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Racial and Social Dimensions of Antiziganism: The
Representation of “Gypsies” in Political Theory
_Abstract
Within antiziganism research, the relation of racial and social connotations in the usage of the term “gypsy” is subject of an ongoing debate. Especially in the context of
police work, historians suggest that until the 1920s the image of “gypsies” mainly
referred to a social status, whereas today the image of the “gypsy” is highly racialized.
This article challenges the idea of a strict separation of the social and racial dimensions
and takes a closer look at the different argumentations of how to rule the interrelated
groups of “gypsies” and “vagabonds” in the history of ideas. For this reason, it examines Kant’s statements on “gypsies” in the context of his problematic race theory as
well as Marx’s treatment of vagabondage as a social issue, arising with the beginning
of manufacturing. With this, the article connects two major discourses in political theory and the history of ideas, one on barbarism/civilization and another on poverty,
with the topic of antiziganism and explores the connection of an antiziganist racialization with socioeconomic structures. Moreover, it examines the empirical side of antiziganism in the context of policing until the eighteenth century, looking at English
and German legislative sources, and provides an outlook on the underlying social and
racial argumentation in current debates on so-called ‘poverty migration’.

1_Introduction
For centuries, Sinti, Roma, and others labeled as “gypsies” have been discriminated
against, stigmatized, and excluded from European societies through state measures. 1
Consequently, it might not come as a surprise that nowadays antiziganism is deeply
rooted within society, as studies on resentments have shown over the last couple of
years. In 2018, 56 % of the interviewees for the “Leipzig Authoritarianism Study” in
Germany indicated that they “would have a problem with Sinti and Roma staying anywhere close to them” and more than 60 % think that “Sinti and Roma tend to be criminal.” 2 These prejudices and resentments of the population find their counterparts in
public action. Until today, many Sinti and Roma, who either self-ascribe to or are perceived as part of the largest ethnic and economically most disadvantaged minority in
Europe, are criminalized and portrayed as a danger to public security and, at the same
time, are at higher risk of becoming a victim of violence themselves. 3 The image of
Sinti and Roma has become associated with criminality to a much greater extent than
that of any other minority, and police work has been and still is largely based on this
assumption. 4
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This article traces back modern antiziganism to political action and state measures
that took place for centuries and involved exclusion and persecution, and with this implied (mostly forced) mobility. Through examining the ideas of two influential political
theorists, Immanuel Kant and Karl Marx, I shed light on two different forms of representation of “gypsies” in the history of ideas: On the one hand, the formation of the
racialized image of the uncivilized, orientalist “gypsy” and, on the other hand, the social function of the figure of the “vagabond” in pre-capitalist and capitalist societies.
These lines of argumentation draw on two major discourses of political theory: The
discourse on barbarians and civilization from a perspective of ruling a diverse population and ensuring the power relations, and the poverty discourse including political
considerations on population policies.
Within antiziganism research, the relation of racial and social connotations in the
usage of the term “gypsy” has been debated for a rather long time. Historical and literary studies have evaluated the transformation of the term within the context of police
work. 5 They highlight that until the 1920s the concept of “gypsy” in police work generally referred to a social status and was mostly concerned with the prevention of illegitimate mobility. 6 They suggest that the police mainly used the concept of “gypsy” as
a social counter-image to normalize a bourgeois culture and regulate nomadism/sedentariness. 7 Only later did “gypsies” start being perceived as a racial category in police
work, eventually leading to the persecution and extermination during National Socialism. Other authors, for instance the sociologist Wulf D. Hund, noted the “transformation of the term Gypsy from a social into a racial category” 8 as early as in the middle
of the eighteenth century. In this article, I challenge the idea that social and racial categories are strictly separable and that they transformed from one into the other in the
context of antiziganism. Rather, I argue that they show different interpretations and
justifications of the same political decisions in the field of security politics and have
often been played off against each other.
The article begins with two sections on the concept of “gypsy” in political theory.
The first section takes a closer look at Kant’s statements on “gypsies” in the context of
his theories of subjectivity and race. The second discusses Marx’s treatment of vagabondage as a social issue, arising with the beginning of manufacturing. With the figure
of the dark-skinned and primitive “gypsy,” who descended from India, Kant draws a
racialized image, which was popular throughout Western academia in his days. Kant’s
3
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perspective nowadays offers the chance to understand how primarily political issues
can be covered up through supposedly unchangeable cultural or biological conditions.
