
21 I JAARGANG   45  NUMMER  2  I  ZOMER 2011

Changes  in  the  Image  of  ‘Gypsies’  in  Slovakia  and  Hungary  after  the                     
Post-Communist  Transition

Mátyás Binder

Roma

In the present paper I attempt to outline 
the image that non-Gypsies carry about 
Gypsies in the economic, social, political 
and ‘transitional’ context of two post-com-
munist Eastern-European countries. My 
point of departure is that while under state 
socialism the Gypsies mainly represented 
a deprived social stratum, in the new sys-
tem they came to be defined as an ethnic 
group or a people. We shall see that these 
assumptions are so simplistic that they can 
hardly be considered valid at all.

My aim is not a systematic comparison of 
the ‘Gypsy policy’ of the two countries in 
the state socialist and the post-communist 
era but to examine the new and old ele-
ments of the image or rather images of 
Gypsies as they were embedded in the 
context of the post-communist transition. 
Because the issue at hand is complex by 
nature, my approach is a combination of 
the relevant results and methods of history, 
sociology, social psychology and cultural 
anthropology.

‘Homogenous and double’ Images 
of the Gypsies

There are two crucial dichotomies that have 
existed for centuries and need to be poin-
ted out when speaking about the image of 
Gypsies as seen by the non-Gypsies. One is 
how the category of ‘Gypsies’ seen as a ho-
mogenous group from the outside1, is ac-
tually highly heterogeneous; and the other 
is whether Gypsies are to be defined on the 
basis of ethnicity, race, social standing or a 
way of life. The images of Gypsies as they 
appear in the various relevant dimensions 
(state politics, academic research, every-
day interaction, media/the public) differ 
widely partly because this group of people 
is exposed ather helplessly to the defini-
tions provided from the outside1, since the 

image that non-Gypsies hold about Gypsies 
is always modified according to the shifts 
of focus and self-interest of ‘the whites’.2

The name ’Gypsy’ constructed by non-
Gypsies3 refers to groups of varying lan-
guage, culture and identity only some of 
whom call themselves Gypsy, while the 
others denote their own communal identity 
by ethnonyms of their own such as ‘Roma’, 
‘Zhitan’, ‘Manus’, ‘Sinto’, ‘Kalo’, ‘Bo-
yash’.4 In 2003 the distribution of Gypsies 
according to mother tongue in Hungary 
(based on a representative sociological sur-
vey) was the following: 86.9% Hungarian; 
4.6% Boyash (Romanian); 7.7% Gypsy 
(Olah Gypsy, i.e. Romani).5 In Slovakia, 
in terms of mother tongue there are Slo-
vak Roma (szlovacsike romu); Hungarian 
Roma (ungrike roma) and so-called Olah 
Roma (vlasike roma).6

This multiplicity is the result of adapting 
to varying circumstances which is hardly 
surprising in the case of a ‘Diaspora type’ 
people.7 The concept of Diaspora includes 
notions of a common place of origin and a 
(former) shared social consciousness. This 
role is played, in the case of the Gypsies, 
by India.

There are two things I would like to note in 
the context of India. Although the majority 
of researchers accept that Gypsies origi-
nate from India, some Gypsy communities 
have traditions of ethnic history which do 
not contain references to India as the an-
cient homeland.8 It is a different question 
that for the Roma on the way to becoming 
a nation India as the land of origin plays 

an important legitimising role9 and thus 
the concept is becoming ever more widely 
known among the Roma.10 

Speaking of the Indian origin, the idea 
also emerges to define Gypsies as a social 
stratum (rather than an ethnic group). Ac-
cording to a British researcher the theory 
of the purely Indian origin of contempo-
rary Gypsies is untenable. He believes that 
the majority of the ancestors of England’s 
Gypsies were Gadjo,11 who had drifted to 
the peripheries of society at the time of the 
disintegration of feudalism and, in order to 
survive, adopted a migrant way of life.12 
Similar processes probably took place in 
Eastern Europe too, but available data do 
not allow for more than setting up hypothe-
ses.13 At any rate, perceiving the Gypsies 
as a multi-ethnic social group characterised 
by a particular way of life is something that 
also has its traces in 17th century Hungary. 
A Jesuit scholar wrote the following in a 
book published in 1691: ‘(…) the lowly 
and migrant people of the Gypsies (…) are 
nothing other than a gang of thieves and a 
hoard cheats and work-avoiders who had 
gathered together from not very distant, in-
deed neighbouring nations.’14

18th and 19th century sources from a Hun-
garian market town prove that, through a 
process of differentiation in wealth, some 
land-owning Gypsies managed to be-
come Gadjo (or neo-colonus in Latin), 
while impoverished Gadjoes ‘became’ 
Gypsies.15

In practice, images of Gypsies as an ethni-
cally defined category and as a social sta-
tus existed in parallel with each other. In 
some 18th century Hungarian sources16 the 
concept of the Gypsy appears in an ethnic 
dimension. In Latin texts the terms natio 

Images about Gypsies are both 
changing and perennial, and range
between the two ideal typical poles 

of an ethnic/racial and a social
definition.
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and gens are used while in Hungarian they 
are referred to as a nemzet or nemzetség, 
meaning nation, people. In this case, being 
a Gypsy is an ethnic identity, belonging to 
a nation.

