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“Gypsiness,” Racial Discourse and Persecution:
Balkan Roma during the Second World War
Sevasti Trubeta

The debate about the Roma’s fate throughout the Second World War has taken on a
controversial character in recent years. The focal point of this controversy is whether
the Roma’s persecution was racially motivated or not.1 Reflecting upon the Roma’s
treatment throughout the war period, various scholars2 regard social–political factors
such as the wandering way of life and especially the ascription of criminality as the
main reasons for discrimination against and persecution of Roma. Ultimately, the
authority most responsible for the crimes against Roma in the “Old Reich” was the
Criminal Office. An extreme stance is the thesis of G. Lewy,3 who denies not only
the planned character of the persecution but also its racial/racist intention. Lewy also
refutes the comparability of the Roma’s fate with that of the Jews.
Seemingly, such assertions may be put down to the terminological confusion
concerning the concept of race which has characterized the racism debate in
the postwar period. Therefore, in order to deal with the question of the Nazis’
“imaginary of the Gypsies” and their persecution of them we ought to give some
terminological explanations, primarily for the concepts of race, racism and their
associative connection with ascribing collective social behaviours, especially their
connection to “Gypsiness.”
Against the background of the current debate, this article will deal primarily with
the Roma in the Balkans4 and the ways they were imagined by the Nazis. In any case
the Nazis’ ideology and practice can give only a partial explanation of the fate of the
Balkan Roma during the Second World War. A crucial and nevertheless scarcely
researched issue concerns the Balkan states themselves. This article will focus on
only the former aspect, while the latter will be the subject of a further study.
This article will emphasize the peculiarities of the perception of “Balkan Gypsies”
by Nazis as a collective category, partially by comparison with the common Gypsy
stereotype and its diachronic components. This analysis of discourse will be based on
an indicative contemporary bibliography, mainly journals that appeared in the Nazi
era with the evident goal of supporting and explaining National Socialist politics and
ideology.
ISSN 0090-5992 print; ISSN 1465-3923 online/03/040495-20 © 2003 Association for the Study of Nationalities
DOI: 10.1080/0090599032000115529

S. TRUBETA

“Lack of Data,” “Balkan Imaginary” and “Gypsy Label”
When the Balkan Gypsies became a focal point of Nazi policy, the National Socialist
Gypsy stereotype had already been specified, persecution and liquidation models had
already been created and, as prototypes, even used and applied;5 furthermore, a multidimensional genocide policy had already been pursued in other regions and
numerous people had fallen victim to it. Therefore, the Nazis set the Balkan Roma in
an already existing ideological and political context that justified discrimination and
persecution, as well as liquidation. Nazi ideologists and “experts” attempted to
answer the frequent complaints of a deficit of data on the Balkan Roma by projecting
the pre-existing common Gypsy stereotype onto these groups. This becomes evident
in the assumption (adapted from the “Old Reich” discourse) that Gypsies in Southeastern European countries were a burden on their communities.6 A further example
is the claim (even if mostly expressed in the form of aporia) that Gypsies were
potential communicators of epidemics.7 Likewise, on the occasion of a publication in
the Hungarian fascist weekly periodical Magyarság Utja referring to the “multiplication of Gypsies” in Hungary, the German journal Volkstum im Südosten
(published from 1939 to September 1944) pointed out that an “enormous danger for
the whole Southeast could result from paying no attention to the Gypsy problem.”8
However, in the perception of the groups staying in the Balkan states, one can
recognize peculiarities that result from the linkage of the Gypsy stereotype with the
Balkan one. 9 The “Gypsy” label supported and fortified the negative image of
the Balkans and particularly of some demographic groups living there. A typical
argument that demonstrates the concocted civilization deficits of the Balkan
imaginary (and in which one can recognize Todorova’s “Balkanism” concept)10 is
reproach of the persisting tribal forms of organization in the Balkans in contrast to
the centralized state systems in Western Europe.11 In Yugoslavia, there is a perceived
lack of “a political state idea […] organically grown from folk political needs.”12 The
crucial importance that Nazi ideologists ascribed to this “idea” and its association
with the so-called “population question” in that region are well expressed in an
article by Fritz Ruland,13 who declared the filling of the data gaps on the Roma as an
“iron must” for Southeastern Europe “to leave at least budgeting trains of thought
and to go over the ‘völkisch way of thought’ which sees by Jews as well as by
Gypsies not only a sponger in the living area of the settled ‘Volkstum’ but beholds
the ‘blood strange body’” (p. 167).