Marx, on the other hand, provides very different, neither racial nor cultural, explanations for exclusionary politics regarding “vagabonds,” which can be transferred to the
context of antiziganism. While Kant reproduces the European orientalist image of the
“gypsy,” Marx provides the tools for reconsidering this image by explaining its socioeconomic function.
Building on this theoretical framework, the third section reviews early modern German history and legislation regarding the concept of the “gypsy” through the lenses of
both the Kantian and Marxian approaches. The final section provides initial pointers
on the interweaving of social and racial argumentations in antiziganist post-war debates
and offers ideas of a modern approach to the analysis of antiziganism.
2_Kant: “Gypsies” as an Unreasonable Race
Recently, there has been a lot of critique of Kant’s writings as being racist or at least
promoting racialized ideas. 9 The question debated here is whether his race theory is to
be seen as an integral part of his philosophical work or whether it is just a bitter side
note. Whereas some scholars criticize his writings in their entirety, 10 others try to solve
the problem by claiming that only his early texts, written before the mid-1790s, were
problematic. 11 Others yet find that his anthropologist writings do not affect his moral
or juridical writings. 12 All of these studies focus on colonial racism and pay little attention to Kant’s statements about “gypsies” as a special group. 13
Only a few scholars, among them Kurt Röttgers, Wulf D. Hund, and most recently
Joris van Gorkom, have already delved into the passages Kant has written on “gypsies.” 14 Röttgers, who is not concerned with racism in Kant’s texts, mainly discusses
why Kant only dealt so little with the topic of “gypsies” and claims that his silence
represents a “very striking repression of knowledge.” 15 He argues that Kant chose to
ignore the topic, because it would have confronted him with an alternative to the Western, civilization-based concept of progress. 16 This interpretation itself shows a problematic romanticizing of the idea of “gypsies,” associating them with an alternative
lifestyle and concept of freedom. Nonetheless, Röttgers gives noteworthy information
on the historical background and Kant’s immediate environment in order to prove his
point that Kant must have been confronted with the subject and willfully neglected
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writing about it. Röttgers points to an edict from 1725, which was renewed in 1739,
generally prohibiting the residence of “gypsies” in Prussia and threatening them with
the gallows as penalty. 17 Professor of practical philosophy in Königsberg and one of
Kant’s close colleagues, Christian Jakob Kraus, was evidently concerned with this
topic. From 1784 onwards, he worked on an empirical research project involving interviews with about 40 local prisoners, who were arrested as “gypsies” due to the edict
from 1725. 18 Röttgers argues that Kant must have known of Kraus’ project, which was
partially published in 1793 by Johann Erich Biester, the publisher of the famous Berliner Monatsschrift. 19 Kant and Kraus regularly talked about their work over lunch,
Röttgers claims, 20 and Kant was a regular contributor to Biester’s journal. Even though
one cannot verify whether these conversations took place, it is well established that the
question of how to deal with “gypsies” was much debated among Kant’s contemporaries. 21
Moreover, as his writings will show, Kant was well informed about the latest research and hypotheses about the presumed origin of “gypsies.” It was not until the
1780s that a language-based origin theory claiming that “gypsies” migrated from India
gained popularity. Even though there had been several earlier publications on the topic,
among them a 1771 one by Christian Wilhelm Büttner, 22 it is well established that the
historian Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb Grellmann published the most influential book on
the topic in 1783. 23 It became highly popular soon after its publication, warranting a
second edition in 1787, and was translated into several different languages well before
the turn of the eighteenth century. 24 The historians Martin Ruch and Wim Willems have
convincingly argued that Grellmann produced a largely racialized, orientalist image of
“gypsies” as a homogeneous nation coming from India, which influenced the research
on “gypsies” for centuries. 25 Grellmann heavily relied on travel reports, 26 which were
elsewhere criticized as a problematic source for Kant’s race theory. 27 Even though Kant
did not name any sources in the “gypsy” context, he most probably referred to
Grellmann’s linguistic hypothesis. As I will show, Kant even reproduced other claims
by Grellmann. Therefore, I would even go as far as to claim that the implications in
Grellmann’s work and their continuous reproduction afterwards were primarily responsible for the racialized image of “gypsies” present in Kant as well.
