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Chapter 1
Roma Westward Migration in Europe: 
Rethinking Political, Social, 
and Methodological Challenges

Stefano Piemontese and Tina Magazzini

The idea for this book stemmed from two symposia that brought together scholars 
from a range of different countries and disciplines to reflect upon the political and 
legal context of the mobility of Romani citizens in Europe. Our interest in this topic 
started with the adoption of a EU Framework for National Roma Integration 
Strategies in 2011, when Member States were requested to develop integration strat-
egies that were explicitly yet not exclusively targeted at their Roma populations 
(European Commission 2011). Even though this policy scheme represented an 
effort to overcome the inadequacies of the anti-discrimination directives1 to address 
the social and institutional discrimination suffered by Roma people in Europe, tan-
gible results of such measures have so far been lacking. The symposia, titled “Roma 
Westward Migration in Europe: Rethinking Political, Social, and Methodological 
Challenges”,2 addressed the emergence of Roma-specific policies alongside an 
increasing concern about migration and diversity management. The drive to bring 

1 These are the Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000, implementing the principle of equal 
treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin, and the Council Directive 
2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000, establishing a general framework for equal treatment in 
employment and occupation.
2 Under this title, two symposia were organized during the VIII Congreso sobre Migraciones 
Internacionales (Granada, September 16–18, 2015). The first panel aimed at promoting a reflection 
and debate around the political and the legal context of “Roma migration” within the EU. The sec-
ond panel aimed at addressing the research gap on the same phenomenon from a more anthropologi-
cal perspective, and especially through the theories of migration. Both symposia were co-organized 
with Dr. Giuseppe Beluschi Fabeni and Dr. Elisabeth Gómez Oehler and have been supported by the 
Marie Skłodowska-Curie INTEGRIM Initial Training Network and the FP7 MigRom Project.
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together different disciplinary and methodological approaches to “Roma migration”3 
in Europe, and to explore how such phenomenon has been narrated, policed, politi-
cized or ignored was – and is – rooted in four main considerations. Firstly, we are 
convinced that putting the focus squarely on the so-called “Roma westward migra-
tion” and problematizing the assumptions that underpin such a label contributes to 
uncover the structural inconsistencies of the European “Roma integration” frame-
work and to question its overall political approach. Secondly, the intersections and 
overlaps between the categories of “Roma” and of “migrants” show how the clas-
sifications of deservingness and of access to welfare resources have shifted in recent 
years, making explicit the under-studied link between inclusive and securitarian 
policies. Thirdly, we believe that “Roma migration” provides a unique testing 
ground to understand how those portrayed as “the others” in contemporary Europe 
cope and develop counter-strategies in a system in which their options are limited. 
Fourthly and finally, we strongly support ethnographic accounts as a useful means 
to evaluate public policies at the local level, as they offer rich data that cannot be 
captured by national statistics or by surveys alone.

1.1  Problematizing the Assumptions

Regarding the need to problematize “Roma migration”, this is a desideratum which 
has in recent years been shared by many Romani scholars and social scientists inter-
ested in equality policies in order to overcome the dangers of a narrow and self- 
serving knowledge-production (Baar and Ivasiuc 2019; Law and Kovats 2018; 
Matras and Leggio 2018; Surdu 2016; Yıldız and Genova 2017). Within this strand 
of research, this book emerges from the awareness that a variety of understandings 
and definitions exist about “who the Roma are”, and that this diversity triggers very 
heterogeneous political approaches and actions. The scope and limits of a EU com-
mon framework aimed at promoting “Roma integration” are largely conditioned by 
the divides between Western and Eastern European countries, between colour-blind 
and identity-policy traditions, between the understanding of “Roma” as a domestic 
or European issue. The question of migration becomes therefore ever more salient.