In another group of sources the concept of 
the ‘Gypsy’ appears in a social dimension. 
In Latin sources we read of conditio (social 
status) and professio (occupation, source of 
livelihood). In this case, being a Gypsy is a 
particular social condition.17 Which of the 
two definitions comes into play depends on 
the historical situation and also the kind of 
discourse in which ‘the Gypsy’ happens to 
appear. For instance, the common verna-
cular reference to Gypsies in 15th-17th c. 
Hungary is primarily to do with lifestyle, 
while literary references imply an ethnic 
definition.18

Such duality in the image of the Gypsies 
naturally also surfaces in modern academic 
research. Sociologists and cultural anthro-
pologists argue whether in the context of 
Gypsies we should speak of a culture of 
poverty19 or an ethnic culture and whether 
their predicament is aptly described by 
the concept of the underclass adapted in a 
structuralist version to the Eastern Euro-
pean situation.20 Even the basic question 
of ‘who is a Gypsy’ is debatable.21 Is it 
someone who was classified with the rank 
of the Gypsies by non-Gypsies on the ba-
sis of some sort of an image held by the 
latter22 or is it someone who has a Gypsy/
Roma identity? We may well feel that only 
the latter definition is adequate, but this is 
no use if in fact    external classification, ca-
tegorisation also remains effective.23 This 
is well illustrated by a statement by Ian 
Hancock, a figure who played an important 
part in the international Roma movement 
and the cultural-symbolical effort of Gypsy 
nation-building: ‘…the common factor now 
being an awareness not of what we are, but 
of what all of us are not: Romanies are not 
gadže or non-Romani people.’24

In my approach, which is based on the 
theory of constructivist ethnicity25, Gyp-
sy/Roma communities are seen as social 
groups with an independent ethnic identity 
and culture the boundaries and cultural ele-
ments of which may change in response to 
shifts in economic, social or political con-
ditions. Accordingly, these communities 

(and even the single individuals) may be 
on different levels26 of acculturation.27

Stereotypes and Racism

Members of the heterogeneous category 
of Gypsies are permanently influenced by 
the unified (and usually negative) image of 
Gypsies carried by non-Gypsies. Particu-
larly powerful in this process are stereoty-
pes which create and preserve such images 
of the Gypsies. In the following section I 
attempt briefly to summarise the historical 
and theoretical frames of these stereotypes.

After the end of the 16th century a gro-
wing number of scholarly historical works 
appeared in Europe which contained those 
stereotypes, prejudices and platitudes 
about Gypsies which are still predominant 
today.28 ‘Adapting each other’s negative 
opinions and descriptions, 16th to 18th 
century authors kept trying to prove from 
time to time that hostility, persecution of 
the Gypsies and even the intention to ex-
terminate them were legitimate.’29 This 
highlights two things with regard to pre-
judices and stereotypes about the Gypsies: 
the responsibility of scholarship30 and the 
function of stereotypes.

Heinrich Grellmann’s work ‘Die Zigeu-
ner’ from 1783 summarised the acade-
mic knowledge of the age, but it also de-
termined the way in which they thought 
about Gypsies in the 19th century and can 
thus be made responsible for the spreading 
of negative stereotypes.31 Early ethnogra-
phers who studied the ‘national character’ 

of Gypsies rationalised the image accor-
ding to which the Gypsy is a contemptible 
people or race with an inherent criminal 
proclivity.32 Such a role played by acade-
mics is barely a surprise since they operate 
embedded in the social milieu of informa-
tion manufacturers.33

Modern social science also lacks a ‘uni-
fied and objective’ notion of the Gypsy. 
Different theoretical schools offer us, 
for example, evolutionist, diffusionist 
and culturologist images of Gypsies34 or 
from a methodological point of view we 
can speak of essentialist or structuralist 
or, from a political perspective, about a 
‘deviancy-oriented’, a descriptive and an 
emancipatory approach.35 The image cre-
ated about ‘the other’ always plays an im-
portant role in social groups forming their 
self-image. These images of the other are 
based on prejudices and stereotypes which 
are a ‘natural’ part of the everyday life of 
the group and the individual.36

Stereotyping has both individual and so-
cial functions. Individual functions are 
mostly to do with evaluating – our own va-
lue becomes highlighted when contrasted 
with others. As early as 1922 Walter Lipp-
man emphasised the role of self-justificati-
on: ‘Stereotypes are bastions that protect 
the position we occupy in society.’37 The 
social function of stereotypes is mostly to 
legitimise the status, value and actions of 
the in-group by devaluing and condem-
ning other groups. Perhaps the best known 
process of this kind is the appointment of 
‘scape-goats’.38
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According to researchers who examine 
ideological functions, stereotypes serve ‘to 
explain the poverty or disempowerment of 
certain groups or the success of others in 
such a way as to make these differences 
appear legitimate, indeed, natural’.39 The 
emergence of negative stereotypes about 
the in-group40 and the social consensus 
regarding stereotypes is explained by the 
theory of system justification.41

