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ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on discriminatory practices in online space. The work tries to refute
common beliefs about equal and apolitical access to the internet. The purpose is to high-
light the spreading of stereotypes in the Czech internet environment and to show how a
group can be oppressed on the basis of ethnicity through cyberspace. The suitable object
of analysis were the widespread stereotypes about the Roma population in the environ-
ment. For analysis were selected forums related to news portals, hobby sites, and other
ordinarily available servers. The work distinguishes different types of stereotypical infor-
mation and explains the mechanisms which spread the stereotypes. The work explains
how racism is related to stereotypical contentions of racism and how this is supported in
the discussion forums. The thesis explains how people with a racist attitude support each
other in their attitude and how they legitimize their views in the discussion community.
The work is written in English, so that it addresses the issue of cyber-racism in Czech
discussion forums to the experts and the general public who do not speak Czech, because
the environment of Czech internet forums is not available for them.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is to show how stereotypes are used against the Roma
population on Czech discussion boards. It is based on a critical analysis of posts
on several discussion forums where the discussion devolved into racist charges
against Roma. My aim is to cover the dissemination of racist content through
cyberspace, as well as justifications of racism in the online environment, and to
explain the role of stereotypes in this context. This paper does not identify a new
social phenomenon, but instead takes the old, well-known issue of racism and
examines it in the specific environment of the “Czech internet.” That does not,
however, mean that the issue in question is only relevant for cyberspace, and
this thesis also explicitly discusses spillovers from online racist discourse into
“real world” Czech society.
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The purpose of this thesis is to address the issues of stereotype negotiation
on discussion forums and to show how stereotypes spread in this particular
environment. In practical terms, this means characterizing the most common
stereotypes and showing how they are presented as common knowledge. Fur-
thermore, it is my goal to show how those posting on internet discussion boards
encourage each other to share stereotyping and racist attitudes. The most impor-
tant point being made here is that the internet has created public spaces which
nonetheless remain closed to certain social and ethnic groups. The topic has
been covered in the United States of America, but so far has not been developed
in Czech social research.

METHODOLOGY AND METHOD

Without venturing too deeply into the turf claimed by philosophy, it should be
said that entering the terra incognita of such a relatively recent field as the research
of internet discourse is naturally risky. Methodologically, such an endeavor entails
adopting concepts developed in and for an environment dominated by much less
interactive media, such as television or radio, while avoiding the danger of “con-
cept stretching.” It goes without saying that further complications arise due to the
multi-paradigmatic nature of social science, which seldom grants the researchers
the tools to differentiate between the real and the imagined, if such boundaries
even make sense in such an unstable space as the internet. As the internet is con-
stantly produced and reproduced through the agency of billions of actors around
the world, every decision taken by the researcher can be very quickly proved in-
correct by changes in the medium. Hence, there is little alternative but to rely on

Table 1. List of discussion boards used in research

Discussion board used in research |Available online

http://aktualne.centrum.cz |http//aktua]ne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id4w62451

http:/diskuse.doktorka.cz |http//diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu—s-nami/

httpywww.chrudim info Ihttp%/www,chrudim.info/formn/a]]msg.php3?id=12862

http:/vary.idnes.cz |http//vary,idnes.cﬂdiskuse.aspx?iddiskuse=A120201_132745_vary-zpraw_sou

http/www.lidovky.cz |http//www.]id0vky.cdc Kkani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-proveri-11a-/ln_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In domov mev
http:/www.imilovice.cz Ihttp%/www.imilovice‘cﬁmam/fonnn.php?modul:]jst&pid=32009&action=showﬂ1read&threadid=522185&]astid=522271

|http//www.imilovice,cz/main/forum.php?modul:list&pid:32009
|http//www.imilovice.cﬂmain/forum.php?modul:]jst&pid:33461

httpd/www.modernizena.com Ihnpf/www.modemjzena.com/diskuz;e/%cS%beivotn%c3%ad—styl-group9/ku]mra-z“/oc3%albava-forum53/vad%c3 Y%ad-vYoc3%a lm-romovYec3Yoad-threadd

