialist 

campò, allowed numerous amenities not available in other socialist states in the Eastern bloc 

and offered more liberties to its minorities also. The practice of some traditional Roma 

vocations were allowed, few cultural Roma organisations were permitted to exist, the semi-

nomadic life style was tolerated, while the ethnic minority status was granted in 1979 

(Kenrick, 2007, pp.117-122). Nonetheless, the soft approach in Hungary did not contribute 

significantly to the wellness of the Gypsies and it may have contributed to the preservation of 

a low level of societal integration and a higher degree of discrimination from the majority. 

Social and economic barriers were gradually and continuously forged between the Roma-

minority and the outside society. At an inter -relational level, the outside society nurtured 

discrimination which became a traditional part of the Roma stereotyping. In return the 

Gipsy communities fomented distrust against the outside society and found relief in their 

traditions and their sub-group security. Spatial and social isolation occurred as a 

consequence of marginalisation. The oppression and the forced assimilation during the 

communist regimes further enforced the insecurity and the inferiority complex of being Roma 

that was created over time. 

 

I.2 Gypsy identity? Roma label? Roma statistics? 

A puzzling anthropological and statistical image of Roma ethnic minority 

The discourse of the Gypsy identity cannot be otherwise than long and extremely tangled 

given the uniqueness of the community itself. The Roma-minority is the most unusual and 

paradoxical ethnic group. As a transnational, non-territorial and heterogenic minority, the 

ethnic identity of Gypsies is multi-dimensional and multi-layered. There are numerous sub-

groups included into the all-inclusive ñRomaò appellative, such as Sinti, Hajdu, Szatmar, 

Bihar, Vlaxitka Roma, Beas, Lovari, Kalderaġ, Ļurari, Manouches, Romungro, Modyars, 

Rudari, Kaale, etc.
6
 The umbrella term ñRomaò, has been used to label inclusively dissimilar 

people, commonly referred to as Gypsies, but it does not define nor a homogeneous group in 

terms of social inclusion and life status neither a common ethnic identity. Unluckily, a fully 

reflective terminology to define this peculiar minority has not been yet brought up. 

Some Gypsies are organised into smaller hereditary occupational groups, namely Tinsmiths, 

Musicians, Kettle-makers, Blacksmiths, Horse-traders and so on, each of which with 

sociological variations in their set of values and traditions, different levels of social inclusion 

and different levels of economic stability. Some of the communities (for instance some 

                                                           
6
 For a complete classification of the Romani subgroups see ñRoma and Gypsies ï Definitions and Groupsò 

[online] Available at: <www.imninalu.net/Gypsies.htm> 
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Lingurari groups in Romania)
7
, live detached from any broader historical or structural 

framework and form an ñembryonic stateò, following the ñfeud modelò (Acton, Caffrey and 

Mundy, 1997, pp.237-239). Yet, this aspect cannot be generalised, other Roma being more 

individualistic. The members of some communities live together as neighbours, respect a 

certain unwritten soft law and follow the guidelines of a traditional way of life, but 

moderately, respecting in the same time the general rules of the society and identifying 

themselves with the majority (see Voicu and Tufis, 2011; Janky, 2012). ñFundamentally, 

however, all European Roma share to some extent the same origins, language, culture 

and historical background [é] Because of the diversity of the Gypsy people, it is unclear 

what the Romani identity is ï especially since many Gypsies do not consider themselves 

members of a cohesive ethnic group but instead they identify themselves with the 

subgroup to which they belongò (Barany, 2002, p.15; see also Barany, 1994; Janky, 2012). 

Countless scholars have theorised and categorised the concepts of identity and ethnicity and 

numerous theories have been applied to the Roma-minority, in search of a certain clarity in 

this field. According to Steward ñwith the exception of the Gypsy intellectuals who run the 

political parties, the Roms do not have an ethnicityò (Steward, 1997 cited in Barany, 2002). 

Adam Smith considers that in the absence of a fully inclusive denomination of a group, or 

when the confusion created by the use of various denominations with diversified meanings (as 

in the case of Roma) suggests a reduced degree of social cohesion of a community, putting in 

doubt its existence as a ethnical community (Smith, 2008, pp.33-34). Horv§th and Nastasa 

share Adamsôs and Stewardôs opinions in the book ñRoma or Gypsy ï The dilemmas of an 

ethonym in the Romanian spaceò. 

Their extensive analysis over the Romanian Roma identity in relationship with the ñRomaò 

label frequently emphasise that the Roma activists tend to unify the variety of Gypsy 

subgroups under one label (that of ñRomaò) elaborating a unifying discourse but ignoring the 

differences that stratify the community (Horv§th and Nastasa, 2012, pp.15-37; see also Boia, 

1998; Kapralsky, 1997, p.273). The same study stresses the complexity of the Roma/Gypsy 

identity and presents different ways of self-perception of the Romani people. 

Focusing on a group of Musician Roma in Romania, Margaret Bessingerôs article perfectly 

reflects the bi-polarity of the Gypsy identity. The Musicians are ashamed of other groups of 

Gypsies and look down on them: ñWe are Gypsies, but not like them!ò (other group of Roma) 

or ñThere arenôt differences between tigani8 and Romanians [é] But once we put down our 

instruments, we are just óTiganiô all over again!ò (Bessinger, 2001, p.32; see also Voicu and 

Tufis, 2011). Basing her ideas on Powellôs identity theory of ñwho we are is much dependent 

on who we are notò, Bessinger cites Elena Marushiakova to emphasise an extremely relevant 

trait of the Roma-identity: ñethnic identity of Gypsies is extremely complex and multi-

layered. The only clear-cut distinction is that between óour peopleô and óstrange peopleô, 

                                                           
7
 Some of the Roma communities, as the one mentioned, have their own system of justice within the community, 

that exerts the law and the social control within the ñembryonic stateò. The kris represents the tribunal, a key 

institution for the enforcement of the Roma Code within the Romanipen, which represents the traditional Gypsy 

way of life. The judgments of the ñkrisò ensures and enforces the integrity and the unity of the Romani 

community and uphold the Romanipen. 
8
 Tigan (sg.) / Tigani (pl.) ï Gypsy. 
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where óour peopleô are solely the members of the same group, and all the rest are óstrangersô, 

both the surrounding population and other Gypsy groupsò (ivi). There are numerous 

qualitative sociological studies that reflect the attitude of certain Roma groups towards the 

majority of the population and towards other distinct Roma groups (see Voicu and Tufis, 

2011; Beissinger, 2011; Steward, 1989; Lad§nyi and Szel®nyi, 2001). Either in terms of 

language, values, traditions, ways of living, income level or education, the Roma minority is a 

deeply stratified community and a consensus regarding their status in the society cannot be 

reached nor considered in a generalised manner. 

The list of scholars interested in the field that have scrutinised the Gypsy identity is endless 

and the discourse is Sisyphean. However the Roma identity issue in itself is not the focus 

point of the present analysis and it is relevant only when it comes to the self-identification of 

the minorityôs individuals and the statistical accuracy given by that fact. Who is a Gypsy? 

Who is a Roma? What is a Gypsy/Roma? 

Once again, the diversity of Roma-communities stratified by sociologists on 5 levels: 

A)  Roma that share all the traditional characteristics and self-identity as being 

Roma in all circumstances (official, administrative and informal);  

B) Roma that share all the traditional characteristics and are identified by third 

parties as being Roma (through life-style, language, traits, etc.) but do not self-

identity as being Roma in the official and administrative areas; 

C) ñModernisedò Roma that changed their life-style in the sense that they are 

socially and economically alike to the majority of the population. They do self-

identify as Roma and are  identified  by  third  parties  as  being  Roma  only  by  

the  virtue  of  their  own identification;  

D) ñModernisedò Roma that tend not to identify as Roma or have identity-

fluctuations. They might or might not be identified as Roma by others; 

E) ñEx-Romaò that either integrated or assimilated into the society to such an extent 

that all the distinctive features disappeared. In their case the external or self-

identification as Roma may or may not occur but it is irrelevant. (Horv§th and 

Nastasa, 2012, p.206) 

Referring strictly to Romania and Hungary, the above classification can be applied 

successfully and additional points can be added. There are cases of lack of official 

documentation which makes a part of the Roma-minority ñinvisibleò to the country statistics. 

