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INTRODUCTION

is paper follows on the debate on the conceptualization of antigypsyism1 in the study of
Roma marginalization, segregation, and persecution (Agarin, 2014; Cortés Gómez, End,
2019; Kyuchukov, 2012; McGarry, 2017; Selling, End, Kyuchukov, Laskar, Templer, 2015). In
this context, antigypsyism is oen seen as a racist ideology that legitimizes discriminatory
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1 The term ‘antigypsyism’ is used in this paper as synonymous to ‘anti-Gypsyism’, ‘antiziganism’, ‘Romaphobia’
or ‘anti-Roma racism’ (for possible limitations and different approaches, see End, 2015b; McGarry, 2017;
Oprea, Matache, 2019).
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and violent practices towards the people(s) stigmatized as ‘Gypsies’. However, although
a number of studies focus on racism (e.g., Grill, 2018; Kóczé, 2018; Kóczé, Rövid, 2019), almost
no attention has been paid to the ‘ideological’ component in the definition of antigypsyism.

This article explores the potential of the Lacanian theory of ideology as exemplified by
Slavoj Žižek for developing antigypsyism research.2 This approach is part of the critical
tradition that views ideology as a matter of dominance. Starting with Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, authors drawing on the tradition conceptualize ideology as a mechanism
that obfuscates the real condition of human existence and social relations. What Žižek adds
to the Marxian tradition is a resolute rejection of the tendency to approach ideology as
a problem of ‘false consciousness’ that can be overcome by ‘true’ knowledge. Instead, Žižek
asserts that ideology has more to do with how we make sense of the world, how our sense
of ‘reality’ is constituted in the first place, drawing on the psychoanalytical apparatus of
Jacques Lacan (cf. Ali, Whitham, 2018).

Žižek’s conception of ideology is certainly not the only one that can be productively – and,
admittedly, less controversially – applied to antigypsyism. ere are, however, two reasons
why I think that it deserves attention. In addition to overcoming the false-consciousness
problem which further strengthens the orientation towards seeing ‘Gypsy’ as an ideational
construct (Bogdal, 2011), it offers an analytical framework that allows re-examining and
elaborating on certain issues from the perspective which weaves social and psychic realities
without falling into the traps of psychological reductionism (Hook, 2018).3

To illustrate how the Lacanian theory of ideology can be used to enhance the
understanding of antigypsyism both as a concept and empirical phenomenon, three issues
are analysed in this paper. They are called envy, corruption and ‘hard racism’ and were all
selected to reflect different aspects of antigypsyism, based on field research among the
non-Roma inhabitants of a declining neighbourhood with a significant Roma presence in
Czechia. This paper therefore aims to analyse the three aspects of antigypsyism using Žižek’s
conception of ideology in order to generate new insights into its nature and operation. Or,
to use one of Žižek’s key concepts: ‘What insights into the nature and operation of
antigypsyism can be gleaned if it is to be understood as an ideological fantasy?’

An attempt to answer this question begins with a reflection on antigypsyism as a racist
ideology and the position of the three issues further analysed in the empirical section within
the context of antigypsyism research. Then, the Lacanian theory of ideology is explicated
using texts by both Žižek and some of his numerous interpreters. Owing to Žižek’s complex
writings on ideology, only a brief account of his conception is presented, based on Lacan’s
theory of subjectivity and categories such as fantasy, desire and enjoyment. The analysis
which uses this conceptual apparatus is structured into three sections where each engages
with an aspect of the antigypsyist phenomenon: envy, political corruption and ‘hard racism’.
Lastly, the main findings are summarized and discussed. Specific attention is paid to the
construction of ‘decent Gypsy’ that seems to challenge the anti-Roma stereotypes through
his/her uniqueness but, in fact, tends to confirm them.

2 The topic of this paper was first presented at a conference in Pilsen in 2012. Since then, many people have con-
tributed to its development. To mention just the most recent ones, I would like to thank Petr Kupka, Petra
Lupták Burzová and other participants of the Critical Studies Seminar at the Institute of International Relati-
ons in Prague for their critique and insights. I also thank two reviewers who helped to shape the paper into its
current form.

3 The tendency to locate antigypsyism at the level of an individual psyché and treat it as if it were primarily con-
structed outside the social is apparent in some positivist studies (e.g., Kende, Hadarics, Lášticová, 2017; Ljujic,
Vedder, Dekker, Van Geel, 2012).
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ANTIGYPSYISM AS IDEOLOGY:  THREE ISSUES

Considering how oen antigypsyism has been identified with ideology, it is striking that
there has not been much effort to conceptualize it (e.g., ECRI, 2011; Marin ornton, 2014;
Nicolae, 2007; Wipperman, 2015; but see Acton, 2012). is is also true of the Alliance
against Antigypsyism’s Reference Paper (2016) where the notion that antigypsyism is an
‘essentialist ideology’ grounded within the presumption of fundamental differences between
‘us’ and ‘them’ is most clearly stated. Following Markus End (2015a), the paper proposes
a so-called ‘working definition’, according to which antigypsyism is a ‘historically constructed,
persistent complex of customary racism against social groups identified under the stigma
“gypsy” or other related terms’, based on the mechanisms of homogenization, essentialization,
attribution and discrimination (Alliance for Antigypsyism, 2016: 3).

