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About RGPP, the Role of Academia,  

and the RSP Community 

-Sebijan Fejzula, February 8, 2021-  

 

 

Recalling memories about the Program: 

 

The first two words that come to my mind while recalling my experience as a student in the RGPP 

program are Barvali Familia. For me these are two words that summarize my personal experience because 

one of the biggest fears I had before my arrival to the program was leaving my family back in Macedonia 

and coming to a new country where I knew very few people. I feared I would be lonely. I feared I would 

have to face everything alone. Little did I know that I would meet my new extended family. I can still recall 

my first day, and how welcoming the students from the previous RGPP years were, as well as the new 

students. We all bound very quickly among us, I imagine not only because we all shared the same fear, but 

also because we understood the importance of sticking together. The importance of sticking together came 

naturally from our daily experiences with what I call “the gadje world”, or, “the white world”. In other 

words, we were Roma from different countries, but what united us was being Roma, and that meant a lot. 

While we could all have different individual experiences, the collective experiences we all shared were 

many, from cultural points of view to political. When I say “political”, I mean the following: we all knew 

that “the gadje world” sees and treats us as foreigners in our own countries, we all knew that the “white 

world” has marked us as “the problematic people”, the “others”, in certain moments we all faced structural 

racism, or structural antigypsyism. Based on this, we knew the importance of sticking together, or facing 

the white world together. This had a huge importance for me. Being part of a collective, I was ready to face 

the white world.  

On an academic level, RGPP prepared me for what I am doing today. I do not think that I could 

have successfully finished my MA program at CEU, nor could I be currently doing my PhD studies in 

Portugal without the academic preparation I was given by RGPP. The program provided me with the 

foundations of building an international academic career. I knew that I was lacking the knowledge for an 

international academic environment. I knew that I needed the preparation of the program for my further 

studies.  

Unfortunately, what separates the Roma students from the non-Roma is precisely our experiences 

with structural racism and academia. Many of us, many of our cousins and family members were neglected 
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of fair educational opportunities, in many countries we still see segregated schools only for Roma, we still 

meet teachers/professors who give up on a Roma student just because he/she is Roma. And this is a 

structural problem, this is structural racism, which many of the RGPP students faced and did not have equal 

opportunities. This is why the RGPP preparatory program is crucial.  

On RGPP students, challenges, and academia:  

 

One of the biggest challenges I see is their adaptation not only to the program, but also to the new 

environment in general, and specifically to academia. Because of the historical and current rise of 

antigypsyism, and that specific experience with academia, many of us lack self-confidence build upon the 

historical exclusion. As I have mentioned above, that lack of self-confidence is a consequence of a continual 

refusal of the Roma that led many of us to believe that we are inferior to others. This cannot be overcome 

alone by the students, rather the role of the staff members in the program is crucial. They need not only to 

understand the background of the students but also to build a program upon the experiences of the students 

in parallel. In other words, our continual racialization/inferiorization as Roma is present at various levels 

and this includes academia too, therefore, the program should work in this direction, too. We cannot expect 

students to be confident and critical with the world, if they do not understand the historical and current role 

of the “gadje world” with them. An experience marked because of their race.  

Based on this, I would also like to highlight that one of the biggest challenges for the Roma students 

is not to fall into the tramp given by the gadjes. For example, we need to understand that when they say 

“Oh you are not like the other Roma” a sentence heard by many of us, this phrase is racist and has various 

racist meanings: 1. You are better Roma just because you are an educated one. 2. The non-educated Roma 

is not worthy enough. 3. I, as a gadjo have the power to classify you. 4. It gives a false idea that if a Roma 

is in a bad situation it’s because he/she has decided its own live and has nothing to do with the historical 

racism against Roma. 5. It creates a division between us.  

We need to be careful not to create false Roma elites because it creates a division between us. This 

is very crucial for all Roma to be able to understand this. Unfortunately, because of the historical inferiority, 

many of us have internalized such phrases and have fallen into the tramp given by the gadjes. However, we 

will only be able to understand this if we critically understand the historical and current situation of our 

people. We understand the history told by our people, and not an imaginary history created by white 

academics. We need to destroy imaginary narratives about us, and create narratives based on our collective 

experiences. And this is where the collective success lies. A collective fight against the structural racism. 

To understand that the situation we live in Europe, it is not because we have decided to be in, rather, but 

because of the structural racism we face. And this is of a huge importance. This needs to be part of the 
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RGPP program. Let me make it clear, it is not about making our students to feel as victims, but to understand 

that the countries - and their institutions exercise a structural racism against us.  