Besides ethnically or socially based ste-
reotypes, Gypsy people often have to face 
an ‘aggravating factor’ – racist prejudice. 
The ideas of racism and white supremacy 
are inseparable from a justification of white 
dominance over people with any other skin 
colour and the notion of science held by 
modern discourse.42

On the level of definition, racism means 
‘to regard with suspicion, indeed disdain, 
persons whose physical characteristics 
and culture are different from our own’.43 
Its ‘true face’ is that it arbitrarily projects 
a highly potent moral and psychological 
background behind a visual reality obser-
vable by anyone and then drives people to 
believe that this psychological construct 
is a biologically based reality.44 Since the 
majority of the Roma have darker skin 
than their non-Gypsy compatriots, we can-
not wonder if some consider those Gypsy 
children lucky who have light coloured 
skin (and a non-Gypsy sounding name)…

The Image of the Gypsy under State 
Socialism

In a 1973 article entitled ‘An ethnic group, 
a race or a stratum?’ contributions to the 
concept of ‘the Gypsies’ Hungarian socio-
logist Zsolt Csalog wrote that officially the 
Gypsies are a social category; viewed from 
the perspective of the Gypsies it is an exis-
ting, accepted category where the social 
category dominates, while in the opinion 
of the non-Gypsy general public this is pri-
marily and increasingly a racial category.45 
After a brief historical introduction we are 
going to talk about the ‘official’ Gypsy 
image of state socialism (i.e. that which 
manifests itself in state politics) and its 
‘everyday’ counterpart. 

The Gypsy population living in the area of 
contemporary Hungary and Slovakia were 
largely in the same position until the end of 
WW I. According to a Gypsy census held 
in historical Hungary46 in 1893, there were 
roughly 280 thousand Gypsies living in the 
area of the country, accounting for 1.8% of 
the population. Although the census was 
ordered by the Minister of Home Affairs 
in the context of the question of settling 
migrant Gypsies, only 8938 such migrants 
were found, along with 20,406 ‘semi-mi-
grant’ and 243,432 settled Gypsies.47

The above mentioned survey also revealed 
that 82% of active age Gypsies worked, 
most of them as agricultural labourers but 
a significant number were occupied in the 
two most common ‘Gypsy trades’: there 
were 17 thousand Gypsy musicians and 
13 thousand Gypsy blacksmiths in the 
country.48

According to calculations based on this 
census, in 1893, there were 65 thousand 
persons thought of as Gypsies living in 
the area of today’s Hungary and 40-42 
thousand in the territory of contemporary 
Slovakia.49 (According to other sources 
there were only 36 thousand living in the 
Slovakian parts, and only 600 of them 
pursued a migrant form of life.)50 Beyond 
general economic and social difficulties,51 
the life of Hungarian Gypsy musicians was 
also affected particularly unfavourably by 
the changes that affected the national bor-
ders after the Trianon Treaty, owing to their 
special position.52 In the new Czechoslo-
vakian state there was no demand for their 
music, therefore many of them moved to 
Hungary, causing an over-supply of such 
music.

In Czechoslovakia in the Czech parts 
(Bohemia, Moravia and Silezia) they first 
applied a ‘Western exclusive’ policy re-
garding the Gypsies, while in less well 
developed Slovak areas they enjoyed the 
more ‘accepting’ attitude characteristic of 
the Eastern European region.53 One conse-
quence was that in the Eastern part of the 
new state, as we saw above, there were 
mainly settled Gypsies living while in the 
Western, Czech parts the remaining Gyp-
sies were few in number and pursued a mi-
grant form of life.

Although the majority of Czech Gypsies 
were actually killed during the Roma ho-
locaust, the image of the Nomadic Gypsy54 
continued to exist. This is reflected in the 
serious of projected measures (including 
labour camps, ‘reform’ camps and criminal 
centres) which were intended, often with a 
racist edge, after WW II, to counter the in-
flux of ‘nomadic’55 Gypsies who arrived in 
the Czech area from Slovakia in search of 
work. Eventually the only thing that went 
into practice was the census surveying the 
Gypsy population which then fundamen-
tally questioned the justification of planned 
anti-Roma measures. It became clear that 
the majority of the 16 thousand Gypsy im-
migrants from Slovakia worked, while the 
rate of what was called ‘incorrigible aso-
cial elements’ did not reach 1%.56 All of 
this happened before the communist take-
over of 1948.

The Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU) did not consider the Gypsies as an 
independent nation or ethnic group because 
they did not meet ‘Stalin’s criteria’.57 The 
general ‘Roma image’ reflected the position 
of the CPSU which considered the Gypsies 
a backward segment of the society ‘which, 
as a result of its historical past, lifestyle 
and habits, and backwardness in all areas 
is slower and more difficult to integrate 
into society’.58 It must be added instantly 
that this image is far from homogeneous in 
space or time – for example the 1974 con-
stitution of Yugoslavia accorded the Gyp-
sies the status of a national minority.59