The registration of groups was an aspect of the so-called “population question”
which went hand in hand with the rising interest among scholars in population
analysis in the Middle East and Southeastern Europe since the 1930s.14 This did not
mean any arbitrary registration, however, but an intentional one that ought to take
place according to racial criteria. Thus the author Susanne Heim15 overlooks the
racial character of the “population question” when she claims that, “unequally as in
the Reich, the ‘Gypsy question’ in Southeastern Europe was not regarded as a racial
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problem but rather as a politic population one.” However, Nazis ideologists often
complained that the record of population groups according to language alone (as
usually occurred by census) did not give any competent description of the population, especially in the case of the Gypsies, who frequently “did not know their own
tongue.”16 Therefore this lack of data was regarded as an inhibiting factor for the
realization of “racial cleansing.” Apparently some sporadic data on the confession or
even the settled or wandering way of life of Roma in various Balkan countries were
not enough to constitute a comprehensive and representative picture of them. Worth
mentioning is a remark by Loesch,17 who considers Bulgaria to be an exception in the
registration of Gypsies, since this did not occur according to language alone but also
to confession. As stated by Loesch (p. 34), the census of 1926 reveals 135,000
Gypsies living in Bulgaria, 82,000 of whom spoke the Gypsy language. 18 But
Serbia’s Roma seemed to be already statistically documented in the nineteenth
century, not only, in fact, according to language but also partially according to settled
or wandering way of life. As Vucanović said, 19 the “census of 1846 was the
first enumeration of the population [in Serbia] which included all Gypsies, the
permanently settled ones as well as semi-nomads and full nomads” (p. 12).20
In that respect, the demand to record the Gypsies indicates a comprehensive racial
categorization of the population. Its realization became a measure of the “degree of
civilization” of the Southeastern countries. In the words of the publisher of Volkstum
im Südosten, the filling of the data gaps ought to be “the prerequisite for the
stemming of Gypsies and mixed blood Gypsies according to the plan”21 and the
willingness of collaborating regimes to take drastic measures about this served as a
scale of the readiness of the Southeast to join the civilized world.
One year after the German attack on Yugoslavia, Volkstum im Südosten22 assumes
there has been successful eradication in the “danger area, Balkans” (“Gefahrenherd
Balkan”) and points out that the Yugoslav state is a product of the Western powers,
since Yugoslavia’s three “tribes”—Serbs, Croats and Slovenes—are unable to
constitute a state. The author’s evaluation of each “tribe” seems to depend on the
degree of cooperation of their leadership with the Nazis.23 Therefore, the illustration
of the main opponent, the Serbs, with the most pejorative features aims to ascribe to
them collective deficiencies of civilization, such as a hostile attitude to culture, no
correspondence with European principles, a dramatically high rate of illiteracy24 and
so on. The Gypsy stereotype is additionally applied in order to discredit/disgrace
collectively the Serbs and chiefly their leaders. In another article entitled “On the
Substantial Image of Serbs” (“Vom Wesensbilde der Serben”),25 it is claimed that
Serbs have no “blood purity” due to absorption of “strange blood” from Greeks,
Syrians, Aromuns, and other nomads—including Gypsies. The author points out
“remarkable high mixings” that were favoured by historical “external events” such as
the “Serbian revolt during Soliman’s era” which caused the Serbs’ extermination in
some regions. “In the following time, the country was populated by Aromuns,
Cincars and Gypsies. In that way, one can explicate the extraordinarily marked
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Gypsy character of some regions as for instance Valjevo but also Beograd; in latter
the Gypsy quarter ‘Jagatan Mahala’ testifies to this fact up till now” (p. 18). In
particular the Gypsies’ share in the Serbian population was allegedly enormously
high and, “as well-known,” Gypsies had even invaded the Serbian political and
military leadership. The author admits that there were not sufficient sources for
verifying this assertion; therefore he suggests analysing Serbs’ qualities for
ascertaining their Gypsy origins.26
Jews and Gypsies: Common Brand and Distinct Prestige
The relationship between Gypsies and Jews with regard to their ideological construction and treatment by Nazis has been a much discussed issue in recent years.27
The shared treatment and fate of the two groups28 are, however, well verified by
documents, such as the racial legislation of Nuremberg (15 September 1935), which
was applicable also to Gypsies, at least from 26 November.29 In general, in the