Additionally, in Romania, in the counties with Hungarian majority there are for instance 

Roma that declare themselves to be Hungarian (BŁdescu, Grigoraĸ, Rughiniĸ, Voicu M. and 

Voicu O., 2007). In Hungary, the Vlach Romani that originally came from Romania in the 

middle of the 19th century, in certain contexts declare themselves Romanians.
9
 Other Roma 

                                                           
9
 It is certainly not clear how visible these facts are in the statistics, and the extent of the ñnationality exchangeò 

of Transylvanian and Vlach Roma can only be supposed from the ominous results of the national censuses. But it 

is important mention the phenomenon because this fact sustains the argument of inaccuracy of statistical data for 

Roma as a cause of the un-clarity of ethnic identity. The described situation matched with the statements of 

Roma during field discussions. 
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do not agree with the ñRomaò label and call themselves Gypsies (tigani, ciganok) or use the 

name of their sub-group to express their ethnic belonging. 

Commenting on the cultural integration of Roma, B®la Janky aptly notes that during the 

communist ñassimilationistò policies but in the last decades as well, many Roma have been 

culturally and economically integrated in the society, but not many studies are focused on this 

part of the minority. There are a voluminous number of studies about those Roma living in 

extreme poverty or those who have successfully arisen from extreme need, but a limited 

number of studies regarding the areas with moderate degree of poverty (Janky, 2012). 

Continuing on the line of economics, many researchers (Koulish, 2005, p.317; Janky, 2012) 

have reached the conclusion that self-identification of Roma decreases with economic and 

educational achievement, while other researchers assert that the Roma label is generally 

attached to a particular poverty rate and degree of social exclusion rather than to a 

specific ethnic group (Lad§nyi and Szel®nyi, 2001, pp.79-89). 

The implications of the identity, belonging and self-identification have a very strong 

impact over the accuracy and credibility of the statistics regarding the Roma minority. 

The literature in the field recognises the lack of data and the inaccuracy of quantitative and 

qualitative statistics and this fact is acknowledged fully, since all the studies on Roma 

dedicate at least one paragraph, if not an entire chapter, to complain about this issue. 

From a legislative point of view, self-identification as Roma is an individual choice. Article 7 

(point 1) of the Act LXXVII of 1993 on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities in 

Hungary and Art. 3 of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities in 

Romania assert that any person has the right to acknowledge and reveal, or not, its 

appartenance to a national or ethnic group.
10

 Collection of data on ethnicity and race has been 

a controversial issue, and the statistical data on Roma has multiple drawbacks considering the 

un-clarity of ethnicity, identity and self-identification earlier discussed. 

ñCensuses and other statistical surveys seldom attempt to predefine ethnic or national groups on 

the questionnaires. Instead, they base themselves (and this is typically the case in Central and 

Eastern European countries) on the perceptions and the image the interviewees have of 

themselves. This presupposes that a population actually defines itself in terms of ethnic or national 

group criteria and that ethnic demarcations are regarded as meaningful and informative. The more 

heterogeneous a population from a historical, cultural and racial viewpoint and the more society 

and politics highlight such differences, the truer this will beò (Haug, 2001, p.307). 

If self-identification is prone to the own perception of the individual and to the judicial right 

of revealing or not the ethnic identity, research studies that are based on external identification 

are subjected to variations of time, personal perception of the identifier and social barriers 

between the two parts. Hence, in various occasions the observerôs identification can be easily 

influential, not entirely accurate or not representative for the entire minority. (Kosa and 

Adany, 2007; Horv§th and Nastasa, 2012, p.207; Ringold, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, 

p.xix). The qualitative data, in this case it has its own flaws as well, since it captures the 
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 For more details see ñCONVENTIA-CADRU pentru protectia minoritatilor nationaleò [online] Available at: 

<www.anr.gov.ro> and ñAct LXXVII of 1993 on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minoritiesò [online] 

Available at: <www.refworld.org> 
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situation only in a single area or group, focusing only on certain factors, not being 

representative for the entire minority and in addition it can be biased because of the 

subjectivity of the researcher (ivi). 

In sum, the Roma-minority cannot be generally put inside a framework, sociologically, 

economically and statistically, because it is simply impossible to generalise regarding its 

status. The policies aimed to socially include the Roma-minority are, or should be, based 

on field reality, on accurate data. If a vulnerable group - as Roma-minority as a whole is 

frequently called and out of which a significant part unquestionably is - cannot be defined, nor 

their socio-economic status described in general terms, it means that the efforts to help the 

minority are based on a balloon full of air and it shouldnôt be surprising that the situation of 

the minority has not improved considerably, simply because it is unclear towards whom the 

efforts are directed. 

Henceforth, ñbecause of the unreliability of statistics on the Roma it is difficult to 

estimate the percentage of the population this representsò (Cooper, 2001, p.73) especially 

since members of the community itself confess ñregretfully that Roma have no Luther King of 

their own, suggesting that Roma may be too diverse to unite behind a single leaderò (Ibidem, 

p.75). The concept of ñRomaò, as whatever makes the entity definable and recognisable, and 

the ñRoma/Gypsy identityò (or the so-called Romanipen) are both fluid notions and 

everybody (legal bodies or individuals) adapts and uses the terms as one pleases in order to 

serve the purpose.
11

 Although it may be perceived as an offensive statement, the truth is that 

nobody is culpable. The elusiveness and inconclusiveness of the Roma identity and belonging 

leaves space for interpretations since the concepts of identity and belonging of the Roma-

minority are deeply unclear and hard to define. 

The Roma-minority is not a homogenous group and cannot be treated as compact 

because there are discrepancies within the group related to 1.) degrees of social 

inclusion, 2.) differentiated economic and cultural status not visible in the statistics 3.) 

differences in the value orientation of different Roma groups 4.) disharmony between 

rights and obligations of certain Roma groups, and 5.) the dilemma of pertaining or not 

to the minority itself .
12

 Not being a homogeneous group, the statistics are unreliable and 

vague, expressed continuously in estimates, hence the analysis regarding this particular 

minority do not capture the general image, rendering the situation of Roma in CEE 

inconclusive. ñSuch [statistical] data is practically unavailable in relation to the Roma. 

There is only scattered empirical evidence to work with. It is not surprising that there is 

often no coherent strategy for improvement when the basis for policy is almost non-

existent. Whenever there is a strategy (like in the case of Romania or Hungary), the lack 
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 Many of the studies on Roma-minority poverty, the term ñRomaò is used to define more an economically poor 

group rather than an ethnical group. For instance in one study it is specified: ñIn the context of the FRA and 

UNDP, World Bank/EC surveys, the term Roma is therefore used as an umbrella term within a policy context 

dealing primarily with issues of social exclusion and discrimination, and not with specific issues of cultural 

identity. However, this must not lead to the erroneous perception that all Roma live in conditions of social and 

territorial exclusion and marginalisationò (The situation of Roma in 11EU member states 2011). 
12

 Interview with PhD Associate Professor Emeritus Gyorgy Jenei (Corvinus University of Budapest). 
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of funding and organisational capacity prevents its efficient implementation, and both 

prior and posterior evaluations are missing.ò (Pogatsa, 2012) 

From these facts arises the question: how can the Roma-minority situation be properly 

addressed if the problem is an equation with multiple unknowns? 

 

I.3 Welfare provisions for Roma. Policies on paper 

Since the fall of the Iron Curtain, the Roma minority in Central and Eastern Europe had the 

opportunity to improve its status in a freely manner, without cultural constraints and without 

ñassimilationistò intents, as it was the case in the communist period. The EU ethical code of 

values puts special emphasis on ñrespect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, 

the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to 

minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, 

non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women and men 

prevailò (eur-lex.europa.eu). In accordance with the EU values, Hungary and Romania alike, 

have constructed since 1989 the framework of minority rights, required among the points for 

European integration. 

The European institutions, namely European Parliament and European commission, prepared 

and developed EU frameworks for the Roma integration strategies up to 2020, in order to 

tackle with the issues of poverty and exclusion of the Roma minority. Additionally, the 

member states were encouraged to issue, put into practice and constantly enforce national 

strategies for the socio-economic inclusion of Romani people. 

The EU has taken action in a legislative direction for both economic and social inclusion of 

the Roma, supporting financially the member states through European funds ï the European 

Social Fund (ESN), European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the Agricultural 

Fund for Rural Development. Hungarian and Romanian Roma people for example, could 

have been the potential beneficiaries of more than 50% of the planned ESF supported actions 

for the period 2007ï2013 (Roma inclusion in Romania, 2011, p.37). 

International initiatives towards an improvement in the life conditions for Roma-minority 

crystallised in various projects such as the Decade of Roma Inclusion. The Decade was the 

first significant international initiative which targeted the most disadvantaged and sizeable 

cross-border minority in Europe. The Decade was an international project initiated by the 

Open Society Institute (OSI), the World Bank (WB) and the European Union (EU). Through 

the Decade, the signatory states, among which Romania and Hungary, hoped to add some 

speed to the efforts for the improvement of the Roma status by involving the minority itself in 

the assessment and decision-making process. The priorities of the project were: education, 

employment, health and housing. Unfortunately, in the same way the Lisbon strategy failed 

to meet its goals by 2010, the Decade of Roma Inclusion failed to upgrade the living 

conditions of the community by 2010 (see Preoteasa, Serban and Tarnovschi, 2011; 

romadecade.org). 
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The European Platform for Roma Inclusion and the EU Framework for National Roma 

Integration Strategies up to 2020, are also among the international Roma-aimed initiatives. 

