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Introduction 
 

Roma and Travellers (resande/romanifolk/tatere)1 are national minorities in Finland, Sweden and 

Norway. Although education systems purport to treat everybody equally, surveys indicate that 

students who identify as Roma or Travellers have distinctive educational experiences, paths, and 

outcomes. According to national surveys, Roma and Traveller pupils are at greater risk than their 

peers of dropping out of basic education (i.e. comprehensive school), and of not continuing to upper 

secondary education (AoI 2009; MSAH 2009; NOU 2015; SOU 2010). Furthermore, Roma and 

Traveller pupils are subjected to prejudice, racism, and bullying in schools (Junkala and Tawah 2009; 

NOU 2015; Rajala et al. 2011; Rajala and Blomerus 2015; SOU 2010). Finland, Sweden, and Norway 

have acknowledged the inequities in the educational outcomes of Roma and Traveller pupils, and 

have introduced policies and practices to improve the educational situation. As one key measure, 

policies, and practices that promote the provision of knowledge about Roma and Travellers for the 

school communities have been recommended by different agencies (Helakorpi, Lappalainen and 

Mietola 2018).   

 

Providing knowledge about minoritised groups is a widespread measure in educational policies and 

practices aimed at promoting equality (Gorski 2006; 2016; Kumashiro 2002). In my view, the 

measure can be characterised as a “traveling discourse” in education (Lahelma 2005; Lindblad and 

Popkewitz 2004), which can be found in various contexts globally. The provision of knowledge about 

minoritised groups usually aims to diversify school curricula and lessons by including knowledges 

about different groups, and to counter stereotypes and false information. These measures are based 

on the assumptions that information about minoritised groups evokes feelings of empathy within 

pupils who occupy privileged positions, and that this empathy leads to changes in schools and 

societies (Kumashiro 2002). Kevin Kumashiro (2002), however, warns that although well intended, 

such practices may enhance the processes of Othering. Like Kumashiro, Paul C. Gorski (2006, p. 

165) claims that rather than simply providing knowledge about minoritised groups, the promotion of 

justice in education would call for institutional transformation with “a continual analysis of 

institutional power and privilege” (see also hooks 1994). Nevertheless, current policies promote 

increased knowledge about Roma and Travellers in schools in Finland, Sweden and Norway, and the 

individuals working to promote the education of these groups are expected to provide it (see also 

Helakorpi, Lappalainen and Sahlström, 2019; Helakorpi et. al., 2018).  

 

Drawing from feminist post-structural theories in education (e.g. Davies 2004; St. Pierre and Pillow 

1999; St. Pierre 2000), this chapter sets out to investigate the ways in which 18 interviewees—who 

identify as Roma or Travellers, and who work to promote the basic education of these groups—make 

sense of the practice of “provision of knowledge about Roma and Travellers”; giving lectures about 

                                                 
1 Internationally the term “Roma” is often used as an umbrella term for all Roma groups, including Swedish Travellers 

(resande) and Norwegian Travellers (romanifolk/tatere). However, in the Nordic context, the term “Roma” is typically 

understood as excluding (especially the Norwegian) Travellers. 
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Roma and Travellers was one of the practices the research participants were developing and 

establishing to improve the basic education of the groups. In the interviews, the research participants 

describe why and how they provide knowledge about the groups, and what they understand the tenets 

of that knowledge to be. Drawing from Bronwyn Davies (2004, pp. 4–5) I understand the descriptions 

of the practice from a poststructural (Foucauldian) viewpoint as indicating “the ways sense is being 

made”, and the ways in which this making sense becomes possible within available discourses 

(Davies 2004, pp. 4–5; St. Pierre 2000).  

 

This data does not provide possibilities to make systematic comparisons between nation-states. 

However, in this chapter, the practices aimed at promoting the basic education of Roma and Travellers 

are understood as “analogical incidents” which are analysed “in various cultural contexts” 

(Lappalainen, Lahelma and Mietola 2015, pp. 845–846). The practices are perceived as analogical 

because they are emerging in the intersections of similar kinds of national policy processes, which 

are entangled in supranational policy processes: the internationalisation of Roma and Traveller 

policies, minority policies and education policies (Brubaker 1996; Kymlicka 2007; Vermeersch 2006; 

see also Helakorpi, Lappalainen and Mietola 2018). Furthermore, the three countries have historically 

co-operated and are currently co-operating in Roma and Traveller policies, and the policies are 

intertwined historically and currently (Pulma 2006; AoI 2009; MSAH 2016; SOU 2010). The ways 

the interviewees make sense of their practices are constituted in relation to “networks and 

supranational authorities and organisations […] who mobilise particular ways of reasoning about and 

engaging in educational matters” (Lindbald and Popkewitz 2004, p. 11). Although the contexts differ, 

the interest of the analysis lies in cross-cultural patterns.  