treatment of diverse population groups the Nazis seemed to set priorities evaluating
hierarchically the allegedly “different races.” Significant is the fact that although the
Department of the Reich Commissionaire for the Consolidation of the German
Volkstum (Amt des Reichskommissars für die Festigung deutschen Volkstums),
which was responsible for displacements, ordered the total separation of Germans
and other “folks,” in fact this order was applied extensively only to Jews and
Gypsies, while for the other “strange folks” the separation was made depending on
their “ability to be germanized.”30
In reality, persecution and deportations of Roma frequently followed orders that
were initially intended for Jews.31 That occurred not only in the Old Reich but also in
occupied and collaborating countries. Without implicating that only Germans were
responsible for Roma’s treatment in Southeastern Europe, one can remark that the
cases of Macedonia, occupied by Bulgaria, and Greece were rather exceptional, since
while Jews faced persecution and eventually liquidation, Roma were not affected, or
were affected to a far lesser degree. With regard to Macedonia, contemporary
witnesses report that (single) Roma were also subject to deportations similar to those
experienced by the Jews.32 In the Greek case, despite similarities to the Serbian one
regarding the Nazi population policy and the massacres of civilians, there were
notable differences in the Roma’s treatment. Serbia’s Roma fell victims (“as atone
victims”—Sühneopfer) to mass executions next to Jews and political hostages. A
similar tactic in Greece has not yet been verified.33 However, an event that makes
research difficult is that the Nazis often destroyed documents concerning Jews just
after the deportations or the accomplishment of orders.34
Despite the setting of priorities35 concerning the persecution of population groups
by the Nazis, in Nazi ideology Gypsies join Jews mainly via ascriptions like “strange
species” (Fremdartig), “strange races” (Fremdrassig) as well as “not native” and
“not sedentary” in the sense of “not capable of constituting an own state,” etc. The
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widely applied “nomadism” stereotype is a cluster that involves all these ascriptions.
However, “nomadism” is not an appropriate term for these groups. According to
Khazanov’s definition36 the question that determines the characterization of a mobile
group as a nomadic one is whether its economy is based on “food producing”
(pastoralism) or on “food extracting.” According to Khazanov, “the term ‘nomads’ is
not applicable to other [non-pastoral] mobile groups, whether ethnic–professional
groups such as gypsies, or [others]” (p. 15). In any case, at least in the Roma’s case
the nomadism stereotype is not a National Socialist construction but has had a long
tradition and belongs to the diachronic ingredients of imagined “Gypsiness,” as
shown by Hehemann; 37 even more, it is perpetuated up to the present day, as
numerous current publications demonstrate. However, a crucial National Socialist
peculiarity in which the Gypsy and Jewish stereotypes are joined seems to be the
connection of the settled way of life as principle with both the “right of
homeland” (Heimatberechtigung) and the “right of life” (Lebensberechtigung), as
demonstrated by Constantopoulos38 with regard to Jews.39
The association of Jews and Gypsies via a common label that occurred both in the
Old Reich as well as in Southeastern European countries is a further instance of the
application of pre-existing ideological constructions and politics in the Old Reich to
the occupied or collaborating countries, as the following citation will show. Some
years before Robert Ritter40 complained about the neglect of Gypsies in racial
legislation and presented his own view, in the Volk und Rasse it was claimed that
with Gypsies “one has to deal exactly with the same problem of mixed blood as with
Jews. But [in Gypsies’ case] there lack any documents and grounds.”41 The author of
this article, Römer, indicates both the emergent priority of the Jews’ persecution and
the requirement to follow this up with the equal treatment of the Roma: “The Jewish
question has been settled by the legislation. By this, the most substantial part of the
strange racial question has been resolved. Besides the Jews, there are also the Gypsy
folk in Germany who, despite their multiple mixtures, are still intact as a clearly
recognised folk community.” 42 Two years later the same journal submits as a
welcome development the establishment of “special classes for Gypsy children” on
order of the mayor in Cologne and subsequently remarks, “By this, Gypsy children
are eliminated from the common living with the German youth, like Jew children.”43
But as early as 1934 J. Römer44 focused on the central aim of “racial hygiene” and
the priorities in its realization when he wrote that after the Jews had been addressed
by racial hygiene measures “the completion of the question of the racial hygiene in
Germany ought not to overlook the small folk of the Gypsies” (p. 112).