ñThe Platformôs objective is to improve the coherence and efficiency of the political processes 

developed in parallel at national, European and international level, in order to create 

synergiesò (Roma inclusion in Romania, 2011, p.155) while the EU Framework is simply a 

belated (re)acknowledgement by the European Parliament, that the Roma is a minority of 

considerable size which is in a disadvantaged economic and social position, encouraging the 

member states to take action regarding the Roma issue. ñThe proposed Framework establishes 

a ten year period to significantly improve the living standards of the Roma people. More 

precisely, the Framework identifies the same four goals for Roma Inclusion: access to 

education, employment effectiveness, access to healthcare and housingò (Ibidem, p.160). 

Additionally, each signatory member developed its own national strategy and institutional 

framework for the development and social inclusion of the Roma-minority. The 

international Roma programs however did not have the expected impact and the results 

were scarce in all four directions (see romadecade.org; edumigrom.eu; romanicriss.com; 

soros.ro), the bold aims continuing to exist solely at a declarative level. 

The prospects of EU accession certainly influenced positively the path of law adoption in the 

field of minority rights through the commitments each country took, and the need to respect 

the aquis communitaire and the international norms. Much attention was given to the Roma 

integration previous to the EU accession (Constantin, 2007; Constantin and Lantschner, 

2011). In terms of legislation in the minority rights field, both countries have enacted and 

passed laws according to the European values and an institutional framework for the Roma-

minorityôs exertion of rights was also created. In spite of the different levels of economic 

development and the different waves of European integration (2004 ï Hungary and 2007 ï 

Romania), the situation of Romani in Hungary is not strikingly different from the situation of 

Romanian Romani, which raises questions regarding the reasons of this situation. 

Looking from a country-based perspective, Hungary and Romania had different start points in 

transition and different patterns of economic development as well as different approaches for 

the minorityôs development. ñMore policy and project activity related to Roma has taken 

place in Hungary than in any other country in Central and Eastern Europeò (Ringold, 

Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, p.124). Partly because of i.) the Trianon ñwoundò that 

determined the country to be more involved in minority issues due to the large number of 

ethnic Hungarians living outside the motherland borders, ii.) because of the eagerness that 

made out of Hungary a forerunner to the EU accession and iii.) the rapid development of civil 

society (Ibidem, p.125). Romaniaôs commitment to its minorities had a slower pace and was 

often interrupted by a high degree of misconceptions. 

In Hungary, the Roma targeted strategies for social and economic integration started much 

earlier and has a faster development. As early as 1991 a unique local system of minority self-

management was created in Hungary in order to facilitate communication between the local 

authority and the minority, to voice the minorityôs needs and to create a grass-root 

development. The Local Minority Self -governments established through the Act 77 on the 
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Rights of National Minorities created the legal context for a system of minority self-

governance at local level. Out of nearly 800 MLSG, 477 were created by Roma. 

ñThe minority self-government (MSG) system is the primary mechanism through which Roma, 

and Hungaryôs other national and ethnic minorities, are able to voice their consent in areas of 

importance to the minority. The MSG has two main functions: to represent Roma interests and to 

establish Roma cultural autonomy. It has the authority to maintain institutions in the areas of 

education and promotion of traditions and culture, as well as to establish minority media. And any 

decision of the local government concerning education, media, language and promotion of culture 

may be taken only after the approval of the minority self-governmentò (Koulish, 2005, p.307). 

The MLSG are consultative bodies but with restricted veto rights on issues such as education 

or culture that directly concerns the minority but it has no actual power of governance. 

Although the resources were scarce, the MLSG system had good outcomes in developing 

programs, cultural activities, involvement in social-welfare and political elite establishment 

(Shafft and Brown, 2000). In spite of the good results in the specified areas, Robert Koulishôs 

study shows that the rating and the efficiency of the minority self-government system into the 

eyes of the Roma themselves, is prone to variations based on self-acknowledgement of Roma 

ethnicity, education level, income, and poverty status, suggesting that ñassimilated Roma are 

the quintessential victim of minority rights [é]. Regardless of individual identity choices, 

assimilated Roma are counted as Romaò (Koulish, 2005, p.322) and ending with the 

conclusion that MLSG is ñimpotentò and flawed. ñIts narrative of equality and freedom of 

choice conceals the absence of mechanisms that would integrate these rights into the Romaôs 

everyday experienceò (ivi). 

Sergiu Constantinôs study mirrors some of the same aspects that were underlined previously. 

In the article, the author provides a detailed assay of the influence that the EU had over the 

changes that took place in the minority rights development in Romania since 1989 and uses 

the theory of Europeanisation, concluded by Radaelli, to explain the process of minority 

policy change in Romania. Similar to the categorisation found in the ñRoma Inclusion in 

Romania: Policies, Institutions and Examplesò (Roma inclusion in Romania, 2011, p.163), 

three different stages are identified within the process: inertia is the first and started 

immediately after the regime change in 1989 until 1995. Within the six years of inertia ñthe 

government was very vocal in expressing at international arena, its European integration goal 

but unwilling to implement minority-oriented policies at domestic levelò (Constantin, 2007, 

p.84). The extension of the rule of the communist elite, which remained in power after 1989, 

surely looked with reluctance towards the reglementation of the minority policy and had ñan 

ambiguous orientation towards Westò (Ibidem, p.84). The Absorption period arrived once the 

opposition parties came into power in 1996 and the prospects of EU accession were getting 

closer. Within the absorption period, which lasted until 2000, the circuits of the system started 

to move and visible changes were made in the minority rights regulation. However, ñthe wave 

of new legislative and institutional measures was not a coherent domestic reform but rather a 

process of absorption of legal standardsò (Ibidem, p.85). It is strongly emphasised that in spite 

of several positive results in the minority legislative field, the period was affected by a lack of 

consensus and a rather unclear path of the situation of ethnic minorities in Romania. Since 

2000  onwards,  the  Transformation  or  the  period  of  assuming  responsibilities  began.  A 
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transformation that besides a very slow pace, also had the flaw of being very disproportionate 

for the different ethnic minorities and considerably unclear and un-consensual. Another 

important point touched by the study is the structural disparity between the approach of 

different minorities in Romania, namely Hungarian and Roma for instance. The role of the 

Hungarian-minority representative body (DAHR) is clearly visible in the shaping of the 

minority policies, while the Roma representatives were rather marginal if not completely 

absent. 

The foundation stone of the Roma-policy initiative in Romania was the ñRomanian National 

Strategy for Improving Roma Conditions 2001ò. The strategy organised the institutional 

framework charged with the implementation of targeted Roma-minority policies and, more 

importantly, it set out the ground and the priorities for the action plan towards an 

improvement of the Roma populationôs standards of life. At the time, the Strategy was well 

received both by Roma representatives (since their recommendations were included in the 

final version) and by the European institutions which were assessing Romaniaôs behaviour 

towards its minorities due to the much expected EU accession. 

ñAlthough important, both politically and socially, the Strategyôs implementation was 

characterised by a number of negative aspects. Among which: the lack of an ex-ante 

evaluation, the general description of the actions proposed for implementation, the 

insufficient allocation of governmental funds for the Strategy implementation, the lack of a 

clear assignment of the duties related to the Action Plan implementation, the lack of an 

effective monitoring of the evaluation mechanisms, etc.ò (Roma inclusion in Romania, 2011, 

p.166). 

The present on-going policy targeting the Roma-population (the ñStrategy of the Romanian 

Government for the Inclusion of the Romanian Citizens belonging to Roma minority for the 

period 2011ï2020ò) states that it ñis based on a proactive approach aimed at increasing the 

overall standard of living of the population and stimulating earnings from employment by 

facilitating employment and promoting inclusive policiesò although scarce funding is 

allocated for active labour market policies and social policies (Roma inclusion in Romania, 

2011, p.168; see also Messing, 2013; Szalai, Carson and Kusa, 2009). Although the current 

strategy for Roma-inclusion is a follow-up of the first strategy which was well received, the 

experts affirm that ñthe present Strategy, as adopted and submitted to the European 

Commission, does not comply with the EU standards on public policy documents and that it 

was adopted rather too imperiously and without taking into consideration the remarks 

received from the civil societyò (ivi)
13

. The strategy was created superfluously and without 

knowing if the previous one actually gave any results or not. 