 

Diverse Groups Categorised and Controlled 
  

The umbrella term ‘Roma and Travellers’, or often just ‘Roma’, covers multiple Roma and Traveller 

groups; Roma and Travellers, however, have varying perceptions of the use of the transnational 

identity of ‘Roma and Travellers’ (Bunescu 2014; CoE 2012). The groups have been persecuted and 

racism2 against them is still commonplace and systematic (Brearley 2001; Hancock 1989; Izsák 2015; 

FRA 2018). Today, international governmental organisations pay special attention to Roma and 

Travellers as a distinctive transnational group, and Roma and Traveller groups have been defined as 

national minorities in many European countries (see e.g. Vermeersch 2006; van Baar 2012).  

 

This chapter discusses policies and practices targeted at those Roma and Traveller groups who have 

national minority status in Finland, Sweden and Norway. In Finland, the national Roma minority 

includes one Roma group: Finnish Roma/Kale. It is estimated that today there are approximately 

9,000 to 10,000 Finnish Roma in Finland (Rajala and Blomerus 2015)3. In Sweden, the national Roma 

minority includes several Roma groups, which are usually described by the period of their arrival in 

Sweden: Travellers (resande), Swedish Roma, Finnish Roma/Kale, Non-Nordic Roma and recently-

arrived Roma. These groups contain multiple subgroups. It has been estimated that there are around 

50,000 people who identify as Roma (or Traveller) in Sweden (SOU 2010). In Norway, two different 

national minority Roma groups have been defined: Roma (rom) and Travellers (romanifolk/tatere). 

It is estimated that there are around 700 Norwegian Roma, and around 4,000 to 10,000 Norwegian 

Travellers in Norway (Engebrigtsen 2015; Muižnieks 2015).  

 

                                                 
2 Today, racism against Roma groups is often referred to with the specific term “antigypsyism” (see e.g. 

antigypsyism.eu) 
3 The numbers are estimates, as there are no statistics on ethnic grounds in these countries. 
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Current policy categories have diverse and somewhat messy and disputed trajectories. The early 

history of the emergence of the policy categories is interconnected in all three countries: the first 

literary notes about Roma in the Nordic countries are from the early sixteenth century. Terms 

tattare/tatere were adopted from the German language to refer to a group of people in the Nordic 

region, who the officials believed to share the same origin (Pulma 2006; Montesino-Parra 2002; 

Rekola 2012). However, the use of these categories was ambiguous, and varied between regions 

(Rekola 2012). Especially in territories which are today (parts of) Norway and Sweden, the category 

was also used to refer to various local and foreign itinerant groups, who the states wanted to control 

(Pulma 2006). The current Norwegian national minority category Travellers (romanifolk/tatere) 

originate from here. When Norway defined its national minorities, some Norwegian Travellers 

contested the idea of becoming a national minority, and considered the categorisation as yet another 

stigmatising practice, and a way to introduce targeted disciplinary measures (St. Meld. 2000). The 

national minority Norwegian Roma (rom) refers to Roma who migrated to Norway during the 1800s. 

 

In Sweden, the term tattare became interchangeable with the term zigenare. However in the late 

nineteenth century (when Finland was already part of the Russian empire), these ambiguous terms 

became separated to refer to different groups. The distinction served to make a difference between 

the nation-state’s ‘own’ tattare and the later migrated ‘foreign’ zigenare (Montesino Parra 2002, 96). 

In the 1950s, the category of zigenare was also divided into categories of ‘Swedish’ and ‘foreign’, 

when new groups of Roma migrated to Sweden and were categorised as ‘foreign’. Later, the Roma 

category splintered even further when new Roma migrated to Sweden (Montesino Parra 2002). 

Although the diversity of Roma and Traveller groups in Sweden is apparent, the Swedish national 

minority politics treat Swedish Roma and Travellers as one diverse group called Roma (romer), and 

they are targeted by the same policy processes (SOU 2010). The process of defining the Swedish 

national minorities was not straightforward, and for instance, some Swedish Travellers have contested 

being grouped together with Roma (Wiklander 2015).  

 

After Finland became the Finnish Grand Duchy of the Russian empire in the early nineteenth century, 

the policy category Roma (mustalainen/zigenare), which originates from the time Finland was part 

of Sweden, became quite clear-cut: current research indicates that there were no other itinerant groups 

in Finland other than Finnish Roma, who now hold a national minority position (Pulma 2006, 48). 