The importance of the definition lies in a refusal to consider antigypsyism as stemming
from the majority’s actual experience with ‘Gypsies’. This assumption is typical of the general
public’s opinion, where the category of experience often involves victim blaming, rendering
Roma responsible for racism as a consequence of their allegedly anti-social behaviour and
preferential treatment from the state (cf. Kóczé, Rövid 2019; Powell, van Baar 2019; Škobla,
Filčák, 2020). This refusal is based on the premise that antigypsyism is the majority society’s
construction projected onto a variety of social groups, including Roma. As such,
antigypsyism ‘has little or nothing to do with those so judged but instead has a great deal
to do with those expressing the prejudice’ (End, 2015a: 30).

Paralleling Jan Selling’s (2015) discursive formation constituted around the ‘conceptual
Gypsy’ – a product of abstraction applied to concrete individuals –, End’s approach is also
useful in distinguishing between the ideological and practical levels of antigypsyism, linking
the two as cause and effect. Without ‘a set of images and stereotypes which are constructed,
perpetuated and reaffirmed by majority societies’ (End, 2012: 9), there would be no
‘discriminatory and often violent social structures and actions with which Roma or other
people stigmatized as “Gypsies” are confronted’ (ibid.: 7). Although some authors have
challenged this perspective, refusing to limit the persecution of Roma and other social
groups to racist ideology alone (Acton, 2012; Heuss, 2000), this does not mean that such
an understanding of antigypsyism cannot at least partially explain the oppression and
disadvantage of those stigmatized as ‘Gypsies’.

Various issues have been analysed in the context of antigypsyism. In terms of this paper,
three are essential. The first is the role of emotions. It has been argued that ‘fear (…) has
become inherent in the racism towards Roma people’ (Tremlett, Messing, Kóczé, 2017: 645).
Also, for Aidan McGarry (2017) fear is the central feature of Romaphobia. Although
certainly it is often ‘fear that motivates negative attitudes towards Roma communities’ (ibid.:
5) and this results from ‘the internalization of cultural stigma driven, in large part, by the
creation and maintenance of the dominant nation’ (ibid.: 107), other emotions also appear
to be at play. Envy, while sometimes mentioned (e.g., Sokolová, 2008: 77; Strauss, 1998: 84),
has not been a central concern of antigypsyism scholars. Contrariwise, this paper draws on
Žižek’s conception to show that envy is a key mechanism of any racist ideology.

The second issue engages with a cornerstone of antigypsyism conceptualization: the idea
that Roma are somehow less civilized than others (Sokolová, 2008: 105–108). Valeriu
Nicolae (2007: 22–23, my emphasis) deemed dehumanization pivotal to antigypsyism,
referring to some studies which allegedly ‘revealed that, unlike other minorities, the Roma
are perceived as being closer to the animal realm than to the human one’. Several studies
(e.g., Ljujic, Vedder, Dekker, Van Geel, 2012; Cahn, 2014) have engaged with scrutinizing
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differences and similarities between antigypsyism and other forms of racism since then.
The present article continues this line of research and argues that the Roma dehumanization
may be even more radical than previous research suggested, pointing to the need to find
a replacement for ‘conceptual Gypsy’ unable to effectively fulfil its ideological role.

Finally, there is the issue of everyday antigypsyism with its frequent paradoxical effect,
where the same people who express anti-Roma prejudices may have good relationships with
some Roma (Černušáková, 2020: 49; Hübschmannová, 1970: 109; Štěchová, 2001: 34–35).
How is it possible that they do not see any contradiction in what they say and do? How can
they consider themselves ‘hard racists’ (see below) and have good friends among those
whom they say to despise? Žižek’s conception is instrumental to clarify this paradox as it
sees ideology as a matter of belief, not of knowledge. The latter is characteristic of the
traditional Marxist approach, including the early Frankfurt School (Eyerman, 1981) to
which also End (2015a: 31–32) refers as an inspiration for his theorizing. It thus seems
appropriate to begin introducing the Lacanian theory of ideology with respect to this
problem of false consciousness.

THEORY OF IDEOLOGY À LA ŽIŽEK

Following Louis Althusser, Žižek acknowledges that ideology is not the opposite of truth;
it is not a question of epistemology or falsifiable knowledge. Ideology is a socially necessary
illusion that is produced by ‘ideological state apparatuses’ and that provides forms of
subjectivity which mostly conform to the status quo (cf. Boucher, 2014; Pfaller, 2006). As
such, ideology is predominantly unconscious and material, situated in the sphere of practice.
To quote Žižek (2008b: 29–30):

[T]he illusion is not on the side of knowledge: it is already on the side of reality itself, of
what the people are doing. What they do not know is that their social reality itself, their
activity, is guided by an illusion, by a fetishistic inversion. What they overlook, what they
misrecognize, is not the reality but the illusion which is structuring their reality, their
real social activity. They know very well how things really are, but still they are doing it
as if they did not know (…) overlooking the illusion which is structuring our real,
effective relationship to reality.

