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Abstract
Based on the analysis of archival material, and combined with ethnographic fieldwork conducted among the Finnish
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activism and mobilisation within the country. Founded in 1906, and initially led by non-Roma Evangelicals, its impact has
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participants within the organisation, and some of the earliest Roma activists were shaped within its midst. Furthermore,
Roma mobilisation in the country continues to have a religious undertone, particularly in the contemporary transnational
humanitarian work conducted by Finnish Kaale missionaries among Roma communities in Eastern Europe. Tracing the
legacy of present-day religious mobilisation among Roma in Finland, as well as Finnish Roma’s active involvement in shap-
ing Roma-projects elsewhere in Europe, is therefore crucial in revealing not only contrasts in how Roma activismmay have
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1. Interwar Roma Emancipation: The Finnish Puzzle?

Whenever discussing processes of Roma civic emancipa-
tion during the interwar period, the countries of Central,
South-Eastern and Eastern Europe are recurrently men-
tioned as key examples of the rise of ethnic conscious-
ness amongRoma, a risewhichwould often be combined
with an expressed sense of their national belonging. The
analysis of this specific regional context is undoubtedly
crucial in our understanding of both past andpresent-day
Roma activism, as these countries appear to have been
at the centre of debates which continue to be relevant to
contemporary Roma mobilisation in Europe. Moreover,
this region appears to have been at the forefront of
conversations concerning the ‘naming’ of Roma/Gypsy

communities, the establishment of Roma/Gypsy organ-
isations, schools and cultural institutions (for Romania,
see Achim, 2007; Matei, 2010a, 2010b) as well as the
focus on the development of Roma/Gypsy-focused na-
tional policies (for the Soviet Union, see Marushiakova
& Popov, 2017, in press). Indeed, one might argue that
such shifts and movements have inspired later develop-
ments both in their own countries and beyond.

However, much less focus has been placed on coun-
tries which may be seen as lying at the ‘periphery’ of
empires, or countries which do not fit the category
of Central, South-Eastern and Eastern Europe. Among
these, Finland constitutes a particularly striking example,
as a nation which had historically been at the crossroads
of state powers (such as the Swedish Empire and Russia)
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and, especially during the interwar period (1918–1939),
striving for the construction of its own national identity,
in the aftermath of its independence fromRussia and the
aftermath of a bloody Civil War.

Within this context, it is interesting to observe how
processes of Romamobilisation have been shaped at the
beginning of the 20th century, and through to the begin-
ning of the Second World War, in Finland. This is primar-
ily so given the important role occupied by the first and
arguably most active Roma organisation in the country,
the Gypsy Mission (Mustalaislähetys; presently Romani
Mission, Romano Missio), founded in 1906. While at its
inception the Gypsy Mission was by no means a classic
type of Roma organisation (namely, it was not led by
Roma), it nevertheless constitutes an important exam-
ple of how an organisation has moved from a histori-
cal position of non-Roma leadership to one which, un-
der a revised name and agenda, is presently led primar-
ily by Roma and focuses its work on Roma in the country.
Furthermore,while its initial aimswere the ‘reaching out’
to the Roma community conducted from a primarily reli-
gious standpoint, it has since moved to a primarily social
work focus. Finally, the GypsyMission, though non-Roma
led, was the first organisation in the country to address
issues of equal rights and equal opportunities for Roma
living in Finland, alongside being among the first in the
world to bring forth the topic of labelling as a means to
address widespread prejudices against this community.

Within this backdrop, this article will analyse the
manifestations of religious and social mobilisation
among Roma in Finland which have taken place within
the frameworks of theGypsyMission,with a focus placed
primarily on the Finnish Kaale (Finnish Romani popula-
tion). A key focus will be placed on the Gypsy Mission’s
initial aims and goals, the Roma members of the organi-
sation, and the ways in which present-day religious mo-
bilisation of Pentecostal Kaale in the country needs to
be understood in the background of a historical focus
on education, evangelisation and social work which have
shaped ‘Roma work’ (Romanityö, or Roma missionary
work) in Finland for over a century. This approach, and
therefore the contribution of this article, is not only rele-
vant but crucial in gaining a better understanding of the
diversity of emancipatory actions which took place dur-
ing the interwar period, therefore contributing not only
to scholarly debates within the field of Romani studies
concerning processes of Roma mobilisation and Roma
activism but also highlighting the active role played by
Roma themselves in the shaping of their own visions of
the future.

