Historicizing Roma in Central
Europe

In Central Europe, limited success in revisiting the role of science in the
segregation of Roma reverberates with the yet-unmet call for contextualizing
the impact of ideas on everyday racism. This book attempts to interpret such a
gap as a case of epistemic injustice. It underscores the historical role of ideas in
race making and provides analytical lenses for exploring cross-border transfers of
whiteness in Central Europe. In the case of Roma, the scientific argument in favor
of segregation continues to play an outstanding role due to a long-term focus on
the limited educability of Roma. The authors trace the long-term interrelation
between racializing Roma and the adaptation by Central European scholars of
theories legitimizing segregation against those considered non-white, conceived
as unable to become educated or “civilized.” Along with legitimizing segregation,
sterilization and even extermination, theorizing ineducability has laid the
groundwork for negating the capacity of Roma as subjects of knowledge. Such
negation has hindered practices of identity and quite literally prevented Roma in
Central Europe from becoming who they are. This systematic epistemic injustice
still echoes in contemporary attempts to historicize Roma in Central Europe.
The authors critically investigate contemporary approaches to historicize Roma
as reproducing whiteness and inevitably leading to various forms of epistemic
injustice. The methodological approach herein conceptualizes critical whiteness
as a practice of epistemic justice targeted at providing a sustainable platform for
reflecting upon the impact of the past on the contemporary situation of Roma.
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Introduction

A longue durée of segregation against
Roma: inside of whiteness

In 1783, Heinrich Grellmann brought forward an analogy between “Gypsies” and
African American slaves in order to stress the power of Europeans to civilize
those considered non-white: “It may be hoped, that while we are endeavouring to
ameliorate the condition of our African brethren, the civilisation of the Gipseys,
who form so large a portion of humanity, will not be overlooked.”!

In 1897, Leopold Gliick offered linguistic and anthropological grounds for dif-
ferentiating the “Gypsy” populations of Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose language
evidenced their common Indian origin, but whose historical traces varied and led
to two different “Black” and “White” profiles:

While the first remain half-nomadic and continue travelling during the
warmer time, the latest are sedentarized. The Black Gypsies practice their
religion, their women walk undressed, and they speak their own language.
The White, sedentarized, Gypsies have rejected their religion, dress their
women and adapt the rules of the regions where they settle.

In 1943, Eva Justin opened her dissertation aimed at providing a solid argument
against the previous politics of assimilation, and in the theoretical grounds for
forced sterilization of Roma, she compared them to “white trash,” one of the tar-
get groups for the U.S. eugenic agenda: “The whole society does not want to
continue more than one-hundred years of dangerous state policy, and we all claim
right now: ‘No Gypsy trash!’ [ Nicht-Zigeuner-Gesindel].””

In 1960, Eva Bacikova, an expert for the Ministry of Education and Culture in
Czechoslovakia, directly criticized the previous trend to equate African Ameri-
cans with Roma, typical of the socialist public discourse:

Led by positive intents to demonstrate that Gypsy children are successful
too, able to achieve something too, our teachers present their Gypsy students
as trained animals in the circus and sometimes they piggyback on the Gypsy
topic. “Look, what our Gypsy children could do!” — our teachers say. At
school, they are taught to sing their Gypsy songs as if they are a compliant
choir of black slaves. Also, Gypsy children know neither Czech and Slovak
folk music nor the pioneer songs.*
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In 1970, Milena Hiibschmannova® interpreted the outcomes of her qualitative sur-
vey among non-Roma respondents by comparing their approaches towards the
“Gypsy issue” with the practices of segregation against indigenous populations
and African Americans:

The Gypsy issue has a world analogy. Its general character stems from the
compatibility of the status of the minority group with the dominant soci-
ety. History persuades us that the approaches which the dominant society
applies to solving the issue of minorities in different places of the Earth are
compatible.®

Her own approach to reject the labeling of Roma as asocial criminals also stemmed
from the compatibility between Roma and savages, namely, the description of the
Gabon tribe by Schweitzer:

In his book, On the edge of the primeval forest, Albert Schweitzer shares a
very interesting example, namely, that the Gabon tribal people do not accept
theft by those who do not belong to their tribe as an immoral act. The action,
which is defined by “whites” as “lifting” is as natural for the Gabon as taking
the fruits of Nature. I suppose that the same approach to evaluating theft was
relevant for those Roma sentenced to the most extreme isolation.’