ñThis Strategy was adopted by not taking into consideration the impact on the society of the 

former strategy, simply because no assessment was carried out to this purpose. All these 

aspects could make questionable the effects of the future actions intended to reaching the 

objectives meaning that of óensuring continuity of the actions undertaken under the Romanian 
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www.romanicriss.org and assessments of the national strategies for Romania and Hungary are available at: 

www.romadecate.org. 
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Government Strategy for Improving the Roma Condition for the period 2001ï2010ô, seems to 

remain only declaratory in this contextò (Ibidem, p.170). 

The examples of Roma-minority initiatives aforementioned show that what the governments 

considered to be well structured policies and favourable provisions for the Roma-

minority were often incompatible with the needs of the Roma and the way in which the 

initiatives were carried out was not appropriated for a successful inclusion. A very 

reflective way to describe the character of the targeted Roma policies is by using Roni Stauber 

and Raphael Vagoôs interpretation of human rights: ñUtopia and ideology are two types of 

cognitive biases: utopia is a vision that does not yet correspond to social reality, while 

ideology will never correspond to it completelyò (Stauber and Vago, 2007, p.150). The 

targeted Roma policies developed until nowadays can be placed somewhere in between of 

utopia and ideology because: i.) on one hand due to the heterogeneity of the minority and 

the flawed statistics, it is hard to construct a policy that could would respond the 

different  needs of the Gypsy communities; ii .) on the other hand, even if we assume that 

such a policy would be set out, the use of funds for Roma-minority in Hungary and 

Romania are in a shadow of darkness. Funds are often reported as insufficient in both 

countries; iii .) last but not least the use of the scarce allocated funds is often not 

monitored or the legislation allows or overlooks a misuse and/or a mismanagement of 

the resources (Ringold, Orenstein and Wilkens, 2005, pp.134-148; Roma Inclusion in 

Romania, 2011; Toth, Darateanu and Tarnovschi, 2010; fonduri-structurale.ro). 

The World Bank, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) and the United 

Nation Development Program (UNDP) undertook mass research projects based on surveys in 

different EU countries in 2012, as to assess the situation of the Roma and the outcomes of the 

policy initiatives. 

ñThe results were shocking in many respects. Although governments and societies have been 

aware of Roma exclusion and deprivation, the magnitude and the similarity of exclusion 

patterns across EU Member States is striking and leaves no excuse for delaying swift, 

effective action to improve the situation. [é] In December 2010, the Roma Task Force (RTF) 

announced its first findings, highlighting that EU Member States do not yet properly use EU 

funds for the purpose of an effective social and economic integration of Roma. The RTF 

identified weaknesses in the development of appropriate strategies as well as specific 

measures to address the problems faced by Roma, including implementation problems at 

national level due to a lack of know-how and administrative capacity to absorb EU funds. 

The RTF report also determined problems in providing national co-financing, as well as a 

lack of involvement by civil society and Roma communities themselves.ò (The situation of 

Roma in 11 member states, 2012, p.5) 

 

I.4 Roma-minority. Barriers to socio economic inclusion 

Considering strictly Romania and Hungary, in the four problematic areas (education, health, 

employment, housing) that are the focus of most Roma targeted policies, there are significant 

differences in terms of access to welfare services and the actual benefit of it. It is a field 

reality and the available statistics show a deep gap between ethnic Romanians and Hungarians 
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and ethnic Romani, with regard to the level of education, level of health, employment and 

access to housing, fact that cannot be contested nor overlooked. Hence, a brief description of 

the Roma problematic is needed in order to identify the extent of the issue. 

 

Issue: Education 

Numerous studies since 1990 onwards show a gap between school attendance and 

performance for the Roma and non-Roma children. Among the factors that influence the level 

of education of Roma are: extreme poverty, discrimination, inadequate mono-lingual 

curriculum, school segregation, lack of teacher support, lack of early formal education
14

. 

Illiteracy is also a serious problem that the Roma community faces. The more forward on the 

scale of study level, the higher the discrepancy between the Roma and the non-Roma 

population. 

 

Issue: Employment 

There are individual barriers to employment for Roma (poor education and level of aspiration; 

health condition; rural location; migration; type of family model and circles of solidarity) and 

institutional/employment barriers (access to formal labour; non-recognition of the skills 

obtained at the work place; lack of official documentation; scepticism of employers towards 

Roma; stereotyping and discrimination; weak political representation of the minority; labour 

market barriers; no opportunities for long term contracts with stable benefit offerings; no 

available jobs in general). Moreover the programs destined to qualify Roma (various training 

courses or short termed schools) lack the certainty of finding a job after graduation, fact that 

renders them unattractive for those Roma that would be willing to enrol. 

 

Issue: Health care 

Taking into consideration the cycle of vulnerabilities in education, the poor financial situation 

and housing conditions similar to those encountered in medieval times, it is of no surprise that 

the health condition of the Roma-minority is directly proportional with the overall condition. 

Based on studies conducted by different NGOs or foundations (Romani Criss, Sastipen Roma 

Center for Health Policies) the studies reveal some statistical facts that mirror the health 

situation of the Roma. 

ñMany Roma cannot benefit of access to public health services because they cannot prove their 

capacity of insured due to the absence of their identity documents, the absence of stable incomes, 

their non-compliance with the requirements set forth in Law 416/2001 on the minimum income, 

the absence of a stable job, their impossibility to enrol to a family physician because of their 

informal housing conditions or because they cannot submit the documents proving they are 
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Human Rights. 
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socially assisted and, thus, they are not insured, according to Law 95/2006. This situation forces 

many Roma to use the emergency medical services when their diseases aggravate and significantly 

deteriorate their health condition. In such circumstances, the costs for treatment exponentially 

increase and cannot be afforded by most of such Roma patientsò (Roma Inclusion in Romania, 

2011, p.197). 

Besides the lack of knowledge of the Roma people regarding their rights and entitlements to 

healthcare services there are also other factors contributing to the present situation. 

Discrimination, transposed in the reticence of the medical personnel to provide what is 

actually not a favour, but a duty of the medical employee, namely, quality medical services. 

The life expectancy for Roma is with 10 years less than that of the non-Roma. Being located 

mostly in rural areas where generally the social services are either inferior to say the least or 

completely inexistent, the access to quality health services is a high peak to reach. 

 

Issue: Housing 

The lack of proper housing conditions the prospects of better education, better health 

condition and better employment for Roma. 

ñ[I]n the policies for Roma social inclusion area, housing is still the most neglected, in terms 

of ensuring the right to a decent house and allocation of resources specific for this area. 

Living in at the outskirts of big cities or in remote villages, the prospects of having the will, 

knowledge and finances to look for education, health services and employment decrease 

considerably unless some support and guidance is provided.ò (The situation of Roma in 11 

member states, 2012, p.200) 

The housing conditions for some Roma communities in Romania are similar to the ones in 

Africa rather than a European Union MS, especially in the rural areas. According to the study 

ñThe Situation of Roma in Romania 2011 ï Between social inclusion and migrationò issued 

by the Soros Foundation under the project EU Inclusive, in Romania, only 36% of the houses 

inhabited by Roma are connected to the water system, 24% have access to sewing, and 16% 

have a toilet inside the house. The houses are either improvised or they are declared to be 

private property but the documents that certify the possession are most of the times inexistent. 

Henceforth, the most fortunate of Roma are more likely to live 2-3 in a room, in a house 

which provides the absolute minimum of comfort. Even if we consider the pre-crisis 

construction boom in all European countries the situation did not change much, since 97% of 

the construction project were directed towards the urban areas (shopping centres, multisala 

cinema and offices-to-let), and not towards the rural areas where most of poor Roma are 

located. 

 

Issue: Discrimination. Social exclusion. Marginalisation 

Discrimination in everyday life, at school, in finding a job or in front of a civil servant is a 

long debated aspect of the Roma issue. It is acknowledged that the large-scale discrimination 
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phenomenon exists in both countries and it does not show overall trends of lessening. Similar 

patterns of discrimination are identified; similar arguments and consequences are emphasised. 

However, the process of diminishing or totally eradicating a traditional discrimination, which 

has been nurtured for hundreds of years, cannot be otherwise but a long, discontinuous and 

disrupted process, at least until everybody will realise that multi-culturalism is not anymore 

something temporary, but everlasting. If poverty could be dealt with rather rapidly if the will 

to do so, the fight against discrimination is a much more complicated task. After centuries of 

inequality and unequal access, the Roma communities do not possess the cultural capital and 

the material resources to emancipate themselves socio-economically. But discrimination 

comes rather from factors related to traditional poverty, lack of education over time and 

peripheral economic participation and not from ñnatural causesò as it is frequently stated by 

different public figures. 