In Czechoslovakia the Gypsies were de-
prived of their status as a national minority 
in 1948.60 After a controversial period, in 
1958 the Czechoslovakian Communist 
Party Central Committee passed a ruling 
‘on the work to be done among the Gypsy 
population’ which, through its tasks and 
objectives, ushered in the period of for-
ced assimilation of Gypsies which was to 
last till 1970. According to the ruling ‘we 
must reject the ambitions of certain cultu-
ral workers to construct an artificial Gyp-
sy literary language and literature out of 
the earlier dialects and to create Gypsy 
schools and classes with Gypsy as the lan-
guage of education’. They saw these ambi-
tions as further undesirable boosts to the ef-
forts of the Roma to isolate themselves and 
as a means of delaying their re-education.61
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Ethnographic research regarding the Gyp-
sies began in Slovakia in the 1950’s, ho-
wever, the picture of the Gypsies which 
it created was unable to over-write that 
propagated by the state. In 1961 an ideo-
logical manual was published under the 
title Cikánská otázka v ČSSR (The Gypsy 
Question in the Czechoslovakian Socialist 
Republic) which debated the existence of 
the Gypsy ethnic group, its language and 
culture.62 The perception of the Gypsies 
as a backward group of society only chan-
ged to a moderate extent as a result of the 
events of 1968. At the time of the Prague 
spring an organisation called the Roma 
Association was created which was able 
to function for four years, under powerful 
state control. The publication of a periodi-
cal called Romano Lil63 was also permit-
ted until 1977. After this brief detour the 
pressure to assimilate remained powerful 
throughout the 1970’s and 80’s.

In Hungary the situation was not as clear-
cut. Although the Gypsies were not granted 
the status of a national minority, in 1957, 
under supervision by the state, they were 
allowed to start creating their own organi-
sations under the auspices of the Cultural 
Association of Hungarian Gypsies. Aims 
of the organisation included promoting the 
Gypsy literature and language in order to 
eradicate prejudice. Later, however, the 
government moved toward an assimilative 
policy and the Party Resolution of 1961 
declared that ‘The Cultural Association 
of Hungarian Gypsies(…) is not suited to 
play a significant role in the re-education 
of the Gypsy population. (…) Our policy 
regarding the Gypsy population has to be 
based on the principles that despite certain 
ethnographic characteristics it still does 
not represent a national minority’.64

In Hungary, contrary to other Eastern-Eu-
ropean countries, the authorities supported 
Gypsy research. In the sociological writing 
that was produced as a result, a growing 
number of scholars emphasised that ‘the 
culture of the Gypsies is more than a cul-
ture of poverty – it is essentially an ethnic 
culture which expresses its identity and its 
separate social standing through cultural 
and symbolic means alike’.65

Perhaps it was the results of these findings 
that were reflected in the resolution of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party Cen-
tral Committee on Gypsies in 1974, ‘Some 
people question the stance of the Political 
Committee whereby the Gypsy population 
living in Hungary is a special segment of 
society and believe that it is a national mi-
nority and deserves the rights of such a mi-
nority’.66 Although the authors of the do-
cument support exploring, preserving and 
publicising the cultural values and original 
folk art produced by the Gypsies,67 at the 
end of the document they clearly point out, 
‘… Gypsies do not need to be considered a 
national minority in future, either’.68

Later, by the end of the 1980’s when the 
failure of the assimilation policy became 
blatantly obvious, political leadership de-
cided to replace state patronage over the 
Gypsies with the ambition to reach a con-
sensus (‘the politics of dialogue’).69 Thus 
the character of the Gypsies as an ethnic 
group became far more emphatic and, in    
parallel with this, the Gypsy intelligentsia 
began to demand the status of a national 
minority.70

In the article from 1973 already mentio-
ned, the author claims that the general pu-
blic perceive the Gypsies on a racial basis. 
They are defined not by ethnic criteria (tra-
ditional trades, costume, mother tongue), 

nor as a social category (e.g. income level), 
but by standards which are, or are believed 
to be, racially rooted: ‘smoky-face’; ‘they 
lie as if they were reading it from a book’; 
‘dirty’; ‘they breed like rabbits’; ‘he’s been 
with the company eight years and he has 
never stolen as much as a nail, even though 
he is a Gypsy’ etc.71

Being a member of a stereotyped minority, 
despite the egalitarian ideology of state so-
cialism, was never easy. Breaking out of a 
low status was rendered more difficult by 
the fact that the majority society (at least 
a significant part of it) did not easily ac-
cept the minority group pursuing any other 
than its traditional trades. One example is 
the case of a Gypsy baker. After the Hun-
garians found out that there was a Gypsy 
working in the village bakery, many of 
them refused to buy bread from that shop 
any more. In fact they did all they could 
to remove the person from his job. ‘Oh, he 
is a Gypsy, I won’t eat out of his hands’, 
they said.72

According to a public opinion survey car-
ried out in Hungary in 1979, the majority 
of respondents conceived the Gypsies pri-
marily as a question of blood, of something 
one is born into, indeed, many defined 
Gyp-syness as a ‘race’.73 It was no use 
that anti-Fascist and internationalist legi-
timising ideology (Marxism-Leninism) 
prohibited open anti-Gypsy sentiment or 
racism, nor was it any use that the leading 
powers tried to define Gypsies as a social 
layer – stubborn stereotypes prevailed and 
influenced everyday interactions.74

Czechoslovakian and Hungarian state soci-
alist ‘Gypsy policy’ were realistic in their 
notions about the obstacles in the way of 
social integration (unemployment, lack of 
education, prejudices, housing problems 
etc.) but their paternalistic attitude, the 
practice and philosophy of ‘re-educating’ 
and the almost perfect reluctance to ac-
knowledge Gypsies as an ethnic group75 
prevented them from achieving wide-
ranging and lasting success in ‘the time 
available’.