The second scholar, Hund, who is much more concerned with racism in Kant’s writings than Röttgers, argues against Röttgers that there was no repression of knowledge
5
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in Kant, but that his thoughts on “gypsies” play a crucial role in his race theory. 28 He
maintains that Kant chose “gypsies” as an example to show that the racial characteristics irrevocably determine the possibilities for civilization-related development.29
Within studies on Kant’s race theory, the underlying argumentation is indeed perceived
as a shift: While in the early text Of the Different Races of Human Beings (1775), Kant
still blames the climate for the differences between the “races,” in the later text Determination of the Concept of a Human Race (1785), he explicitly states that race characteristics are inherited independently from the environment and are immutable. 30 With
both approaches Kant engages in the debate about monogeny and polygeny, siding with
the monogenists, who saw humanity as descending from one single stem, whereas the
polygenists 31 championed the view of multiple origins and hence several species (and
not only races) of humans. As the historian Christian Geulen has put it, a fight about
which of the texts is “more racist” misses the mark: Later in history, both approaches
were used to justify racist thought and action. But when Kant wrote about it, these
approaches could be seen as an attempt to explain a certain social order through nature
(instead of religion) rather than to produce a social order through controlling nature. 32
Exactly this explanation by Kant as to why a group of people was perceived as a deviant
group and labeled as “gypsies” is central to my argumentation in this paper.
As one of the most influential philosophers of the enlightenment, Kant was rethinking the capacity and boundaries of the human mind. Kant’s remarks on “gypsies” are
part of the race theory described above and related to his thoughts about humanity and
civilization in general. In the published version of his anthropological lectures from
1798, Kant states the following general analysis about the human destiny:
The human being is destined by his reason to live in a society with human beings
and in it to cultivate himself, to civilize himself, and to moralize himself by means
of the arts and sciences. No matter how great his animal tendency may be to give
himself over passively to the impulses of ease and good living, which he calls
happiness, he is still destined to make himself worthy of humanity by actively
struggling with the obstacles that cling to him because of the crudity of his nature. 33

What Kant describes here is a summary of the enlightened idea that humanity is going
through a process of civilization and is progressing through history. He displays a modern anthropocentric worldview with an active human being in the center, whereas in
the Middle Ages the divine order placed human beings in a passive position. Later,

6

On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture
Issue 10 (2020): Metaphors of Migration
www.on-culture.org
http://geb.uni-giessen.de/geb/volltexte/2021/16025/

philosophers like Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno criticized precisely the emphasis on suffering through and domination over nature [Naturbeherrschung] as a major problem of modernity. They see one of the roots of resentment among people in the
struggle of the subjects with their own inner nature. 34
While Kant’s idea about civilization sounds universal, he simultaneously observes
that not all “races” and “nations” have reached this status. 35 Europeans, he thinks, have
developed closest to his ideal. He, as most of his contemporaries, does not perceive the
“gypsies” as European. Instead, he assumes them to be Indians [Indier] belonging to
the Asian nations, and therefore refers to the latest among the numerous origin theories
about “gypsies” of his time. The Indian origin theory had arisen only in the middle of
the 18th century before being connected to linguistic studies in the 1870s/-80s and had
begun to replace the idea that “gypsies” descended from “Egypt” – a theory that manifested in the English term “gypsy” up until today. 36 In Kant’s view, the Asian nations37
would be unable to achieve perfection due to their cognitive capacities: “The Asian
nations have their standstill at the point, where the extension of their perfection has to
result from concepts and not only from intuitions.” 38 Thus, he uses his concept of reason to explain the different capacities for human development more generally.
Kant mentions the “gypsies” themselves only in a handful of passages. In his early,
race-related text Of the Different Races of Human Beings (1775), in which Kant presents a climate-related race theory, 39 he speaks about their skin color, when he claims
the “olive-yellow color of the skin of the Indian” to be “the true gypsy color.” 40 Here,
he uses their skin color to associate them with India. Much later, in 1793, he picks up
this ethnographic approach, and adds to it a social dimension referring to the Indian
caste system: In a footnote he states the hypothesis that “gypsies” are actually “Hindus”
and originate from the lowest caste, “the Pariahs.” 41 Even though Kant does not provide
a source for this, it is likely that he refers either to Grellmann or to what might already
have become “common knowledge” as a result of Grellmann’s book. 42 While in Europe
it was almost impossible to change one’s social status at the time, the castes in India
stood for an even more rigid social system.
