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Abstract

This article addresses the underrepresentation of “blackness” within Critical Whiteness Studies
(CWS), which has historically concentrated on the United States, western Europe, the Caribbean, and
Latin America. Despite calls for global expansion, CWS has so far inadequately engaged with the ways
in which individuals perceived as “Black” were excluded from the idealized national community in
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). The marginalization of blackness profoundly influenced discus-
sions around national belonging throughout the twentieth century and continues to shape debates
on race in the region today. We re-examine the significance of blackness, particularly through the
racialization of Roma communities in interwar Romania and the implications of blackness elsewhere
in CEE, while challenging the portrayal of this region as homogeneous and exclusively white.
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In the past decade, scholarship on race in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) has increasingly
embraced Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) to better understand the relationship between
race and identity in the region.! Partly driven by debates on “Europeanness” and the grow-
ing xenophobia against central and east Europeans in western Europe—especially in Britain
after Brexit—this scholarship critiques the notion of a “raceless™ or post-racial CEE. In
doing so, it highlights the significant role that “whiteness” plays in shaping cultural norms,

! Recent studies include Catherine Baker, Bogdan C. Iacob, Aniké Imre, and James Mark, eds., Off White: Central
and Eastern Europe and the Global History of Race (Manchester, 2024); Ivan Kalmar, White but Not Quite: Central Europe’s
Iliberal Revolt (Bristol, 2022); Dusan 1. Bjeli¢, “Abolition of a National Paradigm: The Case against Benedict Anderson
and Maria Todorova’s Raceless Imaginaries,” Interventions 24, no. 2 (2022): 239-62; Jézsef Bordcz, ““Eurowhite’
Conceit, ‘Dirty White’ Resentment: ‘Race’ in Europe,” Sociological Forum 36, no. 2 (2021): 1116-34 and Jochen
Lingelbach, On the Edges of Whiteness: Polish Refugees in British Colonial Africa during and after the Second World War (New
York, 2020) Sunnie Rucker-Chang and Chelsi West Ohueri, “A Moment of Reckoning: Transcending Bias, Engaging
Race and Racial Formations in Slavic and East European Studies,” Slavic Review 80, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 216-23.

2 The notion of CEE as a “raceless” region is notably prominent in the right-wing discussions about the
protection and preservation of the region’s national identities. See Zsolt Enyedi, “Right-wing Authoritarian
Innovations in Central and Eastern Europe,” East European Politics 36, no. 3 (2020): 363-77; and Wojciech Janicki
and Agnieszka Swietek, “To Accept or Not to Accept?: Discrepancies between Declared and Actual Actions of the
Polish Government Towards Immigrants,” Migration Studies 13, no. 2 (2025): 1-20.
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political debates, and public attitudes in the region.® As feminist scholar Sara Ahmed has
noted, whiteness should not be described as an “ontological given” but “as that which has
been received, or become given, over time.”* While western Europe, North America and
regions in the Global South are grappling with their histories of race and racism shaped by
slavery, colonialism, and imperialism, these concepts are often considered to have little or
no role in shaping debates on national character in CEE.> The narrative of non-involvement
in transatlantic slavery and colonialism consequently strengthened the prevailing percep-
tion of the region as racially neutral, a view which also shaped much of the socialist rhetoric
developed during the Cold War.

For example, the fact that the Roma people were enslaved for almost five centuries in
Moldova and Wallachia was conveniently ignored until very recently.” Similarly, few schol-
ars acknowledged the fact that, during the 1930s and early 1940s, theories of race were
eagerly embraced not only in Paris, London, and Berlin but also in other cities such as
Bucharest, Budapest, and Warsaw. During this period, Romania and other nations in CEE
generated their own versions of whiteness that were wedded to debates on national char-
acter. In interwar Romania, a distinct notion of whiteness prevailed that was driven by a
racist belief that “pure-blooded Romanians” (romdnii de sdnge) were ethnically distinct from
marginalized groups such as Roma.? This distinction assigned whiteness to presumed native
Romanians, while blackness was attributed to Roma communities. One cannot understand
the former description without a proper understanding of the latter. In this context, skin
color worked with other factors such as nomadism, “backwardness,” and non-European ori-
gins to shape, not simply reflect, the projection of blackness onto the former Roma slave
communities.” Consequently, making whiteness visible was paramount in both defining
national belonging and delineating ethnic and racial boundaries.*