The illusion structuring the reality is further called ideological fantasy. Fantasy is
a fundamental component of human subjectivity as it grips the subject to the obscure core
of ideology, that of desire and enjoyment (Glynos, 2001). Contrary to Althusser, Žižek’s
subject is not just the result of ideological interpellation, of symbolic identification with
a chain of signifiers (‘man’, ‘white’, ‘straight’, etc.) and the resulting imaginary identity, it is
also characterized by an element that ‘escapes symbolization and is beyond interpellation’
(Boucher, 2014: 131). The problem of subjectivity is thus located beyond discourse. It is
less a matter of antagonistic subject positions (‘the Other prevents me from being totally
myself ’) than of antagonism itself (‘every identity is already inherently negated’, Daly, 1999:
224). ‘The subject is the point of failure of subjectivization’ (Žižek, 2013: 242): it is always
split, divided by the signifier, located at the intersection of the Symbolic and the Real, to
use Lacan’s other concepts.

When Žižek (1994: 1) defines ideology as the ‘generative matrix that regulates the
relationship between visible and non-visible, between imaginable and non-imaginable, as
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well as the changes in this relationship’, the relationship is between the Symbolic and Real
registers of human existence. While the first can be identified with language (or principles
upon which society is based), the latter refers to what precedes it: ‘the Real is the world before
it is carved up by language’ (Myers, 2003: 25). As our knowledge of the world is always
mediated by language, the Real cannot be known. And yet it has to be assumed theoretically,
otherwise there would be no true subjectivity – humans would be just automatons
determined by the socio-symbolic structure. In this sense, the Real not only precedes our
symbolic integration but also persists aer the integration is completed, constituting ‘the
empty place of the structure’ (Žižek, 2013: 239) that has to be fulfilled by fantasy.

An encounter with the Real is, above all, a traumatic experience. The subject desires
a certain ontological fullness – something which is impossible to attain because the
Symbolic order itself is constructed around a lack, around a lack in the relationship between
the signifier and signified (cf. Stavrakakis, 1999: 40–54). Since the ultimate fixation of
meaning is ruled out by definition, every discursive conception of ‘us’ or ‘society’ as an
entity devoid of any antagonism is but an illusionary act (cf. Laclau, Mouffe, 2014). The
task of fantasy is to support this illusion, to provide a semblance of coherence and sense of
solidity to the identity of both the subject and social order. In filling up the lack, fantasy
embodies an imaginary scenario which re-stages the encounter with the Real in symbolic
terms. However, the function of fantasy cannot be reduced to concealing the horror of the
lack. It at the same time creates what it shall conceal.

To elucidate this dual, if not paradoxical character, allow me to first demonstrate the
inter-subjectivity of desire. For Lacanians, desire is always the other’s desire; it is qua Other
that the subject desires (Žižek, 2007: 41–53). This formula offers up two interpretations.
The first claims that desire is always dependent on the big Other, an entity that operates at
the level of the Symbolic and exists insofar as the subject acts as if it exists. Though it is
entirely virtual by nature, the big Other still has a profound impact on our everyday actions:
consider God or Cause (Freedom, Democracy, White Race), which function precisely in
this manner. In this case, ‘what I desire is predetermined by the big Other, the symbolic
space within which I dwell’ (ibid.: 42). The second interpretation postulates that ‘the subject
desires only insofar as it experiences the Other itself desiring, as the site of unfathomable
desire’ (ibid.). The experience not only confronts the subject with the utter impenetrability
of another human being – we can never know what s/he really wants –, but also with the
mystery of the subject’s own desire. The radical alterity of the Other only reminds us of the
otherness within us and, thus, that we can never know what we really want.

An answer to this enigma of desire is provided by fantasy. Rather than revealing what
the satisfaction of our desire would look like, it teaches us how to desire by providing its
coordinates: the positive objects that can function as objects of desire (Žižek, 2008a: 7). The
purpose of fantasy is to constitute desire based on our integration within the Symbolic order
and ideas about others derived from interactions with them. Even if every subject constructs
its own fantasy, the desire staged therein is never just the subject’s own. In this sense, Žižek
(ibid.: 9, original emphasis) explains that: ‘The original question of desire is not directly
“What do I want?”, but “What do others want from me? What do they see in me? What am
I for those others?”’ It follows then that not only is my desire possible due to the desire of
the Other, but it is the Other’s desire that I want. ‘I want the Other to desire me, and
therefore I try to guess what the Other wants from me – what I could do to make the Other
desire me’ (Jøker Bjerre, 2014: 66).

