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Roma Discrimination: Understanding and Combating Bias

Introduction and Definition of Anti-Roma Bias (Antigypsyism)

Anti-Roma bias, formally recognized in academic and policy circles as Antigypsyism, represents
a specific and deeply entrenched form of racism directed against the Roma people, Sinti,
Travelers, and other groups historically labeled as "Gypsies." This prejudice is not merely a
collection of negative stereotypes but constitutes a systemic ideology of superiority that manifests
in dehumanization, institutional discrimination, and violence. It operates across multiple levels of
society, permeating governmental policies, educational systems, media representations, and daily
interpersonal interactions, making it a pervasive barrier to social equality and human rights
observance throughout Europe and globally. The term Antigypsyism acknowledges the unique
historical trajectory of persecution and marginalization faced by these communities, distinguishing
it from general xenophobia or other forms of ethnic prejudice.

The definition of Antigypsyism adopted by international bodies, such as the European Parliament
and the Council of Europe, emphasizes its complexity as a form of structural racism. It
encompasses acts of violence, hate speech, exploitation, stigmatization, and the most extreme
forms of exclusion, including forced segregation and ethnic cleansing. Crucially, Antigypsyism
often relies on the construction of the Roma as perpetual outsiders--a group incapable of
assimilation or modernization--thereby justifying their marginalization and the denial of fundamental
rights. This ideological framework allows majority populations to rationalize profound socio-
economic disparities and to resist integration efforts, often framing the poverty and exclusion
experienced by Roma communities as inherent failings rather than consequences of structural
oppression.

Understanding the scope of this bias requires recognizing that it is historically contingent yet
continually evolving. While the most visible signs of Antigypsyism may be found in violent attacks
or discriminatory housing policies, its true power lies in its institutional normalization. Examples of
this normalization include routine racial profiling by law enforcement, the pervasive segregation of
Roma children in substandard educational facilities, and employment practices that systematically
exclude qualified Roma individuals. Consequently, the fight against Anti-Roma bias demands a
multi-faceted approach that addresses both overt discriminatory acts and the deeply embedded
institutional mechanisms that perpetuate cycles of poverty and social marginalization across
generations.

Historical Roots of Persecution

The origins of Anti-Roma bias date back to the initial arrival of Roma populations in Europe,
primarily starting in the 14th century, having migrated from Northern India. Initially, they were
sometimes received with curiosity and tolerance, but this acceptance quickly deteriorated, replaced
by intense fear, suspicion, and hostility rooted in religious difference, perceived nomadism, and the
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inability of the established feudal systems to categorize them. This early hostility rapidly translated
into legal persecution, marking the beginning of centuries of state-sanctioned violence and
discrimination that established the historical foundation for modern Antigypsyism.

Perhaps the most egregious historical manifestation of this bias was the institutionalized
enslavement of Roma people, particularly in the Romanian principalities (Moldavia and Wallachia),
which lasted for approximately five centuries, from the 14th century until its abolition in 1856.
During this period, Roma individuals were treated as chattel, subject to sale, trade, and horrific
abuse, a historical trauma that is often overlooked in mainstream European history. Concurrently,
across Western and Central Europe, various states implemented severe anti-Roma legislation
aimed at forced assimilation or outright expulsion. These laws included decrees forbidding the use
of the Romani language, mandatory conscription, and the violent removal of Roma children from
their families to be raised in non-Roma households, all designed to eradicate the distinct cultural
identity of the Roma people.

The culmination of historical persecution occurred during the Second World War, known by the
Roma as the Porajmos (The Devouring) or Samudaripen (Mass Killing). Under the Nazi regime
and its collaborators, the Roma were targeted for systematic extermination alongside the Jewish
population. Thousands were interned in concentration and death camps, subjected to forced labor,
medical experimentation, and mass murder. While the exact number of Roma victims is difficult to
ascertain due to poor record-keeping and deliberate historical neglect, estimates range from
220,000 to over 500,000 deaths. This genocidal act serves as a stark reminder of the lethal
potential of Antigypsyism, yet the scale and significance of the Porajmos remain insufficiently
recognized in many national curricula and commemorative practices, contributing to the ongoing
invisibility of Roma suffering.

Manifestations of Bias in Contemporary Society

Contemporary Anti-Roma bias manifests in a complex interplay of overt hostility and subtle,
normalized discrimination. Overt manifestations include escalating levels of hate crime,
encompassing physical assaults, property damage, and often state-sanctioned violence such as
forced evictions without adequate resettlement provisions. These acts are frequently fueled by
inflammatory media rhetoric and political discourse that scapegoats Roma communities for socio-
economic problems, particularly during periods of economic instability or political transition,
creating an environment where prejudice is openly expressed and rarely challenged effectively by
authorities.

