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Hungary joined the Fulbright Program in 1978, after improved relations followed 
the return of  the Coronation Regalia to Hungary by the United States. The Ful-
bright Commission in Hungary was established in January 1992, after a bi-national 
agreement was signed between the governments of  Hungary and the United States. 
The commission strives to facilitate cross-cultural understanding and build bridges 
between the US and Hungary.

lGAZGYÖNGY ALAPITVÁNY 

(REAL PEARL FOUNDATION)

The Real Pearl Foundation has been working since 1999 for equal opportunities and 
social integration for the poor. It strives for the abolishment of  child poverty and the 
endless cycle of  extreme poverty for the next generation, with the help of  the current 
generation. The foundation works within the ten poorest regions of  Europe, in Hun-
gary’s Northern Great Plain region. Illustration by Renáta Csávás, 14
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INTRODUCTION

The Roma people are the largest and most socially, politically, and economically disen-
franchised minority group in Europe. In Hungary alone, there are 750,000 individuals 
that come from Roma communities. Many of  these people live in Eastern Hungary, 
the poorest region in the country. The Roma are subjected to human rights violations, 
discrimination, and disenfranchisement on both local and national levels. 

The Igazgyöngy Alapítvány (Real Pearl Foundation) is an organization working to-
ward creating a more equitable future for Hungary’s poorest communities, especially 
Roma communities. Their organization takes a unique approach to alleviating the 
suffering that is a result of  extreme poverty and provides opportunities that work to 
break the seemingly endless cycle of  poverty that exists in Eastern Hungary, particu-
larly with Roma communities. 

The goal of  this book is to explore the beauty of  Roma identities in Eastern Hunga-
ry through interviews with Roma speaking on their own terms about their lives, the 
challenges they face and the dreams that they hold for themselves, their families, their 
communities, and their country. Through this book, I hope that each reader will be 
inspired to support Roma causes in Europe, challenge and question pre-conceived 
notions of  the Roma, and celebrate the beauty of  their communities, as well as our 
shared and collective identity as human beings. I hope that we can all embrace the fact 
that, as human beings, we have more to connect us than to divide us. 

This book is a culmination of  nine months of  work with Igazgyöngy Alapítvány, during 
which I interacted and conducted interviews with the community members of  Told 
and Berettyóújfalu, Hungary. The artwork featured in this book are paintings from the 
Roma and non-Roma students that attend the Igazgyöngy art school, a program that 
works to alleviate the trauma of  poverty, one art class at a time. I am grateful for the 
support of  the Hungarian-American Fulbright Commission for allowing me to take 
part in this extraordinary project. 

Together we dream. 

Larissa Peltola  
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SZUNO

In Romani, the traditional language of Roma peoples, 
Szuno translates to “Dream.” For the Hungarian Roma, 
this dream means freedom from cyclical poverty, the 
hope of a better life, and the opportunity to work, 
receive an education, and to become productive and 
respected members of society. This dream has not yet 
been achieved.
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History of the 
Hungarian 
Roma 
The “Roma Question” has plagued 
European lawmakers, governments, 
and the European Union as a whole. 

Organizations like The World Bank, the Open Soci-
ety Foundation, the National Democratic Institute, 
and others have attempted to identify the most press-
ing challenges facing European Roma communities, 
including racism and discrimination, outward vio-
lence and aggression from non-Roma Europeans, and 
social, political, and economic disenfranchisement by 
various European governments. 

The most recent World Bank report on the Roma, 
done in 2015, indicates that over 71 % of  Roma 
households in Europe live in “deep poverty” and the 
odds of  Roma graduating secondary school are less 
than 30% and much lower for Roma women. Further-
more, less than half  of  Roma men are able to find 
steady jobs and less than a quarter of  Roma women 
are able to find steady work. The Decade of  Roma 
Inclusion, led by the European Union, attempted 
to solve these problems. However, still, in 2019, the 
Roma continue to be the most disenfranchised and 
marginalized ethnic group in Europe. 
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Hungarian Roma are an integral part of  Hungarian society and have been since the 
14th century. They worked alongside Hungarian men and women, participated in 
the 1956 revolution and were neighbors and allies to non-Roma Hungarians. Yet, the 
Hungarian Roma were targeted and deported and killed during the Holocaust. 