Public discussions in which the concept of race was taken seriously were slow to emerge
in Romania, notwithstanding the intense focus on nationalism after 1989." It was the

3 See Michaela Benson and Chantelle Lewis, “Brexit, British People of Colour in the EU-27 and Everyday
Racism in Britain and Europe,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 42, no. 13 (2019): 2211-28; Daria Krivonos and Anastasia
Diatlova, “What to Wear for Whiteness?: The ‘Whore Stigma’ and the East/West Politics of Race, Sexuality and
Gender,” in “Struggles Over Europe: Postcolonial East/West Dynamics of Race, Sexuality, and Gender,” special
issue, Intersections: Journal of East European Society and Politics 6, no. 3 (November 2020): 116-32; Hans Kundnani,
Eurowhiteness: Culture, Empire and Race in the European Project (London, 2023); Bolaji Balogun, Race and the Colour-Line:
The Boundaries of Europeanness in Poland (London, 2024).

* Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (2007), 149-68, 150.

® Filip Herza, “Colonial Exceptionalism: Post-Colonial Scholarship and Race in Czech and Slovak Historiography,”
Slovensky ndrodopis / Slovak Ethnology 68, no. 2 (2020): 175-87.

¢ See Philip E. Mehlenbeck, Czechoslovakia in Africa, 1945-1968 (Basingstoke, 2015) and James Mark and Paul Betts,
eds., Socialism Goes Global: The Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the Age of Decolonization (Oxford, 2022).

7 See Anca Parvulescu and Manuela Boatcd, Creolizing the Modern: Transylvania across Empires (Ithaca, 2022); Felix
B. Chang and Sunnie T. Rucker-Chang, Roma Rights and Civil Rights: A Transatlantic Comparison (Cambridge, Eng.,
2020).

8 Marius Turda and Adrian-Nicolae Furtund, “Roma and the Question of Ethnic Origin in Romania during the
Holocaust,” Critical Romani Studies 4, no. 2 (2022): 8-32.

° Sam Beck, “The Origins of Gypsy Slavery in Romania,” Dialectical Anthropology 14, no. 1 (March 1989): 53-61.
For a more recent discussion, see Petre Petcut, Romii. Sclavie si libertate: constituirea si emanciparea unei noi categorii
etnice si sociale la nord de Dundre: 1370-1914 (Bucharest, 2017).

10 See Bogdan Popa, “Ethnicity as a Category of Imperial Racialization: What Do Race and Empire Studies Offer to
Romanian Studies?,” Ethnicities 21, no. 4 (2021): 751-68; Marius Turda, “The ‘Yellow Spot’ on Europe’s ‘Snow White
Body,” Sociological Forum 37, no. 1 (March 2022): 320-25; and Simina Dragos, “Towards a Decolonial and Anti-Racist
Analysis of the Nation-State and Nationalism,” Sociology Compass 18, no. 10 (October 2024): 1-10.