Discrimination is a specific feature of the Gypsy communities and it differentiate them 

visibly in comparison with the majority of the poor population. If we can assume that a 

poor Roma and a poor Hungarian for example, can face the same economic difficulties 

in everyday life, we can certainly agree upon the fact that they do not face the same 

degree of discrimination. The Roma will be subjected to stereotyping from outside and 

he will respond with a reticent even violent attitude towards anything which comes from 

outside the boundaries of its circle of trust (family, friends, community). This issue 

should profoundly preoccupy the law-makers when thinking about what particular kind of 

help to provide to the Roma minority. 

As it was often emphasised during the previous analysis, the Gypsies live in separate 

communities, at the margins of villages, in abject suburbs and neighbourhoods, isolated from 

the outside society, fact that can only contribute to the social exclusion of the Gypsy 

communities. Their level of trust is minimum and their unwillingness to receive help or 

opportunities for life improvement is more likely to be perceived by the society as a 

reluctance toward a chance for better life. However it is doubtful that any person would 

rationally respond with a decline when put in front of the reality of changing bad 

circumstances into a decent life. 

 

Issue: Cultural preservation and gender inadequacies 

The most traditional Roma way of life is subjected to rigid rules that limit the access to what 

the rest of the society consider a normal life. It is believed among Roma, that once a 

member goes up on the scale of wellness, the Gypsy culture and identity has been 

betrayed. During many of the discussions with ordinary Roma, they emphasised that the 

Gypsy culture and solidarity can be preserved only through the maintenance of the distance 

between them as a group and the outside world. When a Roma succeeds in a carrier, in 

education or if it climbs upward the scale of income ranking, it is most likely that its 

community does not recognise him as part, in the same way he himself does not identify 

anymore with the Roma-minority. An observation that could be drawn from the literature and 



Institute for Cultural Relations Policy  NATIONAL QUESTION IN CENTRAL EUROPE 

64 

 

enforced by the field interviews with Romani people, would be that they might have a 

distorted image of culture, especially if we take into consideration that there is no history, 

common traditions or homogeneous common language to unite them. The culture that many 

gypsies envisage is directly bound to a state of poverty that became a shared historical 

characteristic together with the discrimination and isolation. They may not see culture in 

songs, heroes or ethnic anthems but they interpret culture as a ñculture of povertyò that 

followed them along the history. It cannot be stated that the Roma do not have a culture, on 

the contrary, but they frequently mix culture with poverty, which became a stigma attached to 

their belonging. This fact is also a specific problem of some Roma communities that should 

be on the minds of the decision-makers when forging targeted policies for Roma. 

Gender in Gypsy context is another prominent feature of inequality. In a Roma patriarchal 

family the woman has specific roles, deeply bound to the household and tied the authority of 

the male component of the family. Certainly, similar situatio ns can be found in Romanian 

and Hungarian families, but the extent of the servility of the woman is definitely clearer 

in a Gypsy community and with far more consequences in the opportunity for life 

improvement. Gypsy women are more likely to give up school or not to attend at all, mostly 

due to early family responsibilities or the general opinion of the head of the family, that 

considers schooling either useless or dispensable in the case of young girls. Similarly, a 

higher percentage of Roma women do not work and are in a worst health condition than men. 

In the light of the new challenges of the internationalised market and considering the 

demographic changes, female participation to the labour market is not only necessary but also 

a precondition for economic sustainability. According to Andersen, ñsustainable and effective 

policies to combat social exclusion combine child, family and woman-friendly policies within 

an integrated strategyò (Andersen, 2002, p.30). 

 

I.5 The Roma and the poor. The poverty overlap. A conclusion of the chapter 

The content of the chapter focused on several main arguments, which are relevant in the 

attempt to assay the role of the welfare state as a contributor to the enfranchisement of decent 

socio-economic status of the Roma-minority. 

Firstly,  it has been shown that, as a consequence of historical discrimination and 

marginalisation, the Roma-minority displays a multi-layered and complex identity concept: 

A) there are multiple variations in the economic status of the people belonging to the Roma-

minority; B) there are multiple sub-groups within the minority that do not share the same set 

of values, the same cultural habits, sometimes not even the same language; C) there are 

dichotomies in the life style, authority recognition and social integration, which depend 

considerably on the financial stability; D) there is no clear cut definition of what ñRomaò is in 

cultural/ethnical sense, and there is the tendency to assimilate the term with a certain level of 

poverty than with a homogeneous group of individuals that share common traits. 

Secondly, the first findings lead to the explanation of the inconclusiveness of the statistical 

data available for the study of the minority. The official numbers assert that there are around 
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200,000 Roma in Hungary and approximately 600,000
15

 in Romania, but the estimations 

point out strikingly different numbers: 600,000 to 1 million in Hungary and up to 2 million or 

more in Romania
16

. There are many individuals with identity fluctuations, fear of 

discrimination and alike, that for one reason or another do not declare themselves as 

pertaining to the Roma-minority. The right to declare or not the ethnicity is an enforceable 

right based on individual choice. Under these circumstances, the statistical data available is 

deeply flawed and not reflective of reality. Although, numerous statistical research studies 

have been set out, the methods of data collection are prone to susceptibility (as a result of the 

A, B, C, D points above) 

Thirdly,  through the exposure of several examples, it was emphasised that the targeted Roma 

measures and policies, national or international, have had limited outcomes. Although, there 

are some positive results and potential for future improvement, the approach of the Roma 

minority within the policy structure was inappropriate. Both Hungary and Romania appear to 

have at least on paper well-articulated policies, but the practical results have proved more 

complicated. In numerous cases the vision of the policy did not match with the needs in the 

field. Considering the differences within the group (A, B, C, D) and the flawed statistical data 

it is not of surprise. 

Social policy, as any other policy, is based on accurate statistical data and it is difficult to 

construct a targeted policy for Roma, without knowing the exact number of recipients. The 

lack of effectiveness in the enforcement of the legislation, the lack and/or bad management of 

allocated funds and the institutional confusion are additional causes of the scarce positive 

outcomes of the targeted Roma policies. Despite the national and international efforts, the 

real impact of the Roma-policies in the four focus areas (employment, housing, 

healthcare and education) remained scarce and the minority is still struggling to escape 

from inferior life circumstances. 

ñNational governments have proved incapable of handling the issue. While there is no shortage of 

declarative, large scale programs such as the Decade of Roma Inclusion, the reality on the ground 

is strikingly discouraging. Not insignificant amounts of investment have been spent on Roma 

issues by states in the region without any clear cut strategy, and almost a complete lack of 

monitoring. There is no consensually accepted, thought strategy of socio-economic integration, 

and while the human rights approach to the Roma issue has achieved some success, the socio-

economic dimension continues to worsen. Pilot projects never become full-fledged general 

programs. Interventions are often discontinued before they could achieve real results, or are not 

funded to an extent that could achieve tangible results. Reviews made by agencies such as national 

courts of auditors are now available to prove that investment into the Roma issue is deeply 

flawed.ò (Pogatsa, 2012)  

Fourthly,  the main aims of the policies for Roma social inclusion have been in the fields of: 

education, employment, housing and health care. However, these four main areas are also 

problematic in the discourse of non-Roma poverty. In Romania and in Hungary, as a 

consequence of the transition period, a rather considerable percentage of people live in 

                                                           
15

 According to the latest population censuses in each country. 
16

 The numbers differ from source to source: European Council, European social fund, OEDC, World Bank. 
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poverty or are at the risk of it (see Fig.I.1 and Fig.I.2), and certainly it can be agreed upon that 

not all of it are Roma. 

 

 

Source: Eurostat Source: Eurostat 

Romani people share a significant number of characteristics with the overall population that 

lives below the poverty line in Romania and Hungary. Education, employment, housing 

and health are also common areas that are problematic in the everyday life of all people 

that are in a poverty circle regardless of their ethnicity. Living in the same environment 

and facing the same economic upwards and downfalls, like inflation, wage rises/cuts, 

economic growth or stagnation, the Roma and the non-Roma face similar economic 

challenges. Differently from the Western societies, the regime change that took place in 1989 

influenced considerably the structure of poverty and the persistence of it, while the welfare 

state structure had to pass through drastic changes (from full-employment paternalistic 

welfare state to tax collection redistributive welfare state) and its capacity to respond to the 

challenge of poverty was certainly limited. 

Certainly, there are specific barriers for the Roma-minority, that block their economic 

empowerment and social inclusion. Some of these barriers were exposed previously, and 

they are related to discrimination, isolation (spatial and social), marginalisation, cultural 

preservation and prominent gender inequality, barriers that severely hinder their 

opportunity to a life upgrade. 