Today, around 80 percent of  Roma between the ages of  15-64 have not completed 
more than eight years of  primary education, and far more have not attended college 
or university; according to the Budapest Beacon, close to 1 percent of  Roma have 
received a higher education degree. 

As of  2018, nearly 7.5 percent of  the Hungarian population identifies as Roma and 
are still being denied basic citizenship rights. Luckily, there are organizations, indi-
viduals, and groups that are working toward the empowerment of  this marginalized 
population.

Illustration by Letícia Tóth, 13
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MÓNI, 44

What do you think are the biggest misconceptions about the 
Roma community?

As a child I never felt that there is a difference between Gypsies and Non-Gypsies, as 
an adult, I do. I experienced myself  how it feels to be excluded, just because our skin 
has a different color. It’s very difficult to understand that people think immediately of  
us when they see us, because we have a different skin color. That we steal, cheat, lie 
and we don’t work, we don’t like to work. 

In Hungary, this racism is very-very-very widely spread and I don’t understand the 
reason for it. Why are the Gypsies always blamed for everything? Among us there are 
good and bad (people) as well, and also among the Hungarians there are good and 
bad. 

It’s very difficult to talk about it. And I don’t even understand why that is, that if  
anything happens it is always the Gypsies’ fault. It is very difficult to experience. And 
what we could do about it? 

First of  all, they should only judge us after they get to know us. Not all Gypsies are 
bad. There are many Gypsies who like to work, like to raise their children well, would 
like to provide for their children, but the problem is that for Gypsies it is much harder 
to reach that. For us it is even hard to find a job. Because when you go to a job inter-
view, once they see that you are a Gypsy they tell you: “Thank you, the job is already 

I wish for my grandchildren that they should 
never experience this exclusion, and that they 
should learn, that’s how they can become 
somebody. They can only reach their goals if 
they get an education.
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taken.” That’s why it’s so hard for Gypsies to break out from the situation which is 
currently going on in Hungary. 

Also, we Gypsies don’t understand why there is racial discrimination in Hungary. In 
the past, it did not exist. Nobody cared about the color of  our skin. No matter where 
we went…they let us in when I was a child. But now I will tell you a story: When my 
son, Roland went to Romania to go to a disco, he wasn’t allowed in because he was 
Hungarian. Here in Hungary he wasn’t allowed into any discos because he is Gypsy. 
…[He] came home and asked me: ‘Mom, where can we go then? Where would we be 
allowed to go? There they don’t let us in because we are Hungarian, here because we 
are – they don’t say it aloud that we are Gypsies, but we know that’s the reason why 
they are not allowed into bars and clubs.” And what could be done about it? Well… I 
don’t know… what could be done to make them accept us. 

They should get to know the Gypsies, what their culture is, where they come from. 
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How can Non-Roma Hungarians, or the international commu-
nity, help Told and the poorer regions of Hungary?

There are minority laws, but we don’t feel their effects. Even though there are laws 
about what they can do and what they cannot do, those laws cannot be enforced. They 
are not as effective as they should be in my opinion. 

Even though there are laws against it, they can practice exclusion. They do exclude us. 
Even though we have Roma self-governments on national level, they don’t do anything 
to improve our situation either. 

You can hear a lot here in Hungary – I don’t want to go into politics, but we Gypsies 
see that they get a lot of  support from the European Union and they don’t spend it on 
the minorities. We don’t benefit at all from it, we only see that the situation of  us Roma 
is getting worse from year to year. Their livelihood is worse, their circumstances are 
worse, we have to fight harder for our survival. 

In the past – I can only come back to that – my father and my mother used to work, 
and even though we were poor, still our situation was better than that of  Roma children 
today. What do Roma children see today? You are Gypsy, you are stupid, shut up, you 
don’t know. You can’t go into a café for a cup of  coffee, you can’t go in because you 
are Gypsy. 

I don’t see that Hungarian society will do anything to improve the situation of  the 
Roma here in Hungary. On the contrary, they are pushing us even deeper. It’s getting 
harder with every year. 

In my opinion the problem is – not on a political level, but between people – general-

I hope that today ’s generation growing up now 
chooses the path to learn, and it ’s true, it ’s going to 
be hard, and I wish for them not to give up, to fight 
for the goals they had set themselves.
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ization. They generalize Roma. The biggest problem in Hungary is that they lump us 
together, because we are Gypsies. For example, if  a Gypsy does something bad, then 
all Gypsies are one. They don’t say: That Gypsy, but they say THE Gypsies. That’s 
the biggest problem. That they generalize. In their opinions, a Gypsy can only be bad, 
not good. “They don’t like to work, they only like to have many children” and such 
they say about us. 