At the same time Nazi ideologists ascribed a crucial difference between the two
groups with respect to their political and economic importance for the states they
inhabited. According to the stereotypes, Jews were characterized as having a
tendency to seize power, while Gypsies were seen as lacking all political ambition
and influence, and thus any political and economic significance. “Gypsies like Jews
have penetrated from outside into our cultural and living circle. In spite of deep
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common features between both, there is a basic difference: While the Jew, by the
excessive increase of his racial hate, demands to take the leading position among the
landfolk, […] the Gypsy has only the intention being able to eke out his natural
living in the margin of our culture.”45 The political and economic position of each
one seemed to play a decisive role for the “hierarchal urgency” of their treatment.
Likewise, Ruland, the author of the above-mentioned article entitled “The Gypsy
Question in the Southeast,” wrote, “Since the elimination of Jewry from the living
area of the local folk has energetically been pursued there soon arose a further
problem concerning the racial purification of the established folk cultures of the
Southeastern: the Gypsy question.”46
With regard to Southeastern Europe, Karl C. von Loesch 47 compares the two
groups, claiming that despite their similarities (i.e. both groups are likewise spread
everywhere, but nowhere are they autochthonous) Gypsies, in contrast to Jews, are
politically not important. Loesch called the Jews “crypto-settled” and basically
presented the usual stereotypes: both groups were able to domicile everywhere, to
learn the native language and to acquire the local nationality. Nevertheless, they were
nowhere indigenous but changed residence, language and nationality “with unreachable ease.” Karlheinz Rudiger argued similarly in his article titled “Parasiten der
Gemeinschaft” (“Parasites of the Community”) published in Volk und Rasse (No. 3,
1938, pp. 87–89).
Not only the ascribing similarities but also the differences deposit both groups in
the same framework of discourse that reflects the Nazis’ intention to construct new
social hierarchies in a “new European order” by means such as displacements,
profession bans, etc.48 Jews and Gypsies were to be equally eliminated from (at least)
the economic arena; the ideological legitimacy for this intention was equally a racial
one. The distinct social position seemed to be the starting point for the Nazis’ modus
operandi against each group. On the one hand, drastic Entjudisierung (Jewish
removal) in the economic area according to the model already applied in Vienna as
well in other occupied European countries;49 on the other hand, liquidation of the
politically and economically harmless, i.e. “valueless Gypsies.”50
This very “harmlessness” associated with “primitivism” led authors like Küppers51
to remark with regard to Roma living in the Balkans that they had good elements, in
contrast to the Jews, who usually were perceived as an incarnation of “absolute
evil.”52 “We know that as to their aptitude and descent Gypsies are not so bad as they
are often thought. These ones who went off on their worldwide travels as Indian
singers and minstrels and once were called to a Persian king’s court are originally
created from a good natural nucleus. This fragment of real music makers and artists
exists within the Gypsies and is a part of their original natural character.” 53 The
author goes on to express the assertion that positive elements of Gypsies have
disappeared due to racial mixings when they came into contact with the “civilized
world.” Their new professions are, in his own words, the “consequence” as well the
“testimony” of the supposed “racial mixing.” With this assertion Küppers shares the
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dominant claim among Nazi “experts” and ideologists that “mixed blood Gypsies”
were more dangerous and inferior than the “racially pure” ones.
Against this background, the collective Gypsy image contained an ingredient that
apparently was absent from the Jewish one: relics from the racist concept of the
“noble savage” incorporated in the primitivism stereotype. This aspect is best
expressed by Robert Ritter and especially in his article titled “Primitivism and
Criminality,” in which he compares the Gypsies with the Jenishes.54 Among others
Ritter remarks that the nature of Southeastern Europe offers to the Gypsies all that
they need for assuaging their “primitive needs” (p. 201).
The primitivism stereotype takes a grotesque dimension in the notes of the
Commandant of Auschwitz, Rudolf Höß,55 who remarks with regard to the Gypsies
detained in Auschwitz that they were his favourite prisoners, even if he had many
problems with them (p. 165): “In their nature they were basically like trusting
children. Despite the adverse conditions, the greatest part of the Gypsies did not
particularly suffer under the imprisonment, apart from the tied wandering instinct.
Due to their previous primitive life they were accustomed to the confined lodging,
the bad hygienic conditions and partially the lacking food. […] they remained
children in essence” (pp. 163–164).