Methodologically, the arguments in this article are
based on two key sources of information. The first
one comprises extensive ethnographic fieldwork con-
ducted among the Kaale since 2011, consisting of par-
ticipant observation, living with and among Kaale fami-
lies in Southern Finland, in-depth interviews with Kaale
Pentecostal believers, family histories and life histo-
ries, and participation in the transnational missionary

projects conducted by Kaale missionaries in Central and
Eastern European countries. These are all crucial in un-
derstanding the contemporary transnational character
of their religious and social activism, which may (or may
not) have its own political consequences. The second
source of data informing the arguments of this article
consists of archival materials gathered over the past
two years. These comprise both the contents of the
Gypsy’s Mission main publication (namely, the newspa-
per Kiertolainen), and additional material collected from
and with the aid of the Finnish Literature Society. The
latter materials concern specifically the work of later
activists among the Finnish Kaale (such as Ferdinand
Nikkinen and his son, Reima Nikkinen), alongside that of
key civic Roma organisations in the country (such as the
Romanengo Staggos [Roma Association]), which came
to act almost as a counterpoint to the Mission’s aims:
namely, moving away from the ‘spiritual’ dimension of
the Gypsy Mission’s work, to a more secular one focus-
ing on social activism, non-religious education and im-
proving the image and role of the Finnish Roma within
mainstream Finnish society. The aim is thus to under-
stand both the legacy of theGypsyMission’s work among
later activists in the country and the ways in which the
focus and aim of missionary work currently taking place
among the Finnish Kaale needs to be understood in a
longer historical perspective: as shaped and as shaping
particular imaginaries and visions of the future of Roma
communities, within the language of faith and the dis-
course of Evangelisation.

Before proceeding to the analysis of the material,
some terminological points should be made. Firstly,
whenever using historical sources, and for accuracy pur-
pose, I will maintain the terms used in the material pre-
sented and the cited sources: Roma, Gypsy or Kaale.
However, whenever using contemporary experiences
and in the analysis of the material, I will be using the
term ‘Roma,’ with the exception of the discussion con-
cerning present-day religiousmobilisation,where the dis-
cussionwill be on the ‘Finnish Kaale,’ a termmy interlocu-
tors used for themselves, and a term also found within
the historical sources used for the purpose of this ar-
ticle. Secondly, it should also be noted that while the
‘Roma community in Finland’ has often been portrayed
through an almost homogenising frame (i.e., often re-
ferred to as ‘the’ Finnish Roma), presently there are (and
historically have been) several Roma/Gypsy groups in-
habiting or moving through Finnish lands. These include,
historically, temporary economic migrants from Russia
or other Nordic European countries (cf. Tervonen, 2010,
2012a, 2012b) and, presently, Eastern European Roma
migrants living in cities across the country (Roman, 2014;
Tervonen & Enache, 2017). In this article, however, the
focuswill be exclusively on the Finnish Kaale, whose pres-
ence in the country goes back to the early 16th cen-
tury and the interchanging concepts used (Roma/Kaale
or Gypsy) are grounded in either the ways in which the
term was used in historical sources or the ways in which
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the people I have worked with referred to themselves.
Nevertheless, it is important to stress that they are
not (nor have been) one homogeneous community but,
rather, have always found themselves in interaction with
local majorities and other national Roma communities.

2. A Backdrop to Roma Activism in Finland? The
Inception of the Gypsy Mission and the Shaping of
Social Work

The Gypsy Mission is the first and oldest Finnish organi-
sation to focus exclusively on the country’s Roma popula-
tion. It is interesting to note that while the GypsyMission
was at its inception an eminently ‘external’ project (as in,
run and led primarily by non-Roma), it has changed its
approaches and policies several times, throughout differ-
ent historical periods. An example of this is the move-
ment from the 20th century primary focus on spiritual
Evangelism to the more interventionist policies of the
1950s, and the collaboration with state institutions and
incentives to ‘civilise’ the Roma. Another notable move
was the gradual addition of more Kaale individuals as
actual leaders of the organisation. As such, the first
Roma managing director was Henry Hedman, appointed
in 1996. Connectedly, the change of the name from the
Gypsy Mission to Romani Mission occurred in the same
year, in 1996 (Hedman, 2012, pp. 254–255). While there
is no space to go into detail about these shifts, they mir-
ror broader shifts occurring in the political discourse con-
cerning Roma in the country, specifically in the 1990s,
which argued for a larger participation of Roma in soci-
ety and a recognition of their role as active members of
society (for more, see Hedman, 2012). Yet, as will be ar-
gued throughout this article, Roma were always active
and engaged members of the Gypsy Mission, even when
not in leadership positions. As such, the acknowledge-
ment of their voices, from the onset, needs to be taken
into account when assessing the complex history of the
Gypsy Mission.