1 Ivo Banac and Katherine Verdery, eds., National Character and National Ideology in Interwar Eastern Europe (New
Haven, 1995); Lucian Boia, History and Myth in Romanian Consciousness, trans. James C. Brown (Budapest, 2001); Balazs
Trencsényi, The Politics of National Character: A Study in Interwar East European Thought (London, 2011).
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growing interest in the history of eugenics in CEE—itself an area completely ignored by
scholars until the late 1990s—that provided the much-needed reappraisal of outdated
historiographic interpretations of the national past, which ignored the relevance of race.'?
Through the prism of eugenics, it became possible to explain how the body of the nation was
recurrently racialized, and thus the centrality of race to the project of national belonging.'*
This made the categories of whiteness and blackness visible across multiple intersecting
aspects of identity, not only in terms of ethnicity but also through social and cultural
dimensions. This process of racialization survived the end of the Second World War. While
racism was indeed abandoned officially, eugenics was reinscribed into the emerging social-
ist worldview, targeting social rather than racial degeneracy.* This transformation gave
rise to what feminist scholar Miglena Todorova terms “socialist racialism,” a framework that
distinguishes racial formation in socialist states from Euro-American models and highlights
the unique operations of racial sciences and imaginaries under socialism.”*®

In the rest of this article, we consider the ways in which blackness and whiteness are
formulated in dialogue with each other. By emphasizing the role of race in the production of
these categories, we attempt to re-problematize not only the concept of national belonging
and its application to the Roma peoples, but also the very notion of a post-racial CEE. To do
this effectively, we focus predominately on how various Roma communities were ascribed
negative traits, portrayed as racially inferior and culturally backward, and perceived as non-
white within the Romanian worldview. What whiteness has done—and continues to do—to
Roma people must be historically contextualized. Beyond this, we can see how the idea of
Roma blackness emerged in interwar Romania and elsewhere in CEE as the result of a long
process of rejection from the dominant nation, which self-identified as native, European,
and therefore as white.

“Black” Roma in Interwar Romania

At this juncture, it may be useful to highlight how racial traits were attributed to various
Roma communities in interwar Romania. These traits marked the Roma as specimens of
a different kind of humanity, much as scientific racism has repeatedly categorized Black
populations globally.’® Here, a useful example comes from Ion Chelcea, a Romanian ethno-
grapher, who in the early 1930s sought to describe the Rudari community (also known as
Boyash or Biiesi) from the Apuseni Mountains in Transylvania. Chelcea believed that this
community could be easily identified as representing an inferior form of humanity based on
their phenotypical characteristics. Many Rudari, Chelcea claimed, had a “platyrrhine nose,”
which was a “sign of their racial primitiveness.”'” Similarly, in a book published in 1944,
Chelcea did not hesitate to suggest that some nomadic Roma, those who were deemed the
least mixed with Romanians, should be spared sterilization and deportation to Transnistria.
This was not an expression of a humanitarian impulse; in this context these nomadic Roma
people were seen merely as objects for preservation, akin to being displayed in a “human

12 Maria Bucur, Eugenics and Modernization in Interwar Romania (Pittsburgh, 2002); Magdalena Gawin, Rasa i
nowoczesnosé: Historia polskiego ruchu eugenicznego 1880-1953 (Warsaw, 2003); Marius Turda and Paul J Weindling,
eds., Blood and Homeland: Eugenics and Racial Nationalism in Central and Southeast Europe, 1900-1940 (Budapest, 2007);
Marius Turda, Eugenics and Nation in Early Twentieth Century Hungary (Basingstoke, 2014); and Richard McMahon,
National Races: Transnational Power Struggles in the Sciences and Politics of Human Diversity, 1840-1945 (Lincoln, NE, 2019).

13 Marius Turda and Bolaji Balogun, “Colonialism, Eugenics and ‘Race’ in Central and Eastern Europe,” Global
Social Challenges Journal 2, no. 2 (2023): 168-78; and Bolaji Balogun and Margaret A. Ohia-Nowak, “Geographies of
Race in Poland and Central and Eastern Europe,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 47, no. 15 (2024): 1-20.

M Eszter Varsa, Protected Children, Regulated Mothers: Gender and the “Gypsy Question” in State Care in Postwar Hungary,
1949-1956 (Budapest, 2021).

15 Miglena S. Todorova, Unequal under Socialism: Race, Women, and Transnationalism in Bulgaria (Toronto, 2021), 16.

16 John S. Haller Jr., Outcasts from Evolution: Scientific Attitudes of Racial Inferiority, 1859-1900 (Urbana, IL, 1971).

