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4
The Presence of the “Gypsy” in Hungary

— ※ —

The previous chapters have addressed the international concepts, nar-
ratives, and records that have contributed to the construction of the 
“Gypsy”. To have a better understanding of the genesis of the “Gypsy”, 
it is important to examine how Romani people have historically been 
perceived in general society and how their pieces of memories have 
been shaped in the local—particularly Hungarian—context. In previous 
scholarly research, several academics have noted the historical presence 
of Romani people; however, many of the descriptions are one-sided. 
Scholars who study the “long twentieth century” consider that the 
sociohistorical context of the Roma should be addressed in greater 
depth. Furthermore, the idea that the historical narrative of the Romani 
people can be researched thoroughly through analysis of the existing 
historical documents, including a review of their reliability and origi-
nality, has been subject to debate. In addition, critical Romani intellec-
tuals have proposed including decolonial perspectives and using “oral 
history” to establish a counter-history with particular insights into the 
memories of the Roma while accepting the limitations in the records. 
Taking into account the history of the public memories and the narra-
tives of the past could make it possible to assemble a more complex 
perspective and a critical mindset regarding Romani history. This could 
help to develop a method that is widely accepted and allows a more 
objective understanding of the past and the social positions of the 
members of this group. Before Romani intellectuals emerged in aca-
demia, Roma were often studied as subjects of scholarly inquiry rather 
than active participants, with the need for an inclusive and participatory 
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approach to understanding their memories. The concept of “Gypsy” 
embodies a multifaceted representation that acts as both an “examining 
platform” and a specified “scapegoat”. The former characterizations in 
the past (since the 1900s until today) could help us examine academic, 
cultural, and social construction and categorizations of the “Gypsy” 
(Fig. 10). On the other hand, it is important to note that the countless 
definitions of the “Gypsy” over the centuries have led to significant 
political and advocacy implications and function as a tool for marking 
and differentiation within societal contexts.

The commonly held belief among the public is that the Romani peo-
ple are an ethnic group originally from India. This belief can be traced 
back to linguistic research conducted in the 1780s in the field of “proto-
ciganology” (Gypsyology in English-speaking countries). Over time, 
this notion has become deeply rooted in popular perception and has 
significantly influenced the understanding of the origins and identity 
of the Romani people. In the field of linguistics, István Wáli recognized 

Fig. 10. “Gypsy” labels and categorizations from the 1600s until the 2020s in 
the social sciences.
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remarkable similarities and parallels between the linguistic vocabulary 
and structure of the Malabar people living in South India and the Oláh 
“Gypsies” from Győr in Hungary. This discovery sparked increased 
interest in the topic in the Austro-Hungarian Empire during the late 
nineteenth century. During the Austro-Hungarian monarchy (1867–
1918), the administration exerted strong control over public research 
concerning the “Gypsies” throughout its territory. These studies were 
conducted by prominent figures, including Heinrich von Wlislocki, 
Archduke Joseph of Austria, and Antal Herrmann, who led and shaped 
the direction of the research agenda at that time. In the early days of the 
study of “Gypsy” culture and language, the first Ciganologist Triad had 
a long-lasting impact by determining and promoting “Gypsy” traditions 
and the Romani language.131 The new wave of Romani Studies research 
aims to re-examine the discourse on identities, historical interpreta-
tions, and social realities that non-Roma scholars engaged in until the 
post-1990s. The fundamental question in the field, namely “who is the 
Gypsy?”, has been addressed constantly in the social sciences. How 
the “Gypsy” is defined as a research subject is rooted mainly in two 
different methodological interpretations within the social construction.

One standpoint suggests that the definition of “Gypsy” should be 
based on an external classification of the environment, for example 
where and how they live. In contrast, the other interpretation of “Gypsy” 
proposes the importance of self-classification, allowing researchers to 
gather relative and numerical data. However, the existing research 
methodology for defining Roma is deemed inadequate due to the inher-
ent difficulty in obtaining objective data using only external indicators. 
This inadequacy is embedded in the fact that Romani people have expe-
rienced constant changes deriving from the actions of the dominant 
majority in social, economic, and political situations, roles, interpreta-
tions, and different historical periods across and beyond Europe. In the 
2000s, researchers examined the social conditions of the Roma people 
using a multifaceted approach that combined various methodologies to 
gain a comprehensive understanding of their situation. This included 
considering factors such as self-identification, the impact of the exter-
nal environment, and how the interviewers classified the participants. 
However, even today, it is evident that the external interpretation of 
“who is a Gypsy?” continues to control Romani identity politics and 

131	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies; Herrmann: A czigányok meg-
telepítéséről; Erdős: A magyarországi cigányság.