A departing consideration of the reflections that can be found in this volume is 
that the international mobility of the Roma has strongly contributed to the 
Europeanization of the “Roma issue” (van Baar 2015, 2017b; Vermeersch 2012). It 
was largely the political response of local and national governments to the arrival of 
foreign (albeit EU citizens) Roma in their territories that convinced EU institutions 

3 While the term “Roma migration” can be found at times in brackets and at times not throughout 
the volume, it should always be understood as a political category, which emerged in the interplay 
between media narratives, institutional categories and integration policies. This understanding 
does not negate the existence of the Roma minority nor of the fact that a number of Roma have 
migrated in the past and continue to do so. It does however challenge the idea that all Roma 
migrants share common characteristics and that “Roma migration” is a phenomenon that is some-
how organized, cohesive or coordinated amongst different groups and countries.
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to adopt a common strategy for “Roma integration”. However, the formal recogni-
tion of “Roma people” as a transnational minority, as well the adoption of “Roma 
ethnicity” as an organizing principle for the redistributive policies pursued by the 
European Union, raises some conceptual questions related to the incorporation of 
ethno-specific policies in colour-blind policy settings. In translating the EU frame-
work into national strategies, Roma transnational mobility reawakens and shifts the 
policy and philosophical debates on the dialectic relation between socio-economic 
redistribution and identity recognition from a multi-national to a local context. 
Furthermore, the coexistence of both “national” and “immigrant” Roma on a same 
territory, as well as under the same policy framework, is challenging the making of 
a pan-European Roma identity, with potential repercussions that stereotyped and 
racialised perceptions of the former may have on the development of policies for the 
latter, and vice versa. These incoherencies emerge strongly with regard to the craft-
ing of public policy practices developed at a local level, as well as in terms of legal 
framework. Roma migration emphasizes the existent gap between the rigid under-
standing of ethnicity embedded in the policies for Roma on the one hand, the wide 
heterogeneity of national approaches towards “Roma diversity” (from national 
majorities) on the other hand, and Roma inner diversity itself.

Migration from Central and Eastern Europe triggered policies towards Roma at 
the EU level and raised the issue to the international agenda more than any poverty 
level or discrimination that the Roma might suffer could have done. In spite of that, 
as Iulius Rostas put it, “That’s the irony of it. Roma were put on the agenda because 
of migration, but migration isn’t dealt with in the strategy” (in Ryder et al. 2015: 
176). Indeed, the EU framework for National Roma Integration Strategies does not 
make any distinction between national and non-national Roma minorities, leaving 
Member States free to define the target population of their Roma-targeted programs 
according to their domestic priorities and political concerns. In practice, while the 
“Europeanization of Roma representation” (van Baar 2017a) provided a solid dis-
cursive rationale for the development of an EU “Roma integration” strategy, it also 
required to categorize a wide range of very heterogeneous groups within the single 
administrative category of “the Roma”.

The progressive incorporation (or lack of incorporation) of Roma migrants in the 
Roma-targeted policies of European countries who host both national and non- 
national Roma groups is influenced by various financial, ideological and political 
elements, as the chapters of this book show. The increasingly accepted categoriza-
tion of “the Roma” as a transnational population fostered the “trickle down” adop-
tion of the EU official discourse on Roma people. This is a narrative that sees them 
as both victims of racism, discrimination and social exclusion and as a “true 
European minority” (Council of Europe 1993)  – Europe’s largest (European 
Commission 2012a: 2). However, the distribution of EU funding for “Roma inclu-
sion” coupled with the need to give a policy response to the freedom of movement 
of impoverished Romanian and Bulgarian Roma citizens, resulted in a puzzle of 
measures of both inclusion and securitization of the “new” Roma.
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1.2  The Securitarian Shift of “Roma Integration” Initiatives