 

The diverse ethnic groupings and identities of Roma and Travellers in the Nordic countries have 

emerged as a result of complex historical movements and interactions between different people 

throughout centuries. Furthermore, these groupings—and the living conditions of people who identify 

or have identified as part of these groups—have been shaped by nation-state building, scientific 

racism, different periods of Roma and Traveller politics, and legislation concerning, for example, 

poverty, vagrancy, and migration (see e.g. Tervonen 2012; Pulma 2006; Montesino Parra 2002). 

These groups have been marginalised: each group has been subjected to either or both assimilation 

and/or exclusion in Finland, Sweden, and Norway, based on (racialising) representations maintained 

in public discourses.  

 

The turn in political discourses from exclusion and assimilation, towards human and cultural rights, 

is recent. Even after the Second World War, policy programmes for Finnish Roma in Finland included 

practices such as children’s homes which aimed to “normalise” the Roma, and assimilate them 

(Friman-Korpela 2013; Pulma 2006). Furthermore, during the period from 1950 to 1970 (the second 

phase of Finnish sterilisation politics), the Finnish state’s social welfare policies enabled doctors and 

social workers, amongst others, to subject Roma to sterilisations (Mattila 2005). Sterilisations also 

took place in Sweden until the mid-1970s, and were directed to some extent towards Roma and 

Travellers (SOU 2000; Vitbok 2014). Furthermore, many Roma in Sweden were without residence 
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until the 1960s, and did not have access to general welfare services (Vitbok 2014). In Norway, 

sterilisation policies which remained until 1977 likewise included Travellers (NOU 2015). Moreover, 

as in Finland, Traveller children were removed from their families and placed in children’s homes, 

while adults were made to work in Traveller labour colonies. The aims of these practices was to teach 

Travellers ‘the Norwegian’ lifestyle, to get them to settle down, and to erode Traveller culture and 

language. The last of the labour colonies was closed in 1986 (NOU 2015). Most of the Norwegian 

Roma were caught and sent to Nazi extermination camps during the Second World War, since 

Norway forbade their return to Norway in 1934 (Pulma 2006; Rosvoll and Bielenberg 2014). The 

surviving Norwegian Roma were not allowed to re-enter Norway until 1956. Until the early 1970s, 

the authorities tried to prevent Roma from coming and settling in Norway (Pulma 2006).  

 

Although the current political discourse today stresses the human and cultural rights of Roma and 

Travellers, multiple forms of racism and discrimination against Roma and Travellers are widely 

spread in these societies (e.g. Keskinen, Alemanji, Himanen, Kivijärvi, Osazee, Pöyhölä and Rousku 

2018; Non-discrimination Ombudsman 2014; NOU 2015; Rosvoll and Bielenberg 2014; SOU 2016).  

 

Data and Analysis 
 

Today, Finland, Sweden and Norway have policy processes which promote the basic education of 

national Roma and/or Traveller minorities (see Helakorpi, Lappalainen and Mietola, in press), and 

for this research, I wanted to reach persons who implement these policies locally. I approached 

interviewees through networks, organisations, and municipalities, and the data for this chapter 

includes interviews with 18 individuals who identify as Roma or Traveller, and work to promote the 

basic education of national Roma and/or Traveller minorities. 

 

Seven of the interviewees are from Finland. They worked or had worked as Roma mediators in 

schools. The Finnish interviews were conducted in Finnish in multiple municipalities. Eight of the 

interviews were conducted in Sweden, in several municipalities, in Swedish or English. Four of the 

Swedish interviewees worked as Roma mediators in schools, and four worked in administration, 

where developing basic education of Roma children was one part of their work. Also included in the 

data are three interviews from Norway from one municipality: two of the interviewees identify as 

Norwegian Travellers (interviewed together), and one identifies as Norwegian Roma. The Norwegian 

interviewees were activists or working for NGOs, and they were developing practices for schools and 

other institutions. The Norwegian interviews were conducted mainly in Swedish, but partly in 

Norwegian and English. The interviews were semi-structured, and all of the interviews, except for 

one,4 were recorded and transcribed. Since the interviewees could be easy to identify, the work of the 

interviewees is not described in detail, and personal information, such as age and gender, is concealed.  