The Presence of the “Gypsy” in Hungary

62

self-reflection. This supports the argument that the understanding and 
perception of Roma are linked back to the work of Antal Hermann. The 
historical experiences of both the Romani and non-Roma have been 
intertwined, yet they continue to exist in separate social spheres. This 
has led to a “hybrid community” shaped by influences, perspectives, 
and knowledge produced in past centuries. Examining the visible and 
measurable attributes associated with race has led to the development 
of social theories that delineate group identities as being influenced by 
distinct societal factors. Critics contend that political movements and 
institutionalization have molded Romani identity in the past decades. 
The historical trajectory of the Roma can arguably be divided into three 
distinct but interlinked periods:

•	 The initial phase of their perceived characterization was as “out-
siders”.

•	 	This was followed by a period in which they were seen as “socio-
structural problems”.

•	 	Lastly, in the modern era, they are often depicted as the “supreme 
evil”.

Ernő Kállai argues that these historical categorizations illustrate the 
evolving perceptions of Roma people throughout different periods.132

4.1	 “Outsiders” of Society

Before the 1900s, Romani people were commonly depicted from an 
Orientalist viewpoint as nomadic and uncivilized. This portrayal was 
prevalent in the academic, public, and political discourse of the era, 
where the Roma were juxtaposed with perceived societal norms, result-
ing in their marginalization. Authorities forced Romani people to set-
tle in specific areas, often through violent methods, which led to a 
substantial social divide. This period was instrumental in shaping the 
contemporary perception of the “Gypsy” and determined their pre-
dominant perceptions in the public imagination. In the latter part of 
the eighteenth century, Romani people attracted increasing attention 
within society, prompting a response from authorities such as Maria 
Theresa (13 May 1717–29 November 1780, Archduchess of Austria 

132	 Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?
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and Queen of Hungary and Bohemia, Ruler of the Habsburg Monar-
chy,) and Joseph II, her son (13 March 1741–20 February 1790, Ruler of 
the Habsburg Monarchy, Archduke of Austria, and King of Bohemia, 
Croatia, and Hungary). This response involved implementing a “Gypsy 
policy” characterized by coercive measures. In 1767, Maria Theresa had 
the jurisdiction withdrawn from all the Voivodes, which resulted in all 
“Gypsies” becoming subject to the local administration and control. 
At the same time, they had to register, and for the first time, conscrip-
tion was carried out based on this registration. While initial efforts 
to forcibly integrate and assimilate the initial wave of Roma during 
the Age of Enlightenment Absolutism seemed successful within the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, subsequent waves of Roma arrivals posed 
significant challenges to the political and social structures of the time. 
The established social “Gypsy” policies of the era up to that point proved 
inadequate in accommodating “the new arrivals”, leading to political 
and social challenges. During the era of Absolutism, Romani people, 
who had previously been assimilated into the mainstream society, expe-
rienced increasingly strained concerns with non-Roma perceptions 
and possibly even a re-evaluation of their self-perception. During the 
era of “romantic nationalism”, a new form of social distance emerged, 
signifying a shift in societal dynamics.133 The rise of the “Others” in 
the new territories led to the defensive and self-centered reactions 
of established privileged social groups. In nineteenth-century main-
stream politics, the Romani people were commonly portrayed as vaga-
bonds who supported themselves through deceit, imposture, theft, and 
often robbery. They were depicted as wandering without legitimate 
occupation, provoking fear among residents of peaceful, law-abiding 
communities. In the early nineteenth century, the authorities noticed 
the increasing presence and influence of the Roma people, leading to 
significant demographic changes with social and political implications. 
By the end of the century, Romani people had become more noticeable 
due to ongoing migration waves. Between 1850 and 1857, the Collection 
of Hungarian Decrees (Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára) documents a 
comprehensive census that estimated the number of Roma individuals 
to be approximately 140,000.134

133	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies; Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A 
magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 1422–1985.