Alongside the development of policies for “Roma integration” we also witnessed a 
proliferation of restrictive policies implicitly addressed at this population, mainly in 
the form of administrative regulations. Since 2014, after 7 years of labour rights’ 
restrictions for EU citizens from Romania and Bulgaria,4 several countries started 
applying ever more restrictive legal frameworks to the freedom of movement of EU 
workers, limiting their access to basic public services. Meanwhile, the mechanisms 
of identification that are inherent to the targeting procedures of “Roma integration” 
policies have either tended to exclude “Roma migrants” from the opportunity to 
benefit from integration programs, or pushed local administrations to establish a 
strict criteria to access institutionally-defined paths of “social inclusion”. As a 
result, the interventions aimed at impoverished Roma from other EU countries have 
mostly involved forced evictions, voluntary return programs, and begging bans: 
“exclusive but not explicit” initiatives that both mirror and subvert the targeted- 
approach advocated by the European institutions (Magazzini and Piemontese 2016). 
All of this takes place in a context which has seen an escalation of public and politi-
cal discourses that openly reject “Roma migration”, encourage expressions of 
Antiziganism, and is accompanied by culturalist interpretations of residential 
mobility, housing conditions and economic strategies that spill over into policies.

The chapters included in this collection show that EU citizens of Roma ethnicity 
end up being recognized as beneficiaries of specific actions – of both inclusion and 
securitization – only when their presence is perceived as a threat to public order. But 
the securitarian facet of the “Roma integration” programs is neither accidental nor 
surprising: it rather represents the inevitable consequence of the original yet untold 
concerns towards the control of “Roma migration” which informed the design of the 
“Roma integration” policies in the first place, and which keeps shaping a wide range 
of policy measures addressed to Roma. Against this backdrop, we interpret the 
development of a legal framework for “Roma integration” as a policy device that 
has allowed local government to legitimize pre-existent administrative practices of 
deservingness and to create additional criteria of accession to social rights for 
ethnically- defined groups of people. The current framework has often been used to 
distinguish between “deserving” and “undeserving” Roma, much in the same way 
in which States attempt to create a demarcation between “real” and “bogus” asylum 
seekers, in short between those who are granted the right to be included and those 
who are not.

4 According to the “Treaty concerning the accession of the Republic of Bulgaria and Romania to 
the European Union” (Treaty of Accession 2005), old member states have the right to impose a 
transitional period of 2 years on labour rights of the new member’s citizens, extendable for addi-
tional 3 years, and of 2 more years in case of serious proof that labour from new member states 
would be disruptive to the market. Many old member states (France, Germany, Spain, Austria, 
Belgium, Netherlands, Luxembourg, United Kingdom) made use of all the extensions possible to 
delay allowing working permits to Romanian and/or to Romanian nationals. Since Romania and 
Bulgaria joined the European Union in 2007, such transitional period ended in 2014.
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Building on the contradictions triggered by the encounter between benevolent 
policies for “Roma integration” and the politics of “Roma securitization”, this book 
aims to untangle the ethno-political construction of “Roma migrants”. While we lay 
no claim on defining who “Roma migrants” are, the administrative category is pro-
duced by specific narratives mobilised at a European level and by policies imple-
mented in  local contexts. The interplay between these two dimensions is of 
considerable importance. On the one hand, the “Roma issue” became of policy and 
scholarly relevance greatly through the EU impulse, which has in turn shaped 
national and local discourses and practices. On the other hand, the local governance 
of the “Roma issue”, with its bordering policies around access to services, reveals 
much of how such policies work in practice (van Baar 2017a; Vrăbiescu and Kalir 
2017). As the chapter of Vera Messing will argue, key issues and terms dealt with in 
this volume, such as “Roma” and “migrant” are not objective or unproblematic: 
every minority group is at least to some extent a social construct and the process of 
categorizing who is an immigrant, who is a Roma and who requires integration is an 
important aspect of how identities are created. Thus, the red line that connects the 
single contributions of this volume – both to each other and to the different levels of 
analysis – is the construction of the “Roma migrant” as something that is produced 
and maintained by public discourse, and whose imaginary informs, at the same 
time, both the design and the implementation of local policies towards people who 
are identified as such.