A particularly damaging form of contemporary bias is spatial segregation, where Roma
communities are systematically confined to marginalized, often illegal, settlements or segregated
neighborhoods known colloquially as ghettos. These areas typically lack basic infrastructure,
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including adequate sanitation, access to clean water, electricity, and reliable public transportation.
This deliberate isolation reinforces social exclusion and severely limits opportunities for
employment and education. Furthermore, the threat of forced eviction looms constantly over many
Roma settlements, often executed with excessive force by municipal authorities, leading to
repeated displacement and profound instability, directly contravening international human rights
standards regarding housing security.

Institutional bias is perhaps the most insidious manifestation. This includes routine racial profiling
by police forces across Europe, where Roma individuals are disproportionately stopped, searched,
and detained based solely on their ethnic appearance. Access to public services, including
healthcare, is also subject to discrimination; Roma patients often report being denied treatment,
subjected to inferior care, or segregated in specific wards. The media plays a crucial role in
perpetuating negative stereotypes, frequently linking Roma identity directly to criminality, welfare
fraud, and social disorder, thereby normalizing prejudice and reducing public empathy for their

plight.
Socio-Economic Impacts and Marginalization

The entrenched nature of Anti-Roma bias directly correlates with severe socio-economic
deprivation, resulting in the deepest levels of poverty found within the European Union.
Discrimination in the labor market is rampant; even highly educated Roma individuals struggle
significantly more than their non-Roma peers to secure formal employment, often facing outright
rejection or being relegated to precarious, low-wage jobs in the informal economy. This systematic
exclusion creates high rates of unemployment, dependency on social welfare, and an inability for
communities to build generational wealth, thereby ensuring the perpetuation of poverty cycles.

Educational segregation represents another critical barrier, undermining future socio-economic
mobility. Despite anti-discrimination laws, Roma children are disproportionately placed in
segregated schools, often referred to as "ghetto schools," which are under-resourced, utilize
substandard curricula, and are frequently staffed by inadequately trained teachers. Furthermore, a
significant number of Roma children are mistakenly or deliberately placed into schools designated
for students with intellectual disabilities, a practice that permanently curtails their educational
trajectory and future opportunities. The resulting low educational attainment significantly limits their
competitiveness in the modern labor market, reinforcing the negative stereotypes of low skill and
low aspiration.

The impact of housing discrimination on health outcomes is profound. Because Roma communities
are often forced into segregated, unhygienic settlements, they experience significantly higher rates
of preventable diseases, including infectious diseases, respiratory illnesses, and infant mortality,
compared to the majority population. Access to adequate healthcare is complicated by systemic
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prejudice from medical staff and geographical isolation. Consequently, life expectancy for Roma
individuals in several European countries lags significantly behind the national average, sometimes
by as much as 10 to 15 years, illustrating the devastating cumulative effect of systemic
marginalization on human well-being and longevity.

Psychological and Cultural Dimensions of Prejudice

The psychological impact of Antigypsyism on Roma individuals and communities is severe and
multifaceted. Constant exposure to discrimination, hate speech, and physical threats generates
chronic stress, high levels of anxiety, and trauma, which can lead to internalized racism,
depression, and low self-esteem, particularly among youth. The experience of being constantly
"othered"--perceived as inherently inferior, criminal, or burdensome--forces many Roma individuals
to conceal their identity (a process known as passing) or to internalize the negative societal
narratives about their group, creating significant psychological distress and fragmentation of
identity.

Culturally, Antigypsyism is sustained by a potent collection of deeply entrenched negative
stereotypes that have persisted for centuries. These include the portrayal of Roma as inherently
nomadic and unwilling to settle (despite the fact that the majority are now settled), as criminals,
beggars, or purveyors of "mystical” or exotic traits. These stereotypes serve a crucial function for
the majority population: they simplify complex social problems, allowing the majority to attribute
poverty and social exclusion to the supposed cultural deficiencies or moral failings of the Roma
themselves, rather than acknowledging the role of structural discrimination and historical
oppression.

The lack of cultural recognition and respect further exacerbates the problem. Roma culture,
including the Romani language, traditions, music, and distinct social structures, is rarely integrated
into national cultural heritage narratives. Instead, attempts at cultural expression are often met with
suspicion or trivialization. This cultural invisibility and denial contribute to the erosion of cultural
resilience and community cohesion, making it difficult for Roma groups to mobilize collective action
against discrimination. Furthermore, the persistent stereotyping hinders genuine intercultural
dialogue, maintaining a rigid boundary between the majority and minority populations that prevents
mutual understanding and trust-building.