Žižek (2008a: 9–10) illustrates the intersubjective nature of fantasy with regard to
antisemitism. The antisemitic fantasy represents a way of asserting control over our identity
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and social realities in which ‘the ideological figure of a Jew is a way to stitch up the
inconsistency of our own ideological system’ (Žižek, 2008b: 49). Social antagonism is
displaced by a conflict between society and the fantasmatic Jew who threatens to destroy
everything that matters: our ‘way of life’ or identity. However, it is precisely the construction
of the Jew as a force of corruption which makes society at all possible: ‘Without the reference
to the Jew who is corroding the social fabric, the social fabric itself would be dissolved’
(ibid.: 199). It is thus not only the big Other but also the Other which is necessary to
comprehend a racist fantasy.

The function of fantasy is that it teaches the subject how it can enjoy if only… (Dean,
2006: 12). In the antisemitic fantasy: if only the Jews would disappear, I could enjoy
harmonious social order and prosperity. The Other’s desire thus produces fantasy, which
has both the stabilizing dimension that depicts the dream of a state without disturbances
and human depravity and the destabilizing dimension whose elementary form is envy. Žižek
(2013: 268) describes the object of envy as follows:

[A]ll that ‘irritates’ me about the Other, images that haunt me of what they are doing when
out of my sight, of how they deceive me and plot against me, of how they ignore me and
indulge in an enjoyment that is intense beyond my capacity of representation, and so on.

Anything can then become an object of envy if it has a relationship to enjoyment.
Enjoyment (jouissance) is what fantasy tells us we are missing. It is that ‘something’ – object
of desire – that we need to really enjoy ourselves. Whether our enjoyment has been stolen
by the Other or the Other has a special, more rewarding relationship to enjoyment, we
experience it as an intolerable excess which, however, makes us attached to it by its
‘fascinating, even unbearable intensity’ (Dean, 2006: 4). Again, it is the Other who makes
our enjoyment possible, although – or precisely because – we have never had it. In terms of
Lacan’s theory of subjectivity, enjoyment is, at its most fundamental level, what the subject
loses after entering the Symbolic order. Yet, it keeps coming back as a symptom of the Real,
haunting the subject with the impossible promise of ‘having it all’. Blaming the Other for
‘the theft of enjoyment’ (Žižek, 1993: 203) is a way to conceal that we never possessed what
has allegedly been stolen.

‘Ideological fantasies [therefore] represent deep-set culturopolitical narratives which
explain a people’s relationship to enjoyment’ (Sharpe, Turner, 2020: 195). e fantasies sustain
the subjects as subjects of desire that bear the structure of the unfulfilled wishes of a full and
stable identity. Becoming a subject, one learns how to desire in relation to the desire of the
Other. e reason why the subject persists in desiring, though it can never attain what it
desires, is enjoyment. Enjoyment emerges from the deadlock of the subject’s desire.
Enjoyment is thus produced as a result of sustaining unsatisfiable desire (Glynos, 2001). In
this sense, enjoyment is ‘the last support of the ideological effect’ (Žižek, 2008b: 140).

CONTEXTUALIZING ANTIGYPSYISM

The antigypsyism analysed in this paper has been shaped over several centuries. The
continuity of certain antigypsyist tropes is evident, even though the perception of Roma
has been changing (cf. End, 2015a: 30–39). Today, one would hardly find analogies between
the ‘Gypsy’ way of life and the predicament of Czechs in the Habsburg Empire as some
nationalist writers did in the 19th century (Soukup, 2013: 49–51). My research participants
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saw a change in the context of the transition from state socialism to neoliberal capitalism.
The revolution of 1989 was often said to have worsened Czech-Roma relations. Although
Věra Sokolová (Sokolová, 2008) convincingly challenged the idea of discontinuity between
the two regimes in terms of the ‘Gypsy’ construction in public discourse, the participants’
perspective is still relevant as it testifies to the specific changes that the transition has meant
for people with lower social status.

The research was conducted between 2010 and 2014 in an urban neighbourhood where
poor Roma are disproportionately represented among its inhabitants. The neighbourhood,
known as ‘District 3’, is part of Havířov, a town founded in 1955 in order to accommodate
the increasing number of the workers from the local metallurgical and mining industries.
After 1989, the region was adversely impacted by the political and economic changes. The
privatization and liberalization of a centrally planned economy resulted in an increase in
unemployment and a decline in real wages. This was most felt in the lower social strata,
including among District 3 residents. Their hardship was further intensified when the
ownership of rental flats was transferred from state enterprises to private hands,
contributing to the rise in rent and housing costs in general. This was made worse by what
tenants saw as the broken promise of Zdeněk Bakala, a billionaire and new landlord in town.
According to my informants, he promised to sell them ‘their’ flats, but never did (Walach,
2015: 153–156).4