134	 Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára (Catalogue of Hungarian Decrees) 1867–1945.
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By 1857, it was registered that around 143,000 Roma lived in the 
territory of Imperial Hungary. Furthermore, the 1890 census provided 
more detailed data, indicating that there were 91,000 individuals whose 
mother tongue was considered to be “Gypsy”. It is important to note that 
this number does not include those Roma individuals who had already 
linguistically assimilated into the majority society by that time, mean-
ing that the actual number of Roma inhabitants could have been even 
higher. Understanding this historical data provides insights into the 
societal perceptions and treatment of the Romani people at that time. 
In response, the first comprehensive survey on Roma was conducted in 
1893 and later published by Antal Hermann. The 1893 survey estimated 
the Roma population in Royal Hungary to be 274,940, which Hermann 
rounded up to 280,000 in 1895. Despite the society’s misunderstand-
ing of the Roma due to their perceived nomadic lifestyle, the survey 
revealed that the number of nomadic or wandering “Gypsies” was less 
than 9,000, and those who were semi-nomadic and stayed in one place 
for extended periods did not exceed 20,500. According to historical 
records from 1895, it is worth noting that the Romani people in the 
territory of Royal Hungary were predominantly settled, accounting 
for 89.46 % of the population, which equated to a minimum of 250,500 
individuals. This indicates that a maximum of 10.54 % of the Roma 
population, totaling a maximum of 29,500 individuals, led a nomadic 
or semi-nomadic lifestyle during that period.135

In the late nineteenth century, the Pallas Encyclopaedia, an impor
tant scholarly work of its time, offered a comprehensive analysis of 
the historical, linguistic, and social circumstances of the Roma people. 
This in-depth study spanned seven and a half columns and included a 
forty-eight-page annex, providing detailed information about Roma. 
Another significant work from that era was Archduke Joseph’s dis-
sertation entitled “Our Nomads”, which was first published in 1893 as 
part of the seventh issue of Élet (meaning “life” in Hungarian). Despite 
their early date, these works continue to be invaluable resources for 
understanding the cultural and sociological aspects, perceptions, and 
depictions of the Roma people in the nineteenth century.136

Perhaps due to the differentiated social roles, or maybe due to the 
social solidarity that was already present, or maybe owing simply to the 
interest in cultures that were perceived as the “Other”—or to all these 

135	 Archduke Joseph (with Wlislocki): About Gypsies.
136	 Archduke Joseph: Our Nomads.
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positions, aspirations, and observations—intellectuals and public officials 
of the time began to pay more attention and took legislative measures on 
the “Gypsies”—called nomads and travellers—in a more profound way. 
This shift led to a more specific approach to addressing the conditions 
and circumstances of Roma within society. The measures not only served 
to confirm the results of the well-known Dános trial that took place in 
1908, but they also further strengthened and solidified the trial’s out-
come. During that period, the issue of nomadic travellers became a focal 
point of legislative attention. Specifically, there was a powerful focus on 
regulating the activities of the nomadic “Gypsy”, which was perceived 
to be disrupting the social order. Although the laws of that era did not 
specifically target “Gypsies”, they were enforced against those who were 
considered to be living outside of mainstream societal norms. In 1911, 
Péter Barabás proposed the separation of “Gypsy” children from their 
families and their placement in children’s shelters. This proposal was 
followed by explicit provisions targeting the Roma from 1916 onwards, 
which were driven by the need to replenish the army during World 
War I, reinforce public health and safety, and eliminate the perceived 
“Gypsy” way of life.137 The Hungarian Ministry of the Interior Decree 
No. 15.000/1916 was explicitly targeted at locating and documenting 
“Gypsies” who were considered to be wandering or without a fixed 
place. This directive was primarily motivated by the military and fiscal 
requirements of World War I. However, in order to implement this rule, 
a clear definition of a “stray Gypsy” was necessary. According to the 
regulation, a “stray Gypsy” was defined as a person who was unable to 
provide evidence of a permanent place of residence.138

The “Gypsy ID” or “black ID” was a record of identification that was 
systematically issued to Roma starting from the age of twelve by the 
authorities in certain European countries. This formal discriminatory 
practice, rooted in prejudice and racism, officially stayed in Hungary until 
1962. The assignment of the “Gypsy ID” was a public way of categoriz-
ing and stigmatizing Romani people that showed the discrimination in 