 

The interviewees hold varying employment positions. The Norwegian interviews in particular differ 

from their Finnish and Swedish counterparts, since the interviewees were not working for 

municipalities or governments. This was due to the different Roma/Traveller policy landscape in 

Norway: municipal and government employees were not Roma or Travellers, and the Roma and 

Traveller representatives in the field are, for example, activists or representatives of NGOs. In Sweden 

and Finland, a significant number of employees working with Roma issues identified as Roma. As 

described earlier, the chapter does not aim to develop systematic comparisons between the nation-

states, but to proffer a cross-cultural analysis of “analogical incidents” (Lappalainen, Lahelma and 

                                                 
4 From one Swedish interview, there are only handwritten notes, since the interviewee asked me not to record. 
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Mietola 2015, pp. 845–846). From a cross-cultural analysis perspective, the interviewees share 

positions as individuals implementing national policies. 

 

I initially analysed the interviews by identifying how the provision of knowledge about Roma and 

Travellers was discussed. I organised the data into two categories: what type of content the 

interviewees describe (what is this knowledge?), and what they aim to achieve by providing this type 

of knowledge (what does the knowledge do?). My emphasis was to find possible patterns in their 

reasoning and choices of topics, and this was done through intensive reading of the data, together 

with theoretical literature (Koski 2011; Coffey and Atkinson 1996). Finally, I identified that the 

discussions about the provision of knowledge concentrated on two main topics: the racialisation of 

Roma and Travellers, and the silence around a Roma and Traveller presence in the nation-states. That 

these two topics paradoxically contradict each other resulted in inevitable ambivalences and tensions 

that emerged throughout the process of articulating one’s position. 

 

Racialisation 
 

The ways in which the interviewees made sense of their practice of providing knowledge about Roma 

and Travellers point towards the persistence and frequency of what I name as the processes of 

racialisation of Roma and Travellers in schools. Racialisation refers to the ways race, as a social and 

political category, is signified and established. Processes of racialisation construct and stabilise 

categories of Other, connecting certain differences to these categories. Typically, the attributes 

associated with the Other contain negative signifiers, and the Other is represented as inadequate or 

threatening. The perceived differences between “us” and the Other begin to seem natural and 

essential, thus enabling racialised power relations to become legitimised (Mulinari et al 2009; Lentin 

2008). I argue that while my interviewees try to negotiate within these discourses and find ways to 

use knowledge about Roma and Travellers to disturb the processes of racialisation, the practice of 

providing knowledge about Roma and Travellers cannot totally avoid contributing to the very same 

racialising discourses that they aim to tackle. 

 

In all the contexts studied, the interviewees explained that they aim to challenge dominant cultural 

perceptions concerning Roma. One such perception was that Roma would want to remain outside 

societal or education structures. In the next excerpt, a Swedish interviewee describes how school 

personnel should know more about the willingness of Roma to educate themselves, gain employment, 

and be part of society: 

 

I: So when you said that school personnel should know about Roma culture, what kinds 

of things should they know? 

R: It has never been so that one needs to be educated. One needs a job. And that has to 

do with the fact that one did not have a right to work. And this is what so many Roma 

have gone through. Education. They have not had the right to go to school. They have 

not had the right to a residence, to settle. They have been forced to travel from 

municipality to municipality. One could live only three weeks in the same place. And 

Roma culture, this has got into our culture. That we did not have a permission to go to 

school. And that is what is important. That the school personnel must get to know that. 

And it is not just that one does not want to go to school. That we don’t prioritise 

education. That we don’t want to have a job. That we want to stay out of society. That 

is not true. We will also be in society and we will also work. And that is what I tell the 

teachers.  
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In the above extract, the interviewee reacts to a racialising narrative about Roma: it is widely assumed 

that Roma culture conflicts with education. The same argumentation was also used when the states’ 

assimilation measures were justified earlier in earlier times (e.g. Pulma 2006). Although this 

conception has been criticised for not having empirical backing (Brüggeman 2014; Rodell-Olgac 

2006; 2013; Matache 2017), the perception is still invoked, repeatedly, in development projects and 

academic research all over Europe. Through this narrative, Roma are racialised by attaching negative 

signifiers to them, and they become represented as threats to society. Despite the apparent diversity 

of groups and histories within the Swedish national minority Roma group, the Swedish interviewee 

reacts to the racialising narrative by representing a homogenising description of the Swedish Roma, 

and posits themselves as representing all of “us”. I understood this as a strategy which draws upon 

the Swedish discourse around the united group of national minority Roma. Although it is problematic, 

Elisabeth Eide (2015) has demonstrated how essentialising can be a strategy for individuals 

positioned as representatives of a minority to get heard; in this case, the interviewee turns our gaze 

towards the atrocities committed by the Swedish state, and challenges the narrative of problematic 

Roma culture. 