17 Ton Chelcea, “Originea rudarilor.” Societatea de Mdine 8, no. 16-17 (1931): 311-13, 312.
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z00,” where the public could come and see them and where anthropologists could in turn
search for answers about their ethnic specificity and pathology.'®

Furthermore, the representation of Roma people as Black appeared not only in articles
dealing with the anthropology of the Romanians, but also in newspapers and popular mag-
azines. One evocative example is provided by the Romanian newspaper Sentinela: Gazeta
ostdseascd a natiunii (Sentinel: The Nation’s Military Gazette) in its June 30, 1940 issue.
To counterbalance the seriousness of military communiques and official proclamations,
the newspaper devoted one page to jokes, cartoons, and caricatures, fittingly entitled the
“Happy Page,” with contributions from the Romanian writer Neagu Rddulescu. In one such
comic strip, a Roma soldier is being questioned by his superior, a sergeant, to ascertain
whether he stole his bread, directly invoking the pervasive stereotype of Roma people as
thieves. As clearly demonstrated in the image below, Ridulescu depicted the Roma soldier
as a Black person, contrasting him not just socially but also racially with the assumed white
Romanian.' In this context, under the guise of humor, Roma characteristics are racialized
through blackness, reinforcing a widely held perception of the Roma people in Romanian
public imagination (Figure 1).

In keeping with the above representation, the manner in which some Roma people were
assumed to desire whiteness was redefined. This form of “passing” suggests the ways in
which some Roma people assimilated into the dominant community. Such reasoning goes
back to a distinction made by the physician Leopold Gliick, who worked in hospitals in
Sarajevo in the 1890s, between the nomadic Black Roma (schwarze Zigeuner) and the white
assimilated Roma (weisse Zigeuner).”’ In this context, the former spoke Romani and kept
up their lifestyle and customs, while the latter had adopted the language of the domi-
nant groups, absorbing the identity offered by the white environment into which they
aspired to integrate. This was often perceived by the majority as a false, almost fraudulent,
assimilation.

The racialization of Roma as Black, went beyond skin color. Their perceived social degen-
eracy, a result of their former existence as slaves, was also highlighted. For example, in 1932,
aRomanian researcher traveled to Bessarabia to evaluate the social integration of formerly
enslaved Roma communities within the region’s former Romanian villages. During her visit,
she encountered a resident who insisted that the Roma in his community, as former slaves,
could never truly become Romanian, even if they had changed the color of their skin to
white.?! In this situation, there were assumptions that some Roma had attempted to turn
white, culturally and linguistically, and thus to pass as Romanian. Here, ontological bor-
ders were crossed, and the anxious resident insisted on maintaining the separation of those
defined as Romanian by blood from those who only claimed to be Romanian through mar-
riage or other forms of assimilation.” The situations described above obstruct any effort
to open up communities to outsiders, particularly if those outsiders are perceived to be

18 Ton Chelcea, Tiganii din Romdnia: Monografie etnograficd (Bucharest, 1944), 100. For a general discussion of
‘human zoos’ in the CEE context, albeit not focusing on the Roma see Dagnostaw Demski and Dominika Czarnecka,
eds., Staged Otherness: Ethnic Shows in Central and Eastern Europe, 1850-1939 (Budapest, 2021).

19 “Pagina veseld,” Sentinela: Gazeta ostdseascd a natiunii 1, no. 28, June 30, 1940, 7. For a discussion of the racist
attitudes against Roma soldiers, see Grant T. Harward, Romania’s Holy War: Soldiers, Motivation, and the Holocaust
(ithaca, 2021).

% Leopold Gliick, “Zur physischen Anthropologie der Zigeuner in Bosnien und der Hercegovina,” Wissenschafliche
Mitteilungen aus Bosnien und der Hercegovina 3 (1897): 403-33.