Legal Frameworks and Institutional Discrimination

While numerous international and regional legal instruments prohibit racial discrimination, including
the European Convention on Human Rights and the EU Race Equality Directive, the effective
enforcement of these laws regarding Anti-Roma bias remains profoundly challenging. Institutional
discrimination refers to the policies, practices, and structures within government bodies that,
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intentionally or unintentionally, result in differential and adverse treatment of Roma individuals. This
form of bias is difficult to combat because it is often embedded within bureaucratic procedures that
appear neutral on the surface but yield discriminatory outcomes in practice.

A prime example of institutional discrimination is found within criminal justice systems. Roma
individuals are subject to disproportionate stop-and-search procedures, harsher sentencing, and
higher rates of incarceration compared to non-Roma populations, even when controlling for socio-
economic factors. Furthermore, victims of hate crimes often face institutional barriers when seeking
justice; police may fail to properly investigate crimes, prosecutors may downgrade charges, and
the judicial system may exhibit implicit bias, leading to a climate of impunity for perpetrators of Anti-
Roma violence. This lack of access to effective legal redress reinforces the perception among
Roma communities that the state is either unwilling or unable to protect them.

Moreover, state policies concerning urban planning, social welfare, and education frequently
perpetuate segregation. For instance, municipal zoning regulations may intentionally exclude
Roma settlements from access to public services or deny permits necessary for upgrading
infrastructure. Similarly, complex bureaucratic requirements for accessing social benefits often
create insurmountable hurdles for Roma families, particularly those with low literacy rates or
unstable housing. Addressing institutional Antigypsyism requires not just the passage of new anti-
discrimination laws, but a fundamental auditing and restructuring of state institutions to eliminate
systemic biases and ensure equitable delivery of public services and justice.

Efforts Towards Advocacy and Integration

In response to centuries of marginalization, significant efforts have been undertaken by both
internal Roma advocacy groups and international bodies to combat Antigypsyism and promote
integration. The rise of transnational Roma organizations has provided a unified voice, advocating
for political representation, cultural recognition, and human rights observance at national and
European levels. These groups play a crucial role in monitoring human rights abuses, providing
legal aid, and fostering community empowerment, often working against significant resource
constraints and political resistance.

The European Union has recognized the severity of Anti-Roma bias, culminating in the
establishment of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies (NRIS), first
launched in 2011. This framework mandates that member states develop comprehensive
strategies focusing on four key areas: education, employment, housing, and health.
Furthermore, significant EU structural funds have been earmarked to finance projects aimed at
improving living conditions and promoting social inclusion. However, the effectiveness of these
strategies has been highly uneven, often hindered by insufficient political will at the national and
local levels, bureaucratic inefficiency, and a lack of meaningful participation from Roma
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communities in the planning and implementation phases.

Successful integration initiatives often share key characteristics: they are community-led, culturally
sensitive, and focus on structural rather than superficial change. Examples include desegregation
projects that successfully integrate Roma children into mainstream schools, job training programs
that include mentorship and anti-discrimination components for employers, and participatory
housing projects that grant ownership and decision-making power to residents. Nevertheless,
these positive localized efforts frequently struggle against the overwhelming tide of persistent
societal prejudice and the failure of mainstream political parties to champion Roma rights
effectively, often resorting to populist anti-Roma rhetoric to gain political advantage.

Future Directions and Policy Recommendations

To effectively dismantle Anti-Roma bias, future policy must shift from small-scale, project-based
interventions to comprehensive, structural reforms that address the root causes of systemic
discrimination. A critical first step involves the mandatory and effective implementation of
historical recognition and restorative justice, ensuring that the history of slavery and the
Porajmos are fully integrated into European historical narratives, accompanied by meaningful
reparations or compensatory measures where appropriate.

Policy recommendations must prioritize the complete desegregation of educational systems. This
requires robust monitoring mechanisms to prevent the misplacement of Roma children and
significant investment in teacher training focused on intercultural competence and anti-racist
pedagogy. In the realm of employment, policies should enforce strict anti-discrimination measures,
coupled with targeted economic empowerment programs that include skills training and subsidies
for employers who demonstrate genuine commitment to hiring Roma individuals, thereby breaking
the cycle of economic exclusion.

Finally, combating institutional Antigypsyism requires deep reform within law enforcement and the
judiciary. This includes mandatory, ongoing anti-bias training for all police officers and judicial staff,
the strict prohibition of racial profiling, and the establishment of independent, well-resourced bodies
dedicated to investigating and prosecuting hate crimes and institutional discrimination against
Roma communities. Only through sustained political commitment, effective resource allocation,
and a fundamental societal shift towards anti-racism can the profound legacy of Anti-Roma bias be
overcome, ensuring equal rights and opportunities for all citizens.
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