Reflections on “Gypsiness”
The fact that National Socialist authorities as well as “experts” referred to the Roma
at times as an “ethnic group,” a “folk,”56 a “tribe,”57 a “social group,” “criminals,”
“wanderers” and “anti-socials” and at times as a “race” gave scholars in the postwar
period reason for supposing a “double Gypsy definition”58 among the Nazis or
even for asserting a conceptual dichotomy of a “social–ethnographic” definition in
contrast to a “racial” one.59
Such conclusions contain at least two problems: the first one involves an ignorance
of the pre-existing Gypsy imaginary, some diachronic elements of which were
perpetuated and adopted by the Nazis. A further problem concerns the definition of
racial terms and basically implies a dichotomy of social–cultural aspects versus racial
ones within the racial discourse. This tendency correlates with transformations in the
semantics of the term “race” in the postwar period as a consequence of its disrepute
due to the collapse of two systems with which its biologist facets were mainly linked:
National Socialism and gradually disintegrating colonialism.

Terminological Matters
The terminological transformation of the concept of race is expressed in the debilitation of the “classical” racist thesis of “genetically determined inequality,” “biological
heritage” and “racial purity” and the subsequent displacement of the argument
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for “authentic cultural identity” and the “unchangeable character of cultural
differences.”60
In the background of the aforementioned dichotomist view among current scholars
is the widespread and frequently problematical use of ethnic terms by anti-racists as
a priori positively evaluated categories that are even free from racial connotations. In
the postwar period ethnic categorization has been widely used in public discourse as
well as in political and scientific discoure for describing (or ascribing) any kind of
difference in “deviant” groups: difference in national belonging, (territorial) “origin,”
language and religion but also the “colour of skin,” etc. Nevertheless, in the ethnic
concepts there may be (openly or subtly) persisting traditions of the determining
perception of culture as nature. Furthermore, ethnic concepts can be successfully
used for collectivizing people on the base of the “common descent” that determines
collective social behaviour patterns.61
The terminological transformation of “race” as well as the positively evaluated
ethnic categories gave scholars reason for naming the racism phenomenon in the
postwar period “racism without races,” or “culturalistic” or “differentialistic”
racism. 62 This debate, which has continued since the 1960s, pushes into the
foreground the association of biological aspects and social–cultural ones within racial
discourse.
Looking back at the diverse modes of racial discourse, one can see that they are
defined not only by biological parameters but also by cultural as well as social ones
when a naturally determined character is ascribed to them.63 Biological/physiological
aspects (which are introduced into racial discourse later than phenotypic perception)64
have never appeared alone in any historical racial discourse but have always been
supplemented by ascriptions of collective social or/and cultural behaviour patterns.
“Race,” perceived as a cognitive concept or just as a “place of imagination,” a cluster
of connotations,65 has never been restricted entirely to biological dimensions but has
always asserted racial descent and belonging as determining (because it is impossible
to avoid) cultural as well as social behaviour. Ever since its first formulation the
idea of race has included collectiveness and evaluation, so it does not declare
any differences between groups except those found in hierarchies: the idea of race
incorporates the controversial relation of inferiority versus superiority66 and is
involved in controversial “civilization patterns.”67
The association of racial and social–cultural aspects in diverse historical forms of
racism led A. Memmi 68 to propose the replacement of the term “racism” with
“ethnism.” According to Memmi, a conceptualization of racism exclusively on the
basis of biological attributes sets this phenomenon in a very strict framework that
renders impossible the delineation of its complex and varied character.
Gypsiness, Racial Discourse and National Socialism
Especially in the Gypsy concept, a “social–ethnographic” perception does not set it
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beyond the racial discourse. On the contrary, the “ethnographic” approach of
scholars (at least since the end of the nineteenth century) includes clearly racial/
racist attributes. The common denominator of the diverse (historical) forms of the
collective Gypsy imaginary is their alleged “strangeness,” which seemed to be
expressed mainly in that “deviant way of life” taken up by those incapable of social
conformity. Furthermore this assertion joins diachronic stereotypes of primitivism,
presenting Gypsies as “parasites” or as “noble savages” and additionally as “inborn
wanderers.”69
Finally, the so-called “socio-ethnographic” perception of Gypsies until the end
of the nineteenth century was anything but free from racial connotations.70 The
strengthening of biologism can be considered as a consequence of both the progress
of physical anthropology (and anthropometrics) since the nineteenth century and the
fact that biologism was a basic component of the Nazis’ ideology of power supported
by the cooperation of so-called “experts.”71 Furthermore, the biological view took a
populist character, becoming a subject of popular policy as result of the fact that in
the Nazi era “science went hand in hand with the everyday ‘knowledge.’”72 This
made easier the association of ascribing collective social behaviours to biological
“explanations.”