It is not a sole coincidence that the poorest areas of the country, usually the rural remote 

villages, are the location of most poor Romani people. Being marginalised and living at the 

periphery of the society, the Roma population has less and poorer access to quality education 

(which is useful for finding a better job), employment (the jobs, even the low-skilled ones are 

more likely to be abundant in areas which are economically developed), access to health-care 

(many of the small local health-care centres are poorly equipped and do not offer proper care). 

Being discriminated against further shrinks the circumstances of Roma. 

Fig.I.1 ï Severely materially deprived people 

% of total population (2011) 

Romania and Hungary comparative chart 

Fig.I.2 ï People-at-risk of poverty and social exclusion 

% of total population (2011) 

Romania and Hungary comparative chart 
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Bela Jankyôs article underline that the level of poverty among Roma in Hungary is much 

dependent of their geographical position. Most of the Gypsies in Hungary live in the 

economically disadvantaged areas of the country (NE and SW of Hungary), which lack the 

infrastructure and the job opportunities that would lead to the regional development and an 

active labour market for the local population. The mentioned areas have the lowest income 

and employment levels. (Janky, 2012; Pogatsa, 2012). The same study further notes, based on 

studies from 2003 that the Gypsies in Hungary are indeed among the 10% of poorest citizens 

but not the majority(!). 

Another study conducted by Erzsebet Debreceni in 2007 concluded that the employment rate 

for Roma in Budapest is 48%, close to the average of 56% employment rate in Hungary 

(Budapest Status on Employment, p.8) while at national level the Romani employment rate is 

strikingly lower than the national average. This implies that in big cities as Budapest, where 

there is economic potential and there are available jobs, the Roma are employed and do work, 

breaking in the same time the mythical stereotype of Gypsy laziness. 

In Romania the pattern is similar. Considering that it is less developed in terms of 

infrastructure than Hungary, most of the rural areas are disadvantaged economically, and offer 

little prospects for personal development. According to 2011 census, 46% of Romanians live 

in rural areas, and the Roma are proportionally located in the poorest village areas 

(recensamantromania.ro) According to Fig.I.3, in the rural area in Romania there are severe 

financial problems which attract consequential issues. As the administration system has been 

decentralised, the schools and the hospitals are administered and financed by the local city 

hall. Taking a glance at the redness of the Romanian map, we can conclude that under-

financing in rural areas is a ubiquitous phenomenon. We can observe that only around big 

cities, the level of poverty decreases. 

Fig.I.3 ï Poverty level in rural and urban areas. 

Budgetary resources of the city halls (reported to population) 

 

Source: Soros Foundation. Toth, Darateanu and Tarnovschi: ñAutoritatile locale fata ´n fata cu 

fondurile europeneò 
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In order to study in a non-superficial and efficient way the role of the welfare state in the 

poverty alleviation process of the Roma-population, there would be the need to use accurate 

data on the economic and social status and disaggregated statistical data on minorities. 

However such statistical data does not exist. There are only scattered empirical data, namely 

studies and qualitative researches, which are not covering the reality of the entire minority. 

ñThis has to do with both the willingness of states to handle the problems and the identifiability of 

minorities. Since the experience of the interwar period, when ethnic, national and religious 

identification led to the mass extermination of Jewish, Romany and Slavic citizens in Central 

European states, countries of the region have taken the approach of not identifying citizens on 

these bases and not collecting statistical data according to ethnicity and religion. While this liberal 

approach is understandable and acceptable based on the historical precedents, it makes it 

impossible to assess the social and economic situation of minorities.ò (Pogatsa, 2011) 

Under these circumstances, the most viable way to proceed with the study of the Roma 

poverty in connection with the efficiency of the social state, is to extend the analysis to a 

broader framework, that of poverty and at-risk-of poverty population. It had been 

emphasised previously that the Roma poverty does share characteristics with the 

general poverty, hence, studying the poor strata of the society in relation with the 

welfare state can give relevant insights regarding the Romani. 

Having in mind all the arguments aforementioned, the following chapters will be dedicated to 

the in depth analysis of the functioning of the welfare state in Romania and Hungary and its 

role in the process of eradication of poverty and in building a human capital which would 

provide a sustainable economic development. 

 

Chapter II  ï The state. The welfare state 

II.1 Why the need of an efficient ñactive welfare stateò? 

II.1.1 General considerations 

In 1981 Claus Offe launched a controversial statement, namely that ñcapitalism cannot live 

with the welfare state and cannot live without it, fact that guarantees its existence.ò (Offe 

1981 cited in Baumann, 2005, p.47) The applicability of the statement lasted through time, 

but there are general considerations that ought to be considered in the contemporaneous 

welfare state debate. We live now in an era of new economic order, increased 

competitiveness, fast modernisation and globalisation, in which naturally, the lurch of poverty 

flounder helplessly the economic progress. The playground of the economic actors has 

changed completely since the 19th or 20th century, when industrial activity and 

manufacturing low-skilled jobs were the engine of economic development. It is not hard to 

observe the shift away from the industrial field towards a focus on the service sector, which 

requires skill and cognitive preparedness in order to cope with the fast moving technological 

change and with the increased competitiveness and labour mobility (Andersen, 2002; 

Hemerijck, 2013). The occupational structure that is now efficient in protecting people against 

poverty has changed considerable, triggering a skill polarisation and an accumulated skill 
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deficit for a considerable part of the population. Low-skilled persons find it difficult to remain 

employed in the economic labour jungle, facing in the same time labour market 

marginalisation and low income, which cannot do anything but to maintain the poverty rates 

high (Ibidem). 

In Europe and especially in Eastern Europe, there is a hard-line historical poverty entrapment, 

that deepened during the neo-liberal rule, and which now is the butt of all social policies. 

During the Lisbon European Council in 2000, the thumping aim of the European Union was 

set out: ñTo become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 

world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 

social cohesionò through ñinvesting in people and developing an active and dynamic 

welfare state [which] will be crucial both to Europeôs place in the knowledge economy 

and for ensuring that the emergence of this new economy does not compound the 

existing social problems of unemployment, social exclusion and povertyò (Lisbon 

European Council, 2000). However, the shaky situation of the European continent nowadays, 

triggers multiple problems when it comes to fulfilling the noble aim of forging human capital. 

Firstly, the present European circumstances are ominous. In the middle of the emergence of a 

new integrated order and being close to a Brinkmanship of politico-economic and ideological 

crisis, Europe is in a dodgy position and the welfare state has to consider serious new 

challenges. There is a negative demographic trend in terms of rate of youngsters to senior 

population. The older population is increasing, while the fertility rates and child per woman 

indicators show a significant decrease. Translated into economic language, ñthe coming 

working-age cohorts will be small, and they must sustain huge retirement populationò 

(Andersen, 2002, p.28; see also Hemerijck, 2013), putting a significant pressure on the wage-

tax and endangering the balance between work and secure pension, unless the productivity of 

the young is maximised. ñOur human capital constitutes the single most important 

resource that we must mobilise in order to ensure a dynamic and competitive knowledge 

economyò (Andersen, 2002, p.3). 

Secondly, there is an on-going gender revolution. The women are more and more involved 

in the labour market and demanding adamantly for a higher degree of independence, which 

cannot be otherwise than rightful and desirable, both from the financial point of view (more 

money are entering in the household) and from a societal perspective (gender equality). 

However, the issue is double-sided because there are collateral risks of the gender revolution. 

While there are gains in the labour supply force, the instability and vulnerability of the 

household is increasing. In the absence of steady and efficient ñwoman friendly policiesò, that 

would support women to have a carrier and a family in the same time, in most European 

countries the number of births per women is in sky-fall decrease, and will continue to be so. 

Additionally, the family dynamic is changing. The vulnerable single parenthood situations are 

far more likely to occur than in the past, since marriage had lost some of its Christian and 

economic bounds and is now more a matter of individual choice. 

Consequently, there is the need to stave off the future scarcity of young labour force, 

considering in the same time the quality and preparedness of the young workforce. In light of 
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the present economic crises and the declining government revenues, deep cuts were made in 

welfare and social services for the poor, the pensioners and the unemployed, endangering 

furthermore the poverty entrapment of the vulnerable part of the society. Human capital is a 

precondition of sustainable economic development and social investment is a precondition for 

the welfare status quo.  

ñIt all seems to add up to one great ironical twist of historical change. Probably far more due to 

structural transformation than to the efficacy of existing welfare programmes, the traditional class 

divide is, no doubt, eroding. This would, as many social scientists claim, indicate that class no 

longer matters. The irony is that class may be less visible, but its importance is arguably far more 

decisive. In knowledge-intensive economies, life changes will depend on oneôs learning abilities 

and oneôs accumulation of human capital. As is well established, the impact of social inheritance is 

as strong today as in the past ï in particular with regard to cognitive development and educational 

attainmentò (Andersen, 2002, p.3). 