 

Research focus/Current work: 

I am currently working as a Junior researcher in the research project: The politics of anti-racism in 

Europe and Latin America: knowledge production, decision-making and collective struggles, in the Centre 

for Social Studies and a PHD student in the doctoral program Human Rights in Contemporary Society, 

University of Coimbra, Portugal. I am working in the University as a researcher and doing my PhD because 

I want to bring all those experiences of Roma that academia has ignored and invisibilised. Rather, has 

focused on describing an imaginary vision on our culture and who we are. Academia as a powerful 

institution has contributed a lot on damaging our image as Roma and to a certain point by ignoring the 

violence exercised against us, it contributed to legitimizing that same violence. 

My research focuses on the politics of structural and everyday Anti-Roma racism and its traumatic 

effects on the Roma people in Europe. I engage with Philomena Essed's definition of the concept of 

everyday racism as practices, activities and attitudes accepted in a given system. The notion of the structural 

racism refers to racialized governmentalities and ideologies/epistemologies that reproduce power relations 

and dehumanization that are grounded on white privilege/supremacy, thus, the maintenance of whiteness 

as state sovereignty. The PhD project aims to analyse the layered interconnectedness of political violence, 

racialization and the human as ideologies that (re)produce mechanisms for controlling, disciplining and 

killing Roma bodies. These mechanisms are historically rooted in colonial power relations that has 

constructed the "Other/non-human" body, the Roma body, as disposable flesh that feeds notions and 

practices of (un)governability, necessary control and discipline. Thus, I argue that the violence against the 

Roma can no longer be dislocated from the analysis of the historical violence against the Other body, the 

non-human body. Drawing on this, this research aims to think through political and institutional notions of 

Antigypsyism as sets of relational socio-political processes that discipline Roma bodies into humans. 

 

Gender studies theories and Roma students: 

 

Unfortunately, at the beginning of my studies I was naïve enough to believe that the situation of 

Romani women was marked exclusively because of their traditional position within the communities. Little 

did I understand the bigger picture. In other words, I have decided to study gender studies because I wanted 

to contribute to building a better position for us as Romani women. However, my focus on who the real 
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“enemy” was, was not correct. Unfortunately, I have also fallen into the tramp to believe that our “enemy’ 

was the Roma man, I was not able to understand the crucial role of the race in shaping our experiences as 

Romani women. During my studies I could feel the clashes between myself and the theories I was studying, 

I couldn’t see my experience as a Romani women reflected into those theories, because while I am a woman 

my experience is firstly marked not by my gender, but by my race. Or the fact that I am a Roma. Somehow, 

I was expected to theorize, write, discuss as a woman, however, not as a Roma. This is where the clash 

come. And this is what made me understand that not all women share the same experience just because 

they all share the same gender. While a non-Romani woman who belong to the dominant group face only 

issues related with her gender role, we as Roma women first struggle because of our race and then in 

addition because of our gender. It is precisely where the critique of non-white women makes to the current 

white feminist movements - the lack of inclusions of other experiences and the lack of fight of the feminist 

movements against racism. Somewhere at the end of my MA program and more after my studies I got into 

contact with other feminist theories written by non-white women with whom I felt more identified as a 

Roma woman. The studies in Gender theories made me understand that I share more experience with Roma 

men, than with white women, because our experiences are marked more by our race than our gender. I also 

got the realize that even if we study gender studies, it is important to write from our experiences as Roma 

people, and then see the role of the gender within. That’s why it is also important to challenge the gender 

studies, too. Even the role of the gender is a consequence of the historical colonial relations. This becomes 

reflected in all other professions we might exercise.  

 

On the important of Roma students participating in international MA programs: 

 

It is important because we need to destroy/deconstruct the narratives and images created about us 

by gadjes. Most of the theories are false and that’s why we need to challenge and confront them. In addition, 

we need to destroy the comfortable place academia has maintained against us. To show that we are awake, 

and we are going to challenge everything. We will not let it go so easy. Not anymore. It is crucial to create 

theories based on our experiences as Roma. With this also come the importance of challenging academia 

as a powerful institution that has contributed to maintaining the structural racism. Unfortunately, being a 

Roma means being in a constant battle with the white world. This is what made us resist more than 500 

years of Antigypsyism. Because we resist!  