1.3  Coping Strategies and Counter-Narratives

If the mainstream European narrative of who these “Roma migrants” are is one that 
has been characterized mainly by a welfarist and emergency-driven approach, such 
an approach is not the only account available. Alternative counter-narratives exist 
which are made up of individual perspectives, experiences, and interpretations, and 
these are the stories that this book provides a space for.

With the emergence of the “Roma issue” as a politically constructed problem in 
Europe, the concerns of the European Member States and of their institutions 
regarding the phenomenon of “Roma migration” have become a testing ground for 
how we conceive and negotiate “the other”, both nationally and internationally. It is 
our opinion that research on the management of the so-called “Roma issue” has 
much to contribute to the understanding of the discourses, procedures and potential 
solutions that have to do with the so-called “refugee crisis”.5 Similarly, research on 
low-income immigrant Roma and their relations with local public policies, can shed 
light on broader neoliberal welfare/workfare policies in times of (financial and dem-
ocratic) predicament.

In this respect, the developmentalist approach of the Roma Framework, with its 
sectorial compartmentalization in education, housing, employment and healthcare, 

5 For a problematisation of the term “refugee crisis” and “migration crisis” see Cantat (2015a, b).
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raises important interrogations about the portraying and targeting of Roma people 
as “victims of racism, discrimination and social exclusion” (Fundamental Rights 
Agency and UNDP 2012: 3). This approach contributes, at least to some extent, to 
corroborate the idea that Roma identity and social exclusion are two overlapping 
categories. One might also suggest that the Roma Framework opted for a welfarist 
narrative rather than an identity or anti-discrimination one in order not to interfere 
with a very heterogeneous range of national approaches towards the management of 
ethno-cultural diversity in Europe. Still, the adoption of “Roma ethnicity” as an 
organizing principle for the redistributive policies pursued by the European Union 
leaves us with a fundamental problem: ethno-specific programs are difficult to 
implement in colour-blind political settings. How do those who find themselves 
caught in such definitions and policies react to them, use them, reject them or hide 
from them?

Moving from these considerations, this volume aims at offering an alternative 
perspective on the normative claims about Roma minorities as belonging within a 
“deficit” or “marginalised” paradigm (either in cultural or socio-economic terms), 
which effectively constructs them as a policy problem, rather than the regimes of 
inequality upon which our societies are built, and of which Roma individuals are 
part and parcel of. As Salman Rushdie wrote on race relations in the United Kingdom 
and on the so-called “problem” of the integration of minoritized groups:

You talk about the Race Problem, the Immigration Problem, all sorts of problems. If you are 
liberal, you say that black people have problems. If you aren’t, you say that they are the 
problem. But the members of the new colony have only one real problem, and that problem 
is white people…Racism, of course, is not our problem. It’s yours. We simply suffer the 
consequences of your problem. (Rushdie 1982)

While there are important differences between (and within) Roma minorities in 
contemporary Europe and black people in the United Kingdom of the 1980s, the 
issue of narrating the problem as one of the majorities, rather than of the minorities, 
remains painstakingly relevant. In keeping with this approach that sees as a pressing 
necessity the investigation of what “European identity” is understood to be, and 
how categories of exclusion from such “Europeaness” are constructed (Yıldız and 
Genova 2017), the present volume does not claim to advance any novel finding 
about the nature, character or identity of Roma minorities or of migrants. Rather, we 
aim at exposing some of the dynamics through which categories of inclusion and 
exclusion are created are maintained, thus contributing to rethinking European soci-
eties and identities through an exploration of “our problem”, racism. In this respect, 
we feel that it is only fair to acknowledge that none of the authors of this volume are 
Roma, and while we welcome feedback, input, criticism and help in solving this 
problem from Roma scholars interested in these issues, we can only recognize that 
academia is by no means immune from structural discrimination. In practical terms, 
while we received a considerable number of what we considered to be valuable 
contributions in response to our call for papers for the symposia “Roma Westward 
Migration in Europe: Rethinking Political, Social, and Methodological Challenges”, 
none of them came from Roma scholars. This may well be blamed on our incapacity 
to reach out to those Roma authors whose work we look up to and engage with; on 
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the economic and time constraints imposed by academic conferences; or on both. 
Be it as it may, this book hopes to be part of a conversation that does not appropriate 
or overlook the work being carried out from critical perspectives by Roma scholars 
on similar issues (Bogdan et al. 2018: 5).