137	 Gaál: A dánosi rablógyilkosság.
138	 Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?; 15.000/1916. számú 

BM rendelet, Könyvtár Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára 1867–1945 Rendeletek 
tára, 1916 Rendeletek 158. A Magyar Királyi Belügyminiszter 1916. évi 15.000. 
elnevezésű számú rendelete, a kóbor (sátoros) cigányokról (Ministry of the Inte-
rior Decree No. 15.000/1916, Library Catalogue of Hungarian Decrees 1867–1945 
Catalogue of Decrees, 1916 Decrees 158. Decree No. 15.000 of the Royal Hungarian 
Minister of the Interior of 1916 on the stray [tented] “gypsies”).
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various aspects of general administration and became widely ingrained 
as a societal standard, aggravating the marginalization and injustice in 
the public spheres.139 The Hungarian Ministry of the Interior also issued 
Decree No. 84.471/1916, based on Maria Theresa’s legislation, aiming 
to tackle the issue of vagrancy by ordering the placement of children 
under the age of seven from nomadic “Gypsy” life into state-operated 
shelters. In 1928, another decree was issued to enforce more authoritarian 
measures aimed at improving public safety and health by controlling 
the movements of the nomadic “Gypsy population”. Furthermore, the 
local law enforcement authorities conducted biannual police raids aimed 
explicitly at targeting “Gypsies”. In 1934, László Endre put forth a proposal 
for a comprehensive approach to addressing what he referred to as the 
“Gypsy question”. He argued that this issue represented a fundamental 
responsibility of the state to address. His recommendation included the 
idea of confining wandering “Gypsies” in barracks or concentration 
camps. Moreover, Endre suggested the establishment of shelters spe-
cifically for “Gypsy” children and the allocation of “Gypsies” to rural 
landowner families for labor, effectively advocating for a system akin to 
enslavement or internment. Notably, this proposal was submitted well 
before the onset of the Romani genocide, thus advocating a prototype of 
the persecution that later came about in our history. Not only did László 
Endre support the idea of sending Romani people to concentration camps, 
László Gesztelyi Nagy also voiced support for this alarming and biased 
proposal. This stance reflects a troubling, prejudiced, and antigypsyist 
attitude towards the Roma, stressing a racist aspect of historical per-
spectives towards marginalized peoples. In 1940, László Gesztelyi Nagy 
examined the earlier reports and evaluated and developed them to provide 
additional recommendations and proposals. Through his work, he argued 
that “Gypsies” should be forcibly sterilized, and that they should be 
gathered in concentration camps to control their further reproduction.140

139	 Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 
1422–1985; 84.471/1916. BM rendelet – Könyvtár Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára 
1867–1945 (Ministry of the Interior Decree No 84.471/1916, Library Catalogue of 
Hungarian Decrees 1867–1945).

140	 A kóbor cigányok hatékonyabb megrendszabályozásáról és újabb adatgyűjtés 
elrendeléséről szóló 257.000/1928. BM. számú körrendelet. Magyarországi Ren-
deletek Tára, 1928, pp. 1026–1027 (Circular No. 257.000/1928 of the Ministry of 
the Interior regarding the more effective control of stray gypsies and the ordering 
of new data collection, Hungarian Register of Regulations, 1928, pp. 1026–1027); 
Mezey / Pomogyi / Tauber: A magyarországi cigánykérdés dokumentumokban 
1422–1985, p. 172; Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nincsenek, akkor kik azok?, 
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4.2	 “Sociostructural Problems”

After the end of World War II, European and Hungarian societies 
underwent profound transformations that further impacted the per-
ception of the Roma. The nomadic and marginalized status that they 
were previously perceived as having shifted into social and political 
categorizations, with the focus on their assumed involvement in the 
country’s social issues, which marked them as deviants. The “Gypsy” 
position in the public imagination was re-evaluated from 1945 to the 
1950s, leading them to becoming scapegoats. Based on their excluded 
status and deep level of poverty, they were defined as assimilated to 
a certain extent, but not fully integrated into mainstream society. The 
post-World War II era caused structural challenges for Romani people, 
particularly in the 1950s, as they faced substantial social, economic, 
and political challenges. This period had a major impact on their lives, 
leading to widespread displacement and discrimination in public set-
tings. Consequently, they faced enormous difficulties in rebuilding their 
deprived and humiliated communities.141

Recognizing the rights of the Roma and creating opportunities for 
their full participation in society following World War II could have 
contributed to stabilizing the European and domestic economies. This 
could have involved initiatives to address historical injustices, pro-
vide education, employment, and healthcare access, and foster social 
inclusion and empowerment for the Romani people. Acknowledging 
their fundamental human rights could have facilitated their success-
ful integration into the broader social and political fabric, especially 
considering their lack of political representation. During this period, 
there was a widely held belief that the challenge of unassimilated Roma 
originated from issues related to their “ethnicity and race”. Econom-
ically, socially, and linguistically, Roma were perceived as a separate 
and identifiable group within society. This perspective implied that 
Roma faced barriers to assimilation that spread across various aspects 
of their lives, including economic participation, social integration, and 
language incorporation.142

p.  123; Gesztelyi: A cigányügy rendezése, pp.  315–317; Gesztelyi: A magyar 
cigánykérdés rendezése.