Two slightly more detailed passages illustrate Kant’s linkage of the constructs
“race” and “gypsies.” The first passage from Determination of the Concept of a Human
Race (1785) stresses the impossibility of a change of the races that have already
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evolved. It uses “gypsies” as an example, and as Hund argues, they represent the crucial
example that adaptation to the surroundings even after centuries would be impossible:
[T]his much is still certain: that the currently existing races could no longer go
extinct if all their mixing with each other were prevented. The gypsies found
among us, of whom it is established that they are Indians in terms of their phyletic
origination [ihrem Abstamme nach], give us the clearest proof of this. One can
trace their presence in Europe far beyond three hundred years; and they still have
not degenerated in the least from the shape of their forebears. 43

Kant here assumes a timelessness of the “gypsies” that in the end would result in a nonsimultaneity with European progress, as in Kant’s view civilization and the detachment
from nature are the destiny of humankind and not all “races” have the ability to achieve
that.
In the second longer passage about “gypsies” from On the Use of Teleological Principles in Philosophy (1788), Kant emphasizes the immutability of skin color due to
biological reasons and for the first time connects the origin of “gypsies” with their
language (probably referring to Grellmann’s hypothesis):
That they [“gypsies”] are an Indian people is established by their language, independent of their skin color. Yet nature has been so obstinate in preserving their
skin color that, while their presence in Europe can be traced back as far as twelve
generations, it still appears so perfectly that, were they to grow up in India, in all
likelihood no difference would be found between them and the natives there. […]
Yet to pass off their color for mere variety, like that of the brunette Spaniard by
contrast to the Dane, would mean to doubt nature’s imprint. 44

While Kant counts the tan of the Spaniard as a mere alteration, for the “gypsy” he
considers it an immutable sign of descent. Moreover, he touches again upon the topic
of suspending what for him was an obvious physical deviation of “gypsies”: In India,
they would not appear as different. Only two pages later he explains that the “races,”
once evolved and adapted to a certain climate, would be physically and mentally unable
to adapt to a new territory. He uses “gypsies” as an example of a displaced people to
show that even after a long time in Europe they would be unable to “be farmers [ansäßige Landanbauer] or manual laborers.” 45 Agriculture, which Kant identifies here as
one of the things “gypsies” were not familiar with, was a highly debated topic in the
philosophy of enlightenment, as it was discussed in connection with the establishment
of a state and a differentiated, advanced society. 46 Kant’s argumentation thus offers a
basis for claiming that every “race” has its own place in the world and could be read as
a subtle claim of an exclusionary concept of the nation state.
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As a representative of the eighteenth century, Kant was building on the research on
the language and origin of the group called “gypsies” that was popularized through
Grellmann. In Kant’s text, we find the idea of “gypsies” as homogeneous and primitive
people with their own language and culture connected to biological and visible characteristics. He uses these ’findings’ to explain that “gypsies” live differently and have not
adopted the European way of life, because in his view they are not capable of civilization.
3_Marx: The Creation of Vagabonds
Marx does not explicitly deal with the status of “gypsies” in his work but nonetheless
it is worth looking at his texts, because he tackles vagrancy and vagabondage, two
phenomena often associated with “gypsies” as social problems. He does not conceive
vagabondage in connection with race, but rather as caused by the rulers and solidified
in socioeconomic structures that led to pauperism and poverty. While some scholars
have pointed to the similarities of the general image of “gypsies” and Marx’s descriptions of the lumpenproletariat in The Eighteenth Brumaire, 47 for the analysis of vagabondage it is more helpful to delve into his main work Capital.