 

In the next excerpt from Norway, a Norwegian Roma interviewee likewise reacts to racialising 

narratives about Roma: 

 

R: Most important for the Roma today is to highlight their culture. And to show that 

you are a people in Norway. A minority. Then there are many unique cultural traditions. 

[indistinct on the tape]. Very important that it is highlighted today in Norway because 

the Norwegians, I mean the non-Roma [Norwegians], they don’t know what we do and 

what we stand for. And always when they… hear for instance that gypsies (zigenare), 

which we are often called, so, it is that we are bad people. That we steal, we are 

criminals. That we are not stable. And that is not true. […] There is [criminality] also 

among Roma. Those who steal and who are criminals. But they are not many. They are 

not many. And that is what is regrettable. That does not come up. That in Norway people 

know more about us just the negative but not the positive. And that is what I feel we 

should highlight.  

 

The interviewee describes how criminality is associated with Norwegian Roma, and thus Roma are 

positioned as threats to Norwegian society (see also Rosvoll and Bielenberg 2012). In their account, 

the Norwegian interviewee does not totally reject the notion of “bad Roma”, but emphasises that 

Roma should actively represent the positive sides of themselves. I have argued elsewhere that similar 

discursive patterns about representing positive sides of Roma occur in Finnish schools (Helakorpi, 

Lappalainen and Sahlström 2019). This notion of making positive representations instead of negative 

ones demonstrates the underlying assumption in the discourse about the provision of knowledge: that 

minoritised groups are responsible for the perceptions carried by people in privileged positions. This 

becomes even more apparent in the next excerpt with a Swedish interviewee, who also responds to 

racialising narratives about Roma: 

 

R: That we are a heterogeneous group. That is very important. Because people don’t 

have any knowledge about that. But they think that a Rom is a Rom. But it is not 

accurate. We are very different. And we have very different identities. We have different 

beliefs. So that is a very big difference in us. Certain girls cannot use trousers for 

instance. Among some groups. Other Finnish groups just have these [indistinct on the 

tape] long skirts. So I mean there we don’t have that much in common with that group, 

like we don’t speak the same language at all. We don’t have the same religion. We don’t 

have the same traditions. They are like behind. They are very… they have not developed 
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their [indistinct on the tape] as much. They keep rock solid this culture and that, while 

others think… no, it is like medieval, it is Stone Age, like come on. So that is what I try 

to bring up. That we are very different. So that they often meet the groups which have 

problems. The good ones are not visible because they merge in. So the image they have 

about us are these, you know, prejudices. It is this image they have, and that is what I 

try to eliminate in some way. That you can’t just believe that. You need to believe that 

there are thousands of others who are just like everyone else. Like goes to work. Have 

hobbies. Go out and do all the other stuff that other people do. Unfortunately you are 

always unlucky [indistinct on the tape] and see only the bad and worst there are. Peoples 

can actually have a bad reputation. And that is what we have. We have been labelled. 

So that is what I try to open, their eyes and ears. So I hope it sticks with them. And often 

when people go to it [indistinct on the tape] so they say like “I have a neighbour who 

parties all night”. Yeah, well then you are unlucky, and you live in that area just next to 

that neighbour. I also have a neighbour who parties all night. They go to sleep at ten 

o’clock. So that, or another “yeah but there was a boy who stole my daughter’s bike” 

or. So those kinds of stories I get to hear. 

 

Yet again, an interviewee responds to racialising narratives of Swedish Roma. In those narratives, 

Swedish Roma are depicted as behaving badly, stealing, and having problems. The interviewee 

tackles this by emphasising the heterogeneity of Roma. They lists topics such as beliefs, clothing, 

identity, and traditions that are typically employed to establish the difference of the Other, using these 

to highlight the heterogeneity of Swedish Roma. However, like the Norwegian interviewee or the 

Finnish interviewees, this Swedish interviewee does not reject the notion of “bad Roma”. On the 

contrary, they ambiguously connect negative signifiers such as backwardness and problems to one 

Roma group. Thus, a paradox can be identified in this interview: while they want to resist racialising 

descriptions of Roma, they end up making a racialising description of one of the Swedish Roma 

groups. Although they criticise the way people depend on prejudices, they constitute a narrative of 

other Roma fitting these prejudiced descriptions.  

 

While most of the interviewees described how they want to counter and change the racialising 

narratives about Roma, one of the interviewees in Sweden had a different approach: instead of 

countering the racialisation of Roma, or reinforcing descriptions concerning Roma, their lectures 

focused on the exclusive mechanisms and normativities of schools in general. Thus, the interviewee 

turned the gaze from Roma towards the school system. They, however, pointed out that when 

planning and delivering these types of lectures, one needs to be careful not to make people feel guilty. 