141	 Dupcsik: A magyarországi cigányság története; Swain / Swain: Eastern Europe 
Since 1945.

142	 Kálmán: A magyar cigányok problémája, pp. 256–258; Dupcsik: A magyarországi 
cigányság története; Majtényi / Majtényi: Cigánykérdés Magyarországon 1945–2010.
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After the 1950s, the social and economic stratification of the Roma 
became visible and noticeable. As political discussions progressed, “the 
social stratification of “Gypsies” began making a clear distinction 
between urban workers and small-scale industrial (merchant) “Gypsies”. 
These differences could link back to the country’s “successful” forced 
linguistic and cultural assimilation. Despite all this, the focus of the 
debates regarding identity politics issues continued to center around 
the “wandering Gypsy”, considered to be outside the sphere of economic 
power and thus moved to the forefront of contemporary arguments. 
Over time, the connection between debates surrounding the criminal-
ization of the “Gypsy” and the portrayal of their situation as a public 
health issue has been increasingly stressed and centralized. A landmark 
for Hungarian society as a whole in the political and sociohistorical 
context was the establishment of the Hungarian Gypsy Cultural Asso-
ciation (MCKSZ, Magyarországi Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége) in 
1957; it remained active until 1961. This organization is credited with 
playing a central role in advocating for the rights and visibility of the 
Romani people, aiming to address systemic discrimination and promote 
social inclusion. The formation of MCKSZ was a significant step forward 
in acknowledging and addressing the cultural, social, and political needs 
of Romani people, which marked an important milestone in their rep-
resentation in Hungarian society. Mária László (Fig. 11), the leader of 
this association, used her expertise and dedication to advance the eman-
cipation and rights of Romani people, despite the fact that it was 

Fig. 11. Mária László (1909–1989), 
leader of the Hungarian Gypsy 
Cultural Association (Magyarországi 
Cigányok Kulturális Szövetsége, 
MCKSZ). Roma Press Center, 
Hungary.
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forbidden to address them in public settings. She was one of the first 
Romani intellectuals to openly position herself as a member of the 
“Gypsy community” and to initiate awareness and recognition of 
Romani liberation in Hungary.

In her work, she addressed the issues of the systematic denial of 
equal cultural, economic, and political rights for the Roma, with a focus 
on the historical marginalization of “Gypsies”, revealing how they 
have been structurally deprived of equal access to social services and 
the chance to progress. Mária László pointed out the urgent need to 
successfully integrate Roma into society. She considered this “possible” 
achievement of integration policies to be due to “fortunate” circum-
stances and the solidarity of individuals outside the “Gypsy” community 
who shared similar social responsibilities and views.

It should also be acknowledged that it was Mária László who advo-
cated for the enrolment of Roma and non-Roma marginalized children 
in schools. Furthermore, she argued against the humiliating “black 
identity cards” issued to tens of thousands of Roma, and in countless 
cases she took action against the injustices that were already being 
experienced by Roma.

The primary goal of MCKSZ’s advocacy efforts was to achieve offi-
cial recognition for the “Gypsy” on a national level. This objective was 
in direct conflict with the socialist principles of the state, ultimately 
resulting in the shutdown of MCKSZ and the issuance of a decree by the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, 
MSZMP), the one-party ruling body, explicitly disapproving of any 
interpretation of Roma nationality. The explanation stated that such 
an interpretation was considered impossible and incorrect, indicat-
ing a clear and firm stance on the matter.143 In the 1960s, Hungary’s 
political agenda was heavily centered on implementing policies for 
the enforced integration of Romani people into society. This strategy 
was designed to showcase a significant sociopolitical transformation 