In 1976, the Czech educator Josef Stépan, who was responsible for retraining
socialist teachers in schools for Romani children, stressed the potential of com-
paring Roma and savages: “It would be interesting to think about the analogy
between the ethnic group of Gypsies and the ethnic groups [tribes living on
the island of Celebes, now known as Sulawesi], living at a low level of social
development.”®

In 1993, the Hungarian psychologist Tamas Bereczkei applied the controversial
approach by Philippe Rushton to exploring the reproductive strategies of Hungar-
ian Roma. Rushton had ascribed to African Americans the predominance of an
r-strategy of selection more compatible with animals than with white individuals,
to whom Rushton prescribed a K-strategy.” Later, this approach was reproduced
by Serbian and Czech scholars.!

In 2004, Bob Hepple proclaimed a “second wind” for the U.S. Supreme Court’s
decision in the Brown v. Board of Education case, which had overturned the segre-
gation of African Americans, applying the terms of the case to strategic litigation
for the rights of Roma in Europe because “the ‘rights of man’ or ‘civil rights’ are
a common inheritance of humanity.”!!

The analogies between Romani and non-white populations — mainly African
Americans and the indigenous groups of America and Australia — has a long
historical tradition in shaping arguments in favor of either segregation or inte-
gration. Further, looking upon Roma as a non-white “race” established one of
the core channels for translating whiteness to Europe. However, discussing the
issues concerning Roma in Central Europe in terms of critical whiteness remains
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fragmented, or even more, an unwelcome theoretical pathway because of the mul-
tiple in-betweenness of Central European identity, as Ondfej Slacalek explained
in his imaginary dialogue with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak:

Dear Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, you asked whether we were also postco-
lonial. It seems that you were looking to the post-communist countries for
partners in experience, dialogue and solidarity. We are very sorry, but you
will not find what you were looking for in Central Europe. Your question
may cast light on some features of the post-socialist experience, but when we
pose it rigorously we find barriers to the transfer of concepts at the analytical
level, and in terms of the development of solidarity, on the level of political
action. The basic barrier is that the fundamental anxiety of Central European
countries is fear of being expelled from the West and put on to the same level
as the colonised countries.?

Building upon the ideas of Slavoj Zizek, we might say that in the background of
this fear, it is possible to recognize the identification of Central Europe with the
West and with whiteness, not “imaginary,” but “symbolic” — autonomous from the
prescriptions to be aligned with Europeanness through experiencing and negating
European identities.!* While “imaginary identification” involves identifying “with
the image of the other inasmuch as we are ‘like him,””' “symbolic identification”
aims to emancipate from such desirable but adopted patterns, through experienc-
ing the identification with the other “at a point at which he is inimitable.”** A part
of this process, the ambivalent attitudes toward each of its former masters, has led
Central Europe to sublimate the past and practice “reverse racism” — against those
seen as barbarian colonizers.

Being in line with Western (white) standards also includes the contemporary
equation of progress with human rights, offering the option of labeling both the
Nazi and the Soviet regimes as barbarian and anti-European, especially with
regard to the politics concerning minorities. This double opposition, barbarian
colonizers vs. “masters” who aimed to enlighten, and Central Europe vs. the colo-
nies of the Western world, inclines scholars to measure the region’s own history
of segregation in contrast to the extreme transgressions of the Nazi regime and
to avoid accepting historical responsibility for the politics concerning minori-
ties, which are measured against the atrocities of the Nazis. Among other driving
forces, avoiding the reflection of such historical continuities aggravates the over-
determination of racism in the various realms of life for those relegated to proving
their whiteness — namely, Roma.