Rather, we present a cross-disciplinary and wide-ranging collection of policy 
analysis and case studies, including practical experiences of social intervention, in 
the hope to render more mainstream the usage of ethnographic accounts as a tool for 
policy understanding and evaluation.

1.4  The Contribution of an Ethnographic Approach 
to “Roma Migration”

As above-mentioned, one core driver of this book is that ethnographic studies, 
which are generally not associated with policy evaluation, can offer an insight into 
the effects of the European legal and political framework on the life of “Roma 
migrants” in western European countries. Over the past decades, the integration of 
minorities and of migrants in Europe has become a highly topical and politicized 
issue, often framed as a social problem. This has fuelled a rich academic production 
on ethnicity, cultural rights and migration, but such studies tend to remain compart-
mentalized according to academic fields, groups and territories analysed. Also, as a 
result, the two fields of diversity management and migration have so far generally 
been studied in isolation from each other (de Jong 2016). This volume’s aim is to 
contribute to bridge the existing gap between these two fields, to move beyond 
methodological nationalism focusing more on the local dimension, and to offer con-
crete examples of local governance associated to “Roma migration”.

In short, moving from the intellectual need to put some order into the wide het-
erogeneity of approaches towards “Roma diversity”, we intend to integrate legal, 
political and sociological perspectives with critical ethnographic accounts. This 
choice is rooted in our understanding of social anthropology as a valuable tool for 
assessing the implementation of public policies. The ten Common Basic Principles 
on Roma Inclusion (a guidelines toolkit developed by European Commission for 
both policy makers and practitioners’ in charge of programmes and projects for 
Roma) stress the importance of policy evaluation to make the Roma initiatives 
“appropriate to the situation on the ground” (European Commission 2012b). Yet, 
the strategic approaches that end up being adopted often are inherently skewed 
towards universalistic tools, such as “best practices”, which need to be evaluated 
carefully as their replicability rests on local contexts which vary significantly. 
Conversely, ethnographic accounts bring human behaviour back into the picture, 
and connect political and academic debates back to the reality experienced by their 
subjects of intervention or research. In a broader sense, the proposed book repre-
sents an attempt to assess, both conceptually and empirically, the implementation of 
the 2011 EU framework for “Roma integration”. Until now, country-specific evalu-
ations have been realized by civil-society organizations. This book is meant to be an 
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assessment, from an academic standpoint, of the over 7 years of the common frame-
work for “Roma integration”.

Finally, the book endeavours to establish a link between the micro, meso, and 
macro-level of inquiry. “Roma migration” has been a key issue in contemporary 
European cohesion policies for over a decade, but its multifaceted and complex 
dynamics have seldom been considered in connection with each other. This, in our 
opinion, has prevented a comprehensive theoretical and empirical understanding of 
current trends for local level action in the challenging processes of Roma migration 
management in Europe. This book’s perspective is that there is a need to transcend 
the current conception of the local level as an insular space suited to micro-level 
studies of multicultural experience in favour of an understanding of local gover-
nance as a nodal point in multi-level and transnational exchanges. The key objective 
of the volume is therefore to analyse the dissonances, overlaps and synergies that 
characterize the design and implementation of policies for “Roma” in Europe: EU 
institutions, local and national administrations, third sector organizations, and the 
agency of both Roma and non Roma populations themselves. To this end, the struc-
ture of the book is organized in a general-to-particular way.