hitp:/www.niakole.cz |http//www.nakole.cz/diskuse/ 14008-kdo-nas-ochrani-pred-cikany. html?filtr=moje

http:/www.novinky.cz http://www.novinky.cz/domaci/257925-top-09-brani-schwarzenbergovu-ironi-v-romske-otazee. html
htp://www.novinky.cz/domaci282064-vetsina-romu-kteri-by-mohli-pracovat-si-zamestnani-nehleda. html

hitp//www.omlazeni.cz |http//www.om]azenicz/mladﬂ(—z—ustecka-40-36627-0.htm1

http://praha.idnes.cz J/praha.idnes.cz/romove-obtezuji-napsal-starosta-kmetinevsi-byk-jsem-jen-uprimny-rika- Lei-/praha-zpravy.aspx?c=A 110525 1591083 praha-zpravy ab

http:fwww.studenta.cz/ htp://www.studenta.cz/romsky-student-komentuje-7-ne-pravd-o-cikanech/magazin/article/110
http://diskuse. tiscali.cz |http//djskuse.tiscali,cﬂzpravy/clanek/neisme-rasiste-cﬂ(ani—isou-ale-vyzirky-rika-iediny-rom—z—dehlicke-strany-108256/?p@g@

http://www.zpovednice.cz http://www.zpovednice.cz/detail php?statusik=325998

http:/zpravy.idnes.cz htp:/zpravy.idnes.cz/diskuse.aspxiddiskuse=A 111113 182816 liberec-zpravy wlk
|http//zpravy.idnes.cz/diskuse.aspx?iddiskuse:A111003_1661235_hberec-zpravy_0ks

http://www.mestochodov.cz http://www.mestochodov.cz/phpBB3/viewtopic.php? =1 7&t=36

http:/www.zpovedka.cz htp://www.zpovedka.cz/000646.php

hitp://www.odpovedi.cz |http//www.odpovedi.cﬂotazkv/muze-se-v-djskusich-pouzivat—slovo—cﬂ(an

Source: Source: Own research.
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“sociological imagination” and knowledge about the functioning of Czech society
when making decisions regarding the structuring of the analysis.

One of the ways to mitigate the issue is by covering multiple sources, inde-
pendent of each other, in the analysis. | have analyzed more than twenty internet
discussion boards of Czech provenance, covering a wide range of different topics.

These particular forums were chosen based on the widespread presence of
words with negative or discriminatory meanings directed towards specific groups
of people. The relevance of this choice is connected with my intention to show how
stereotypes and negative attributes ascribed to minorities are being generated and
spread over “Czech cyberspace.” This decision was followed by an analysis utiliz-
ing Atlas.ti software coding of the content of the website discussions.

My data has been saved in a closed file that will not be altered and I consider my
data to be a textual document for the purpose of my analysis. The fact that the ana-
lyzed text is originally from the internet can actually be beneficial to my research;
it has been noted that in many cases online data is more valuable: “authors report
that the online method had benefits in establishing better levels of rapport and dis-
closure than is often the case in offline methods” (Hewson, & Laurent, 2008, p. 70).

In order to decrease the risk of potential bias, I used three different internet
search engines (Centrum.cz, Seznam.cz, google.com) to discover relevant discus-
sions online. Two basic keywords were used to find relevant online boards via
search engine: 1) Cikani/ Cikan (Gypsies; Gypsy) and 2) Rom/Romové (singu-
lar Roma/ plural Roma). The keywords were combined with the word “diskuse”
(discussion) to rule out the articles without space for discussions. These keywords
were sufficient for the search engines to find a relatively ample number of discus-
sion forums. I am aware that my sample is representative of the internet-active
populations frequenting certain forums (e.g. devoted to special interests or serv-
ing as a tool for support groups), rather than the whole universe of Czech citizens.