Following Levine-Rasky, we could say that in response to the threat of its loss,
the identity of postcolonial Central Europe continues to be reproduced through
mass education, popular culture, urbanization and migration.'” In the case of
Roma, the argument in favor of injustice and segregation in education continues
to play an outstanding role due to a long-term focus on the limited educability
of Roma. Over the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ineducabil-
ity operated as a key theorized argument in favor of the most extreme forms of
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segregation, including forced sterilization and even extermination. Along with
legitimizing segregation, theorizing ineducability laid the groundwork for negat-
ing Romani capacity as subjects of knowledge, which hindered practicing their
identity and quite literally prevented Roma in Central Europe from becoming
who they are.!®

Due to its sacralized role in emancipation from a colonial past, the whiteness
of Central Europe seems to be not only invisible but untouchable with regard
to overcoming epistemic injustice — fostering a long-term deficit of credibility
to those outsider groups whose knowledge has no status' and limiting or even
blocking access to collective interpretative resources, which places Roma at an
unfair disadvantage when it comes making sense of their social experience.?

Critical whiteness as the only option for epistemic justice
for Roma in Central Europe: methodological grounds

Miranda Fricker views epistemic justice as a regulator of the production and con-
sumption of knowledge. While testimonial justice nurtures an economy of cred-
ibility, hermeneutical justice allows access to collective hermeneutical resources.
Introducing these two interrelated types of justice immediately leads Fricker to
a particular way of historicizing injustice as the output of practicing identity
power, directly dependent upon shared social-imaginative conceptions of social
identities.?! As a socially situated capacity to control the actions of others, power
produces the prejudices that represent a historical-constitutive form of “bad epis-
temic and moral luck” — for those who segregate as well as those who become
the objects of applying such power.?? This core concept in Fricker’s approach
prescribes accepting historical responsibility rather than attributing blame:

There have always been prejudices . . . but the prejudices that may be in the
air at any given time change with history. We need a conception of human
beings as formed by the attitudes of their time yet capable too of taking a
critical stance towards those attitudes.”

Historicizing epistemic injustice calls for recognizing the cultural-historical
setting of prejudices as opposed to abstract transhistorical conceptualization.
Contextualizing prejudices provides the grounds for a further step, namely, recog-
nizing historically available and unavailable critical concepts in order “to distin-
guish exceptional moral judgements from routine ones, producing injustice, and
to explain how a piece of moral progress — the move away from a practice . . . is
possible.”?* Moreover, the task of differentiating routine and exceptional judg-
ments faces a potential vacuum of hermeneutical resources for recognizing injus-
tice: “[Dl]ifferent groups can be hermeneutically disadvantaged for all sorts of
reasons, as the changing social world frequently generates new sorts of experi-
ence of which our understanding may dawn only gradually.”® The inevitability of
postponing hermeneutical justice provides the grounds for better understanding
the power of prejudices which “can control our actions even despite our beliefs.””?¢
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In this way, epistemic justice revises one of the central issues of historicity, “the
tension between stability or continuity on the one hand and change or development
on the other,””” and one of the palpable risks of historical narration is sacrificed to
“a paradox consisting of explicit skepticism of modernization and implicitly ascer-
tained criticism of the past.”?® While historicizing should be led by the mission to
overcome the extant routine of social interpretative habits that continue to serve
injustice, the genetic narrative of injustice maps the practices aimed at reestablish-
ing justice through revising the impact of whiteness. Comparing Fricker’s approach
with two other ways of conceptualizing the role of knowledge in segregation — the
violence of knowledge (Edward Said) and the collision of recognition vs. redistri-
bution (Nancy Fraser, Jiirgen Habermas and Axel Honneth) — points to the poten-
tial of epistemic justice for historicizing whiteness in Central Europe.

Originally, the violence of knowledge has concentrated on the postimperial
realm of social knowledge. Jeffrey Guhin and Jonathan Wyrtzen® explore differ-
ent but overlapping forms of the violence of knowledge: the violence of essen-
tialization, epistemic violence and the violence of apprehension. The violence of
essentialization decontextualizes local and personal experience, opposing it to
global notions mostly drawn from the Western “cultural archive.” Stressing the
contrast between the right progressive values and local approaches claimed to be
“dangerous” due to their “backwardness,” epistemic violence relegates the knowl-
edge of locals to the margins of the Western academy, destroying and preventing
its production. The adherents of Said tend to indict the violence produced even by
knowledge that is not essentialist in its origin, but from particular contexts, argu-
ing that such violence of knowledge reinforces segregation. For instance, “knowl-
edge about local culture, society, or religion often not totally inaccurate . . . was
then used to produce markers of native identity, the purpose of which was to rein-
force a hierarchy between European colonizer and native colonized.”* Labeling
this type of violence as the violence of apprehension, Guhin and Wyrtzen focus
on those who abuse their power by using such static categories of native iden-
tity. Relevant examples can be found in the practice of the removal of children
from indigenous populations because of the ostensive inability of their parents to
ensure a proper education — according to the opinion of child protection services.>!