1.5  Book Structure

The results of our call for considering different disciplines and experiences in Roma 
integration processes are presented in the proposed volume in the following, tripar-
tite structure.

A first part (Chaps. 2, 3, 4, and 5) analyses the different “frames” – methodologi-
cal, legal, policy, and media – that exist among expert knowledge on “Roma migra-
tion”. The book opens with Vera Messing, who gives a critical overview of the 
conceptual and methodological aspects of researching “Roma migration”. In doing 
so, she raises the issue of research ethics and of the responsibility of researchers 
during the processes of knowledge production about migration of Roma citizens. 
Although research in Romani studies have long been in the constructivist paradigm, 
“Roma migration” risks spurring new tendencies of essentialisation of the Roma, 
and this contribution aims at warning against such a risk. The second chapter by 
Nuno Ferreira questions the legal adequacy of EU actions with regards to Roma 
minorities. His contribution aims to explore how the EU legal framework has devel-
oped in relation to “Roma issues” beyond free movement and forced expulsions. In 
doing so, this contribution goes beyond the usual disjointed analysis of discrete 
policy aspects and puts forward a comprehensive and critical analysis of the key 
Roma-related EU initiatives and norms. Building on the analysis of a broad range of 
legal instruments, policy papers and case law, the author questions the social inte-
gration approach and advocates for a more holistic approach. Moving from a legal 
to a policy-centred analysis of EU initiatives, Tina Magazzini, Enrica Chiozza 
and Monica Rossi reflect on the shortcomings of the emergency management of the 
“Roma issue” from a policy implementation perspective, tracing the soft policy 
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actions that led to a framework for the National Roma Integration Strategies (NRIS). 
They find that the efforts of implementing the NRIS and of investing integration 
funds at the local level encounter significant obstacles in the lack of administrative 
capacity, political will, and practical challenges to identify the needs and match 
them to sustainable solutions. Their chapter describes how EU initiatives work in 
this field, focusing on the need to involve the local level through the concrete case 
of the ROMACT programme. In Chap. 5, which analyses how the UK media por-
trayed Roma migrants in the build-up to the British EU referendum, Viktor Leggio 
shows how the mobilisation of images about Roma migrants to the UK contributed 
to reshaping the debate around the impact of migration on the welfare system. By 
combining textual analysis of national media reports, parliamentary debates and 
national law with observations at the local level, the author highlights how the nar-
rative shifted from the need to reform the benefit system, to the need to reduce 
migrants’ access to the system. The analysis covers the period between the enlarge-
ment of the EU to Romania and Bulgaria (January 2007) to Cameron’s announce-
ment of his agenda for the negotiations with the EU (November 2014).

Building upon these broad frameworks, the remaining contributions are largely 
based on ethnographic case-studies and are divided into two sections.