I believe this shortcoming is compensated for by the sheer size of the available
material and the “authenticity” of the material, which is not affected by the pres-
ence of the researcher. Furthermore, there appears to be a tentative consensus in the
literature that the online environment can reduce social desirability effects (Joinson,
1999; Hewson, & Laurent, 2008, p.61). Consequently, I believe my approach can lead
to one-of-a-kind results that are not comparable to anything else out there, especial-
ly in terms of authenticity. My data was gathered over the period of one month in
January 2012 across different discussion boards of Czech provenance and includes
posts made in different time periods. However, most posts are younger than one
year, due to the expiration of older content on many forums.

The core of my work will be devoted to summarizing the discovered prin-
ciples of the construction of different “undesirable groups” of people in the in-
ternet environment and explaining how these constructs spread across the cyber
sphere. To explore these constructs, an understanding of what the participants
on the discussions are arguing for and “where they come from” is necessary.
This is why I have opted for the method of discourse analysis. An important ex-
pectation here is that personal opinions do not exist only on the individual level,
but are shared in wider circles and that common opinions are the basis for the
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creation of online social groups.

It is important to follow how a group shares and repeats a stereotype, how
individual members follow each other. It is also crucial to capture how indi-
viduals position themselves in relation to the expression of a stereotype. Do they
present the story as if it happened to them or to “a friend”? Is it presented as gen-
eralizable? The expression itself might directly reveal whether a story is based
on a stereotype or not (Reisigl, 2000, p.20). Nowadays, according to van Dijk’s
model, the discriminating group self-identifies as “elite” and shares these beliefs
between its members. Van Dijk talks about so-called “elite racism,” which can be
analyzed through “ideological discourse analysis” (van Dijk, 1997).

The legitimacy (or illegitimacy) of a behavior is rooted in a discourse.

On the one hand, racist opinions and beliefs are produced and reproduced
by means of discourse; discriminatory exclusionary practices are prepared, pro-
mulgated, and legitimated through discourse. On the other hand, discourse
serves to criticize, legitimate, and argue against racist opinions and practices,
that is, to pursue antiracist strategies (Wodak, 2001, p. 372).

The legitimacy and acceptance of racist behavior is connected to a collective
identity of the group, as addressed by social identity theory (Turner, 1982, pp.
15-40). Ruth Wodak talks about the necessity of reducing the social world into
categories to make it understandable for the individual. It is necessary to distin-
guish between the members and non-members of the group (2001, p.376).

In my analysis, I would like to approach the issue of anti-Roma internet dis-
course through an analysis of prejudices and stereotypes, through which racism
is manifested. A stereotype, in this sense, is an expression of a certain convic-
tion or belief directed towards a social group or an individual as a member of
that social group. Stereotypes are typically an element of common knowledge,
shared to a high degree in a particular culture (Quasthoff, 1987, p.786). Accord-
ing to Quasthoff (1973), stereotypes have a generalizing character, yet reflect the
experience of an individual and are heavily determined by emotions.

According to Ruth Wodak (2001), individual experience is selectively intro-
duced into a stereotype, which in turn serves to confirm that the stereotype is
true. The use of a stereotype, an ideology, using the terminology of of van Dijk,
is not limited to dominant groups, but is also utilized by minorities (van Dijk,
1993, p.139). A stereotype can be cognitive “knowledge,” setting a kind of cer-
tainty and order within a group. If voiced, a stereotype represents the interests
of a group; language is related to power and therefore a critical discursive analy-
sis is also helpful to understand the discourse and the mechanisms of group
construction —a traditional sociological question (Anthonissen, 2001).