143	 Sághy: Cigánypolitika Magyarországon az 1950–1960-as években; Hajnáczky: Az 
1961-es párthatározat margójára. II.; A Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt Központi 
Bizottsága Politikai Bizottságának határozata a cigánylakosság helyzetének meg-
javításával kapcsolatos feladatokról (1974), n: Az MSZMP határozatai és doku-
mentumai, 1967–1970, Budapest, p. 168 (Decision of the Political Committee of 
the Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party on the tasks 
related to the improvement of the situation of the “gypsy” population [1974], in: 
Decisions and Documents of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’Party, 1967–1970); 
Erdős: Gypsy Studies, published by the Békés County Council V. B. “Gypsy” 
Affairs Coordination Committee.
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aligned with the dominant ideals of the era. It also aimed to provide 
an understanding of the social standing of marginalized individuals 
within the overarching vision of the socialist state. Under the control 
of the regime, a systematic redefinition of the “Gypsy” identity took 
place. This redefinition was not merely superficial but served to exert 
control. The state established three primary categories of Roma identity: 
“unintegrated”, “in the process of integration”, and “integrated”. This 
classification was not purely theoretical; rather, it constituted part of 
the state’s strategy to gain deeper insight into and regulate the “Gypsy” 
within the context of socialist principles. During the 1960s and 1970s, 
there was a significant development in Roma identity politics as the 
first-generation Roma intellectuals emerged onto the scene. This period 
was characterized by the impact of enforced political structures, leading 
to a shift in the discourses surrounding Roma identity politics. The new 
approach, while still being influenced by external factors, represented 
a notable departure from previous ideologies, emphasizing the proac-
tive involvement of the Romani people in deconstructing their iden-
tity and perceptions. The socioeconomic and political transformations 
associated with this period led to the initial upward social mobility of 
the Roma. These changes generated a new perception of their societal 
status, conceptualizing them as an “ethnic stratum”. This social concept 
suggested that Romani people represented a distinct societal group 
facing specific challenges in their quest for integration. Furthermore, 
it was also argued that Romani people represented a distinct social 
group facing particular difficulties in terms of integration, which was 
based on the scientific criminological definition of the period. With this 
characterization, the “Gypsy” became known as “people with social 
integration disorder”. Consequently, this classification underscored 
the “specific social challenges” faced by the Roma and initiated the 
modern forced assimilation process that they encountered, particularly 
when compared to other minority groups in Hungary. In the 1980s and 
1990s, “Ciganology” (still) frequently employed generalized stereotypes 
to categorize “Gypsy” criminals. Simultaneously, there was a growing 
focus on a new social category known as “the disadvantaged” within 
the field of education research, adding further thoughts to the narra-
tive surrounding “Gypsies”. Over time, educational perspectives and 
approaches started to classify Roma children as being at a disadvantage, 
which further reinforced the negative perceptions of the Roma people in 
both public and academic discussions. The age of the Hungarian regime 
change (1989) the debate about the sociopolitical identity discourse of 
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the Roma people back on table, in terms of whether their identity should 
be considered an ethnicity or nationality. The discussion among aca-
demics and politicians focused on the potential consequences for society 
rather than on their official recognition as Roma. It was argued that a 
national identity could hinder the efforts of assimilation and integration 
that had already been made. There were concerns that this condition 
could lead to the segregation of Roma children, possibly through the 
justification of providing “Gypsy-language education”. The debates 
also raised further questions about the impact of categorizations on the 
educational and social integration of Romani people rather than on their 
equal access to education and knowledge. In the late 1980s, Roma was 
understood as an ethnicity, used by the majority to confirm the social 
distance between themselves and the “Gypsy”. The authorities at that 
time did not find it reasonable to acknowledge the Roma as a distinct 
nationality. Their perspective was that Hungarian “Gypsies” were an 
essential part of the Hungarian nation, and as such, they were legally 
recognized as Hungarian.144

4.3	 The “Supreme Evil”

In the “long twentieth century”, the third noteworthy historical period 
for the Roma extends from the regime change, referring to the fall of 
communist regimes in Eastern Europe, to the present day. This era marks 
a time of continued struggle, adaptation, and resilience for the Romani 
people amidst momentous social and political changes. Throughout this 
period in history, societal attitudes continued to reflect and perpetuate 
the accumulated traumas from earlier eras by projecting them onto the 
perceived social marginalization and putative deviance of the “Gypsy”. 
During this time, Romani people faced targeted prejudice, being blamed 
for various social issues in Hungarian and European history, which 
is marked as a particularly dark chapter characterized by widespread 
prejudice and systematic discrimination against Roma.