This indicates the responsibility the interviewees are carrying: it is their responsibility to both change 

narratives, and do so in a manner that is comfortable for school communities.  

I argue that within the sense-making of my interviewees, the limitations and problems of the 

discursive terrain around “the provision of knowledge about minoritised groups” emerges. I have 

identified that across all the studied contexts, the interviewees want to react to processes of 

racialisation of Roma and Travellers in school. However, when aiming to counter the racialising 

narratives with an opposing narrative, the interviewees often end up employing homogenising 

descriptions. On the other hand, when trying to disturb racialising narratives by emphasising the 

heterogeneity of Roma, interviewees do not fully reject the racialising notions, but accept them 

through reproducing an ambiguous description of “the bad Roma” who are responsible for the 

racialising notions people possess. The underlying assumption in the provision of knowledge about 

Roma and Travellers seems to be that Roma and Travellers are responsible for the perceptions people 
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carry: Roma and Travellers need to replace the current narratives with new ones, and/or take the 

blame by (re)producing an ambiguous category of “the bad Roma” from which the racialising notions 

originate. Either way, non-Roma/Travellers are not held liable for the persistent reproduction of 

racialising narratives about Roma and Travellers, or for changing those narratives.   

 

Silence About Roma and Travellers in the Nation-states 
 

R: And to learn about us. Because they don’t know anything about us. They believe we 

were people who lived 300 years ago in an adventure book. But we do exist today. So 

we try to teach them about our culture and history, and have an understanding about the 

fact that we are here, and who we are.  

 

In the excerpt above, a Norwegian Traveller interviewee describes arriving at the startling conclusion 

that their very existence is absented from dominant understandings of Norwegian society; there is 

thus an urgent need for increasing the visibility of Travellers within Norwegian education: “so we try 

to teach them… that we are here”. In fact, according to the national curricula in all these countries, 

pupils should learn about national minorities during basic education (i.e. comprehensive school) 

(FNBE 2014; Skolverket 2011; RMERCA). However, Finnish, Swedish, and Norwegian reports have 

shown that in textbooks—which often drive teaching practices more than national curricula (Pudas 

2011)—minoritised groups are hardly visible  (Midtbøen, Orupabo and Røthing 2014; Tainio and 

Teräs 2010; Institutet för språk och folkminnen 2016; Sverige nyheter 2016). However yet again, the 

question arises of how national minorities should be visible. My interviewees described contents such 

as history, culture, and crafts, and my analysis suggests that the narrative of the relationship between 

the nation-state and Roma and/or Travellers had a significant role.  

 

Many Swedish interviewees described the relationship between Roma and the Swedish nation-state 

through historical atrocities and current discrimination, which can be understood as an oppositional 

and antagonistic positioning. Furthermore, in these descriptions, the Swedish state became 

represented as unequal and oppressive. Through these types of narratives, the interviewees wanted to 

build a basis for understanding the present day position of, and structural discrimination against, 

Roma in Sweden: 

 

R: Then, when we tell about the history, we go to the second world war, we go into 

Josef Mengele, what he, what Hitler did with Roma. How it was in the 1970s. How the 

change took place. And then we come to the fact that today they are still an oppressed 

group. Even today, 2015. They don’t have their rights. And I mean we live in a Swedish 

society. It should be different. It is not so today.  

 

The interviewee mentions the persecution of, and medical experiments on, Roma during the second 

world war in Europe. Although, hundreds of thousands of Roma were murdered in Nazi extermination 

camps, and subjected to inhumane medical experiments (Brearley 2001), the persecution of Roma 

during the second world war is still today often ignored (World Roma Organisation, 2017; Pulma 

2006). The interviewee uses history to draw connections to present day discrimination in Sweden. 

In Finland, the interviewees had a very different perspective when describing the Roma presence, and 

the relationship between Roma and the Finnish nation-state. The Finnish interviewees seemed to 

approach history from a lighter and happier perspective than the Swedish interviewees: they 

marginalised the relationship of Roma and the Finnish state by concentrating on cultural artefacts and 
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micro-histories of individual Roma. However, as the next excerpt with a Finnish interviewee 

demonstrates, effacing the violent role of the nation-state was strategic, and served a greater purpose: 

 

R: And of course about history. If one does not know history it is difficult to understand 

the present 

I: Mmm 

R: So, in the 1600s there were Roma coming to Finland. Of course there are also all 

these regrettable [issues] and these. I usually don’t want to bring these up because it 

kind of undermines the issue. People stay and chew over the wrong [issue], and they 

even freeze. The truth is that in history, there are these hard issues, which also many 

times cause the fears that Roma have  

I: Right 

R: So it is not, for instance, always futile [to fear]. It has been passed on in a certain 

way, it has been told [to new Roma generations] what has happened 

I: Mmm, right 

R: And the fear that children are taken away.  