That’s why I said that first they should get to know us, and then they should talk. They 
shouldn’t just judge us. They could help us the most if  they wouldn’t generalize, I 
think.
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ROLAND, 21

What inspires you the most about living in Told?

I was brought up here. I couldn’t even imagine living somewhere else. 
[My girlfriend and I] had the opportunity to move with our daughter to 
Budapest last summer, but we didn’t go, we changed our minds. This is 
where we feel good. We know everybody, it’s a small village, everybody 
knows each other.

What are the particular challenges that Hungarian 
Roma face today? 

[People] should not lump all Gypsies 
together. Not all Gypsies are bad or 
criminals. Some would really like to 
learn, to study.



17

It’s difficult. In work… well, it is not that hard to find a job as an unskilled worker, 
then most of  the people working there are Gypsies. I used to work a lot like that, most 
people there were Gypsies. But if  you have some more serious school education and 
you are a Gypsy, they would have doubts. When we go into a disco and many of  us 
go, or come together and would like to go somewhere to have fun, they don’t let us 
in. Because we are many…There was a place, when the four of  us went they let us in, 
next time we were more, like over ten, and then they didn’t. Even though we did not 
go in together. They didn’t let us in. They believe that these people are Gypsies, they 
will start a fight. There is prejudice.

How has the Real Pearl Foundation helped Told?

The community programs help a great deal so the people of  Told join together. As 
I have already said before, we think that the briquettes will be very good, too, the 
briquette factory. I think it will be a great success in my opinion, but we need a lot 
of  material, a lot of  straw. A lot. Also, the garden, but we are already used to it. The 
women use the produce for cooking, I think the garden brings not that much profit. 
But the briquettes could gain ground also in other places, people could come to buy 
them from some other places. It is cheap. I think everybody will be using them. It’s 
going to be a lot of  work.
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HAJNALKA, 36 
What does being Roma mean to you? Is your 
Roma identity different than your Hungarian iden-
tity?

There is a difference. The problem is not that you can see the differ-
ence, but rather that people make you feel the difference. For example, 
if  you need a workplace. I have a high school diploma, though I didn’t 
learn a profession, but I wouldn’t be able to go and work at a place 
that would suit me, because they would rather hire a non-Roma than 
let’s say me. There are some people who have prejudices, even though 
they are saying they don’t, but they confront you with them, though 
not openly.

Do you think Hungarian Roma have to sacrifice 
their Hungarian identity? Do you personally have 
to choose between the two?

No. I don’t even want to. Even if  there is such a pressure. Because I 
am who I am, I accept myself  the way I am, God created me like this. 
I don’t want to meet the expectations of  other people or the world. 
This is how I am.

What do you want non-Roma Hungarians and the 
rest of the world to know about your community? 

In bigger places there is a smaller chance of  unity. Here we have unity 
somehow. We don’t look at the colour of  people’s skin, you are this or 
that. In bigger cities – I know it from my own experiences – there is 
disunity. People don’t really care about each other. They walk by each 
other. I can’t express it any better.
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SÁNDOR, 42

I am Sándor Seres, 42 years old. I have five sons, I am of  Gypsy origin. I have been 
working for three years for the foundation. Before that I used to do black work, wasn’t 
officially employed, usually because of  my origin.



21

What do you love about your community?  

I like to work for the foundation and being here in this community where we 
are right now. This community consists more or less of  my friends. We hang out 
together and such. 
 
Do you have a favourite tradition in this community, in the 
Roma community or as a Hungarian?

I like listening to old, authentic Gypsy music, sometimes also singing. 
 

What do you want to say to people who have misconcep-
tions about the Roma community, to the people around 
the world, in the United States, in Europe?
Nowadays we cannot really experience such things, but there were times when 
I could experience it. There was once a place of  work. I went there three times 
a day to get a job there. They hired new people every hour, they didn’t take me 
even once. I would like to say to them that first they should try out the peo-
ple and shouldn’t judge them by their appearance, at work or anywhere else. 
 

What do you hope, for the future of the children in this 
community?
I would like my children to have everything they need, they should be edu-
cated, they should have a higher education than us, so they wouldn’t have 
to struggle quite as much for their daily bread like us. I hope that they will 
have a much better life than mine, or what I can give to my children. 
 