Founded in 1906, the organisation’s main aims were
those of conducting a spiritual awakening among the
Kaale in Finland, along with providing social and educa-
tional projects. Alongside these, the organisation also
put an active emphasis on the process of sedentarisa-
tion and the role of children’s education in the social
integration of this community within mainstream soci-
ety. The organisation thus aimed to address, in incip-
ient forms, that which they identified as being both
the spiritual and social ‘needs’ of the Roma community
in Finland and began its work at the initiative of one
person: Oskari Jalkio (1882–1952, born Storbacka, also
known as Oskari Johnsson and sometimes publishing un-
der the pseudonym Andreo Phaal, the latter term mean-
ing ‘brother’ in the Romani language). In fact, Jalkio him-
self was an interesting character, who, alongside his wife

Helmi, is often attributed to being the inspiration be-
hind many of the organisation’s ventures. Born in 1882
in Teerijärvi, Eastern Finland, he was initially affiliated
with the Finnish Free Church, an Evangelical Protestant
movement particular to Finland and also affiliated with a
revivalist, reformist group within the Free Church called
Evangelical Friends. The latter was founded by a friend
of Jalkio, Axel Alfred Skutnabb (Mäkinen, 2014, p. 44;
Tervonen, 2012a, p. 125; Viita, 1967, p. 25). Grounded in
his interest in Roma, Jalkio published several small ma-
terials concerning social structure and folklore, includ-
ing a book of collected Roma songs, many of which had
previously featured in the pages of the Mission’s journal,
Kiertolainen (Jalkio, 1939). Among other things, and be-
yond his interest in Roma, Jalkio was also a devout paci-
fist and a promoter of vegetarianism (Jalkio, 1925).

In terms of its inception, in 1905, a Tampere-based
meeting, to which many Roma from across the country
are said to have attended, led to the foundation of the
idea to establish a ‘Gypsy mission.’ The aim was to fo-
cus on the ‘spiritual and economical salvation of Roma’
in the country and to welcome within its midst mission-
ary workers from all denominations (Viita, 1967, p. 36).
The central location of the organisation would initially
be Tampere, with large tentmeetings and off-spring char-
ters being organised across the country: such as in Viipuri
(present-day Vyborg), Oulu, Helsinki, Sortavala (where a
children’s home was also established), etc.

As mentioned above, the Mission also had its very
own publication avenue: the newspaper Kiertolainen
(translated as Traveller). Kiertolainen was published be-
tween 1907–1929, preceded in 1906 by a Christmas
special issue Maailman kiertäjä (‘World Traveller’). It
is worth mentioning that, unlike the name of the or-
ganisation, which only changed its name in 1990, the
name of the newspaper shifted several times. For ex-
ample, from 1949, its name changed to Vaeltajankansa
(The Wanderer People) and between 1956–1970 it was
changed again to Kotitiellä (Home on the Road). Its cur-
rent name, Romano Boodos (Roma News), was adopted
in 1971.

The first leaders of the Mission were non-Kaale/non-
Roma pastors and evangelists and the majority of active
workers within the Mission (both as evangelists and as
writers for their organisation’s newspaper) were Jalkio’s
friends from the Evangelical Friends movement. The lat-
ter had begun a form of ‘Roma-focused work’ even
before the official establishment of the Gypsy Mission.
Nevertheless, as we will later see, though often seen as
‘silent’ members, the organisation could not have sur-
vived and developed as it did without the aid of key
Roma figureswithin it (such as Sofia Schwartz, Antti Palm,
Herman Korpp).1

One of the most interesting aspects of the Gypsy
Mission, beyond its Evangelical incentives and faith-

1 Beyond the focus on the GypsyMission, recent research in Finland has also highlighted the contribution of Roma to Finnish folklore (Mikkola & Blomster,
2014), with others critically assessing the politics of collecting in Finland (Stark, 2016) and thus challenging previous misconceptions of Roma/Gypsies
as being ‘outside’ of nation-building processes.
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based evangelism, was its focus placed on the topic of
social work, in its various forms: educational, profes-
sional, and the support of those without homes or work.
A clear example of this sort is the first Roma School
(Romanikoulu) to be organised in the country, between
1905–1907, in Viipuri (presently Vyborg, in Russia). Not
only was this a first in terms of its pupils but also in the
fact that of its teacher was a Kaale woman under the
name of Sofia Schwartz (1887–1932).