The welfare state cannot be restrained only to redistribution of wealth, considering that much 

pressure is put on it by the social and economic changes provoked by the galloping 

globalisation and modernisation processes. A re-definition of an ñactive welfare stateò 

(Andersen, 2002) ought to consider with more verve, besides poverty amelioration and 

remedial policies (which is similar to putting a bandage on a oozing wound), the social 

investment, equality of opportunity and social justice, in order to create an empowered 

middle class with the heft to influence not only the economic condition of the society but 

also the democratic ethos of Europe. The minimisation of poverty and income insecurity is 

preconditioned by the effectiveness of social investment strategy. 

The outcome of extreme poverty is the pariah, entrapped in an inescapable cycle of 

dependency, insecure and poorly prepared, alienated from the capitalist prosperity and full of 

apathy towards the social, economic and political course of the world. The pariahs are the part 

of the population that are manifestly in need of prioritisation. Under the heading ñTowards a 

good society once againò, Gosta Esping Andersen comments upon the role of the welfare state 

in the society: ñThe core welfare state issue is not so much how many people at a given 

moment are low-paid or ill -housed, but how many are likely to remain persistently low-

paid and ill-housed [é] The foremost challenge we face is to avert that social ills become 

permanent, that citizens become entrapped in exclusion or inferior opportunities in such a 

way that their entire life chances are affectedò [original italics] (Andersen, 2002, p.6). 

Andersen rightly views welfare as social investment. Education or health expenditures 

certainly make people more productive, while a child oriented family policy, enhanced by an 

economically stable household, will contribute to the ability of the child to learn and develop 

strong abilities, acquire cognitive skills, that should be regarded as a long term investment in 

the stockpile of human capital that will avoid the poverty entrapment in the future. Real 

equality of opportunity for children should be the focus of social policies because, as 

Andersen aptly notes: ñgood pension schemes ï like good health policies ï begin at birthò 

(ivi). Any commitment to social inclusion and economic performance include a pledge against 

entrapment in deprivation, especially in times when economic crisis is more likely to affect 

the disadvantaged groups rather than the upper classes. 
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In times of intensified economic internationalisation, liberalisation of trade markets, out-

sourcing production, rapid pace of technological development and an economic crisis that 

does not yet show clear sign of minimizing its effects, the risk and insecurity of citizens is 

growing. The macro-economic and social policies are as interdependent as the worlds of 

work and welfare are, and at their intersection point is where the welfare state 

sustainability is being tested. The welfare state is not anymore closed and limited to the 

borders of the national state. The factors that influence the welfare state have widened, due to 

the market internationalisation, labour mobility and the international economic inter-

dependence (See Hemerick, 2013, pp.205-215). 

There are, according to Gosta Esping Andersen, three pillars of the welfare state: the family, 

the market, and the government, asserting that the ñacute deficitò of a welfare state is 

visible when, in the absence of one of the pillars, the other two are unable to efficiently take 

over the failure of the absent one (Andersen, 2002, pp.11-13). Employment, education and 

personal development opportunity are nowadays the sine qua non for economic 

empowerment of the poor strata, and it also matches the requirements for economic 

development and convergences with the European aim of becoming ñthe most developed 

knowledge-based competitive economy.ò The market is the major employment provider and 

consequently, the source of income for most families. The government is a regulator of the 

market and the provider of welfare services and opportunities, that should guarantee to the 

common citizen the security and the self-respect, in Rawlsean sense, which will enable the 

large mass of individuals to be active participants to the society to all intents and purposes. 

 

II.1.2 Regional considerations. Central and Eastern Europe 

Looking back to history, the new capitalist Central and Eastern European economies are in 

disadvantage compared to the Western counterparts. The gloomy communist period distanced 

the new member states from the old ones, by keeping the free market away from the economic 

sphere for a long time. After the communist regime collapsed, all the economies faced drastic 

downfalls, that resulted in numerous handicaps (from path dependency to communist 

economic and social legacy and lack of know-how) that blocked or at least hindered the fast 

sustainable economic development and convergence with the developed economies. The 

collapse of the obsolete industrial colossuses, which were forged accordingly to the 

communist ideology, resulted in a considerable number of impoverished unemployed citizens, 

that additionally had to pass through painful transitional periods and drastic changes. It is easy 

to convey upon the fact that the welfare states of Eastern Europe suffered from the handicaps 

provoked by the communist period. The poverty structure and extend in Eastern Europe 

certainly diff ers in both length and depth in comparison with the Western counterparts 

(Hemerijck, 2013, pp.205-220). In the same way, it would be relatively easy to convey upon 

the fact that the role of the welfare state in reducing the poverty was and certainly still is, far 

more prominent in the case of Eastern European countries. Hence, a glance into the economic 

transition of the two countries can explain to a certain degree the maintenance of the high 

poverty levels. 
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II.2 The nexus between macro-economic development and poverty entrapment in Hungary 

and Romania 

After the fall of the communist regime, all the East European countries faced the challenge of 

reconstruction and transformation of their centralised economies into functional market 

economies, that would place them in line with the capitalist developed countries. Thus, they 

engaged into intensive reforming processes following different paths, strategies and 

instruments and having, as expected, different outcomes. Both Hungary and Romania have 

experienced changes in all walks of social, political and cultural life, and the emergence of the 

new capitalist order embedded a polarisation in the economic status of the population. The 

painful transition reshuffle process has left its deep print on the societyôs well-being, while the 

poverty rates were highly influenced by the collapse of the socialist industry, the early 

pensioning policies and the subsequent changes in the benefits system. In the social policy 

orientation, employment is among the core issues to be tacked with in order to achieve 

social inclusion, a better quality of life and eradication of poverty. Much emphasis is 

being put on employment strategies and labour market inclusion in the literature, 

because it is considered that it enhances social participation and it contributes to the life 

improvement opportunities (Gallie, 2002; Hemerijck, 2013; Andersen, 1990; Andersen, 

2002), hence the employment factor ought to be treated with prioritisation in the macro-

economic analysis of Romania and Hungary. 

Although the Hungarian socialist period shared a great number of characteristics and 

economic distortions with the Romanian counterpart ï such as fixed and subsidised prices, 

soft budget constraints, gosplans, distorted structure of production, lack of comparative 

advantage, etc. ï Hungary maintained a different stream, both in economy and in the political 

sphere. The Goulash communist regime in Hungary was described as the most loose, and the 

country was also designated as the one with the most favourable living conditions in the 

communist bloc. Hungary began the economic liberalisation much earlier than Romania and 

at the beginning of the transition period it already had contoured a quasi-market system and 

admission to the international financial institutions. However, it also accumulated debts, 

throughout the ó70s and ó80s, in order to finance private and industrial imported goods, 

accumulating a trade deficit of 21 billion dollars by 1989. (see Kornai, 1997) 

Differently, Romania was debtless in 1989, but with massive industrial plants that were 

completely unproductive, which ensured the full-employment of the population that had to 

pay the state debts not only through their work, but also through the shrinking of their 

stomachs. The consequences of the communist times in Romania cannot be resumed only to 

un-productivity and ñstarvenessò. Another consequence of the extreme product rationalisation 

in Romania and the harsh Ceausescu regime was the parallel informal market that was 

developed in the communist period, as well as a highly polarised society, strictly stratified and 

definitely not prepared for deep changes (Murgescu, 2010). Additionally, the communist 

regime in Romania remained in power for several years after the 1989 revolution and 

consequently, the liberalisation and privatisation processes were slow and disrupted, fact that 

transformed Romania into the laggard of the Eastern transition countries. 
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II.2.1 Hungary 

After the uprising in 1956, the Hungarian political leaders realised that there were well-

defined limits of what Hungarians would not tolerate. This realisation helped to introduce the 

New Economic Mechanism in 1968, a system which decentralised the authority for decision-

making to ministries and local councils, introducing competitiveness and incentives for 

productiveness. The NEM was the first step taken towards the liberalisation of the economy 

and the only liberalisation step taken by a socialist country, whilst all the others dismissed the 

idea and continued ñgrowth without reformsò after the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia. 