The second part of the book (Chaps. 6, 7, 8, and 9) focuses mainly on the links 
between integration and securitization policies that are targeted at “Roma migrants”. 
This section opens with the chapter by Marianna Manca and Cecilia Vergnano 
who enquire into how a local inclusion project (La Città Possibile) that was aimed 
at ensuring the right to housing to the dwellers of a “Roma camp” in Turin, Italy, has 
contributed to create new boundaries between deserving and undeserving “Roma 
migrants”. The chapter also highlights the limits of the selective, ethnically-targeted 
housing policies, and reports the conflicts that such policies produce in a context 
where the “housing crisis” is increasingly affecting wider cohorts of the population. 
Ioana Vrabiescu, in the following chapter, provides a critical account of the poli-
tics of repatriation presented as politics of benevolence in Spain. Taking the city of 
Madrid as a case study, this chapter documents and analyses temporary devices of 
governance that both limit and force the mobility of Romani families from Romania. 
Implemented by local authorities through specific policies, temporary devices of 
governance deliver an enforced pressure on Romani migrants who are seen as pro-
spective “failed” subjects of integration and potential returnees. Chapter 8, by 
Eberhard Raithelhuber, investigates the socio-material production and regulation 
of the ethno-political figure of the “Roma beggar” through the prism of a regime-of-
(im)mobility approach. Based on an ethnographic study, core aspects of this regime 
for “Roma beggars” are analysed on a micro-scale: criminalizing transport, invisi-
bilising borders, educating beggars, victimization, stillness and deportability. His 
chapter investigates the everyday social and physical infrastructures and logistics 
for (im)mobility, imaginaries of (im)mobility and discursive technologies. The key 
insight is that the “stilled, able beggar” is the only legitimate form of begging in the 
light of a community of good and able citizens: as this figure is practically unrealiz-
able and deceptive, it flips into the “Roma beggar”. In Chap. 9, Joanna Kostka 
examines the discourse on “Roma exclusion” in the context of European migration 
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policy, presenting key findings from the case study of Romanian Roma migrants in 
the city of Wroclaw in Poland. Building on equality scholarship, this chapter argues 
that portrayal of Roma as “welfare migrants” who move across Europe exploiting 
the generosity of welfare states, legitimizes hostile public interventions that negate 
official commitments to the Free Movement principle.

The third part (Chaps. 10, 11, 12, and 13), while it has much in common with the 
second group of chapters in terms of methodology and tools employed, shifts the 
attention from the policies targeted at “Roma migrants” to the coping strategies and 
the counter-narratives of those who find themselves treated as “objects” of these 
initiatives. Picking up from the British narratives on Roma migrants described in 
Chap. 5, Veronika Nagy reflects on the role of UK welfare surveillance and on the 
outsourced social services that deal with Central European Roma. The long- standing 
prejudiced perception of Roma as profiteers unwilling to integrate became the basis 
for concerns about a “threatening flood” of Roma westward. As a result, control 
strategies allegedly aimed to ensure security, have legitimated excessive policing 
and surveillance of migrants. The “mechanisms” applied for sorting and excluding 
unwanted Roma communities gradually replaced migration policies as a new pro-
cess of selection regarding undesired European migrants from A8 countries. This 
chapter provides an empirical analysis of the effects of these sorting measures and 
on how the targeted groups either comply or circumnavigate these regulations in 
London. In Chap. 11, Jovana Kzenevic investigates the ways in which Roma from 
Serbia who sought and have been denied asylum protection in Germany, exert their 
agency as social actors and, challenging structural constraints, contest the tendency 
to “victimize” Roma populations. The seeking of asylum by the Roma from Serbia, 
as one of the main patterns of their migration, has come to the centre of the debate 
about the rights of obtaining asylum within the existing EU asylum policies, while 
enforcing the discourse of “false asylum seekers” and “welfare migrants”. By 
revealing the complex reality within which Roma from Serbia choose to migrate in 
the form of asylum seekers, the study challenges the discourse of “false asylum 
seekers” and overcomes the simplification caused by this labelling. In Chap. 12, 
Camilla Ida Ravnbøl looks at the economic coping strategies developed by Roma 
from Romania in the marginal economy of homelessness in Copenhagen, as surviv-
ing mechanisms to deal with existing bureaucratic constraints. The chapter proposes 
the concept of “patchwork economy” to frame the micro economic strategies that 
the badocari (“bottle people”) engage in. Besides illustrating how debt constitutes 
the background quilt against which the patchwork economy is continuously recon-
figured, the chapter presents analytical insight into the interconnectedness between 
the micro economy of the Roma household and the broader social and political 
context of Romania. Finally, in the last chapter, Julija Sardelić traces life histories 
of Slovenian citizens who identify as Roma and have been mobile between Slovenia 
and Austria because of employment opportunities. The general aim of her chapter is 
not to point out a pattern that could be labelled as either Romani migration or mobil-
ity, but rather to show that there are alternative narratives to what is usually seen as 
“Romani migration” in Europe. The chapter seeks to point to differing mobility 

S. Piemontese and T. Magazzini

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-11373-5_12


11

practices by Roma in the EU, which are usually not discussed in public debates and 
are not connected to “Romani migration”.