Officially recognized as one of the ‘socially excluded localities’,5 District 3 has approximately
3,500 inhabitants, with Roma making up about one third. I strived to include diverse
perspectives in my research, not only in terms of ethnicity, but also age, employment status,
length of residency, etc. is study, however, draws primarily on the information provided by
informants who identify themselves as non-Roma: ‘Czechs’ or ‘whites’. is is because I am
interested in their perception of and behaviour towards Roma, whom they consider to be
‘different’.6 During the four years of fieldwork, I recorded interviews with 60 such individuals.
33 were women and 27 were professionals who did not live in District 3 but were in contact
with its residents due to their line of work. From June 2012 to December 2013, I also spent
more than 1,100 hours in the field, mostly walking down the streets of District 3, visiting bars,
gambling joints and discos, as well as the local gym, library and medical clinic. I also attended
public assemblies, municipal council meetings and even anti-Roma demonstrations.

e aim of this research was to understand how the inhabitants of District 3 make sense
of security in their place of residence. is aim took shape in reaction to the predominant
framing of socially excluded localities as ‘a security risk for the majority’, as defined in a national
survey on these localities (GAC, 2008: 25). e survey also revealed that the localities’
residents were perceived as being an ‘ethnically different population with a specific way of
life which is hardly compatible with that of the majority’ (ibid.). In 2011, this framing
contributed to the escalation of violence in the Šluknov foothills, where a series of anti-Roma
rallies, more popular than ever among the general public, were organized in two months.

4 It is safe to say he never will. In 2015, Bakala sold his housing portfolio to the Blackstone Real Estate and
Round Hill Capital private equities.

5 The Czech state uses this term to identify and manage areas where at least 20 people draw a living allowance,
meaning they are unable to secure a sufficient income on their own, and which are often stigmatized due to
the presence of a larger number of Roma inhabitants (see Hurrle, Sýkora, Trlifajová, Kučera, 2016). For
example, Havířov residents often called the locality of my research a ‘Gypsy Ghetto’.

6 Identification with whiteness has the same meaning here as in the ideology of white supremacy (see Imre,
2005). The Czech national identity is typically constructed as superior to the Roma identity. While the former
is presented as a norm, the latter is made deviant (Sokolová, 2008; Stejskalová, 2012; Shmidt, Jaworsky, 2020).
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Since then, the demonstrations have spread beyond the region. Although dissatisfaction with
the security situation in Havířov’s excluded localities was already expressed before the
Šluknov events, they catalyzed a new security policy orchestrated by mayor Zdeněk
Osmanczyk. e policy was clearly infused with the racialization of ‘problem localities’ and
was meant both to displace the ‘unadaptable’ and to prevent their potential arrival (Walach,
2014).

My research discovered that racialization also significantly impacted how District 3
residents viewed the issue of security. In the local discourse, ‘Gypsies’ were often considered
dangerous given their alleged proclivity towards physical violence. This was sometimes
followed by clarification that not all of them pose a threat, just those ‘Gypsies’ who have
moved into the area recently. Yet, this interpretation was also problematized at times:
‘Gypsies’ were not the only individuals dubbed as dangerous and other sources of insecurity –
territorial stigmatization and socially inadequate living standards – proved equally
important (Walach, 2018). The analysis below should thus be read taking into consideration
the complexity of the informants’ opinions.

ANALYZING ANTIGYPSYISM

e Lacanian theory of ideology will now be applied to the manifestations of antigypsyism
recorded during the research. To be clear, I do not claim that the issues of envy, corruption
and ‘hard racism’ completely cover the antigypsyist phenomenon. ey are rather certain
aspects of antigypsyism that can be productively analysed using Žižek’s conception.

Envy
While fear is undoubtedly important for understanding antigypsyism in District 3, envy is
equally relevant, if not more so. Some of my informants may have different opinions on how
dangerous Roma are (if at all), however, almost none would disagree that Roma have special
privileges. e image of Roma privilege was usually constructed with regard to a specific
‘Gypsy’ way of life. Central to this was the preference to live off social benefits rather than
a salary. e informants saw this as fundamentally ‘unfair’. e harder it was for them to
secure a decent standard of living, the more this seemed to hold true.

The contrast between what was considered a deserved and undeserved quality of life can
be illustrated in an interview with a local waitress. After complaining that she and other
‘white’ residents are ‘cheap labour’ and stressed that they need to ‘work hard like idiots’ to
provide for ‘food and housing’, she indignantly called attention to the situation of Roma:
‘[Y]ou can see them just slacking, enjoying themselves, walking [to the social security office]
and they have more money than we do!’

Nevertheless, the stereotype of Roma as a ‘population to which are attributed privileges not
available to majority without being deserved’ (Marushiakova, Popov, 2016: 159) requires further
specification. Firstly, the main problem with the ‘unfair enjoyment’ experienced by Roma is
not so much the lack of merit as the parasitism that is assumed to be behind it. is is illustrated
in the following quotation in which the problem of Roma living off  ‘white’ Czechs’ labour is
stated and then framed as an issue of immorality of those on the receiving end:

They go to the social security office, get money and have a good life here. They don’t
have to work. They pick up the money at the post office and it’s fine. I have a part-time
job for 6.5 hours and we have to work up to ten hours a day. From six to six. I’m coming
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home from work and they are like: ‘What’s up? Coming back from the swimming pool?’
‘The pool? More like from work!’ ‘Go on and work, whities, so that us blacks can have
a nice life,’ that’s how he said it. They know that we work so they don’t have to.