Social-economic Transformation and 
the Gypsies

In Eastern Europe the political transition 
cannot be interpreted as merely a shift from 
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dictatorship to democracy or from a plan-
ned economy to a market economy. It may 
be more appropriate to view the transition 
as an inevitable need and an opportunity to 
become integrated in the new system of the 
world economy and power relations76 or 
the transformation of an existing social and 
economic system in the course of adapting 
to a changing environment.77

The massive costs of the transformation in 
social and human terms alike soon ques-
tioned the optimistic prognosis that we 
would soon catch up with the West78, since 
post-communist Eastern Europe was cha-
racterised by mass-scale unemployment, 
growing inflation, massive debts and a 2 to 
5 fold increase in poverty.79

According to Claus Offe, the specific trait 
of this region is that the three transforma-
tions took place simultaneously. The pa-
rallel transformations of the economy, 
of ‘state identity’ (legitimising ideology) 
and of the political system force Eastern-
European states to face an unparalleled 
mass of difficulties.80 In the following sec-
tion I shall review the position and func-
tion of Gypsies and ‘the images imagined’ 
about them through the filter of these three 
dimensions of change. At the time of the 
political transition ‘the Gypsies lost their 
hard-earned capital, for the second time 
in this century’.81 This statement is equally 
true of the Roma population of Slovakia 
and Hungary.

We have mentioned earlier that after the 
end of the 19th century the industrial revo-
lution and mass production which followed 
in its wake eradicated the livelihood of 
Gypsies pursuing small trades such as tub 
carving and many other branches. Changes 
in political system and state boundaries 
made the life of Hungarian Gypsy musi-
cians increasingly difficult.

During the period of state socialism, in 
parallel with assimilation campaigns of va-
rying intensity, a certain degree of econo-
mic and social integration also took place82, 
which, however, was unable to prevent the 
general wave of poverty accompanying 
market transition hitting the Gypsy commu-
nities with dramatic force. According to a 
comparative survey, Gypsies are two-three 
times as likely to become impoverished in 
the period of post-communist capitalism 

as the non-Roma. Gypsy poverty is com-
posed of elements such as low education 
standards, occupational disadvantages and 
ethnic discrimination83 – the rate of these 
factors is rather hard to define.

Since in the five years following 1989 in-
dustrial production decreased by 40% in 
Hungary and 50% in Slovakia84, Roma 
people, mostly employed in industry and 
showing low levels of education, were 
losing their jobs at an astonishing pace.85 
The rapid impoverishment and marginali-
sation of the Roma is heavily influenced, 
apart from the above mentioned factors 
(structural changes, low education levels, 
discrimination in the labour market) by a 
territorial disadvantage. In both Hungary 
and Slovakia, the Gypsy population are 
highly over-represented in peripheral areas 
with a high unemployment rate (mainly the 
north-eastern and south-western corners of 
Hungary and Eastern Slovakia).86

Poverty, growing way faster among Gyp-
sies than the national average, is becoming 
increasingly ethnically specific87 and in 
many people’s eyes Eastern European 
poverty has a Gypsy face.88 In the social 
psychological background of this fact we 
find partly that ‘the material of stereotypes 
comes from not understanding or misun-
derstanding that which is different’89, and 
partly that stereotypes, while seemingly 
increasing the value of the in-group, may 
also be used to justify differences in access 
to resources.90 One of the most frequently 
used tools in this kind of justification pro-
cess is prejudice, which claims that the 
Roma do not want to work. In Slovakia it 
is a wide-spread view that unemployment 
among Roma is self chosen and ‘that once 
Communism stopped forcing Roma to work 
they quit their jobs – that they refuse to 
work or live “honestly”’.91 In Hungary in 
a 1994 survey 89% of respondents agreed 
with the following statement: ‘The pro-
blems of Gypsies would be solved if only 
they started to work at last’.92 In a survey 
made in 2000, 28% perceived the whole of 
Hungary’s Gypsy population as poor, and 
rejected the role of external social causes, 
blaming the Gypsies themselves for their 
lot.93 The connection between poverty 
and the Gypsies as a homogenous ‘ethnic, 
popular’ category is well describedby the 
theory of ‘illusory correlation’.94

Naturally, a negative opinion amidst the 
general public may be further aggravated 
and legitimised by thoughtless (or, even 
worse, by well-thought-out) statements 
from various opinion formers and leading 
politicians. The Roma are often presented 
as undeserving beneficiaries of the social 
welfare system. According to a statement 
published in the Slovakian press, ‘The 
Roma are thieves of the social welfare 
system. They do not want to work. There 
is no discrimination against them’.95 Re-
leased from the clutches of the state party, 
the press now disseminates an image of 
the Gypsies which is undifferentiated, es-
sentialist and deviancy-oriented and thus 
plays an important role in the spreading of 
stereotypes.96