1.6  Conclusion

This book is based on the assumption that the policy and philosophical debates on 
the international mobility of Roma people should be approached from a multi-scalar 
perspective. Since the 1980s, geographers have used “scale”, “rescaling” and “mul-
tiscalarity” as analytical categories, meaning that “localities are places constituted 
within multiple intersecting trajectories of power” (Çağlar and Glick-Schiller 2015). 
This also means that “the geographical scale at which political power and authority 
is located does not constitute a natural order, but rather is constructed and subject to 
change” (Leitner in Sheppard and McMaster 2008). Building on this tradition, this 
volume aims at exploring how the processes of mutual constitution of the local, 
regional, national and global have constructed “Roma migrants”.

In doing this, we believe that there is a strong need to overcome the “ethnic frame 
of reference” which, more or less consciously, characterizes much of the research 
on integration and migration policies whenever it comes to both Roma people and 
to migrant individuals (Tremlett 2009, 2014). In our opinion, a targeted approach in 
research – if it is constantly and solely associated to social marginalization – runs 
the risk of contributing to problematize an ethnic group which is already under the 
spotlight, while at the same time normalizing the adoption of categories of ethnic 
classification to describe social phenomena that are better explained in the broader 
framework of the management of socio-economic diversity in the era of neoliberal-
ism. Against this background, the question is not only how much of the imaginary 
about the “Roma migrant” is reproduced by European discourse and local practices, 
but also how much of this representation is reproduced in our research. Both this 
volume and the event that inspired it obliged us to face important ethical questions 
concerning our positioning as researchers regarding the so-called “Roma issue”.

Neither the conference panels nor this book were intended to be about Roma 
themselves, but rather about the policies that concern them. We wanted a collection 
of contributions that showed how policies for “Roma inclusion” work in practice, 
and how they intersect and overlap with policies aimed at migrants, but we ended up 
collecting contributions mainly on policies of securitization and control of impov-
erished Roma from other Member States. Are we contributing to reproduce the 
imagery of the “Roma migrant” that we had set out to help deconstruct? Or do the 
individual and collective stories told in this volume reveal that policies tend to 
address Roma migrants specifically only when they are perceived as a menace?

As several chapters show, looking at the relation between European policies and 
the subjective experience of those people who could potentially benefit or who suf-
fer from them, represents in all respects a way to research non-Roma alongside 
Roma. However, in the words of Vera Messing (in this volume) it is exactly the 
vagueness of “Roma migration” that makes this phenomenon “suitable to be used as 
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a symbol to call forth society’s deep, historic fears of the Other rooted in racialized 
prejudice”. Then, before being a symbol, we must consider that Roma are first of all 
the target of specific discourses, actions and policies. Such narratives and policies 
hold the potential to either reduce or to reinforce existing inequalities, and in observ-
ing their dynamics and effects we hope to contribute to the former. One could indeed 
argue that, if the impact of the “targeted” policies leaves much to be desired, per-
haps we should do away with them altogether, and focus instead on the universalis-
tic welfare programs that have the advantage of applying indistinctly to all citizens 
who meet the minimum requirement of residence. As some of the chapters in this 
volume will show, this is however a bitter-sweet hope.

Nowadays, at a time in which the current model of European integration is ques-
tioned by newly born populisms charged with an old rhetoric on state-sovereignty, 
it is essential to move a constructive critique to those European policies that hold the 
potential to both promote social justice and shed light on the existing contradictions 
between the national and local levels.
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