While this matrix is fruitful for mapping epistemic injustice, its focus on the
opposition between postimperial and local knowledge represents the inevitable
risk of transforming any knowledge into a tool of epistemic injustice: “ [I]f culture
can stand up against the State and not only add to its power, then there is some
possibility for more or less accurate knowledge that does not immediately contrib-
ute to the three violences we describe.””*? Prescribing this pathway toward social
knowledge not only misses the task of recognizing hermeneutical resources suit-
able for restoring epistemic justice but also ignores the specifics of the violence
of knowledge produced in postcolonial Central Europe, where theories affiliated
with the Western academy remain seemingly untouchable for critical revision.
Indeed, attachment theory or racial assimilationism, elaborated by the scholars
of Central Europe, are still seen in opposition to the pressure of Soviet dogmatic
pseudoscience. The deconstruction of these theoretical arguments requires not
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only applying the violence of knowledge matrix but also recognizing the histori-
cal wrongs of these theories concerning minorities — in terms of whiteness — and
accepting responsibility for their reproduction.

The limits of the violence of knowledge concept reverberate with an impor-
tant dilemma: the consistent negation of injustice vs. the risk of producing trivial
knowledge that embeds the case of Central Europe in a range of contexts limited
by understanding biopolitics as “a specific modern form of exercising power.”*?
The recently disseminated trend to recognize in the knowledge produced by
anthropologists or eugenicists in Central Europe an instrument of biopolitics
“calls into question the topology of the political.”** For instance, the shift from
an organicist concept of biopolitics as the intention of the state to be aligned with
biological laws to racist biopolitics aimed at designating an “authoritarian, hierar-
chically structured, and racially homogeneous community of people’s body”* has
varied from country to country due to different political backgrounds, including
the vicissitudes of the colonial experience and the scenarios of deliberation.

The collision of redistribution vs. recognition emphasizes another dilemma in
historicizing epistemic injustice as the grounds for restoring justice: the inevitable
asymmetry between the intention to be a virtuous hearer (and to stop produc-
ing testimonial injustice) and the impossibility of avoiding the pressure of shared
stereotypes. Opposing redistribution (social equality, access to social rights) to
recognition (various practices of acceptance and tolerance) is often seen through
the lens of the complex relationship between justice and democracy.*

A very early approach developed during the “golden age” of the welfare state
sets forth the role of social rights in promoting democratic rights, but changes in
the global labor market and migration have transformed the role of citizenship and
brought into focus the role of democratic rights for promoting social rights. Also,
this approach faces the issue of recognition — accepting Otherness even within
limited access to social rights. Honneth and Fraser offer two ways to cope with
this dilemma. While Honneth emphasizes the role of social rights for ensuring
recognition, in the late 1990s Fraser had stressed the prerequisite of recognition
for practicing democratic rights but also opposed them to social rights.>” In this
dichotomy, she mentions post-socialism in particular as a primary factor in repro-
ducing the dilemma of recognition vs. redistribution.® Later, Fraser reinforces
the role of the political in exploring possible ways toward justice. In an interview
given to George Yancy in 2015,% Fraser reconstructs this argumentation by intro-
ducing another dichotomy, expropriation vs. exploitation, which differentiates
“laborers” and “slaves.” She easily transforms the question asked by Yancy (“In
what specific ways must capitalism, because it is always already linked to racism,
be restructured?”’) into “Is it possible to abolish racial oppression without abolish-
ing capitalism?” answering in terms of ideological affiliations:

Contra traditional understandings of socialism, an exclusive focus on exploi-
tation cannot emancipate working people of any color; it is necessary also to
target expropriation. . . . By the same token, contra liberal and “progressive”
anti-racists, an exclusive focus on discrimination, ideology and law, is not
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the royal road to overcoming racial oppression. . . . Both projects require
a deeper radicalism — one aimed at structural transformation of the overall
social matrix, at overcoming both of capitalism’s exes [expropriation and
exploitation] by abolishing the system that generates their symbiosis.*