In any case, the Nazis’ Gypsy concept can only be analysed within a framework
that includes both the ideological construction and the practical treatment of deviant
groups. The initiator as well as the purposes which that concept has to serve are
decisive for its character. It is a matter of “perception by others” in which social
actors became an “object” of collectivization and ideological construction. The
ingredients of the constructed image reflect the initiator’s self-image. Therefore, the
fact that the main institutional protagonists of the persecution of Gypsies in the Nazi
era were such authorities as the police and the Criminal Office decisively affected the
conceptual categories. Besides the ideological construction, the authorities needed
hands-on categories for operating. “Gypsy” had already been a specified pejorative
category containing all the attributes that were significant to the Nazis’ focal goals,
principally the constitution of “a new order” (see the previous reference to the
Gypsies’ economic importance), “racial purity,” “work” as a principle, indigeneity
and settledness.
Indicative of the importance the Nazis attached to “settledness” as a diachronic
“norm of a social order” (p. 17)73 but also especially in the context of the “new order”
is the book titled Der nicht sesshafte Mensch. Ein Beitrag zur Neugestaltung der
Raum- und Menschenordnung im Großdeutschen Reich (The Unsettled Man. A
Contribution to the New Constitution of Spatial and Human Order in the Great
German Reich), published in 1938 by the Bayerischen Landesverband für
Wanderdienst (Federal Association for Wanderer Service in Bavaria) in cooperation
with Bavaria’s Interior Ministry (Bayerischen Staatsministerium des Inneren). In this
publication the various “wandering groups” seem to be differently evaluated
according to their wandering motives but also their “ability” to integrate themselves
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into the “folk community.” The point is that the state has to help those who are in
need, i.e. the wanderers for economic reasons. However, the prerequisite for the
state’s support was the willingness to work that the wanderers ought to demonstrate.
Gypsies had been perceived as a group per definitionem without willingness to work
(Abeitsscheue) (p. 42).
“Gypsy” as a comprehensive discriminatory category holds a quality that is
standard for racist stereotypes: it can exist independently of the original subject of
discrimination and therefore can be effectively used as an a priori pejorative and
discriminating notion in various situations. Such a quality usually unifies further
pejorative stereotypes built on chains of association: unsettled, unordered, nonconformist, dirty, communicators of illness, pathological and so on. The ascription of
deficiencies such as the incapability of working is a diachronic racist stereotype that
has appeared (even if in distinct variations) in any historical racism, from colonialism
up to the present time. Basically it reflects the “civilization deficiencies” of
“deviants” or, in other words, of “inferior strange groups.” Similarly the linkage of
“strangeness” and “criminality” is a further commonplace of any historical racist
discourse, including the recent migration debate. However, “criminality” is the
aspect that completes a pathological image.74
For “experts” like Robert Ritter it seems to be important to distinguish between
“wanderers in the Gypsy fashion” and “Gypsies in a racial sense,” even if “among all
‘wandering folks’ the Gypsy seems to us the archetype of the unsettled man.”75
Ritter’s critical view of the populist use of the term “Gypsy,” which frequently leads
to confusion (sometimes among the police), is understandable: due to his professional interests he cannot ignore the genetic aspects and he also cannot leave them
in the background. But Ritter’s argument sheds light on the connection of social–
cultural (“ethnographic”) issues with biological–racial ones. Attempting to describe
the differences between Gypsies and other wanderers, particularly Jenishes, Ritter
claims, “When we meet real tribe-Gypsies, then, our first impression is that we are
facing a person from a strange race. On the contrary, the racial difference does not
come into view in the case of the Jenishes” (p. 73). He then attempts to explain the
racial difference between the two groups, referring to clothes, jewellery and
language, and goes on to attempt to answer the question, why not a unified concept
encompassing both wanderers and Gypsies? “The main objection against this thought
concerns the fact that Gypsies belong to a strange race and through their mixings
with Jenishes or anti-socials an extremely inferior lumpenproletariat is regularly
produced” (p. 74). In view of this “dangerous” development, Ritter attempts to cast
light on the crucial question of the descent of each group. The subsequent chain
of associations is nothing but a vicious circle of negative stereotypes and tautologies
joined by an intermediary factor: the fatalization of social circumstances via
biological explanations of social processes and events. In this way Ritter intended to
rationalize the Gypsies’ alleged inferiority, attributing it to an unchangeable nature.