Since 1989, social questions have appeared 
more and more in an ethnic guise.97 With 
their sense of safety diminishing, people 
feel an enhanced need to justify themsel-
ves, their in-group and the system, and 
thus the boundaries between ‘Gypsies’ and 
‘non-Gypsies’ have become more clearly 
outlined. According to a figure from 2005, 
63% of Slovakians (if they had a choice) 
would oppose Gypsies living in Slovakia, 
and only 12.2% of them would accept a 
Roma person for a next-door neighbour.98 
In Hungary the situation is rather similar, 
only 20.5% of people would willingly live 
next door to Roma.99

Facts related to a difficult social position 
(e.g. unemployment, many children100) 
and the associated notions (work avoi-
dance, unreliability, lack of motivation, 
criminal proclivity etc.) are seen by the 
majority society as ethnic, racial101, and/or 
cultural characteristics which characterise 
Gypsies as a constant over time. Because 
individuals are rather easily included in the 
category of Gypsy (skin colour, name, be-
haviour, lifestyle)102, these prejudices and 
stereotypes represent a genuine obstacle in 
the way of social integration and appear as 
a considerable psychological burden103 for 
Gypsy people.

The Nationalism of the Nation State: 
the New Legitimising Ideology and 
the Roma

Exclusion and rejection based on social and 
economic factors become fixed and reinfor-
ced through ethnic stereotypes. Besides the 
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social psychological processes that form a 
part of everyday life, it is important to see 
how the ethnic and national dimensions of 
group membership gain extra value in the 
process of the post-communist transition. 
In Eastern Europe ‘the short 20th cen-
tury’ practically ended the same way as it 
had begun: with new nation states emer-
ging in the place of former multi-national 
states.104

In the uncertain and restless period which 
followed the collapse of the state socialist 
system and the centrally planned econo-
my, the role of collective integration was 
played by the national idea.105 Questions 
of national identity, flooding a former 
ideological vacuum, may tower over any 
other issues of identity (e. g. sexual, social, 
family or local identity). In the process 
of the post-communist transition and the 
years that have gone by since then, the na-
tional problematic has come into the focus, 
with its elements colouring every type of 
political discourse.106

Of the two ‘ideal types’107 of nationhood, 
the political nation and the cultural nation, 
the latter has traditionally been of decisive 
importance in Eastern Europe.108 The 
main difference between the two types lies 
in their capacity for assimilation. Because 
a cultural nation sees its national essence 
as consisting in its mother tongue, the na-
tional culture and the national character, 

and by way of a membership ideology it 
resorts to the measure of descent, it only 
allows for a fragile integration.109

National consciousness, with its inte-
grating and legitimising function, needs 
images of both an external and an internal 
enemy.110 The social integration of mino-
rities may be ruled out or slowed down by 
the presence of national xenophobia which 
concentrates on the image of the internal 
enemy, rejects the ideas of multiple iden-
tity and which aims to exclude foreigners 
from their ‘own’ already existing state.111 
In such a context it becomes understan-
dable if the previously described homo-
genous, socially based, deviancy-oriented 
and ethnically conceived image of the Gy-
psy receives a further function: the Gyp-
sies appear as an ‘internal group’ seen as a 
social opponent and consolidating national 
identity by being so.112

It is inevitable at this point to speak about 
the extreme right movements which are 
presently gaining ground throughout Eu-
rope and which may be characterised by 
similar ideological patterns despite their 
diverging historical roots. However, while 
in Western Europe people are mobilised 
and motivated by xenophobia directed 
against immigrants, in Eastern Europe the 
corresponding force appeared after the 
post-communist transition as a social, eco-
nomic and identity crisis. The extremists 

of the post-socialist states targeted na-
tional and ethnic minorities which they 
turned into scape-goats as well as certain 
political and social minorities.113 Racist 
assaults on the Roma by extremist groups 
were particularly common in the first half 
of the 1990’s when attacks by skinheads 
were frequent in both countries. Undo-
cumented cases are probably numerous, 
judging from the fact that if we project the 
results of the national, representative Gyp-
sy survey of 1993-94 onto the total Gyp-
sy population which is estimated to be at 
424,000, probably as much as 0.9% (3813 
persons!) were at some stage exposed to 
assaults by skinheads.114

A further phenomenon which gives ground 
for concern is that certain extreme right 
wing parties have grown into serious par-
liamentary factors over the past twenty 
years. In Hungary the Party for Hunga-
rian Life and Justice (Magyar Igazság és 
Élet pártja, MIÉP) was a member of the 
Hungarian Parliament from 1998 to 2002; 
in Slovakia the Slovakian National Party 
(Slovenská Národná Strana, SNS) has been 
active as a parliamentary party with only 
a short break since 1990, was a member 
of the governing coalition between 1994-
1998 and has been on government again 
since 2006. Leaders of SNS are renowned 
for their anti-Hungarian, anti-Gypsy and 
anti-Semitic statements, but leading poli-
ticians of the People’s Party – Movement 
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for a Democratic Slovakia (Ĺudová Strana 
– Hnutie za Demokraticé Slovensko ĹS 
– HZDS), which was in power between 
1990-1998115 also have a similar attitude. 
In Hungary the ‘Movement for a Better 
Hungary’ (Jobbik Magyarországért Moz-
galom) which has grown into a weighty 
factor in the past few   years, tries to forge 
political capital116 through openly racist, 
anti-Gypsy propaganda, emphasising the 
issue of ‘Gypsy crime’.117

