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Antigypsyism enables discrimination, legitimizes it through hostile or indifferent social norms. I will speak 

about allyship, intergroup solidarity or lack thereof with regard to the Roma in Slovakia.
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Polrom, 2019 
(www.polrom.eu)

• people in Slovakia 
are more sensitive 
to stereotypes and 
prejudice than to 
the discrimination 
of the Roma
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Most Slovak people have
negative attitudes

towards Roma minority.

Most Slovak people think
that Roma have negative
caracteristics (e.g., thief,

agressive).

Most Slovak people do
not like Roma minority.

Most Slovak people
discriminate against

Roma minority.

Rather disagree Neither agree, nor disagree Rather agree

- Slovakia has one of Europe's largest Roma populations (8-10%)
- -Around a third live in segregated settlements   (poverty, overcrowding, limited infrastructure…)

http://www.uvsk.sav/


Anti-Gypsyism: Normatively Stable Form of Racism
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•anti-Gypsyism ≠ individual prejudice
• Central and Eastern Europe: normative 
climate that makes discrimination of the 
Roma morally acceptable (Kende & Lášticová, 

2024)

• normative stability — social norms 
underlying anti-Gypsyism are:

• rigid and self-legitimizing
• treated as grounded in experience, not 
bias
• institutionally sustained and reproduced

http://www.uvsk.sav/


Anti-Gypsyism: Normatively Stable Form of Racism
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• not necessarily hostility, but indifference and lack 
of solidarity (Polrom 2018-21)

-> discrimination is not contested
• levels of norms regulating perceptions of 

intergroup solidarity (Sweigart et al. 2024, Green et al., 

2026):
• top down: structural/institutional  level, 

media/political discourse level,
• bottom up: group level – proximal norms, individual 

level - RWA)

• paternalistic political discourse

2018, Draft bill about “Suppressing 
criminality of Roma settlements”
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Three Studies, One Normative Climate
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Study 1
(ENGAGE/APVV 23-0119)

Study 2
(VEGA/APVV 23-0119)

Study 3
(APVV 23-0119)

Normative climate of anti-
Gypsyism

Pandemic discourse Lay discourse

2021–22 2020-21 2025-26

Theoretical analysis
+ interviews

Discourse analysis
Vignette-based focus 

groups

Roma activism &
allyship

Political legitimization of 
discrimination

Lay normative reasoning 
about intergroup solidarity 

and discrimination
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1. The Normative Climate of Roma allyship & activism
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Three challenges for Roma and pro-Roma collective 
action and allyship:
1. Anti-Gypsyism and misrecognition of the Roma 
create obstacles to developing politicized & activist 
identities.
2. Roma face structural oppression and 
discrimination, leading to socio-economic 
deprivation, undermining Roma activism and 
protest due to a lack of resources & empowerment.
3.a Majority members are often prejudiced against 
the Roma, which creates a context of indifference 
or even moral exclusion, resulting in a lack of 
solidarity and allyship.
3.b Given the stable and large status differences, 
allyship is often manifested in “white savior” 

attitudes and paternalism.

http://www.uvsk.sav/


1. The Normative Climate of Roma allyship & activism
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“For example, keeping people in some 
sort of passive role as recipients of aid. 
(...) that's like we good white ‘Gadjos’ 
[non-Roma] have come to save you, 
and they feel like they're doing a 
terribly good job”

(FG, Donor organization representative, 
Slovakia).

http://www.uvsk.sav/


2. Institutional racism During COVID-19
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Context:

Spring 2020 — Slovak authorities impose militarized 
quarantine on Roma settlements (full scale lockdown, 
unparallled in the “majority” villages)

Method:

• Discourse analysis of Slovak Press Agency texts (N=60)

Four interpretative repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 1987):

• Control & surveillance (legitimization via emotion of threat)

• Epidemiology (legitimization via rationality & expertise)

• Military management (legitimization via expertise & altruism)

• Human rights (criticism of ethnicization of the pandemic)

“When those people [the 
Roma] will crawl around 
infected, we will all pay for it” 
(PM Matovic, 25.03.2020).

Our main objective was to explore the interpretative repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) – recurrent de-

scriptions, arguments, and accounts used to construct worldviews (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) – used by the public

authorities as discursive resources (Nortio et al., 2016) to construct their positions regarding the settlements’ lock-

down. Previous research has shown that patterns of talk around race reflect interpretative repertoires that perform

social actions such as blaming, justifying, rationalizing, and construing social identities (Augoustinos & Every,

2007). These repertoires include (a) denial of prejudice, (b) grounding views in external reality, (c) positive self and

negative other presentation, (d) discursive deracialization, and (e) using liberal arguments for illiberal ends

(Augoustinos & Every, 2007, p. 125).

http://www.uvsk.sav/


2. Institutional racism During COVID-19
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Key findings:
• discriminatory measures framed as rational, 

protective, and necessary (discursive deracialization, 
Agostinos & Every, 2007)

• denials of prejudice coexisted with essentializing 
constructions of Roma as sanitary threats

• institutional racism normalized through permissive 
normative environment
• the pandemic measures were largely accepted by

the Slovak public - 86,4% approved (ASMS, 2020)

• this normative climate enabled discrimination at 
institutional leve

http://www.uvsk.sav/


3. Lay normative reasoning: intergroup solidarity & 
discrimination iN FOCUS GROUPS
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• Sample:
• N = 60, 8 FGs across Slovak regions (winter 2025),

• authoritarians vs. non-authoritarians (CRV, Stenner 2009)

• Method: Vignette-based FGs
• Hostility toward a Roma couple buying a house in the center of
village (alternatives: Ukrainian couple, LGBTQ+ couple)

• Analytical focus:
• How do participants describe and justify hostility & discrimination?
• (How) do they perceive the lack intergroup solidarity?
• What normative frameworks do they mobilize?
• Do norms differ across minority groups?