RESULTS

Use of Stereotype as an Argumentation Technique on Public Discussion
Forums

The purpose of this section is to introduce the different varieties of stereo-
types about the Roma population that are used and spread on discussion fo-
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rums. Stereotypes are used as an argument that is based on “true” and “proven”
information. This idea has been discussed by Downing and Husband, who stress
the importance of stereotypes appearing as if they are based in truth: “Rather
than being pure fictions, unresponsive to any counterevidence, stereotypes are
argued to have some connection with social reality, however partial and thereby
distorted. As a result they gain in plausibility precisely because they appear to
lock on to a kernel of self-evident truth” (Downing, & Husband, p.34). This state-
ment is reinforced by the lack of any effort to correct stereotypes about Romani
people on the Czech internet forums, which in turn leads to a situation where a
stereotype is broadly accepted and even starts to “live its own life,” in the sense
that it is further reinforced by arguments presented by other participants on
the discussion. Stereotypes existing across the discussion forums I studied are
economic or social in nature. These types are interconnected and can influence
each other, as shown by Rughinis: “Field researchers distinguish between two
types of discrimination affecting the Roma people: economic discrimination and
ethnic discrimination. Economic discrimination occurs when unequal treatment
is applied to people based on their economic situation” (2008, p. 78), while social
discrimination is more openly harmful to Roma people, being based directly on
their ethnicity. That those two types of discrimination are interconnected can be
demonstrated by the example of the job market. Because Roma people are dis-
criminated against on the job market, they often end up being poor, and as poor
people they are discriminated against in terms of access to higher education,
which in turn makes them unable to compensate for the disadvantage caused
by discrimination by developing skills and competencies. These dynamics of
mutual strengthening of social and economic discrimination are important for
the analysis of specific stereotypes.

Table 2. Types of most common stereotypes across discussion forums
Types of most common stereotypes accross discussion forums

Type 1 |Roma ethnicity is in parasitical relation with the majority

Type 2 |Stereotypes by proxy

2a conscious unemployment
2b truancy
2c welfare transfers
2d| co-payments to medication
2e numerous offSpring
Type 3 |“Romanticized” stereotypes
3a music, performance and dance
3b eroticism and nomadic traditions

Type 4 |Stereotype supposed low mtelligence of the Romani population

Type 5 |Belief that Roma are responsible for criminality

Source: Own research.
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The most common stereotype in my sample, appearing across all discussion
forums, is the belief that the Roma ethnicity is parasitical in relation to the major-
ity. Around 60 percent of all arguments in my sample were based on this par-
ticular stereotype, which clearly makes it significantly popular. The belief that
Roma are actively attempting to gain resources at the expense of the majority
can be expressed directly or indirectly. The first post is from the server nakole.
cz, which deals with cycling and where the discussion came to the question of
“Who is going to protect us against Gypsies?” The other post is from the server
of the town Karlovy Vary and is related to an article titled “A Roma Organiza-
tion has obtained millions of (Czech) crowns through fraud, according to the
police.” The final post is from the server doktorka.cz and follows up on the ar-
ticle “Roma live along us.” Here are some examples of the direct argumentation:

Just a technical note - if all “racists” died, they [Roma] would die as well. (Of)
hunger. (That is) because no one would feed them...;-) -)* (nakole.cz; author:
hekynen; 11/26/2011)"

If gypsies had their own state, all would perish due to laziness and dirt. They
can only parasite on the majority. And there [among the majority] are always a
couple of people who defend them. This is not about the color of their skin (dis-
kuse.doktorka.cz; author: Tomas H., 5/14/2007)."

This stereotype about the parasitical nature of Roma is commonly replaced by
other stereotypes, which support and clarify the beliefs of participants in the debate.
Some examples of these “stereotypes by proxy” are Roma unemployment, welfare
support fraud, etc. Those who use these stereotypes are not necessarily attributing
purposeful parasitical behavior to the Roma ethnicity, but rather argue that Roma
people tend to act in a certain way. In sum, all these partial beliefs act as pieces of
puzzle that together confirm the main narrative about Romani people being parasitic.
A very common proxy stereotype is based on the claim that Roma do not like to work
and are unemployed by their own free will. The following snippets are from the server
aktualne.centrum.cz and are reactions to the article “ Authorities flooded with letters:
Czechs please don’t discriminate against Roma children” and from the student portal
studenta.cz, where a Roma student comments on truths and untruths about Roma.