With Žižek, one can re-think the common stereotype of ‘Gypsies’ as thieves. What ‘Gypsies’
steal is not primarily any particular object, such as the money redistributed by the state. e
the they commit should be identified at a much more profound level. e fantasmatic ‘Gypsy’
is the thief of enjoyment, of meritocratic principles that are said to form the foundation of
contemporary societies. In this sense, ‘Gypsy’ is a name for the suspicion that not only is it
possible to gain without pain, but also that hard work does not really lead to promised rewards.
My informants oen complained about low income or unemployment. Some even realized
that they have been declassed, as they could not escape a life on social benefits and in
a stigmatized neighbourhood. In this context, the antigypsyist fantasy allows for such anxieties
to be redirected: ere is nothing wrong with me or society or the neoliberal transformation
aer 1989 which reinforced class antagonism, the problem is the ‘Gypsy’.

However, envy is not only aroused when ‘Gypsies’ appear to enjoy at our expense; it is
also related to the belief that Roma have exclusive ‘access to some secret, perverse
enjoyment’ (Žižek, 1991: 165). Roma were indeed often said to ‘have fun’, ‘celebrate’ or
‘jubilate’, to ‘drink’, ‘dance’, and ‘sing’, as well as to ‘stay in groups’ and ‘help each other’, as if
these nice things were somehow inaccessible to non-Roma. I believe that this has something
to do with how the nature of Roma identity is perceived. Whether it was associated with
‘blood’, ‘mentality’, or ‘culture’, the identity ascribed to Roma was always that of wild,
emotional and presence-oriented creatures, that is, an identity ‘closer to the animal realm
than the human realm’ (Nicolae, 2007: 22).

The ‘Gypsy’ way of life was portrayed, above all, as a life without discipline and social
constraints, as an excess that has to be regulated, as it causes trouble for both non-Roma
and Roma alike. This should be considered when interpreting the idleness of Roma as
postulated by the above-quoted informant. Instead of ‘They are lazy’, ‘They don’t want to
work’ or ‘They are unemployed’, she said ‘They don’t have to work’. This was not the only
time I came across this peculiar phrasing, as it paved the way for a general depiction of how
non-Roma imagine Roma. Whereas non-Roma have to sacrifice their pleasures and
comforts to be ‘good citizens’ or ‘decent people’, Roma don’t have to. They do not have to
work, get up in the morning, worry about ever-increasing rents, maintain their apartments,
throw garbage into bins, worry about pensions, consider how many children they should
have, raise kids properly, pay for lunch in the school canteen or admission to the swimming
pool, respect rules or laws, fear loneliness, or think about the future. Only non-Roma have
to do these things – as gleaned from my data –, as there is either nobody who would do
these things for them or somebody who would sanction them for not complying.

Corruption
If ‘Gypsies’ are seen as subhuman and, therefore, their agency is limited at best, it begs the
question of responsibility (cf. McGarry, 2017: 83). ‘Gypsies’ may be unalterable, as deemed
by the informants, but they are certainly not ungovernable.7 The second specification of
Roma privileges denied to non-Roma thus centres on other culprits, namely the state.

7 The best expression of this thinking is probably the campaign slogan ‘We will adapt even the unadaptable’. It
was used by a candidate of the far-right Workers’ Party of Social Justice in the 2013 legislative election (Res-
pekt.cz, 2013).
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According to Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov (2016: 159), the general public of
Central and Eastern Europe believe that the state allows ‘Gypsies’ to disobey its laws and
even ‘to enjoy special privileges to be parasites’. Though it is plausible in the case of District
3, it neglects one important aspect of the local antigypsyist fantasy: the state (and other
institutions) is as ignorant or benevolent to Roma as it is oppressive and even conspiring
against non-Roma.

Nowhere else is it epitomized better than in the story of unmarked buses that transport
Roma families from the Šluknov foothills and elsewhere to the neighbourhood at night in
order to prevent protests from the residents. The professionals among my informants
unanimously dismissed the story as a hoax. Some claimed that there has never been any
evidence of this actually happening and public institutions have not registered any changes
in their statistics, including statistics on social benefits. Others argued that such buses may
have arrived, though they were company buses shuttling part-time workers to factories and
back. Even so, some residents believed the story to be true, stating that the buses were part
of a plot of ‘the powers that be’. The municipal authority and Bakala were allegedly
sacrificing the well-being of the District 3 residents for their own financial gain. The
following quotation bears clear undertones of conspiracy. It comes from an answer to my
question inquiring about why there are more and more Roma in the neighbourhood.