“Get out of here, 
quickly!”

(Nižná Myšľa, 2024)

http://www.uvsk.sav/


3. Lay normative reasoning: intergroup solidarity & 
discrimination iN FOCUS GROUPS
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“Well, for example, I’d be interested in what the house looks like — whether it’s, like, a nicer house,

whether it’s been renovated, whether it’s nicely furnished (…) or whether it’s a run-down place.

That in itself already says quite a lot about those people — what kind of house they’re buying, how

many children they’re coming with, how large the family is, or whether it’s just the married couple

on their own. Um, people say that Slovakia is small, and maybe that whole area is even smaller, so

they surely must have known them from before; they must have known whether, by any chance,

as this gentleman said [referring to another participant], they had come from some other village

where there had been problems with them. Because I think that people generally don’t have a

problem with Roma as such — as long as, uh, they behave well in society and don’t cause any

trouble, then, uh, I think the majority accepts them too.”
(Silvia, authoritarians, Bratislava, December 2025)

Mobilization of universal norm against prejudice, we should be non-prejudiced, if people are prejuidced and discriminate, there must be a reaspon for that

http://www.uvsk.sav/


3. Lay normative reasoning: intergroup solidarity and 
discrimination iN FOCUS GROUPS
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Ideological Dilemma (Billig et al., 1998): Fairness vs. Moral exclusion:

• participants often held competing normative commitments simultaneously

• “everyone deserves a fair chance" BUT "Roma don't use their chances”

• ”we should help people" BUT "not if they don't want to help themselves”

• ”discrimination is wrong" BUT "this isn't really discrimination, it's just reality”

• Dilemmatic structure allows exclusion to be maintained while preserving a 
self-image of fairness

• Conditionality of solidarity — fairness norms apply in principle but are 
suspended in practice

Our second objective was to identify ideological dilemmas underlying these repertoires (Billig et 

al., 1988). Ideological dilemmas occur when people attempt to negotiate opposing ideologies, 

often in the form of competing interpretative repertoires. In this analysis, we think of them

as “contradictions within liberal ideology between competing values of equality versus respect 

for authority, of fairness as equity or equality, of individualism versus the

common good” played out in everyday debates (Billig et al., 1988, p. 274) concerning health and 

pandemic measures.

Other examples of ideological dilemmas in talk about race and ethnicity include when the 

directly opposed repertoires of asylum-seeking families being “loving families” and “animalistic” 

are presented as simultaneously acceptable (Goodman, 2007), or when speakers use 

disclaimers to avoid being perceived as prejudiced (Billig et al., 1988).

http://www.uvsk.sav/


3. Lay normative reasoning: intergroup solidarity and 
discrimination iN FOCUS GROUPS
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• Participants high in authoritarianism (CRV, Stenner, 2009; Pérez & Hetherington, 

2014)

• appealed to the universal norm of fairness but justified exclusion through implicit 
local norms and own experience
• invoked deservingness as moral framework
• anti-Roma hostility as common sense, not prejudice

• Participants low in in authoritarianism:
• more likely to express discomfort with hostility and invoke universalist norms of 
fairness
• higlighted reponsibility of institutions to signal norms of fairness
• but some fell back on conditionality framing (e.g., negative experience with the 
Roma justifies discrimination)

http://www.uvsk.sav/
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Roma Ukrainian Refugees LGBTQ+

Norm description
Static, "always been this 

way”
(realistic threat)

Dynamic, context-
dependent

(realistic threat)

Dynamic, contested in 
political discourse 
(symbolic threat)

Normative sources 
mobilized

descriptive country & local 
norms, own experience

descriptive country 
norms, own experience

political discourse, own 
experience

Justification of 
discrimination

"Understandable problem”
(negative contact)

Humanitarian framing 
vs. relative deprivation 

(positive contact)

sympathy vs. 
rights/values

(positive contact)

Discrimination 
acknowledged?

Rarely Sometimes
When LGBTQ+ framed as 

individuals, not as a 
group
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ConCLUSIONs
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•Anti-Gypsyism (not only in Slovakia) operates within a uniquely stable 
normative framework

• It is legitimized and reproduced through everyday reasoning, political discourse, 
and institutional practice
• It is weakly responsive to counter-pressure (reactance)
• Confirmation bias: normative challenges are absorbed and neutralized

• Social norms are perceived as facts

•This makes them resistant to standard anti-discrimination interventions

•Qualitative methods are essential to understanding how 
discrimination is legitimized, not just how much it is endorsed
• Normative stability must be actively challenged

http://www.uvsk.sav/


Practical implications
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• Target normative climates, not only attitudes
• Individual attitude change insufficient without 
normative shift

• Counter-normative institutional signaling
• Institutions must clearly and consistently signal that 

discrimination is not acceptable
• Silence = permission

• Challenge deservingness frames
• Policy language should avoid conditionality that 
reinforces exclusion

• Strengthen Roma collective agency
• Support conditions for Roma activism, visibility, and 
self-representation www.polrom.eu/engage
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Thank you for your attention!
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