Democratic Transition, Minority 
Rights, EU Integration and the Roma  

In the Slovakian and Hungarian nation 
states, both of which essentially conceive 
themselves as a cultural nation, it is a 
‘natural’ process to perceive the hetero-
geneous category of Gypsies as a people 
or ethnic group with permanent qualities. 
In the coming section I present the influ-
ences that shape this ‘ethnic image of the 
Gypsy’ in the context of the emergence of 
the network of democratic institutions, the 
minority legislation and the European inte-
gration process. Owing to the democratic 
institutional system of the country it has 
become possible to document the atrocities 
suffered by the Roma. It has also become 
vital to do so since after the abolition of the 
‘police state’, as a result of the economic 
and social crisis and scape-goat forming 
mechanisms Gypsy people are exposed to 
a growing number of verbal and physical 
assaults.

A scholarly survey of the subject distin-
guished eight types of the breech of Gypsy 
rights in Hungary in the ten years since the 
post-communist transition. Thus, besides 
violence among the general population, 
police violence is rather common as are 
discrimination in education, in the labour 
market, incidents of Roma being prevented 
from visiting certain public venues or dis-
crimination in the justice system.118

The pluralist media, which enjoys a high 
degree of freedom, plays a crucial part in 
generating that predominantly negative 
image of the Gypsies which serves as the 
foundation for anti-Gypsy sentiment.119 
According to a piece of research carried out 
in 1995, the Hungarian press usually writes 
about the Gypsies as a collection of pro-
blems and does not give sufficient attention 

to how and why their deprived situation 
emerged.120

Both in Hungary and in Slovakia the legal 
regulations on minorities clearly define 
the Roma as an ethnic or national mino-
rity. In Hungary ‘Act LXXVII of 1993 on 
National and Ethnic Minorities’ recogni-
ses the Gypsies as an ethnic minority121 
and allows them to set up minority self-
governments.122 Slovakia lacks a similar 
comprehensive law to regulate the posi-
tion of minorities. The extensive rights 
of national minorities and ethnic groups 
are encoded in the Constitution of 1992. 
As regards various laws and international 
agreements it appears that since 1991 the 
Roma have been perceived in Slovakia as 
a national minority.123 Being ‘ethnically 
recognised’ entails that Gypsy politicians 
appeared in the public arena and the media. 
This is clearly a new element in the image 
of Gypsies since there was no precedent 
before of anything similar. However, Roma 
politicians are often perceived in the majo-
rity’s discourse as either ‘the exception that 
confirms the rule’ or as businessmen enga-
ged in ‘ethno-business’.124 This is beyond 
doubt also the result of the fact that in many 
cases important positions are occupied by 
persons who lack sufficient training and are 
easily manipulated, in harmony with the in-
terests of the ruling parties.125

The recognition of the Gypsy language 
(Romani) also confirms the validity of the 
‘ethnic image’ of the Gypsies, despite the 
fact that the majority of Gypsy people do 
not speak Romani. In the European Union 
it belongs to a special group of non-official 
languages, that of languages not associated 
with a territory; while in Hungary and Slo-
vakia it is a legally recognised non-official 
language.126

Since the post-communist transition, the 
foreign political ambitions of the former 
state socialist countries are largely deter-
mined by European integration. A special 
feature in this process is when Eastern Eu-
ropean Gypsies going to the West in search 
for work and livelihood come to face the 
‘Western European image of the Gypsy’127 
and the way in which the consequences of 
these encounters appear in Slovakia and 
Hungary.

In Great Britain both the scholarly and 
the administrative discourse carry what 
we termed a ‘double Gypsy image’ at the 
beginning of this paper. Certain scholars, 
as well as the ‘Caravan Site Act’ of 1968 
define Gypsies as a life style group (a Gyp-
sy is a person pursuing a nomadic way of 
life regardless of ethnicity of origin)128 On 
the other hand, the Race Relations Act129 
of 1976 conceives the Gypsies as an ethnic 
and not a social group. In order to resolve 
this duality, several sources recommend 
the use of the term: Gypsy/Traveller. Be 
that as it may, for the members of the ma-
jority society Gypsies often appear as an 
undesirable social group.130

In Germany, when Germans say someone 
leads a ‘Zigeunerleben’ (Gypsy life) they 
are referring to someone with a nomadic, 
disorderly life-style, despite the fact that 
the great majority of this ethnic group are 
not nomadic at all and are extremely meti-
culous about cleanliness.131