In the 1990s, Hungary underwent a rapid and significant regime 
change, effectively shifting from a socialist state to a conception of 
social equality of rights and democracy in a relatively short period. 
This transformation meant a profound reconfiguration of the country’s 

144	 Moldova: Bűn az élet—Riport a rendőrökről; Kállai: Vannak-e cigányok, és ha nin-
csenek, akkor kik azok?
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political, economic, and social milieu, initiating extensive reforms and 
remodeling the structure of Hungarian society. The preconceived sub-
jective understanding of democracy and the rule of law, often unspoken 
in public discourse, was perceived by the authorities in Hungary as 
an independent and assumed open authority that had not previously 
existed in the country.

Despite the apparent transition to a new system in 1989, democratic 
principles were influenced by autocratic leadership and entrenched 
perspectives inherited from the socialist regime. The political trans-
formation also brought about a publicly populist reinterpretation of 
society, in which the Roma—still controlled and defined by the political 
views of the 1950s–1960s—experienced a renewed interpretation of 
them as “nomadic Gypsies”. The Hungarian socialist regime change era 
saw repeated failures in integration policies pertaining to the Roma, 
characterized by persistent inadequacies. These deficiencies manifested 
in their exclusion from the labor market, in their enforced segregation 
in educational institutions, in restrictions of emancipation, and in the 
propagation of hate campaigns targeting them in the media.

T﻿he 1971 survey by István Kemény revealed that the employment 
rate of Roma in Hungary was high, at 85 %, only 2 % lower than the 
employment rate of non-Romani people in the country. This high level 
of employment was especially noteworthy before the regime change 
in 1989.145

However, by 1993, there was a considerable decrease in employment 
rates across society as a whole. During the first half of the 1990s, the 
employment rate for Roma plummeted to 29 %, while 64 % was the 
figure for the majority. The significant 56 % reduction in the employ-
ment rate of Roma over the two decades between 1971 and 1993 can 
be attributed to the educational obstacles they faced and the lack of 
access to subsequent qualifications. These factors hindered their ability 
to enter a developing economic and business environment in the 1990s. 
The changing employment landscape was not just a result of economic 
changes but also a reflection of shifting requirements. Newer occupa-
tions required new skills based on individuals’ educational attainment 
and personal capital. However, this does not mean that the social struc-
ture did not continue to favor personal connections based on social 
networks in the relatively new multi-party socialist system, disre-
garding the educational merits and economic status of disadvantaged 

145	 Kemény: A magyarországi cigány lakosság, pp. 63–72.
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people. This period had a tremendous negative impact on the economic 
status of Romani people. The breaking-up of the cooperatives and the 
privatization of the various factories affected them first and foremost; 
therefore, their employment declined in these sectors, and they lost 
their jobs in the system at first.146 Despite the progress made with the 
presence of Roma intellectuals, social distance and prejudice continued 
to persist in societal discourse.

The emergence of new media platforms has resulted in the intro-
duction of new terminology to characterize the traditionally margin-
alized domestic “Others”, thereby promoting the criminalization and 
categorization of the “Gypsy” from a criminological perspective (again) 
in the media.The media’s portrayal of the Roma as antagonists has 
influenced the rise of the Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIÉP) and, 
consequently, the emergence and empowerment of the far-right Jobbik 
party in Hungarian politics. Commercial talk shows in the Hungarian 
media landscape, such as the Mónika Show, the Balázs Show, and the 
Győzike Show, were actively used as platforms to reinforce and perpet-
uate distorted perceptions of Roma. These programs had an influential 
role in projecting and reinforcing negative images and stereotypes of 
the “Gypsy”, aligning with the preconceived notions held by the general 
public. Through carefully framed depictions and portrayals, these shows 
characterized Romani people as unintelligent, uncultured, unclean, and 
demanding, thus contributing to stigmatizing and harmful stereotypes 
within society.

Between 2006 and 2013, Hungary witnessed a series of violent and 
politically significant events that increased antigypsyism and far-right 
extremism in the country. The Olaszliszka atrocity on 15 October 2006 
marked a turning point, when a Hungarian man, Lajos Szögi, was 
beaten to death by a group of Roma after allegedly hitting a Roma child 
with his car. The incident was heavily politicized and exploited by the 
far right to stoke antigypsyism. This atmosphere of hostility strength-
ened the establishment of the Hungarian Guard on 25 August 2007, a 
paramilitary group founded by the far-right Jobbik party. The Guard 
organized intimidating marches in Romani settlements, demonstrating 
nationalist and racist ideologies.