The theoretical dualism between structure and culture has led Fraser’s critics to
rearrange the relations between economic and interpersonal drivers of injustice
to emphasize the multilevel contradictions palpable at the micro-institutional and
local levels, in contrast to the macro-structural approach offered by Fraser. Accord-
ing to Judith Butler, the polarization of economic and cultural justice as analyti-
cally distinct does not reflect the complex political realities and intersections of
justice claims.* Indeed, what are the prerequisites for being able to practice rec-
ognition? How can we ensure the production of the knowledge indispensable to
practicing recognition? These questions mark the main critical point in the debates
between Fraser and her critics, regarding what the “proper” historically situated
knowledge of modern society is, and who produces this knowledge. The recent
attempts to apply Fraser’s matrix to the issue of Roma inevitably emphasize neo-
liberal politics as a main factor in reproducing structural violence against Roma*
and neglect the task of specifying the historical continuity between (1) the long-
term history of applying analogies with non-white people to Roma and (2) con-
temporary moral campaigns against Roma stemming from the migrant “crisis.”
Fricker, who consistently interlinks epistemic injustice with other types of injus-
tice, introduces a solid argument in favor of reflecting the various factors lead-
ing to recognition as a part of practicing epistemic justice. The core driving force
of epistemic injustice — identity power — “typically operates in conjunction with
other forms of social power. Consider a social order in which a rigid class system
imposes an asymmetrical code of practical and discursive conduct on members of
different classes.” While epistemic injustice reestablishes the relationship among
social settings, the position of a single hearer or producer of knowledge directly
depends on social status: “[H]ermeneutical marginalization enfails marginalization
of a socioeconomic sort, since it entails non-participation in professions that make
for significant hermeneutical participation (journalism, politics, law, and so on).”*
Applying this approach to Central Europe allows us to revise simplistic views of
the socialist period as a period of economic equality and to deepen our under-
standing of particular forms of structural injustice established and fixed during that
period. In this turn, the impact of historical continuities on reproducing injustice
calls for recognizing the driving forces behind structural violence — with a focus on
whiteness as an agent and a structure of nation-building in Central Europe.

Remapping postcolonial Central Europe:
the book’s structure

As long as whiteness operates as an invisible but influential framework for injus-
tice, including unequal access to producing and disseminating knowledge con-
cerning segregation against minorities, historicizing Roma in Central Europe calls
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for redefining the formation of postcolonial Central Europe as orchestrated by the
desire to obtain whiteness. This book aims to solve two interrelated tasks: (1) to
deconstruct the contemporary obstacles to accepting the legacy of whiteness in
the history of Roma in Central Europe and (2) to retell the history of Roma as a
genetic narrative of whiteness in the region. The book consists of two parts. Part I
aims to fix the entire apparatus of collective social meaning effectively geared
toward keeping the obscured experience of whiteness out of sight.** Part II explores
the ineducability of Roma as a structuration of whiteness, a product of practices
racializing Roma and one of the core arguments made by those who produced
whiteness — scholars and public experts.

The first part of the book, “Whiteness: the never-ending story of epistemic
injustice,” redefines whiteness as a key source of the ongoing reproduction of
epistemic injustice against Roma in Central Europe, even amid attempts to restore
access for Roma to provide testimonies and produce collective hermeneutical
resources concerning their experience. It is thematized according to three main
post-socialist pathways in historicizing injustice against Roma that moderate the
exchange of testimonies: (1) pathologizing the past of Roma; (2) normalizing
(whitening) Roma by embedding their history in transnational and transhistorical
concepts such as human rights; and (3) remarginalizing collective and individ-
ual memories of Roma concerning the daily practices of survival as the core for
understanding the historical continuities in injustice and the attempts to overcome
them.*

We focus on the outward and inward commensurability of each of the path-
ways with injustice in terms of whiteness and options for achieving justice.
While these pathways have moved beyond the frontiers of academia and started
to influence public discourses concerning Roma, including massive visualiza-
tion efforts in films, exhibitions, museum expositions and memorials, we exam-
ine them as either providing or blocking the options for restoring epistemic
trustworthiness to Roma, ensuring two distinct components — competence and
sincerity — as well as the frameworks for emancipating scholars from the pres-
sure of whiteness.