21 Domnica 1. Pdun, “Tiganii in viata satului Cornova,” Arhiva pentru Stiinta si Reforma Sociald 10, no. 1-4 (1932):
521-27,525.

22 For a wider discussion, see Marius Turda, In cdutarea romanului perfect: Specific national, degenerare rasiald si
selectie sociald in Romdnia modernd, ond e, (Tasi, 2025).
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Sergentul: — Cine mi-a furat pai-

nea mi figane?
— Traifi don serjent, ce serie avea?

Figure |. Representation of a Roma soldier as Black. (trans. Sargeant: Hey Gypsy, who stole my bread? — Sir,
Sargeant, what serial number did it have?).

Black.” This suggests that being foreign connotes strangeness and unfamiliarity. Such per-
ceptions regard blackness as an identity to be avoided or as something that is specific to
the Roma.

Racialization of Blackness Elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe

Looking now beyond Romania, there are numerous contemporary examples of how the
putative blackness of the Roma continues to be racialized in CEE in opposition to the
assumed whiteness of the ethnic majorities. The role of whiteness in this context must be

2 HotNews, “Revolta de la Ditrdu continu3: Petitie a peste 1.800 de locuitori, In frunte cu preotul din comun3,
care cer patronilor brutdriei s nu angajeze strdini si sd le prezinte actele medicale ale muncitorilor din Sri
Lanka,” at hotnews.ro/revolta-de-la-ditrau-continua-petitie-a-peste-1-800-de-locuitori-n-frunte-cu-preotul-din-
comuna-care-cer-patronilor-brutariei-sa-nu-angajeze-straini-si-sa-le-prezinte-actele-medicale-ale-mun-275970
(accessed August 10, 2025).
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understood within a broader historical framework. Whiteness and blackness are histori-
cally, culturally, and geographically contingent. Their meaning has changed over the course
of time, but it should not be assumed that they had always been defined in opposition to
each other.? It took centuries for whiteness to emerge, not just as a symbol of power and
domination, but also as the normative European identity.” This was particularly evident
in the sixteenth century, in the historical entanglement between whiteness and blackness
that enabled the creation of empires and nation-states, solidifying and legitimizing racial
regimes across the world. It also shaped and was shaped by racism and the variegated tradi-
tions of race which flowed from it. While whiteness entrenched itself within the matrix of
global culture and politics, blackness—its historical counterpart—was constructed as the
opposite of it. From the eighteenth century onwards, whiteness became the criterion of
inclusion and exclusion in the emerging nations of Europe and the Americas. Consequently,
whiteness, as aptly summarized by the African-American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois, soon
became “the ownership of the earth.”?

Importantly, CEE adds a distinctive dimension to the broader framework of white-
ness through the racialization of ethnic minority groups systematically positioned as the
region’s symbolic blackness.?” Starting in the late nineteenth century Roma, along with
Jews, were singled out as the epitome of a dysgenic Other in CEE. During the heyday
of scientific racism, institutional violence was directed toward the Roma, whose norma-
tive definition of belonging was racially codified. To this end, Roma people’s lives were
constantly surveilled, their bodies recurrently examined, their right to exist treated as
something yet to be determined. Often, scientific research that attempted to explain their
ethnic traits was unethical and carried out without their consent, and these practices con-
tinue to this day.”® The concept of blackness, we argue, helps to better understand the
inferiorization of Roma peoples. In pursuit of a homogeneous white space, after the First
World War, nations in CEE imposed surveillance and regulation of Roma bodies. During the
interwar period, eugenics completed this process of racialization. Nomadic and sedentary
Roma communities were stigmatized and dehumanized to justify their excision from the
national community.”

The above logic of racialization of Roma peoples as Black manifests itself in several
ways that include language and culture. For example, scholars have demonstrated that
the division between whites and Blacks is deep-seated in Polish culture, leading to peo-
ple of African descent being perceived through a racialized lens.*® The Polish term Murzyn

24 Sarah F. Derbew, Untangling Blackness in Greek Antiquity (Cambridge, Eng., 2022); and Vanita Seth, Europe’s
Indians: Producing Racial Difference, 1500-1900 (Durham, 2010).