The ‘migrant’ character of the Gypsy mi-
nority appeared as a proof of their ‘Euro-
peanness’ in a speech made in 1991 by the 
Secretary General of the European Coun-
cil: ‘You constitute a truly European peo-
ple because according to their traditions 
and definitions the Gypsies are a migrant 
people who travel from country to country 
knowing no boundaries within Europe’.132 
This obviously benevolent remark does lit-
tle more than employ an ossified stereotype 
to separate Gypsies from the ‘other’ peo-
ples of Europe, taking no heed of the reality 
of multiple identities and a settled way of 
life.133

Ever since the second half of the 1990’s 
onwards Gypsies from East-European 
countries have been arriving continually in 
EU states as well as Canada and the United 
States. In the majority of cases they apply 
for asylum as refugees and refer to the ne-
gative discrimination they suffered in their 
country of origin.134 In the Western coun-
tries this process provoked ‘hysterical’ ar-
ticles, as well as rapid discriminative steps 
to curb the process.135 For instance, Great 
Britain prescribed visas for all Slovakian 
citizens for a while.136

Around the end of the 1990’s the number 
of Gypsies applying for a refugee status in-
creased137 which directed attention to the 
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position of the Gypsy minorities living 
in the countries which were then apply-
ing for membership. Thus the EU made 
it a condition that the states improve the 
situation of their Gypsy population. Such 
a manifestation of ‘double standards’138 
was mostly to do with the heightened fear 
of immigration which existed after the en-
largement of the EU.139 This element, in-
evitably further increased tension between 
the Roma and the majority, triggering a 
renewed and intensified process of scape-
goat formation.140

In Hungary, Roma migration received 
hardly any publicity until the incident of 
the emigration of ‘the Roma of Zámoly’ 
(July 2000).141 The incident had a noisy 
publicity and as a consequence the topics 
of Roma migration and the situation of the 
Roma were much discussed in Parliament 
and became factors in the clashes of party 
politics. A number of condemning and 
even stigmatising speeches were made, 
even by the responsible cabinet minis-
ter, accusing the Roma of Zámoly that 
they damage the country’s reputation.142 
In Slovakia the situation was even more 
acute because of a high number of Gypsy 
emigrants when compared to other coun-
tries and the obligation to hold visas which 
emerged as a consequence. It was genera-
lly believed that a nomadic way of life is a 
historically and genetically given charac-
teristic of Gypsies, therefore the migration 
of the Roma to the West cannot be ex-
plained by political circumstances. Ethnic 

stereotypes came in perfectly handy for the 
political management and interpretation of 
the ‘refugee crisis’. In November 2000, the 
cabinet minister in charge of minorities and 
rural development spoke of the migration 
of the Roma as ‘a phenomenon that has 
existed for centuries’. Leading politicians 
declared that the wave of Roma refugees 
was something that threatened Slovakia’s 
EU membership. Daily papers discussed 
the issue under headlines such as ‘asylum 
adventure’, ‘Roma conspiracy’, ‘ethno-
business’ or ‘ethno-tourism’.143

Naturally, Roma migration has nothing to 
do with ‘the nomadic temperament referred 
to by racists’ but it may be misleading if it 
is traced back purely to a desperate econo-
mic situation or discrimination.144 Sociolo-
gical and cultural anthropological research, 
which perceives Roma emigration as a so-
cial and economic instead of an ethnic phe-
nomenon, offers a more nuanced image of 
the motivations of migration.145

Summary

Images about Gypsies are both changing 
and perennial, and range between the two 
ideal typical poles of an ethnic/racial and 
a social definition. The construction of 
images about the Gypsies are supported 
by a number of predominantly negative 
stereotypes which may survive unchan-
ged through centuries, regardless of ‘who 
the Gypsies happen to be’. The Gypsy po-
licy of state socialism tried to assimilate/

integrate Gypsy people as a backward layer 
of society but the tenuous results which 
were achieved over a few decades were 
swept away at once by the crisis of the 
post-communist transition, the simul-
taneity of the ‘triple transition’. Amongst 
changed economic, political and ideolo-
gical circumstances, ethnic identities and 
boundaries have gained a heightened sig-
nificance and the self-justifying function of 
stereotypes (of self, in-group or the system) 
have grown more important. Accordingly, 
the anti-Gypsy ethnic stereotypes that exis-
ted even earlier in the everyday conscious-
ness of the general public (and certain areas 
of the state organisation) have come to the 
surface and become parts of the public dis-
course and political struggles. This time 
it is the ‘social’ element that has become 
merged with the ‘minority’ aspect, and the 
poverty of those falling behind the majority 
society has come to be seen as an ethnic 
issue.146

I tend to agree with those researchers who 
claim that solving ‘the Gypsy issue’ purely 
on the grounds of civil law is not satisfac-
tory. Since, apart from a few exceptions, 
anti-Roma discrimination is not a legal 
phenomenon, a strategy aiming at altering 
the legal context cannot attain lasting re-
sults.147 The politics of ‘recognition’ or 
‘dialogue’ is insufficient in itself; they need 
to be embedded in an economic and social 
policy which applies a complex approach 
to the situation of masses of people living 
in increasingly disadvantaged regions,
struggling with mass-scale unemployment, 
increasing discrimination and segregation 
in terms of residence, education and the 
labour market; and takes effective steps 
against the stereotyping mechanisms which 
sustain and confirm a negative image of 
Gypsies.
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