Is there a particular project you think has been the most  
successful for this community?
Yes, there are some. The briquettes will do good to the community. Also the em-
broidery, because everybody can make a bit of  profit with it, the garden. Almost 
everything we do. 
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GYULA, 51
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Do you have particular hopes for the 
Hungarian Roma? 

I wish for a better future where they don’t have to 
work that hard to get the money. I came to realize that 
in the area above Debrecen they look upon the peo-
ple differently. They respect them. If  somebody works 
he earns respect and honor, Gypsies and Hungarians 
alike. People are different there. 

How do you feel the Real Pearl Foun-
dation has been able to support this 
community? 

Aunti Nórika (Nora L. Ritok, founder) helps in many 
things, e.g. when we run out of  gas, or we need to 
buy medication or if  we run out of  money we can ask 
for a loan. The programs help the people living here. 
There aren’t that many people working here, if  they 
cooperate and have fun together, time passes much 
better than if  they become apathetic. 

What do you want non-Roma Hungari-
ans to know about Told? 

People should help the Real Pearl and participate in 
its work. People are not only needed as long as they 
give but also afterwards. If  I ask anybody for some-
thing, e.g. a pencil or a pen and get it, it feels good 
because I feel that I am acknowledged. That they are 
satisfied with my work. 
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ERIKA, 49

What do you like most about living in Told, 
about being Roma and Hungarian? 

I like to live in Hungary, and I am also happy to be able to work 
here, and I don’t deny it: I am Gypsy. When you are a Gypsy it’s 
important to be honest, to work, to have work and the family. To 
raise the children properly. At least that’s what I think.

What does being Roma mean to you? What is 
the Roma identity?

It’s a bit bad to be Gypsy, because wherever you go, people look 
at you much more closely because you are Gypsy. Also at work. 
At the work opportunities. At most places they do. Wherever I 
have worked so far nobody cared about me being Gypsy. I also 
worked in Budapest, in the Rudas medicinal bath. I was the only 
Gypsy there, and people liked me a lot. They really liked me. 
At least with me there have never been any problems at work. 
Being Gypsy never caused me any problems.

What challenges do the Hungarian Roma ex-
perience today? 

I didn’t suffer any disadvantages for being Gypsy at work. They 
liked me just as well. The Hungarians liked me just as well. We 
can’t say it about all Gypsies, because there are different sorts 
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of  Gypsies, just like among the Hungarians. Not all Gypsies are the same. There 
are different sorts of  people also among the Gypsies. I think there are better and 
worse. I think I belong to the better ones. I went to work, I worked everywhere: 
at Lake Balaton. They were offended that I didn’t go back to work for them. 
Wherever I worked I was liked everywhere. I am not just saying that, that’s how 
it really was. I also like to work here, at the foundation. I couldn’t even be without 
work. I am used to work. I have no more little ones, I have three children, big 
children. I can’t be without work. I like working. I like to be busy.

What do you hope for the children of Told? What do you 
hope that they are able to become or what they can make 
of their futures?

They should have a better future than us. We are also poorer. It shouldn’t be for 
them like it was for us when we were children. I am also poor. Sometimes it both-
ers me that I can not give the children the things they need. I can’t help them. 
For example with their housing problems. e.g. my middle son would need a house 
(place to live) now. He’s got two children, but I can’t help them. They are living 
with me. They should have it better than us. But it doesn’t work out. I wish for 
them that things work out for them. 
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[I want for my son] a better future than mine. 
My child should become somebody. 

BETTI, 22
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ANNA, 49

Anna is not Roma but lives in the Roma 
community. 

What is the best part of belonging to the 
community of Told and being Hungarian?

I am Hungarian, but I could be just as well Roma. I am a 
resident of  Told, I was brought up here, that’s why I like to 
be here, my roots are here. If  there would be more possibil-
ities in the village it would be more livable and more people 
would stay here from both the Hungarians and the Roma, 
but those who are here got already used to each other. 

What is your view on the struggles of the 
Roma in Hungary?