[B]ecause the municipal authority let them do it. If they had not allowed it, they would
not have moved any of them in here. They make money from it... (...) Rents are going up
every year (...) But they give all kinds of discounts to Gypsies, they give them discounts
for everything. Now as you asked why, it is the municipal authority, they made this
arrangement with Bakala. Here, it’s all fraud and cheating. He will buy it here from [the
company that privatized flats], he is a coal tycoon, Mr. Bakala. Everybody obeys him
now. (...) Why do they move the Gypsies in at night, so we don’t see? Trucks bring
furniture and the Gypsies on a bus!

To interpret the ‘secret buses story’ as a political corruption issue, it is important to know
the circumstances. The story emerged in the context of the ongoing exodus of more affluent,
predominantly ‘white’ tenants, which has left many apartments vacant. As empty flats
generate no profit, it is in the owner’s interest to find new tenants. Roma families then, as
the informants’ reasoning continues, present an opportunity for combatting these dips in
profit. However, given that ‘decent people’ do not want to cohabitate with ‘Gypsies’, it has
to be done more covertly.

The antigypsyist fantasy provides an explanation for the material and symbolic decline
of District 3. Before the regime transition, the neighbourhood was not much different from
other Havířov districts. There used to be an abundance of shops and services, a limited
number of Roma, and the living costs were acceptable. During the 1990s, this all changed.
When the neighbourhood was put on the government list of socially excluded localities in
2006, it became clear that something was wrong with the district. While the informants
were well aware of these structural changes, the influx of Roma was believed to be the most
pressing issue. A scenario in which ‘the minority is becoming the majority’ can be read as
a sign of deep societal change through which the space itself becomes re-hierarchized and,
thus, puts ‘white’ working-class people at a growing disadvantage.

Studying antigypsyism in such a context re-affirms the well-known observation that ‘the
longer one listens [to non-Roma talking about Roma], the more one realizes that they are
actually talking about themselves’ (Acton, 2004: 114). But it also reveals that the antigypsyist
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narrative does not necessarily grant ‘Gypsies’ the major role. As seen above, the lack of
Roma agency had to be remedied by employing a more capable subject to ‘really’ explain
the bad things that happen. From this perspective, the dehumanization of Roma as a central
characteristic of antigypsyism (Nicolae, 2007) requires rethinking. If considered in its
entirety, the dehumanization of Roma is so radical that it even challenges the notion that
‘Gypsies’ have the capacity to steal enjoyment.

‘Hard racism’
A strange paradox in how the informants related to their Roma neighbours oen occurred
in my fieldwork. I assume that almost everyone is familiar with the phrase ‘I’m not a racist
but…’ which usually introduces an argument that others may recognize as prejudicial. In my
research, however, I rather came across an opposite statement. I am not going to speculate
about whether ‘I’m a racist but’ is indicative of an environment more tolerant towards racist
opinions (cf. Kende, Hadarics, Lášticová, 2017), or whether it signals the transgressive
gratification of saying something intolerable, as Žižek perhaps would. My objective here is
to show, in accordance with Žižek’s conception of ideology, that one can have genuinely good
relationships with some Roma and still believe in the antigypsyist fantasy:

[I] hate Gypsies. I’m a racist, a hard racist. They haven’t done anything to me yet, but
once they do, then I’ll start acting completely differently. But we can’t lump them all
together, because I have some friends who are Gypsies and I can vouch for them. That’s
because they are normal Gypsies, they have normal jobs, they have a white wife, they
have kids and take care of them. But then there is that vermin. But those who are normal,
that’s just about two percent of them!

The informant quoted says that he knows ‘normal Gypsies’ whom he respects and yet
he calls himself ‘a hard racist’. What then is this ‘hard racism’, and is not speaking of ‘Gypsy
friends’ just a lie? Starting with the latter question, the answer is negative. There were indeed
many residents who had a Roma partner, family member, friend, neighbour or co-worker
whom they considered to be ‘different’ or ‘decent’. However, even these residents participated
in spreading anti-Roma prejudices, including the use of the harshest stereotypes. It was as
if their own experience – clearly contradictory to the derogatory image of the ‘Gypsy’ they
relied on – did not mean anything in terms of evaluating the accuracy of their attitudes
towards Roma.

‘Decent Gypsies’ represent a hybrid identity that combines characteristics usually
attributed to either Czechs or Roma. ‘Decent Gypsies’ behave properly as Czechs and,
generally, adopt a non-Roma way of life. Nevertheless, they are not ‘real Czechs’, as they
have darker skin or other qualities seen as ‘typically Gypsy’ (the language, surnames or
kinship). To see someone as a ‘decent Gypsy’ is to suspend the discriminatory effects of
antigypsyism, sometimes even shifting a person’s status altogether: ‘Oh, but I do not see
her as a Gypsy at all, she’s decent’. Or, as one non-Roma told his Roma friend in my presence:
‘You are like us. No! You are not “like us”, you are “us”.’