In Capital, Marx deals with vagrancy and vagabondage at two points: In the chapter
on “The So-Called Primitive Accumulation,” 48 where he examines the role of vagabondage in the transformation from feudal to capitalist societies, and in the chapter on
“The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation,” where he explains its social function
in further evolved capitalist societies. Both chapters are important for the analysis of
antiziganism, as they examine the British legislation and practices concerning vagrancy
at two different periods in history, which were crucial for the formation and perception
of migrating Sinti as a somewhat closed social group in Western European societies.49
The first period of time were the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when Sinti first arrived in Western Europe and faced harsh legislations regulating their presence in general. The second period covers a time when their position as outsiders had already been
established. The analysis of this period might, from a structural point of view, be more
helpful in analyzing the present-day social function of the status of vagabonds, the
homeless, and Sinti and Roma.
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In “Primitive Accumulation,” Marx explains the evolution of the modern form of
social injustice and poverty that started with the shift from the feudal to the manufacture-based and later capitalist system. He criticizes the political economic view of bourgeois writers, who established the origin myth of “two sorts of people; one, the diligent,
intelligent, and, above all, frugal élite; the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance,
and more, in riotous living.” 50 This myth of the rich owing their wealth to intelligence
and thrift and the poor owing their poverty to laziness and wastefulness, Marx claims,
is used as the basic legitimation of social injustice and conceals the violent and bloody
history of the economic transformation.
According to Marx, the actual history of transformation began with forcing the rural
population to leave their subsidiary lives and move to the cities. He sees the first cause
for this in the conversion of farmland into pastures for sheep, as the prices of wool in
the Netherlands were on the rise at the end of the fifteenth century. 51 Moreover, he
considers the reformation and the resulting sale of church property at low prices as the
second cause of the shift. 52 Both these processes led to the privatization of land, the
formation of a new bourgeois class, and the loss of land for the rural population.
For Marx, this is the beginning of what he had already identified as “a period of
vagabondage” in the German Ideology. 53 Arriving in the cities, he explains, many of
the displaced people became very poor. Neither did the developing manufacturing
plants offer enough jobs for them, nor was it easy to adapt to the new situation. 54 Thus,
the displaced “turned en masse into beggars, robbers, vagabonds, partly from inclination, in most cases from stress of circumstances [Zwang der Umstände].” 55 Marx employs the figure of the vagabond to show how much force and violence had to be used
to turn people into workers and to establish the capitalist mode of production – later
considered as a natural condition. In Grundrisse, he phrases this unequivocally: “They
must first be forced to work within the conditions posited by capital. The propertyless
are more inclined to become vagabonds and robbers and beggars than workers.” 56 In
other words: The economic transformation at the end of the feudal system impoverished large parts of the hitherto self-sustaining population. Considering the unbearable
working conditions in the manufacturing plants of the time, many had no other choice
than to live their lives as vagabonds.
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To substantiate his argumentation, Marx analyzes the English legislation on poverty
and vagabondage from the early sixteenth century onwards. This legislation arose together with the first early modern anti-“gypsy” laws in England under Henry VIII. Following the “Vagabonds and Beggars Act” from 1494 under Henry VII, punishing “Vagabonds, idle and suspected Persons” by placing them in stocks 57 and feeding them only
a low diet in order to force them to work, 58 the “Vagabonds Act” of 1530 introduced
harsher physical punishment like whipping. 59 Marx analyzes the 1530 act as one of the
first anti-vagrancy legislations with cruel penalties for those who refused to work. 60 In
the same year, the “Egyptian Act” concerning “outlandish people, calling themselves
Egyptians,” 61 meaning “gypsies” at that time, was passed as the first English anti“gypsy” legislation. It gave “Egyptians” a 15-day notice to depart, forbade further immigration to the realm, and accused “Egyptians” in general of wandering, fortune-telling, and robbery, accusations that were also made against vagabonds. 62 During the following decades, several parallel legislations for “Egyptians” and vagabonds increased
the penalties. 63 While the 1530 “Egyptian Act” stressed the foreignness of “Egyptians”
by calling them “outlandish,” the 1554 “Egyptian Act” focused on their unwanted lifestyle claiming that those who would “leave that naughty, idle and ungodly Life and
Company, and […] exercise […] some lawful Work or Occupation,” 64 should not be
punished. From 1562 onwards, vagabonds and “Egyptians” were increasingly addressed together in many of the acts, 65 blurring the boundaries between the perceptions
of “gypsies” either as a foreign group or as part of the social group of vagabonds.