In fact, Sofia Schwartz (later, Santamo) was one of
the first female teachers (Kaale or not) in early 20th cen-
tury Finland. Shewas also a recurrentwriter for the news-
paper Kiertolainen and supported the Mission in many
of its activities (cf. Schwartz, 1907). Born in Kuivaniemi
(Northern Ostrobothnia), Schwartz graduated from ele-
mentary school in 1905, in Paltamo, where she eventu-
ally met Oskari Jalkio. It was Jalkio who would arrange
her to become a teacher for Roma children in the newly
proposed Viipuri Roma school. After the closing of the
school, Sofia Schwartz would later be employed within
the Sortavala children’s home and was to become an ad-
vocate within the Gypsy Mission for the settlement of
Roma in Finland, which was also a key aspect of the or-
ganisation’s social interventions at the time (for more,
see Rekola, 2010). She died in 1932, at the age of 45, but
continued to be mentioned as a key figure of the Gypsy
Mission in the journal’s publications.

The Roma school in Viipuri, while having a limited
run of two years, was notable in several respects. It
brought forth the issue of education as a key feature
and theme within the Gypsy Mission and made it as
its aim the schooling of Roma children from across the
country. It also gained the support of local authorities.
Nevertheless, the school was a difficult project to keep
alive and soon subsided under other activities of the
Mission. In this respect, worth mentioning is also the
first Romani course, which was organised in Seinajöki
(in Central-Western Finland) in 1906 as well as the first
Roma children’s home, which was organised in Sortavala
between 1910–1918. The latter’s activities died down at
the beginning of the First World War, but the Mission’s
children’s homes continued to be a focus of their ac-
tivities throughout its existence. For instance, Romani
Mission (the re-structured Gypsy Mission) still has un-
der its leadership two children’s homes. While the post-
SecondWorld War period represented a somewhat dark
period in the organisation’s history, specifically in the
1950s (see Grönfors, 2012; Grönfors & Viljanen, 2009;
Tanner & Lind, 2009), when the Gypsy Mission became
affiliated to the state’s incentive to make Roma into ‘bet-
ter’ Finnish citizens, taking Roma children away from
their families to educate themwithin the ‘proper Finnish
moral values’ (see Friman-Korpela, 2014; Pulma, 2006;
Stenroos, n.d.), the focus on children remains a key point
in the organisation’s history.

In many ways, the Gypsy Mission thus clearly aimed
to combine spiritual work (such as tent and religious
meetings organised across the country), with a social di-

mension shaped within their social work. Suffice to say
that such activities were not always uncontroversial, par-
ticularly after the Second World War, when the Mission
became affiliated with state policies aiming to address
the ‘Gypsy question’ in the country, at times by forcibly
removing children from their families. At the same time,
many of the early incentives could not have been suc-
cessful or long-lasting without the aid of Kaale workers
within its midst. While most of the members of the cen-
tral board, at least at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, were non-Roma, Kaale did feature as key members:
both within its activities (such as speakers at local meet-
ings) and as writers/figures within the Mission’s newslet-
ter articles.

Furthermore, while most of the preachers may have
been non-Roma, there were notable exceptions, such as
Antti Palm and Herman Korpp, who acted as speakers
at various religious meetings, or Kr. Fr. Lindström, who
acted as speaker and evangeliser among Roma in differ-
ent localities, and continued to be a key figure within the
pages of Kiertolainen even after the interwar period (see
Lindström, 1913). In addition to this, an interesting de-
velopment occurredwithin one local branch of the Gypsy
Mission’s organisational board, in Viipuri. This particular
charter of the organisation seems to have had, in 1907,
a membership made up of a majority of Roma (see also
Tervonen, 2012a, p. 128). This situation did not last for
long, as the Romamembership gradually decreased, due
both to decreasing financial resources coming from the
central organisation and potential conflicts of interest.
As Tervonen has argued, the reasons, while unclear, may
also lie behind the fact that Jalkio seemed to promote
a religion-first approach to the Mission’s work, as com-
pared to the Viipuri charter’s members’ interest in im-
proving first the social situation of Roma and later bring-
ing in the spiritual dimension (Tervonen, 2012a, p. 128).
Another possible element fuelling disagreements within
this branch may have been the charter’s clear desire
to have a higher level of autonomy and independence,
which may not have been received with open arms by
the centre.