 

When presenting me with their materials concerning Roma, the interviewee introduced a film about 

a Roma pupil’s day at school, descriptions of Roma culture, as well as interviews with Romani elders 

and youngsters about their educational and employment careers. In the aforementioned excerpt, they 

commented on history, noting that some of the fears Roma have are reflective of the historically 

abusive policies of the state. In fact, the removal of Roma children from their families, and their 

placement in Roma children’s homes, constituted the core of Finnish Roma policies until the turn of 

the 1970s (Pulma 2006; Friman-Korpela 2014). However, the interviewee decided not to concentrate 

on “difficult issues”, because they feel people are unable to handle them. I understand this as my 

interviewee’s strategy: previous studies show that working with diversity in institutions is often better 

executed in “happier language”, because emphasising issues such as racism or historical misconduct 

may result in the majority’s lack of interest in co-operating (Ahmed 2012, p. 175). According to my 

reading, in Finnish schools, there is little room to present the historical mistreatment of Roma. 

 

The same kind of strategy is visible in the next excerpt, likewise from Finland, where an interviewee 

describes a Roma history workshop they organised for schools. They had also arranged workshops 

focusing on music, crafts and customs: 

 

R: The history [workshop] has been a bit like this time machine thing, where there has 

been a powerpoint about how at first, people travelled with sleighs, and now people 

move with cars. 

I: Yeah [laughs] 

R: [Laughs]  

  

The idea of a time machine gives the workshop an entertaining and fun tone. Furthermore, the story 

of the changing means of transportation positions Roma as part of a common history about changing 

technology, and the relationship between the nation-state and Roma becomes blurred. Within these 

narratives of a Roma presence in Finland, the Finnish interviewees may want to resist a narrative of 

conflict between the Roma and the nation-state. Connecting Roma history to common themes, such 

as technical developments, ties Roma to the shared history of Finns. Where the Swedish interviewees 

emphasise the friction between Roma and the nation-state was in part due to the atrocities committed 

by the state, the Finnish interviewees emphasise the shared nation-space, and the individual stories 

and resources of Roma.  

 



10 

 

In the next excerpt from Norway, a Traveller interviewee has yet another kind of approach where, 

through role play, they bind together both happy practices of multiculturalism, and narratives about 

the oppressive state: 

 

R: […] There [in role play] they can live a little bit like in our situation. So that it is a 

little bit like a play [acting], music and songs, and a little bit like playing and make it 

kind of lively there. 

I: Very interesting 

R: […] so, that they do in schools […] when they teach the youth. Live our life and get 

dressed like Travellers. So, they dress like us and live like our life. So then they 

encounter resistance from society. So, they learn to see it from our [indistinct in the 

tape] […] so the people who have been a bit negative, when they begin, they become 

totally the opposite. Thus, they understand. “Oh, is it like this?” Yes. Then they 

understand it, when they get to live it a little themselves. Thus, it does something to 

them. […].  

 

In the excerpt, cultural celebration via music, songs, and clothing is used to discuss discrimination. 

The Norwegian state is described as oppressive, and at the same time a representation of Traveller 

life is displayed through artefacts such as clothes. Celebration and the display of cultural artefacts—

as the Finnish Roma and Norwegian Traveller interviewees describe—is a fairly typical and 

recognised way of including knowledge about minoritised groups in the official education system 

(e.g. Gorski 2016). Thus, schools may be receptive to this way of including Roma and Travellers 

within educational content. The emphasis on crafts, music, careers, and travelling by different 

vehicles may aim to emphasise the “capital” of Roma and Travellers, as well as their agency, and 

how they can be considered resources within the countries. However, in contrast to the Finnish 

interviewees, the Norwegian Traveller interviewees use “happy” multiculturalism to also narrate the 

oppressiveness of the Norwegian state.  