Marx, who focused on the legislation on vagabonds without paying special attention
to the legislation on “Egyptians,” finds:
… at the end of the 15th and during the whole of the 16th century, throughout
Western Europe a bloody legislation against vagabondage. The fathers of the present working class were chastised [gezüchtigt] for their enforced transformation
into vagabonds and paupers. Legislation treated them as ‘voluntary’ criminals, and
assumed that it depended on their own good will to go on working under the old
conditions that no longer existed. 66

Marx describes in detail the very brutal law, which, as I will show later, can be found
in similar forms in German legislation. It predicted harsh penalties for vagabonds, from
branding and mutilation (e.g. by cutting off a person’s ear) to lifelong enslavement and
death. 67 According to Holinshed's Chronicles, which Marx quotes from, during the 38
years of reign of Henry VIII in the first half of the sixteenth century alone, 72,000
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people were executed for theft. 68 This number should not be taken for granted as Marx
himself explains a couple of pages earlier that Chronicles tended to inflate their stories. 69 Nonetheless, the narrative itself is a clear indication of the severity of the legislation on poverty and vagabondage at the time.
In the chapter “The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation,” Marx reflects on the
role of vagabonds and the unemployed in further developed stages of the capitalist society and shows how – in addition to all the punishment – their status as outsiders to
society was enforced for the sake of the economic system. Even though at this point in
history the masses of vagabonds had been integrated into the labor market, unemployment and poverty still existed on a large scale and were topics discussed by economists
at the time.
Marx again argues against the classical political economists, such as Malthus, who
saw the reason for unemployment and poverty in the oversized growth and reproduction of the workforce. 70 Similar to the origin myth of capitalism, Malthus’s theory
blames the workers and paupers themselves for their situation and suggests strict population regulations as a solution. Marx argues against these assumptions by claiming
that unemployment and poverty fulfill a necessary function within the capitalist system,
as they help to keep the wages at a low level. Consequently, the system reproduces
them. 71 Forcing people into jobs thus, is not contradictory to the maintenance of poverty and unemployment, as it puts pressure on the working population.
Marx uses various examples to verify his theory, one of which includes a group that
he claims to enjoy the “charm of the gipsy life.” 72 Marx finds the examined group organized in a so-called gang-system in East England: People in the countryside could
only reside in certain areas called the open villages, while the closed villages, which
belonged to one or several landlords, did not offer any housing to the regular population. 73 On the one hand, this situation led to enforcing the poor rural population to
migrate, and on the other, it resulted in a lack of ordinary workers in the areas owned
by large farmers. This effect came in handy for the farmers as they could pressure more
women and ever-younger children into working for very low wages and keep the wages
for regular male workers at a low level. 74 Therefore, the farmers had no interest in
building houses for the workers, but rather took advantage of this system.
Marx explains that, in order to remedy this situation, the people gathered into
“gangs, or organized groups.” 75 He analyzes the gang as a social group with a gang12
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master and up to 50 members, mainly consisting of women, youngsters, and children.
The gang-master functions as mediator between the working members and the farmers.
Marx states that, since they lived under very hard conditions, they sought relief and
found it in the “charm of the gipsy life” 76 offered by the gang-master. Marx interprets
this charm stereotypically, as “[c]oarse freedom, a noisy jollity, and obscenest impudence.” 77 Still, Marx does not deem them responsible for this lifestyle but rather sees
them as forced into it, as he summarizes:
The gang-system, which during the last years has steadily increased, clearly does
not exist for the sake of the gang-master. It exists for the enrichment of the large
farmers, and indirectly of the landlords. For the farmer there is no more ingenious
method of keeping his labourers well below the normal level, and yet of always
having an extra hand ready for extra work, of extracting the greatest possible
amount of labour with the least possible amount of money and of making adult
male labour ‘redundant.’ 78

He points out that the gangs developed as an answer to a difficult housing situation and
to the low wages for rural workers. Overall, he sees vagabondage as an issue that was
caused by the ruling class and later conceived of ambiguously by those same people,
as they tried to fight and maintain it at the same time. Marx reflects on the socioeconomic causes of vagabondage rather than regard it as a character trait of a specific
group – even though he employs stereotypical examples to illustrate these developments.