Part II, “The (in)educability of Roma: Central Europe between overt and
enlightened racism,” historicizes the idea of the (in)educability of Roma in line
with its dual role in producing whiteness. Recognizing justice as a process aimed
at radically negating injustice, rather than a maximally abstracted rational ideali-
zation of human beings, calls for a clear criterion of historically significant events
that initiate or constitute ruptures, mutations or, more generally, transformations
in social forms of injustice.’ By exploring different approaches to theorizing the
(in)educability of Roma and their historical interrelation, we revise the racializa-
tion of Roma as a process of “layering” (the partial renegotiation of some ele-
ments while leaving previously established elements in place) and “conversion”
(using existing practices and discourses in the service of new goals)* of the theo-
rized arguments and the practices that led to multilevel segregation of Roma as
non-white, including the negation of their capacities as the subjects of knowledge
about themselves and their past.
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The main sources for this analysis include academic journals, as well as mate-
rials housed in the State Archives in KoSice, Slovakia (SaK); the Archive of the
Group of Anthropology, Department of Biology, Biotechnical Faculty, Univer-
sity of Ljubljana, Slovenia; the Tteboii Regional Archives, Czech Republic; the
Archive of the Museum of Romani Culture, Brno, Czech Republic; the Archive
of the Institute of Anthropology, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic; the
Archive of the National Museum in Prague; and the Archive of the Academy of
Sciences of the Czech Republic in Prague.

The retrospective analysis in the four chapters comprising Part II collocates
chronological and thematic approaches to historical narration that represent four
interrelated time-space realms that have infiltrated education with whiteness: (1)
one of the earliest attempts to establish the politics of enforced assimilation of
Roma during Maria Theresa’s reforms, reflected in an essay by Heinrich Moritz
Gottlieb Grellmann (1756-1804); (2) the application of recapitulation theory to
defining the status of postcolonial Central Europe in the global racial order and
using the argument regarding the presence of “White Gypsies” either in favor of
or against defining Central Europe among whites; (3) the interrogation of two
main approaches for institutionalizing a racialized approach to Roma between
the 1920s and 1940s and constructing Roma as an ineducable ethnic group at
high risk for social security: either mixing with “lower” racial groups or, con-
versely, the lack of biological drift; and (4) the growing meta-racism during the
postwar period, explored through deconstructing the politics aimed at ensuring
inclusion of Roma and revising the crystallization of the international community
of racially minded experts.

Cynthia Levine-Rasky stresses the importance of understanding how the mean-
ing of whiteness has been constructed in the social imagination in particular times
and places. While “philosophical, theological, and scientific thought converged to
produce a comprehensive rationale for the distinction between whiteness and all
deviations from this ideal,” our historical responsibility cries out for comprehen-
sive deconstruction of this pathway.

Notes

1 In 1807, Grellmann’s thesis was translated into English and published in London. Sty-
listically, and in terms of content, this English translation fully reproduced the original
German version of Grellmann’s text. We used this translation — without changing the
orthography and syntaxes. Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb Grellmann (1807) Dissertation on
the Gipseys: Representing Their Manner of Life, Occupations and Trades, Marriages
and Education, Sickness, Death and Burials, Religion, Sciences, Art, London, William
Ballintine, p. 99.

2 Leopold Gliick (1897) Zur physischen Anthropologie der Zigeuner in Bosnien und der
Hergegovina: Die mohammedanischen Zigeuner [About the Physical Anthropology of
Gypsies in Bosnia and Hercegovina: Muslim Gypsies], in Wissenschafliche Mitteilun-
gen aus Bosnien und der Hercegovina [Scientific news from Bosnia and Hercegovina),
Vol. 3, Wien, S. Gerold Sohn, pp. 403—433.

3 Eva Justin (1943) Lebensschicksale artfremd erzogener Zigeunerkinder und ihrer
Nachkommen [The Destiny of Gypsy Children Brought Up Out of Families and
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