Thus, looking back to genealogies of Gypsy families he presumes to have found out
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mixed marriages from which Jenishes originate. He even supposes that the settled
Gypsies originate from further mixed marriages and make up/form the “mixed blood
lumpenproletariat” (Mischlingslumpenproletariat) (p. 77).
Ritter has a further reason to call on the help of social–cultural arguments in order
to support his suppositions, since through medical experiments he was not able to
verify the supposed biological unity of the Gypsies and he had to admit that the
differences among them were more than the shared characteristics.76 Thus, he needs
the support of ethnology and folklore to substantiate the supposed primitive character
of Gypies and their tendency towards criminality. He attempted to objectify his
alleged “ethological observations” with the help of biological phraseology. 77 The
same “working methods” and argumentation can be found in Eva Justin’s work. She
also operated with associated stereotypes evaluating the victims and seeking to
justify “scientifically” the discrimination against them, even more their extermination. The common denominator of her ascriptions is ultimately the negative connotations linking terms like “nigger,” “Gypsies,” “unsettled” and “primitive.”78
The assertion of the racial character of the Gypsies was problematic from the start
because of the “paradox” that on the one hand their descent was set within the
Aryans’ geographical territory but on the other hand they could not be Aryan in the
Nazi sense because of their label.
To typologize Nazi racial concepts of population groups is not an easy task since
Nazis used their concepts inconsequently and changed their contents depending on
the political background. Such racial definitions of population groups seemed to be
inconsequent as regards their “scientific contents” but not as regards the ideology and
the political purposes they served. Even if such definitions were inconsistent,
incoherent and ultimately absurd, nevertheless they served political aims. This is
exemplarily demonstrated in the Balkan case in which language, religion, descent
(but also social conditions of life) of population groups may always be regarded from
a “racial point of view” by Nazis but, at the same time, are variably evaluated for
each population depending on whether its leadership collaborated with the Nazis.79 A
marked example of this phenomenon is the treatment of Yugoslavia’s so-called
“white Gypsies” (“bijeli Gypsies”). These Muslim groups had been untouched by
persecution after their declaration as “Aryans” by the Ministry of the Interior of the
Ustashe regime. The main causes of this exception are thought to be the pro-Muslim
policy of the Ustashe and the willingness of Muslim Roma themselves to cooperate
with the Ustashe.80 The Christian Roma who converted to Islam in order to save
themselves did not manage to avoid persecution.81 The German Nazis accepted82 this
exception and excuse and German ideologists tried to formulate theories defending
that decision. For example, Volkstum im Südosten, in an article titled “The
Mohammedans Problem in Bosnia and Herzegovina,”83 tried to justify the exception,
claiming there was a long and major influence of Western ideology on the Muslim
Roma, a long tradition of the settled way of life and a traditional conflict with
Christians, especially the Serbs.

505

S. TRUBETA

However, Robert Ritter 84 used the appellation “white Gypsies” to refer to a
“fragment of the Jenish group” (p. 207) and specifically “the most primitive among
them [the Jenishes] who have still wandered around and have shared so many
elements with Gypsies that the police name them ‘wanderers around’ in the Gypsy
fashion” (p. 207). Although “they stay in dosshouse quarters and in hiding places of
the cities,” they are still not settled and are considered by the folk to be a “distinct
race” (p. 207). This statement was written by Ritter nearly two years before Bosnia’s
“white Gypsies” became a focal point of the Ustashe’s policy, so it is not clear
whether Ritter confuses “white Gypsies” and “Jenishes”, or whether he associates the
two groups on the basis of their ascribed “shared differences” from his own Gypsy
concept.