4_”Gypsies” in German Police Legislation until the Eighteenth Century
Marx extensively studied the English situation regarding the ruling of vagabonds and
paupers and used his argumentation, at times polemically, to counter the views of other
scholars of economics. In order to illustrate that Marx’s thoughts are applicable to the
German context as well as the English, I will retrace some of the practical measures of
persecution of “gypsies” and “vagabonds” in Germany in those days. The first known
written mention of “gypsies” on German territories dates back to 1407 and can be found
in an account book in Hildesheim. During the fifteenth century, some rulers wrote letters of safe conduct to help groups of “gypsies”, while at the same time other rulers had
already passed declarations of outlawing. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the
treatment of “gypsies,” mostly listed together with vagrants, beggars or vagabonds,
became increasingly more relevant in the emerging system of policing regulations.79
While, for example, the general state regulations of Wurttemberg from 1536 and 1621
already included brief chapters on “gypsies,” stating that they should be rejected entry
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at the borders, 80 the regulations after 1650 became longer, more detailed, and progressively more aggressive. 81 Hence, the persecution might have started a little later in Germany than in England, where detailed regulations on “Egyptians” were already being
passed in the sixteenth century.
In the example of the Wurttemberg regulations, more specifically in the “Regulation
against Gypsies, Beggars, and Vagrants” from June 14, 1650, Duke Eberhard III
claimed that the “gypsies” would have “caused great damage and inconvenience to our
subjects through murder, robbery, force, and extortion.” 82 He reminded his officials to
deny access to the cities and territories and suggested to “chase them violently out of
the country” 83 if necessary. At this point, “gypsies” were perceived as “others,” not
belonging to the ruler’s subjects.
After a few similar regulations from the years 1652, 1653, and 1661, Duke Eberhard
III issued another “Regulation for the Expulsion of Gypsies” 84 on August 30, 1667. In
this document, he complained about the bad implementation of the former regulations,
stressed that under no circumstances should “gypsies” be allowed to enter the territories, and mandated his officials to “help [the neighboring states] eradicate this landdamaging rabble.” 85 The word “eradication” [Ausrottung] can be found in subsequent
regulations and indicates a new degree of aggression, while the document on the other
hand hints at the unwillingness or inability of the officials to fulfill the respective requirements.
Duke Eberhard III’s second successor, Duke Eberhard Ludwig, found even harsher
words in the “General Edict concerning the Increase of Penalties against Gypsies,
Crooks, and Other Vagrants” from February 17, 1706. He summarized a meeting of the
princes and rulers of the Swabian district within Wurttemberg regarding the “complete
eradication” 86 of “gypsies, released former soldiers, crooks, and other ownerless rabble.” 87 The group had come to the conclusion that
within fourteen days of the publication of this open patent this damn gypsy-rabble
should leave the district and all of Swabia, and if they would still set a foot there
after the time has passed, they can be outlawed and without exception it should be
allowed, without penalty or responsibility […] to kill them, to rob them, and to
handle them as one pleases. 88

The Edict repeatedly stressed that those who resisted should be “shot dead,” 89 “shot
down,” 90 and “shot without a hint of objections,” 91 while the non-resistant ones needed
to be thrown into the “harshest prisons,” 92 and every one of them should be carefully
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interrogated on their crime, “because they can never be clean of that.” 93 This should be
done “until the whole race of this rabble is removed and radically eradicated from every
part of the district.” 94 This very radical and specified statement of planned elimination
was not an exception but could also be found in other German states at the time.95
Nonetheless, one may assume “that this kind of expulsion and extermination policy
was not put thoroughly into practice,” as historians like Achim Landwehr assert. 96
5_”Gypsy” as Racial and Social Category
Reading the early legislative texts on “gypsies” in Germany through the lenses of Kant
and Marx leads to two different interpretations. Marx’s argumentation gives us an understanding of the social structure of Western Europe into which Sinti (among others)
migrated in the fifteenth century. He stresses the socioeconomic and power structures
that led to the emergence of vagabondage and the social figure of the vagabond. To this
day, parts of the old narrative of vagabondage as a problem of individuals have retained
power and can be found in claims of the social status of the unemployed or homeless
as self-inflicted and resulting from individual laziness. Marx takes a different approach
by showing the societal roots of the problem, as well as the interests of the ruling class