The most extreme manifestation of antigypsyist violence came with 
the organized serial murders of Romani people between 7 March 2008 

146	 Kemény: A magyarországi cigány lakosság; Kemény: A magyarországi romák; 
Havas / Kemény: A magyarországi romákról.



The Presence of the “Gypsy” in Hungary

74

and 21 August 2009. The extremist perpetrators were driven by nation-
alist and racist ideologies, carried out coordinated assaults involving the 
use of firebombs (Molotov cocktails) thrown into homes, followed by 
shootings at residents who tried to escape the flames. These attacks took 
place predominantly in the northeastern and eastern parts of Hungary, 
in small towns and villages such as Kisléta, Galgagyörk, Nagycsécs, and 
Tatárszentgyörgy. The attacks resulted in the deaths of six individuals, 
including a five-year-old child.

Around the same time, the murder of Marian Cozma, a Romanian 
handball player stabbed to death during a bar fight on 8 February 2009, 
was similarly instrumentalized by the far right to reinforce racial ste-
reotypes. The subsequent trial of the serial murderers of Romani people, 
held from 25 March 2011 to 6 August 2013, ended in life sentences for 
three of the attackers (Kiss Árpád, Kiss István, and Pető Zsolt). While 
it brought a degree of justice, the case also revealed systemic failures 
in the protection of Roma and the broader social indifference toward 
racially motivated violence. The authorities were initially criticized for 
their slow responses and insufficient investigations, which emboldened 
the perpetrators.147

After these serial murders of Roma in 2008/2009 fueled by hate pro-
paganda, there has been a noticeable trend in commercial media where 
individuals portraying “Gypsies as talented heroes” have increasingly 
participated in various music shows. Broadcasters presented a narrative 
that echoed the belief in the inherent musical talent of the “Gypsy”. 
They suggested that music is considered to be a defining aspect of 
“Gypsy” culture, and it has the potential to lift them out of poverty and 
elevate their situation within their community. Including the Roma 
in talent shows can be interpreted as an effort to counterbalance the 
general negative opinions of the “Gypsy” in the media world, which in 
the early 2010s was an imagined and unattainable world for the gen-
eral public. Therefore those “Gypsies” on the television were simply a 
creation and not the same as the “Gypsies” in the neighborhood. The 
appearance of the “Gypsy heroes” in television shows was a form of 
“soft compensation” for the past misrepresentation of Roma as biased 
“singing-dancing but talented Gypsies” in the mainstream media. This 
period seems to have initiated assumed changes in public perceptions 

147	 Olaszliszka atrocity, 15  October  2006; establishment of the Hungarian Guard, 
25 August 2007; serial murders of Romani people, 7 March 2008–21 August 2009; 
murder of Marian Cosma, 8 February 2009; trials for the serial murders of Romani 
people, 25 March 2011–6 August 2013. Munk / Morvay / Szabó: Cigány csillagok.
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to counter negative stereotypes, balancing previous damage to Roma 
through media representation, which, in a sense, has been successful 
based on internalization and social conformity.

The media also played a role in shaping perceptions of Roma through 
compulsory weekly programs showcasing “Gypsy” cultural heritage. It 
may seem a massive generalization, but the media have fundamentally 
shaped how “Gypsies” are portrayed, from their first appearance in 
public to the present day. Furthermore, these representations have also 
contributed to a broader understanding of a putative Romani identity 
and roots within the larger society.

Both the non-Roma portrayal of the “Gypsy” and Roma self-rep-
resentation have been significantly shaped by prevailing beliefs of 
inferiority and societal norms set by external influences. As a result, 
the perception of the Roma people has been characterized by a range 
of descriptors, including exotic, menacing, intimidating, mysterious, 
alien, unapproachable, and distant. The twentieth century presented 
several historical turning points that could have had the potential to 
significantly alter the negative and stereotypical portrayal of the Roma 
people.

Despite these opportunities, society continues to play the “Gypsy 
card”, thereby reinforcing and sustaining harmful, prejudiced stereo-
types against Roma people. Undoubtedly, the media has an influential 
role in this, as it has failed to represent Roma accurately and ethically; 
instead, it has reinforced the process of whitewashing at national and 
European levels.

This social reality has led to a situation where, even when Roma 
obtain the necessary qualifications and knowledge, they are still mar-
ginalized and not considered “white” enough to be recognized as public 
professionals and representatives. As a result, they have often been 
relegated to working behind the scenes rather than being given the 
visibility and credit they deserve. This systematic racism has institu-
tionalized the social and economic exclusion of the Roma, restricting 
their ability to participate fully in society.