What is clear, however, is that Kaale employees and
workers within the GypsyMission facilitated not only the
reach of the organisation but also, to some extent, its
initial success. The notion of education was especially
emphasised, be it in the organisation of schools and lan-
guage courses or in the setting up of orphanages (for
some articles depicting Kaale member’s own voices and
experiences as presented within the pages of the news-
paper Kiertolainen, see Isberg, 1913; Lindström, 1913;
F. Nikkinen, 1913; Schwartz, 1907). Furthermore, the fo-
cus on children’s education and upbringing was recur-
rently on the cards of the GypsyMission and, later, of the
reconfigured Romani Mission (see ‘Mustalaislähetyksen
r.y. säännöt’, 1927). As can be seen from the present-
day missionary activities of Pentecostal Finnish Kaale
conducting work among Roma communities in Central,
South-Eastern and Eastern Europe countries, education
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and the emphasis placed on children’s upbringing into
a Christian worldview continues to be at the centre
of activities organised with a humanitarian aim. While
this cannot be seen as a direct consequence of the
Gypsy Mission’s work, the continuities (and distinctive-
ness) of present-day religious humanitarianism need to
be understood also by taking into account its histori-
cal configuration.

3. Naming: On Labels and Labelling

Over the past decades, increasing awareness of the
power of labelling seems to have emerged,with Roma ac-
tivists recurrently arguing for a terminological shift (from
‘Gypsy’ to ‘Roma’), in diverse national contexts. While
this may appear to be a post-socialist phenomenon,
in reality, the topic of shifting terminologies has been
predominant since as early as the interwar period (for
Romania, see Matei, 2012). Yet, as will be evident from
this section, this topic may have emerged much earlier,
at the beginning of the 20th century.

In fact, one of the most interesting aspects within
the aims and goals of the Gypsy Mission, as evidenced
in an article published in the first issue of Kiertolainen,
was Jalkio’s pursuit for the change of terminology when
referring to Roma in Finland (Jalkio, 1907, p. 5). Below is
a translated segment of the above-mentionedmanifesto
for a terminological shift:

Kiertolainen’s aim is to avoid the name ‘mustalainen’2

as far as possible. Roma people often say: “It hurts
like cutting with a knife when you hear the name
mustalainen.” So let us avoid that hated name. Let us
use instead the name Romani (not romaani). Roma
themselves use that name. We can use this name be-
cause it is very old and its meaning is so beautiful.
Its origin is in the Sanskrit language ‘dom’ and in the
Roma language, the word ‘rom’ means ‘imies’ =man
(ihminen). We must still keep the name of our organi-
sation ‘Mustalaislähetys,’ for various reasons.

In fact, through this, Jalkio, a non-Roma, may have been
the first within the country (and, perhaps, in the world)
to have pleaded for the terminological shift when refer-
ring to Roma. It is not made clear what or who had first
planted this idea in Jalkio’s mind, but the journal does
indeed continue to use the term ‘romani’ throughout,
with some exceptions (when translating poems or refer-
ring to a shift in lifestyle choices). Roma writers within
the journal also used this particular terminology and,
later, some mainstream media would also incorporate
this format, whenever referring to the Gypsy Mission’s
activities. In addition to the term ‘Romani,’ the term
‘Kaale’ was also used, grounded once again in Jalkio’s ini-
tial argumentation:

Besides the name ‘romani’ we can also use the name
‘kaalo’ (black, mustalainen).3 ‘Romani’ is the clean,
unstained name inherited from forefathers and is an
ancient name, but ‘kaalo’ (pl. kaale, kaaleita) is the
stained name, which describes the appearance or
state of being of Roma people. It means the same as
‘mustalainen,’ but the difference is that hearing the
word ‘kaalo’ does not hurt Roma as much as hearing
the word ‘mustalainen.’ So if we want to find a corre-
sponding name for ‘mustalainen,’ let us use the word
‘kaalo,’ otherwise let us use the word ‘romani.’

While the Mission continued to keep the word ‘Gypsy’
in its title, the journal nevertheless began a shift in
terms of the use of labels and influenced the subse-
quent usage of both terms. Through this, GypsyMission
was not only a precursor to present-day debates but
may have begun the shift in the first place. Given that
the other well-known attempts to shift the terminol-
ogy are those in Romania (primarily in Roma-led news-
paper publications of the 1930s), this first issue of
Kiertolainen is a crucial manifestation of the long history
of this debate.

4. From the Silence of the Interwar to the Criticism of
the Postwar: The Emergence of the Roma Civic
Movement in Finland

One of the striking elements concerning the process of
interwar Roma mobilisation in Finland, especially when
compared to Central, South-Eastern and Eastern Europe
countries (such as Romania and Bulgaria), where the in-
terwar was the period with the strongest Roma/Gypsy
emancipation movements, is the apparent ‘inactivity’
or ‘silence’ concerning similar processes taking place in
Finland at the time. This is particularly so, given the
context in which a focus on Roma religious mobilisation
seems to have been a strong feature in the country, long
before 1918.