Although the NEM brought positive results, Hungary started to accumulate debts throughout 

theó70s and ó80s in order to finance private and industrial imported goods, accumulating a 

substantial trade deficit and consequently a high debt by 1989. Nevertheless, the countryôs 

openness continued, with laws and regulations based on a quasi-market system and admission 

to the international financial institutions. Some of the most important reforms ought to be 

given a glance in order to highlight the earliness of the transitional start in Hungary. By 1986, 

41% of the retail goods were already free of price control (by 1988 ï 63% , December 1990 ï 

90%), while in 1987, in order to harden the budget constraints, the first attempts were made to 

transform the Magyar Nemzeti Bank into a two-tier bank system through the transformation of 

the three main credit departments into commercial banks. In 1988 a new tax system was 

introduced, which was similar to the international fiscal practices, while a value added tax and 

a personal income tax were created (see Kornai, 1997; Pogatsa, 2009). 

Hence at the demise of socialism in Europe and beginning of the transition period, Hungary 

had already taken bold steps towards market liberalisation and was in a better position in this 

respect vis- -̈vis the other CEECôs, although it had an ominous level of indebtedness. 

In order to stabilise the macro-economic situation, Hungary adopted a heterodox approach 

which combined monetary, fiscal and income policies. In the first years of transition, from 

1990 to 1995, although Hungary had already experienced liberalisation previously, the 

country had a 3 year transformational recession (due to the loss of the CMEA countries), in 

which the country saw a fall in the real GDP (Fig.2) and a raise in the unemployment rate (see 

Fig.3), while increased imports and decreasing exports posed the problem of a considerable 

trade deficit. Inflation and currency devaluation increased and by the end of 1995 (Fig.1 

and 4) hence, the macro-economic situation was clearly not sustainable. 

ñThe socialist system had bequeathed the country a dire macro-economic heritage, above all a very 

high foreign debt. In this respect, the starting point of Hungarian economy was worse than for 

most of the other post-socialist economies. There were many difficult tasks that the government in 

office in 1990ï1994 failed to perform and the succeeding government, which took office in 1994, 

vacillated for several months to do so. By 1993, the current account deficit had already reached 

9% of the GDP. When this recurred in the following year, with a deficit of 9.5%, there was a real 

danger that the external finances of the country would get into serious trouble. [é] The 

equilibrium problems caused the rise in external and internal debts to accelerate. The growing 

costs of servicing this debt raised the current account and budget deficit even more, so that further 

loans had to be raised to cover themò (Kornai, 1997, p.134). 
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In addition, the artificial growth of 2.9% in 1994 (Fig.2), timid in comparison with other 

CEESôs, and the double-digit inflation rate (Fig.1) was burdening the countryôs economy even 

more. The first transitional phase through which Hungary passed was also marked by the 

unemployment rate increase (Fig.3), due to the accumulated structural problems, the loss of 

the Eastern European markets and closure of enterprises. Unemployment reached the peak in 

1993 (Fig.3), while the real wage, pension and income indexes faced a decrease compared to 

the level of 1989, a trend that continued until 1997 (Fig.10). 

  

      

 

 

 

 

 

Source: World Bank Development Indicators (WDI) & Global Development Finance (GDF) 

In March 1995, on the background of the unbalanced macro-economic situation, the 

Hungarian government together with the Central Bank announced the implementation of a 

ñStabilisation packageò of laws and regulations to adjust the economy and stop the easy-going 

reforms. This was defined by Kornai as a ñsmall-scale shock-therapyò, that brought a rapid 

improvement in certain macroeconomic indicators. 

 

Fig.3 ï Main labour market trends (within the population aged 15ï74) 

 

 Employment rate   Unemployment rate 

 

Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office 

Fig.2 ï GDP Growth/GDP per capita growth annual %) 

1990ï1995  

Fig.1 ï Inflation, GDP deflator (annual %) 

1990ï1995 
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The package included measures that were firstly aimed at the equilibration of the budget 

deficit (public expenditure cut by 15%). These measures had impact on reduction in 

consumption and imports as well as growth of the volume of exports, thus correcting the 

imbalances and deficits (the effects of the stabilisation package are visible in Fig.3, 4 and 5). 

To the same extent, the measures were aimed at monetary and fiscal tightening (devaluation 

of currency and a change from fixed to crawling-peg exchange rate regime). 

ñThe extensive macroeconomic package introduced in 1995, (which included the adoption of a 

crawling-peg exchange rate regime, an impressive programme of privatisation and a substantial 

fiscal tightening), as well as the deepening of structural reforms implemented earlier, created the 

conditions for remarkable progress of the Hungarian economy over the past two years (i.e. 1997, 

1998)ò (Kornai, 1997, p.139). 

As described in the 1997 Economic Survey of Hungary, these measures served to restore the 

competitiveness of Hungarian industry and substantially reduce both external and general 

government deficits. ñWhile domestic demand fell sharply, exports expanded rapidly and 

inflation fell from a peak of 31% in June 1995 to an average of 23.6% in 1996. At the same 

time the extensive privatisation of the economy and particularly of the banking system, 

contributed to substantial micro-economic restructuring and rapid productivity growthò 

(Kornai, 1997, p.141). Henceforth, some of the macro indicators of Hungary began to 

stabilise and marked a period of growth due to the positive impact of the measures taken. The 

improved macro-economic development and lower labour costs boosted the business sector 

sentiment, which led to a significant increase in investment, a decrease in inflation rate, and 

an acceleration of the GDP in the following years. 

However, as it can be observed from Fig.3, although the unemployment rate decreased since 

1995, the measures had no significant impact on the employment rate, which remained more 

or less at a constant level, with a slight increase from 1997. Even though a decrease in the 

unemployment rate is cheerful economic news, there is little that this indicator shows 

regarding the real labour market trends. The employment rate measures the self-employed and 

the people employed by companies, as a ratio of those of employable age among the whole 

population (Funk, 2004 cited in Funk, 2009). What the unemployment rate fails to count is 

that part of the unemployed population that gave up and is not actively looking for a job. The 

previous remark implies that during the period 1990-2009 the percentage of employed 

population remained roughly the same ï around 54% - in spite of the significant GDP 

growth rate shown by Fig.5. 

The intense privatisation through FDI based strategy was already present since 1990 onwards, 

therefore a considerable amount of capital enriched the state budged. As Janos Kornai 

emphasises, ñthe FDI in1995, including sums paid in connection with privatisation came to 

about US$ 4.6 billion. The scale of the sum can be gauged well from the fact that in 1994, the 

worst year of external disequilibrium, the deficit of the current account was US$ 3.9 billionò 

(Kornai, 1997, p.125). Although populist debates over the usage of the inflow capital 

suggested the consumption of the money, ñthe economic common sense prevailed at last and, 

it was decided to use the proceeds of privatizing the key branches for reducing Hungaryôs 

foreign debt. Given how large common debt was, the saving of interest in this way seems to 
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be the safest, and when all is said and done, the most effective investment. That not to 

mention that a reduction in Hungaryôs indebtedness has numerous favourable external effects 

on the countryôs financial ratings as a stimulant to investmentò (ivi). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Trading Economics Statistics 

Privatisation in Hungary was FDI based, the two aspects being in inseparable connection. 

Therefore, a parallel analysis of the two components is relevant for the assessment of 

countryôs overall economic structure. From the outset, Foreign Direct Investment was 

considered a key element in Hungaryôs transition and the country was most successful in 

accumulating the highest FDI stock, commencing much earlier compared with the other 

transition countries (See Pogatsa, 2009). The attraction of FDI was strongly sustained by the 

neo-liberal transition state through substantial support, generously offered by the government. 

The government offered heavy state subsidies to entrepreneurs, financial and fiscal incentives 

and numerous incentives of other kind such as individual bargain or industrial free trade zones 

(IFTZs) (Sass, 2004). The Hungarian state has been definitely successful in creating an 

attractive framework for investors, through subsidies and infrastructure, but it failed in 

creating the same framework for the populationôs well-being, under the assumption that 

economic development per se will influence beneficially the status of the population and 

will automatically trigger poverty decrease. The Budapest government was intransigent 

regarding the realisation of the noble goals of social inclusion through decent 

employments and alternative labour participation, while only ña few new labour market 

policies, encouraging entrepreneurship and training for those returning to work have 

been introduced, along with tax measures intended to reduce the size of the informal 

economyò (Fodor, 2006). 

Returning to the early transition, the ñbalance of payment statistics for Hungary suggest very 

high FDI inflows in the first half of the 1990 (notably in 1993 and 1995 due to considerable 

privatisation deals) and in 2001, but a considerable drop in 2002ï2003ò (Sass, 2004) (Fig.7), 

which to some extent coincides with the slowdown in the countryôs growth, previous to the 

EU accession, and the start of the re-accumulation of debts (starting with 2002 ï Fig.6). From 

1995 onwards and particularly between 1998 to 2003 Hungary had a period of remarkable 

Fig.5 ï GDP Growth rate 1995ï2012 

Per cent change in GDP 

Fig.4 ï Inflation rate 1992ï2012 

Annual change in consumer price index 