There are two possible interpretations of the meaning of ‘decent Gypsies’ as a concept.
Its existence may suggest that those who use it are better positioned towards making an
ideological critique. As far as the subject differentiates between ideas and conflicting
experiences, it is not yet truly ‘held’ by ideology (Žižek, 2008b: 50). Unfortunately, this does
not seem to be the case. Experience with ‘decent Gypsies’ may limit the practical extent of
antigypsyism, yet it does not necessarily eliminate it. More often than not, ‘decent Gypsies’
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tend to uphold antigypsyism, as in being made exceptional; they do not challenge the rule
of antigypysism insomuch as they confirm it.8 Self-identified ‘hard racists’ can thus carry
on as though there was no contradiction between what they believe and claim to know or
do. All ‘Gypsies’ are bad and some ‘Gypsies’ are decent. The effect of ideological fantasy is
precisely to make such things unproblematic.

However, Žižek also offers another interpretation, whereby exceptions demonstrate that
the prejudices are completely justified. We know that ideology is at work when ‘even the
facts which at first sight contradict it start to function as arguments in its favour’ (ibid.).
For example, two informants told me how surprised they were to see Roma working outside
early in the morning. However, this only confirmed their belief that Roma do not want to
work. The exception only revealed that ‘if one wants to get better, he works and doesn’t
make excuses for not being able to find a job’, rediscovering agency on the part of those
who are believed to have none or a very limited amount of it.

‘Hard racism,’ along with the key notion of ‘decent Gypsies’ should be regarded as
a moment when ideological fantasy performs the ultimate closure in order to neutralize all
experiences that may contradict its claims. Irrespective of how many examples of conflicting
evidence are provided, the antigypsyist fantasy will remain, unless the subject realizes that
there is no other ‘Gypsy’ than a spectral apparition produced by fantasy in order to fulfil
the constitutive lack of its being.

CONCLUSION

is paper attempted to explore antigypsyism using Žižek’s reformulation of ideology as an
issue of unconscious fantasy structuring our sense of reality and promising to fulfil our
impossible desire in relation to enjoyment. e conception was applied to an analysis of three
issues identified through ethnographic research among poor non-Roma in a marginalized and
stigmatized neighbourhood. is context is essential for understanding the following findings
as the antigypsyist fantasy reflects the social position of those who reproduce it. As argued by
Derek Hook (2018), Žižek’s approach to racism is more sociological than psychological,
although centrality of the category of enjoyment may give the opposite impression.

Seen through the the-of-enjoyment thesis, ‘Gypsies’ function as a substitute for the class
antagonism that intensified along with the rise of neoliberal capitalism aer 1989.
Fantasmatic enjoyment attributed to ‘Gypsies’ allows for the frustration stemming from one’s
disadvantaged position in a new regime to be redirected towards those who are suspected
of illegitimate and excessive enjoyment. However, due to an element of dehumanization
a conceptual ‘Gypsy’ was revealed to be ultimately incapable of stealing enjoyment. e local
political elites and a billionaire had to be mobilized to explain the material and symbolic
decline of the neighbourhood. Finally, preserving the antigypsyist fantasy means limiting its
practical efficiency to the conforming cases, making the category of ‘decent Gypsies’
complicit in the reproduction of Roma marginalization. e category may reflect the
existence of differential treatment as regards Roma individuals, but it does not eliminate the
anti-Roma prejudices or stereotypes: the exceptionality of ‘decent Gypsies’ only confirms the
antigypsyist rule.

8 This was, after all, well reflected by some Roma informants. They despised being told ‘You are different’ be-
cause they knew that it didn’t really change anything: ‘So, when you meet my mother on the street tomorrow,
she will still be that dirty Gypsy, right?’



336 Walach, W. 2020. Slovenský národopis, 68 (4), 324–339

These findings could be certainly further developed. One can examine how the
antigypsyism of working-class people differs from that of middle- and upper-class people,
if the dehumanization in antigypsyism is really so specific that it differs from other forms
of racism such as antisemitism in which a conceptual Jew is constructed as almost
omnipotent, or how one can challenge antigypsyism if the fantasmatic ‘Gypsy’ cannot be
countered by ‘correct’ knowledge. Another route is paying more attention to how
antigypsyism operates in practice, how it is expressed, negotiated, modified or suspended
in social interaction. The category of ‘decent Gypsies’ clearly shows that identifying
prejudices in an individual does not consistently predict his or her actions. Understanding
how prejudices motivate certain practices and under what circumstances can be an
important step in developing the antigypsyism research. Doing so would, however, require
much more space than it is given to one article.

The analysis presented in this paper should have explored the potential of Žižek’s
conception of ideology in antigypsyism research. However, could we not have arrived at
the same conclusions without this conception? Maybe so, but the conception offers an
analytical framework which grounds the conclusions within the specific theory of
subjectivity, grounded within the idea of the fundamental role of ideological fantasy in
shaping social relations. Whether this approach will generate more relevant insights into
the character and operation of antigypsyism remains to be further examined. However, it
seems productive wherever a sense of irrationality steals into research interpretations.
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