% See David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of America (London, 1991); David Theo
Goldberg, Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning (London, 1993); and Theodore W. Allen, The Invention
of the White Race, vol. 1: Racist Oppression and Social Control (London, 1994).

% Quoted in Jamima Pierre, The Predicament of Blackness: Postcolonial Ghana and the Politics of Race (Chicago, 2013),
76.

2 Marius Turda, “On Ash and Blackness: Roma, Jews, and the Holocaust,” discussion of Ari Joskowicz, Rain of Ash:
Roma, Jews, and the Holocaust (Princeton, 2023), Quest: Issues in Contemporary Jewish History 25, no. 2 (2024): 186-94.

% Veronika Lipphardt, Mihai Surdu, Nils Ellebrecht, Peter Pfaffelhuber, Matthias Wienroth, and Gudrun A.
Rappold, “Europe’s Roma People are Vulnerable to Poor Practice in Genetics,” Nature 599 (November 17, 2021):
368-71.

¥ See Eve Rosenhaft, “Blacks and Gypsies in Nazi Germany: The Limits of the ‘Racial State,” History Workshop
Journal 72, no. 11 (2011): 161-70; and Ari Joskowicz, Rain of Ash: Roma, Jews, and the Holocaust.

3 For more on this subject see Bolaji Balogun and Konrad Pedziwiatr, ““Stop Calling Me Murzyn'—How Black
Lives Matter in Poland,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 49, no. 6 (2023): 1552-69; Bolaji Balogun and Margaret
Ohia-Nowak, “Geographies of Imagination: De-Colonizing Africa and Blackness in Polish Children’s Book Covers,”
Cultural Geography 31 no. 2 (2024): 271-82; Anna Klobucka, “Desert and Wilderness Revisited: Sienkiewicz’s Africa
in the Polish National Imagination,” The Slavic and East European Journal 45, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 243-59.
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(Negro/Black), which refers to people of color regardless of their ethnicity or nationality,
systematically reinforces a distinction based on skin color. In this way, blackness is cate-
gorized and labeled in multiple ways that are influenced by racialized norms, informed by
stereotypes that portray Black or colored individuals as perpetually foreign. This catego-
rization shapes not only racial discourse but also everyday language that serves to highlight
whiteness in Poland. Several other cultural expressions tie neatly to these views, as evi-
dent in common Polish expressions such as pracowad jak Murzyn (work like a Negro), which
invokes a similarly inferior connotation of blackness in the Russian expression pashet kak
negr (works hard like a Negro).*! Similarly, expressions such as “In Slovakia, you will always
be only a black Gypsy!” or “Gypsies will always be humiliated” do more than simply rein-
force the binary between the Black Roma and the white Slovaks. They also indicate the
measures of “darkness” against whiteness. Here, the perception of the Roma through the
lens of blackness does not exist in a vacuum. As Jan Grill argues, it is interwoven with the
assumed categories of Slovak “nation (ndrod), nationality (ndrodnost), and ethnicity/eth-
nic identity or culture (kultira)” that are frequently blurred in everyday usage, serving as
equivalents to race.*” In this way, the term fernoch (black person) signifies a distinction from
Slovaks’” whiteness. These expressions in Polish, Russian, and Slovak—though merely min-
imal examples—reinforce the racialization of blackness as an inferior identity. As political
theorist Cedric Robinson notes, what matters is the “assertion of the sanctity of whiteness
and the shame of blackness.”*® In this sense, skin color appears to have an objective reality
that seems “visible” and “measurable” with meaningful and impactful effects on non-white
identities. It provides a window into the way people perceive “human difference that uses
notions of genealogy, ‘blood, and inheritance as ways of conceptualizing differences and
similarities, individual and collective, between people.”** This is exemplified by the 2023
EU survey showing that many people of African descent living in the EU feel that some of
the discrimination they face is based on the color of their skin (Figure 2).*°