 

Kumashiro (2002, p. 39) claims that for knowledge about minoritised groups to be transformative, it 

is important to aim to change the underlying story of the nation-state. According to my interview 

analysis, the narrative of the relationship between Roma, Travellers, and the nation-state is likewise 

important—however, the possibilities to narrate this is contextually bound. The Swedish Roma and 

Norwegian Traveller interviewees emphasise the oppressive nature of the Swedish and Norwegian 

nation-states, and the distinctiveness of the historical experience of the groups, whereas the Finnish 

Roma bring forth the shared nation-space, and minimise historical atrocities. I connect these 

differences between the countries to current state-level Roma politics and public discourses. As the 

only Nordic country to do so, the Norwegian government apologised to Travellers in 1998 and 2000 

(NOU 2015; St. Meld. nr. 15, 2000) and Roma in 2015 (government.no, 2015) for historical atrocities. 

In Sweden, a considerable issue in Roma politics has been the release of a white paper—The dark 

and unknown history: White Paper on abuses and the rights violations of Roma during the 1900s 

(Vitbok 2014)—which also resulted in the founding of a commission against antiziganism during 

2014 to 2016 (SOU 2016). The white paper concentrates on abuses during the twentieth century, 

which was the time period emphasised by the Swedish interviewees, and the commission published 

and distributed a version of the white paper for pupils and teachers. Furthermore, in 2013, an illegal 

register about Roma kept by the police was revealed in Sweden. The register included thousands of 

Roma, from the already deceased to small children. The register received attention in Swedish society, 

and made visible the current discrimination Roma face. While past and present discrimination against 

Roma and Travellers has been discussed in Swedish and Norwegian society, the Finnish state has 

never made an account of the abuse and persecution of Roma (see also Nordberg 2015). These 
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differing public discourses may enable and constrain different narratives about the relationship 

between Roma, Travellers, and the nation-state in schools. 

 

Conclusions: Paradoxes, Constraints, and Possibilities in Providing Knowledge About 

Minoritised Groups 
 

In this chapter, I have conducted a cross-cultural analysis of the ways 18 individuals who identify as 

Roma or Traveller make sense of the practice of providing knowledge about Roma and Travellers in 

schools. According to my analysis, an underlying assumption in the practice is that Roma and 

Travellers are responsible for those narratives, perceptions, and practices people in privileged 

positions hold and reproduce. The analysis suggests the processes of racialisation of Roma and 

Travellers in schools is persistent and commonplace, which my interviewees aim to disturb with the 

provision of knowledge about Roma and Travellers. The interviewees moved between two strategies: 

1. emphasising the heterogeneity of Roma and Travellers, and 2. producing homogenising and 

essentialising counter-narratives related to the groups. However, neither of the strategies could totally 

avoid contributing to the very same racialising discourses the interviewees aimed to tackle: when 

emphasising the positive features and heterogeneity of the groups, an ambiguous category of “some 

bad Roma” occurred, and was held responsible for current racialising narratives. On the other hand, 

when challenging racialising narratives with counter narratives, the interviewees often relied on 

homogenising and essentialising the groups, which in itself cannot challenge the logic of racialisation 

either. The underlying assumption in the practice seemed to be that non-Roma and non-Travellers 

were not accountable for the racialisation of Roma and Travellers in schools and societies, or for 

changing current racialising discourses. 

Another observation in this chapter is that in providing knowledge about Roma and/or Travellers, the 

narration of the relationship between Roma/Travellers and the nation-state was significant. However, 

the analysis suggests that this narration is enabled and constrained by context: the differing ways the 

past and present are being discussed within nation-states is visible in the interviews. Furthermore, the 

interviewees not only narrated within the limits and possibilities of the public discourses, but also 

seemed to be sensitive about the school context, and its multicultural practices. In Sweden and 

Norway, there was space for describing the nation-states as historically and currently oppressive, 

whereas in Finland no such space seemed to exist. 

As described from the outset, previous critical literature analysing the practice of providing 

knowledge about minoritised groups has emphasised the importance of analysing power within 

institutions (Gorski 2006; hooks 1994; Kumashiro 2002). One of my interviewees aimed to carry this 

out by giving lectures about the exclusive mechanisms and normativities present within school 

systems. However, when conducting these lectures, they noted the need to be careful not to make 

people feel guilty. The point they raise brings forward yet again that the interviewees are bound by 

their contexts when developing their practices. This chapter demonstrates that school communities 

and policymakers should actively analyse power relations to tackle racialising processes within 

institutions, rather than merely waiting for minoritised groups to bear this responsibility. In addition, 

a serious rethinking of the narrative of the nation-states, and their historical and current role in 

injustice and racism, should be undertaken widely within societies and institutions; people in 

minoritised positions should not be left solely responsible for disturbing the current narratives. To 

conclude, the analysis of this chapter suggests that the policy measure of the provision of knowledge 
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about minoritised groups should be expanded so that schools and institutions are held responsible for 

rethinking and re-narrating the nation-state and its institutions.  
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