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An Anthropological Study of Views and Images toward
Gypsies in Lithuania

KARASAWA Yuko

Gypsies are a discriminated and ignored minority group living mainly in Europe. They have a
distinct lifestyle, language, appearance, and customs, however preservation of these features depends
on the subgroups and regions in which they live. In Lithuania, one of the Baltic States, there are
about 3000 to 4000 Gypsies. Many people in Lithuania have a very negative image of Gypsies.
Common perceptions are that they are thieves, swindlers, lazy, and dirty among other negative
beliefs. Generally, drugs are also thought to be associated with Gypsies in Lithuania. This is due
to the existence of the so-called notorious "drug center" where one tenth of Gypsy population
resides. The drug center has gained notoriety among the non-Gypsy Lithuanian community because
of the belief that it produces and sells drugs. In fact, almost all people interviewed on their
perceptions of Gypsies have no regular contact with the Gypsy community and only receive
negatively biased news about Gypsies from newspapers and television. However, at the same time,
most people mentioned something positive about Gypsies, such as their wonderful music, dance,
beautiful dress, or passionate temper. Another view is that Gypsies are like foreigners and as such,
are regarded as total strangers, although they have been living in Lithuania for more than 500
years. Some Lithuanians interviewed said that they did not want to communicate with Gypsies and
want to avoid them. Furthermore, it is widely believed among the non-Gypsy population that
Gypsies are a social category or group, similar to alcoholics, drug addicts, or the poor. Gypsies
are not regarded by non-Gypsy Lithuanians as a distinct ethnic group, as reported in many book
or reports by non-Gypsy experts, but rather as a social problem to be solved. It seems that in
Lithuania, Gypsies are not listed among other minorities such as the Polish, Russian, or Belorussian
communities. Based upon the Lithuanian case, the view of Gypsies as not being a distinct ethnic
group might have a significant influence on lasting hatred or discrimination toward Gypsies in

Lithuania and the rest of Europe.
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