To understand and engage with the above provocations, one must first understand the
longstanding traditions of both acceptance and rejection of the Roma people in CEE. The
inclusion and exclusion of Roma communities have been shaped by definitions of identity
that stigmatize them as foreign members of the nation, whose ethnic origin is described
as non-European and whose presence in society is deemed problematic. In this context,
national belonging is closely tied to the “native” population, and this form of autochthon-
ism became not only a marker of national belonging but also a framework for the social,
cultural, and political transformations that persisted from the interwar period through the
socialist era. These attitudes, in turn, deeply influenced perceptions of the Roma in the
post-communist period.*

This short article has explored several manifestations of blackness, especially those rein-
forcing the inferiorization of Roma people in interwar Romania and beyond. In doing so,

31 Irina Novikova, “Retailored for a Soviet Spectator: Racial Difference and Whiteness in the Films of the 1930s
to the Early 1950s,” in Catherine Baker, Bogdan C. Iacob, Aniké Imre, and James Mark, eds., Off White: Central and
Eastern Europe and the Global History of Race (Manchester, 2024), 177-97.

32 Jan Grill, ““In England, They Don't Call You Black!": Migrating Racialisations and the Production of Roma
Difference across Europe,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 44, no. 7 (2018): 1136-55, 1139.

33 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill, 2000), 123.

3 Peter Wade, “Skin Colour and Race as Analytic Concepts,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 35, no. 7 (2012): 1169-73,
1170.

35 See European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, “Being Black in the EU—Experiences of People of African
Descent,” at fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2023/being-black-eu (accessed August 10, 2025).

36 Barbora Cernusdkov4, “Stigma and Segregation: Containing the Roma of Udol, Czech Republic,” Race & Class
62, no. 1 (2020): 46-59. A similar phenomenon was observed by anthropologist Alaina Lemon in her work on the
Roma communities in 1990s Russia. See Alaina Lemon, ““What Are They Writing about Us Blacks?”—Roma and
‘Race’ in Russia,” Anthropology of East Europe Review 13, no. 2 (1995): 34-40.
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Figure 2. Grounds of discrimination experienced by people of African descent.
Source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), “Being Black in the EU—Experiences of people of
African descent” (2023),at https:/fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2023/being-black-eu (accessed September 17,2025).

it contends that decolonial pedagogies in CEE more broadly are inadequate unless they
address the influence of whiteness within debates on national character, while also empha-
sizing the often-neglected importance of blackness in shaping national identities in the
region. This neglect has given rise to identity categories and hierarchies in which blackness
has been, and continues to be, regarded as inferior to whiteness. Whiteness, in turn, has
been embraced as the dominant national identity that defines who is and is not considered
Romanian, Polish, or Slovak.

By examining the historical and contemporary marginalization of Roma communities,
we underscored how racial categorizations have permeated debates on national character
in CEE. We also aimed to critique national historiographic canons in CEE which not only
neglect the role played by race in processes of nation-building, but also ignore whiteness
and blackness as key markers of ethnic belonging. To this end, the Roma had always existed
at the margins of whiteness, never fully accepted as members of the idealized nation.

Invoking examples from the interwar period suggests that the racialization of Roma
peoples as Black had played a crucial and constitutive role in their perception by the
“white” majority. Therefore, it is essential to expand CWS beyond its Euro-American focus
to encompass the diverse racial dynamics in CEE. This expansion not only enriches our
understanding of race and identity in the region but also contributes to global discussions
onthe intersections of race, nationalism, and processes of inclusion and exclusion. By focus-
ing on the specificity of blackness in CEE, we call for a more inclusive approach to studying
and addressing racial inequalities in a region that produced a very different engagement
with race than traditional historical narratives currently suggest.
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