This situation is grounded in the particular histori-
cal and social context of Finland between 1918–1938,
a country battling in the aftermath of the Civil War, a
period characterising Finland’s transition from being a
Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire to becoming an inde-
pendent state. It was also a period within which Finland
was strugglingwith an economic recession, country-wide
starvation and a struggle to create a sense of unity in the
followup of a bloody internal conflict, which had torn the
country apart and separated the ‘reds’ from the ‘whites.’
The latter two terms are often used to refer to the two
sides of the 1918 Finnish Civil War: namely, the Finnish
Socialist Worker’s Republic, the ‘reds,’ who sought to es-
tablish a socialist Finnish Republic, and its opposition, the
‘whites,’ or the refugee government, whose aim was to
stop the ‘reds’ from gaining political power.

2 The only English equivalent for ‘mustalainen’ would be Gypsy, though the meaning in Finnish points to the colour of the skin, and would literally be
translated as ‘dark-skinned’ or ‘black-skinned.’

3 ‘Kaalo,’ like ‘mustalainen’ would also mean ‘black,’ but it is a translation from Romani language, rather than Finnish.
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For this reason, it is crucial to understand the man-
ifestations of Roma emancipation (or, in this case, mo-
bilisation) in its broader context, by focusing specifically
on elements which may have shaped it. Furthermore,
contributing to this may have been the fact that in
1931, Oskari Jalkio, had moved with his family to Haiti,
to conduct missionary work (Tervonen, 2012a, p. 138;
Viita, 1967, p. 118). During this time, the activities
of the Mission vastly decreased. Some ‘Roma Days’
(Romanipäivät, or Roma celebration days) continued to
be held, the best known being the one in Keuuru, but
the number of publications of the Gypsy Mission and
the number of events greatly diminished until after the
SecondWorld War. Finally, the post-war context became
known as one of the darkest in the history of the organ-
isation, when many of the activities of the Mission be-
came more clearly tied with state incentives to ‘civilise’
Roma in Finland and transform them into ‘acceptable’
Finnish citizens (see, for instance, Friman-Korpela, 2014;
Pulma, 2006).

In fact, the Gypsy Mission was never without its crit-
ics but a counter-pointmovement came to be crystallised
specifically after the end of the SecondWorld War when
previous members affiliated with the Mission became
some of its most outspoken critics. A key example of this
was Ferdinand Nikkinen, a well-known Roma activist in
the post-war context and the founder of the first civic
Roma organisation in the country, Romanengo Staggos.
He is also known for the critical standpoint he had taken
against the Gypsy Mission.

Yet, his activities had not always been completely
detached from those of the Mission. Nikkinen had writ-
ten a short article in the journal Kiertolainen as early as
1913, arguing for the settlement of Roma in Finland (an
issue of concern also for the Gypsy Mission) and against
the following of particular traditions (such as clothing),
which he saw as hindering Roma’s possibility of advanc-
ing within Finnish society. Below is a translation of some
segments of this key article:

Forgive me, that I dare to tell my opinion of how we
could rise to the level of the civilized people. I do not
knowwhy our forefathers had towander along the vil-
lage roads. Roma of our time have inherited wander-
ing from their parents. In general, Roma are persistent
to keep their traditions. Good followers of traditions!
It sounds lovely, but we should not admire these tra-
ditions, because our fathers have left usmany bad tra-
ditions. There are, naturally, also many good things—
for instance, our own language and nationality. If we
retain our parents’ way of life, our children will suf-
fer from a similar misery and be despised by other
people. Because of our bad habits, other nations de-
spise us. This curse is a big burden on our shoulders.
To remove this curse, we must leave aside our forefa-
thers’ inheritance—give upwandering, deceiving peo-
ple in the selling of horses and in future-telling also.
Let us ask for God’s power that we could leave our

bad habits and learn good habits instead. We ought
to leave wandering and live in one place. We ought
to leave begging and start to work, to leave deceiv-
ing and to be honest. We ought to leave superstition
and believe in God. As we believe in God, we’ll win
everything good….Our and our children’s happiness
depends on us. Let us not waste our time with van-
ity. I have heard people say: ‘We have tried to teach
Roma to know God but they do not care.’ Let us take
Jesus to our hearts. He also gives us civilization. I have
heard that many Roma children have forsaken a good
offer. People have promised to pay for their educa-
tion, but they have refused. If somebody offered this
possibility to us, we would have accepted it with joy.
We, who are a part of Roma youth, let us look at life
with greater hopes. Let us not be content with misery.
Let us strive for a better life. Let us throw away that
which bind us to misery. Homelessness is the great-
est curse in the world. A home—even a small one, can
protect us from the storms of theworld. Forwhat lives
a person, who does not know, where to sleep the fol-
lowing night? A wanderer does not know how lovely
it is to work for a good life. (F. Nikkinen, 1913, p. 15)

While much of Nikkinen’s focus in this article seemed
to be aligned with the aims of the Mission—especially
the topics of children’s education and that of
sedentarisation—(for similar concerns in other countries,
seeMarushiakova & Popov, in press), two editorial notes
highlighted already then a potential emerging conflict.
In fact the two notes seemed to disagree with some key
points that Nikkinen put forth. Below is a translation for
the two notes:

Editor says: We disagree as to dresses and colours.
They are a nice variation in our stiff fashion. It is not
necessary to follow the fashion madness of our time.