Their desire to fit in is a big challenge for them. I think 
they have to work harder to be accepted. They have to do 
twice as much, that’s what they feel, for us it is natural, 
because we were socialized differently… If  [we Hungar-
ians] already trust somebody [we] expect him or her to 
stand up for [us]. They not only stand up for themselves, 
there are moments when they can not stand up for them-
selves, because they don’t find the words, cannot adapt 
as quickly to the situation, that’s why they cannot defend 
themselves. That’s why if  they take you into their trust, 
they expect you to stand up for them. It’s much harder for 
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They should have the possibility to make a living 
within the country. They should be able to start a 
family in peace and safety.

them, I think, mainly in such small communities. Here in 
the village and also elsewhere where I used to work I see 
that it is much harder for them.

Growing up not as Roma did you ever 
experience a time where you felt that 
you held some Roma prejudices and how 
did you overcome them?

I used to go to an elementary school in Keresztes, and the 
mayor of  the village today used to be our head teacher 
back then, Ferenc Barabás, he used to teach us all the 
time that there is no Hungarian child or Gypsy child, 
there are children and that’s it. He really instilled it into 
us, so even if  I don’t like somebody, it’s not because of  his 
origin but of  his behaviour, his attitude or style. 

What do you hope for the futures of the 
Roma and non-Roma children in Told? 

I wish for an easier life for them, they shouldn’t have 
to rack their brains so often like me. They should have 
the possibility to make a living within the country. They 
should be able to start a family in peace and safety with-
out e.g. having to take a loan for a house when starting 
a family, they should be able to provide a livable envi-
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ronment for themselves and their families, they should be 
able to have a job without having to be afraid that oh my 
God! They are cutting jobs! When are we going to get 
fired? I want a normal life for all of  them. 

How did you teach your children to be 
accepting and to not discriminate or 
marginalize other people?

It wasn’t hard, because me and Móni, when our children 
were little, still in kindergarten, have already been in 
touch, because Gypsies and Hungarians played togeth-
er in kindergarten, and I didn’t forbid my children to be 
around her. She didn’t stink, didn’t have any lice, wasn’t 
snotty, wasn’t mangy or anything. I could see that she is 
like anyone else, like any other mother taking care of  her 
children, looking after them, then why should I forbid my 
children to be with her? So they were brought up playing 
together, hanging around together, running away togeth-
er, sometimes they played at our house, sometimes at their 
house, then the relatives came, this and that came, they 
were all together. I can not forbid the children to play 
with each other, they will do it anyway. It doesn’t matter 
that they play in front of  me or do it secretly. They will 
play anyway I think.
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DÁNIEL, 18 
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What inspires you the most about  
belonging to the Hungarian Roma  
community? 

The community gives me a lot, I am surrounded by 
friends, brothers and such. How shall I say? We get along 
well, we have known each other for a long time, so it’s not 
that hard.
 
What do you hope for the community of 
Told?

I would like to keep living here in Told, with time I 
would like to have a house if  I can buy one somehow, I 
would also like to start a family. And what do I hope for 
the community? I want the village to develop, I have no 
problems with friends, because as it befits friends they 
respect and love me, I am surrounded with good friends. 

What does being Roma mean to you? 

For me it’s the same like for all other people, because I feel 
good just like other people do. It’s the same for a Hungar-
ian and the same for a gypsy. Sometimes we just feel well 
differently. For me it’s the same.
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How long have you 
lived in Told? 

I didn’t grow up here, we 
moved to Told 21 years ago. 

At the beginning it was bad, 
because the circumstances 
were bad, there was nothing, 
we didn’t have a house, there-
fore we stayed with my sister-
in-law for a long time. Then we 
had a little house. We bought 
it by taking a loan from the…
bank. 

I like living here, because it’s 
nice to live in this village. No 
matter where you go your heart 
will pull you back here. 

Many people left and then 
came back. The only problem 
is that there is not much here: 
There is no shop, bread is only 
delivered twice a week. 

That’s the worse in this village. 
Nothing else. Otherwise it’s 
good to be here. I like it here.

ANDREA, 41

Do you think there are 
certain misconceptions 
about the Roma  
community?

There are many in this coun-
try. When you watch TV you 
can see many bad things about 
Roma and Hungarians as well. 
They hurt their children, Gyp-
sies and Hungarians alike. 
There are good and bad peo-
ple among the Roma, just like 
among the Hungarians. 

What do you want 
non-Roma Hungarians 
and the world to know 
about this community 
and the Roma in  
Hungary?

That’s a difficult question. I 
don’t know what to say. We 
shouldn’t lump all people to-
gether – there are good and 
bad people. I don’t know how 
to put it. It’s difficult.
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