In any case, the “white Gypsies” as a “special category among Gypsies” did not
become a topic for scholarly discussion for the first time during the Second World
War: they had attracted the attention of physical anthropology a long time earlier.85
A study of this group in Serbia was written by Petrović86 and appeared in the same
year as Ritter’s article. Apart from the introduction, in which the author adopts all the
standard clichés concerning the “natural character of Gypsies” and represents them
collectively as a primitive, nomadic, fatherlandless folk that feels a desire to steal,
Petrović describes the “white Gypsies” as acculturated Gypsies (or as ones who
imitate the way of life of non-Gypsies). In this sense, “white” means “clean, something which has been washed, and can even signify moral cleanliness when applied
to a person free from sin. That is why many Serbian peasants say of them: ‘They are
White, for they do not speak the Gypsy language’; or: ‘“Bijeli” Gypsies are those
who revere the Christian or Mohammedan religion, who neither steal nor eat
carrion’; or: ‘They are “Bijeli” because their women do not go out with beggingbags’” (p. 91). Therefore, besides acculturation, the term bijeli activates such
associations as Gypsies of white skin colour, clean, orderly in the sense of
“civilized.” This explanation is not far away from Ritter’s account of Jenishes, whom
he names “white Gypsies” for similar reasons. Petrović additionally ascribes a
genealogical element to bijeli which distinguishes them from other Gypsies, i.e. a
different descent due to blood mixing of their ancestors with Ottoman beys.87
All these publications about the “white Gypsies” basically apply similar or
complementary arguments in order to conceptualize an image of population groups
that were set close to the Gypsy stereotype because of their “way of life” or their
“phenotypic” characteristics or through ascribing genealogies. The historic political
context was then decisive for the use of these arguments to justify the practice of
discrimination or even liquidation.
Conclusion
The fate of the Balkan Roma during the Second World War and their ideological
perception by Nazis should be the subject of a multi-faceted investigation which
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should consider a variety of aspects, among others diachronic components as well as
Nazi peculiarities of the Gypsy stereotype, and the relevance Nazis attached to the
Roma in the context of a “new European order”.
The pre-existing Gypsy stereotype has had a long tradition. Numerous studies have
proved the racial/racist content of the diachronic stereotyped Gypsy image that was
perpetuated up to and during the period of the Second World War, and the Nazis
made much use of this. Against this background, studies of the fate of the Roma
during the Second World War ought to focus on the peculiarities of the Nazi
thinking, which resulted chiefly from a strengthening of biological aspects and their
use in the dominant ideology. In the Roma’s conceptualization by the Nazis as “an
ethnic group,” “anti-social,” “unsettled” or simply as a “race” there exists an inherent
racial discourse and racist intention. The racial/racist character of such a conceptualization can be illuminated by an analysis of the concept “race” and of the various
historic forms of racism. In any case “race” should not be defined solely through
ascribed genetic characteristics; “race” is rather a cluster involving both biological/
genetic aspects as well as social and cultural ones. Racial concepts include in
principle the idea of a hierarchical evaluation of people.
Roma, like other population groups, were evaluated by the Nazis according to an
ascribed political and economic “relevance” and according to how far they were seen
as an obstacle or threat to the required “new order.” In this context their imaginary and
also their treatment by the Nazis are connected with (among others) those of the Jews.
Finally, the “economic and politically relevant” Jews and the “harmless” Gypsies
were equally negatively evaluated by the Nazis even according to the same criteria,
and this evaluation gave reason for their equally brutal treatment. The Nazis’ ideological starting point was their self-image, a collective “German image” determined
by the imperative of “racial purity”—however this may be defined—so that any
“deviants” (Jews, Gypsies, non-conformists, homosexuals, etc.) ought to be liquidated
by “racial hygienic” means. However, the National Socialist era was not the first time
that the ideological construction of the Roma joined that of the Jews.
The Balkan Roma as a collective category came into the focus of National
Socialist politics and research after the beginning of the Second World War and
chiefly after the capitulation of Yugoslavia. As is well expressed in the contemporary
literature, National Socialists tried to translate their constructed image of the Gypsies
and also their restrictive policy against Roma in the Old Reich to the occupied or
collaborating Southeast European countries. The Nazis’ collective category
“Balkan Gypsies” contains, beyond the diachronic aspects of “Gypsiness,” a further
component: the association with the Balkan stereotype. In this association the
two negative stereotypes, the Gypsy and the Balkan, react upon each another,
strengthening and complementing their negative connotations. Additionally, the
Gypsy imaginary was used as a pejorative representation par excellence by the Nazis
in order to discredit population groups, and particularly those which were more
resistant to the Nazis’ plans and operations, by ascribing to them depreciatory
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“Gypsy descent and behaviour.”
However, the treatment of the Balkan Roma as well their constructed image may
be adequately analysed only when the politics and the national/racial discourses of
each Southeast European country are taken into consideration.
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