The morality nowadays is worse than that of Roma
people.Wedo not advise Roma youth to admire it. Let
us follow Christ’s morality. (F. Nikkinen, 1913, p. 15)

It is unclear why or howNikkinen’s views shifted towards
an opposition of the Mission itself but it is certain that,
after the Second World War, he became an outspoken
critic of the organisation, its projects and its approach.
Interestingly, in addition to this, and despite his refer-
ences to God in the above-mentioned article, as well as
the emphasis placed on the role of spiritual awakening
and faith in the potential uplifting of Roma in the coun-
try, Nikkinen became an outspoken atheist. It remains,
however, unclear how the two elements are connected.
In fact, neither his son, Reima Nikkinen (who, in 1967,
would go on to establish the Finnish Gypsy Association),
nor others who had known him could elaborate on the
reasons for the shift, other than Nikkinen’s increased in-
terest in reading mainstream literature, a manifested de-
sire to help the Roma community in the country out-
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side of a religious discourse and a general curiosity for
the world (R. Nikkinen, 2000, 2012). Furthermore, at
the same time as Nikkinen moved away from the Gypsy
Mission, he also became a critic of the lack of Roma
voices within it (specifically the lack of Roma as board
members) and, in 1946, he sent a letter to theMinistry of
Interior, in which he collected 364 signatures from Roma
men, asking the state for a more active involvement of
Roma in matters that pertained to their own community
(see Pulma, 2006, p. 166; see also Friman-Korpela, 2014;
Stenroos, n.d.). While this letter did not lead to many
changes at the time, in 1953Nikkinen did successfully set
up Romanengo Staggos, which later influenced thewider
Roma civic movement in the country (cf. Friman-Korpela,
2014). Thus, though Romanengo Staggoswas short-lived,
it was nevertheless the precursor to a longer-lasting civic
organisation, the Finnish Gypsy Association, founded in
1967, which continues to be active until present-day, un-
der the name of the Finnish Roma Association. The latter
constitutes a notable and important present-day Roma
organisation in the country, making their contributions
also within the field of policy work and policy implemen-
tation inmatters pertaining the Finnish Roma community
(for more, see Stenroos, n.d.).

In other words, the shape and discourse of present-
day civic activism among Roma in Finland was, and con-
tinues to be, in connection (even when in contrast) to
that of the religious organisation that shaped it: Gypsy
Mission and, presently, Romani Mission. This is espe-
cially clear when looking at Nikkinen’s move from a sup-
porter of the Gypsy Mission, to one of its most fervent
critics, as well as his continued efforts to work in sup-
port of the Finnish Roma community, outside of the
Mission’s activities. At the same time, the Gypsy Mission
seems to have provided both space and means for fu-
ture Roma civic activists to become politically and so-
cially active, even when in opposition to the Mission it-
self (for before 1918, see Tervonen, 2012a, p. 132). In
other words, by providing not only space within its of-
ficial publication, Kiertolainen, but actively encouraging
Roma writers to submit their experiences and thoughts
for broader dissemination, theMission created space for
the shaping of a Roma intellectual elite, some of which
would later become its very own critics. As such, along-
side Nikkinen, other critical voices would later come also
in the shape of Roma artists, writers, musicians and so-
cial workers, who had previously been pupils in some of
the Mission’s former children’s homes or who had pre-
viously had some form of affiliation with the Mission
(cf. Grönfors, 2012; Grönfors & Viljanen, 2009; Roman,
2018a; Tanner& Lind, 2009). Through this, and in the con-
text of a long-lasting critical re-assessments of its previ-
ous projects, the Gypsy Mission’s influence on the shape
of Roma mobilisation in the country cannot be denied,
either in its attempts to combine a religious and a social
dimension to their work or in their shaping of future crit-
ics of its activities.