to maintain and even reinforce such conditions within a further advancement of capitalism. Based on Marx’s line of argumentation, it is possible to understand the relation
of policing legislation and the economic system as a primarily socioeconomic one, as
vagabondage had to be criminalized in order to enforce capitalism. Unsurprisingly, the
first public employment agencies were set up in police stations. In England, this development started in the 1880s, while German cities followed suit in the following decades. 97
However, Marx’s thought does not provide sufficient tools to explain why many
former peasants were able to integrate into the new economic system over time,
whereas others were perceived as members of specific groups like the “gypsies” and
faced more difficulties as their image became connected with the specific social status
of vagabonds and criminals. This is where it makes sense to consult Kant’s interpretation of the status of “gypsies.” He emphasizes their deviation, using their origin, language, and skin color as markers for their supposed inability to adapt and thus perpetuates the racialized image of this homogeneous group that was found among his contemporaries as well. In his account of human races, he ascribes an inability to adapt to
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all non-European peoples. This can be read as a projection and essentialization of differences instead of understanding the state of affairs as a result of socioeconomic processes. From the perspective of the rulers of the early modern period, it is likely that
the race-based kind of thinking played a major role in the policies that explicitly excluded “gypsies,” keeping them in a state of precariousness. Furthermore, “gypsies”
fell prey to the contradiction of a system trying to coerce as many as possible to enter
the workforce while requiring the exclusion of a group of people to maximize profit,
as Marx explained for the vagabonds. Devaluing specific groups and revitalizing the
antique discourse on barbarians was a convenient strategy at this point. While the social
debate might have concealed the underlying racial implications, the racial debate could
easily conceal the social reasons for the persistent discrimination. Moreover, the flexibility of the category “gypsy,” encompassing both the racial and social aspects, left
room for uncertainty. As a counter-category for the bourgeoisie, it implied that deviant
behavior posed a permanent threat: At any given time, anyone who did not behave according to the norms could just as well end up in this category.
Even today, many of the debates on “gypsies,” Sinti and Roma, or the homeless
unfold along the lines of social and racial (or in recent decades rather cultural) 98 categorizing. In postwar Germany there were extensive juridical debates about whether,
during the Nazi era, “gypsies” were persecuted as a race, which would make them eligible to compensations like the Jewish population, or whether they were persecuted as
“anti-socials” or “criminals.” 99 The latter interpretation, defended by German courts
until 1962, implied that the “gypsy” persecution was acceptable. Only in 1982, after
the struggles of the civil rights movement of Sinti and Roma, did Germany officially
confess to the Porrajmos, the genocide of Sinti and Roma. The recent debate on the socalled “poverty migration” from Central and Eastern Europe has been framed along
similar lines. Roma from Eastern European countries have been portrayed as “antisocial” and a problem to German society or Western European societies more generally.
Instead of treating them as citizens of the European Union, who enjoy the same rights
as all EU citizens, many local voices called for added protection from the “poverty
migrants,” even asking for exemptions from the general right of movement within the
EU. Old stereotypes were reactivated, such as the immutability Kant embraced and the
narrative of self-inflicted social statuses based on laziness rather than structures, as the
origin myth of capitalism had implied and Marx had criticized.
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In recent times, a growing number of scholars from different fields have analyzed
the stereotypes of the “gypsy” and how they transformed over time. 100 On the grounds
of my readings of Kant and Marx, it could be rewarding to add a socioeconomic approach as well as a focus on institutional racism to the modern analysis of antiziganism.
A study carried out by Tom Holert and Mark Terkessidis can serve as a blueprint for
the prospects of such an analytic approach, even though it does not specifically address
the social situation of Sinti and Roma. Analyzing how the European economy gains
from and even depends on the work of illegalized immigrants and an informal labor
market while at the same time the European Union and its countries counter these phenomena with the instruments of a broad range of political, judicial, and penal measures,
the authors of the study pinpoint the contradictory, yet interdependent logics of state
action in the field of migration. 101 Similar approaches can and, in my view, should be
adopted in the social research of historical and contemporary antiziganism.
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