5. From Christian Mission to Transnational
Humanitarianism: The Continuities and Discontinuities
of Religious Work among Roma in Finland

Throughout my fieldwork with Pentecostal Finnish Kaale,
I have beenmade well-aware of the importance not only
of figures such as Oskari Jalkio in the religious life of my
interlocutors but also of the legacy of the GypsyMisson’s
early work on the shape of present-day Kaale mission-
ary movements. Furthermore, theMission’s current pub-
lication, Romano Boodos, is a regular presence in Kaale
believers’ homes and one of the most recurrent topics
of conversation among Pentecostal Kaale is that of faith
and missionary work. That is to say, Pentecostal Kaale
are not only preoccupied with the state of their indi-
vidual believer’s lives but are actively involved in shar-
ing that faith with others. This is done both nationally,
within Finland, and transnationally, through the medium
of Roma-focused religious humanitarian projects they or-
ganise in Eastern European countries.

In fact, among the Pentecostal Kaale missionaries
I have worked with, at least three such missionary
projects are active in Romania alone, two of which be-
gan in 1990, soon after the fall of the Communist Regime
in the country (for more, see Roman, 2018b). These
projects, often led by Finnish Kaale believers (at times
jointly with non-Kaale Pentecostal members of their con-
gregations), were conducted specifically among Roma
communities abroad, rather than among impoverished
communities more broadly. Oftentimes, this type of re-
ligious humanitarianism, grounded in the discourse of
Pentecostal evangelism, was linked to a perceived need
for social actionwithin the countries thatwere beingmis-
sionised, which were seen as needing development and
social intervention. This was grounded in, on the one
hand, the evangelical ethics of missionary work so com-
mon among Evangelical communities more broadly (see
Elisha, 2011; Kwayu & Stambach, 2013; Malkki, 2015)
and, on the other hand, the stated necessities of reach-
ing out to other Roma communities, in other countries.
In a sense, this was a form of both ‘missionary work,’ ‘so-
cial work,’ and ‘Roma work.’

Most importantly, in all the projects that I came
across, the emphasis was unequivocally placed on the
issue of ‘development’ and education of Roma children
within missionised settlements. Likewise, the notion of
children as ‘the future’ of Roma communities was a re-
current theme within all of these missionary projects
(cf. Roman, 2018b, 2019). Moreover, while each project
would have their specific focus, all of them argued for the
necessity of ensuring that the missionised Roma commu-
nities attained an equal footing within their majority soci-
ety and the access to themeans for achieving that. In that
sense, though shaped in the languageof Evangelism, a dis-
course of modern-day emancipation lay grounded in the
emphasis placed on education. For them, that access was
seen as being granted by the upbringing of children, as a
pathway to shaping a different life for their community.
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Some of the most common means of approaching
and achieving these goals were also reminiscent of the
early projects of the Gypsy Mission in Finland: such as
setting up day-centres for children, food cantines, pre-
school facilities within the missionised areas, the train-
ing of local pastors, etc. Through this, present-day reli-
gious mobilisation among Roma in Finland attained not
only a transnational dimension but re-approached the
topic of children’s future (and, more broadly, the future
of the Roma community itself) through the discourse
of economic and social development. Though in distinct
ways, these were also pivotal in the initial stages of the
Gypsy Mission.

Nevertheless, the present-day manifestations of
Kaale missionary work attain new meanings and dimen-
sions, having gone from a primarily Roma-focused/non-
Roma led movement, which aimed at bringing up the so-
cial status of Roma in Finland, to a Roma-focused/Roma-
led transnational engagement, shaped in the language
of modern-day developmentalism. While that which
brings them together are the focus on social inclusion
and economic development, the main actors engaging
in the leadership of these projects are no longer non-
Roma evangelists but, rather, Kaale missionaries from so-
called ‘developed’ Western countries, conducting their
work among impoverished Roma communities in Eastern
Europe. Through this, the future of these projects and
the role they will eventually play in shaping a form of
transnational Roma identity among its protagonists pro-
vide interesting and fruitful grounds to understand the
complexity and diversity of ‘emancipation’ and ‘mobili-
sation’ processes, from both a historical and a contem-
porary perspective.

For this reason, this article aimed to highlight the
necessity for both a historical and national contextu-
alisation of the shapes that Roma mobilisation(s) may
take, wherein Finland provides an important additional
example, especially when compared to Roma/Gypsy
emancipation movements in other European countries
(Marushiakova & Popov, 2017, in press; Matei, 2010b).
This, I believe, invites further reflection on the con-
tinuities and discontinuities between early emancipa-
tory movements and present-day forms of Roma ac-
tivism.Most importantly, it also highlights the active role
Roma/Gypsies/Kaale have always played in the history
of social mobilisations in their respective countries, as
agents and protagonists of their own lives and as actively
contributing to shaping the future of their communities.
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