We all have duties, but they only have rights. They flaunt their rights, but
don’t fulfill their duties. [They] don’t send [their] kids to school, we who work
and pay for their [child] allowances are being ambushed and robbed by them.
This is never going to be solved as long as they keep getting their way. I would
insist that they must fulfill their duties, go to work, send kids to school, not steal
from others, only then they can ask for something... (http://aktualne.centrum.
cz; author: markéta IP:[89.190.46.%]; 03/05/2010)"

The stereotype about voluntary unemployment is logically connected with
the belief that the Roma population is sustained wholly through welfare trans-
fers. These two claims form a whole, which is evident from posts that put these
two stereotypes side by side.

12 Available online: http://www.nakole.cz/diskuse/14008-kdo-nas-ochrani-pred-cikany.html (10/11/2012).
13 Available online: http://diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu-s-nami/ (10/11/2012).
14 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/10/2012).
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Gipsy families with many members, none of whom works and none of whom
will ever work, will continue to be supported by a generous welfare system,
which is paid for by all of us. It is also relevant to a minimal degree for some
Czech families, but I am writing this only to cover everything. The future is such
that fewer and fewer people will support ever greater share of professional para-
sites from mainly gypsy families. Unfortunately I do not see anyone willing and
able to solve it (former DS" is perhaps the only one, but also can’t be trusted).
I see this as another gigantic debt that we will pass on to the generation of our
children (http:/ /aktualne.centrum.cz; author: Mira IP:[83.208.245.%]; 3/4/2010).

The social transfers allegedly received by Roma are often put in contrast with
the situation for applicants for subsidies of majority background. Envy is clearly
a strong factor here, perpetuated by socially weaker citizens coming from the
majority. Mentions of welfare subsidies for Roma are accompanied with narra-
tives of misuse of welfare and/or alcoholism.

The pressure escalates on the date when welfare subsidies are due. For three
days they [Roma] drink till they pass out and shout till the dusk, [or] visit by a po-
lice patrol (http:/ /aktualne.centrum.cz; Marduk 1P’:[194.108.220.*]; 3/5/2010).'

The final argumentation pillar, which supports the stereotype about the par-
asitism of minority on the majority, is the belief about the assignment of social
housing, which is allegedly being massively damaged by Roma inhabitants. To
a lesser degree there are also reports about special benefits that Romani people
enjoy and which are not generally shared with the majority, for example, the
hoax about co-payments to medication (see below). Such claims are made less
frequently than the previous one and are put forward mostly to supplement the
more common narratives.

For example, when they jailed a gypsy, most of the time for repeated absence,"”
little gypsies got a summer camp for free, which included clothing being provid-
ed for them. Or for young female gypsies, courses were organized [on] how to
take care of themselves, how to do household chores... and everything was paid
for, as if they were at work. Add such trivialities such as when the coal arrived,
they went to the committee'® (nakole.cz; author: petrp; 11/18/2011)."

Ethnic discrimination is thus often legitimized through the economic dimen-
sion—some stereotypes are directly linked with the poverty suffered by the
Roma people, which is paradoxically presented as their advantage. Causality is
reversed in stereotypes; social discrimination is, according to the posters, some-
thing that the discriminated against themselves embrace to secure economic
gains for themselves (“they like to scream discrimination, but look at all the
stuff they are getting”). Poverty is articulated in a similar way; Roma embrace
low economic status, or so the posters claim, because they see it as a way to get

15 Worker’s Party (Dé&lnicka strana), an extreme right party known for anti-Roma rhetoric.

16 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/10/2012).

17 Most likely this refers to the legal obligation to work during communism. Those who did not work under the
communist regime could face several weeks in jail for “parasitism”.

18 Most likely a reference to local “National Committees”, which acted as regional authorities during
communism.

19 Available online: http://www.nakole.cz/diskuse/14008-kdo-nas-ochrani-pred-cikany.html (10/11/2012).
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financial subsidies from the state. Many posters tend to center their narrative on
the supposed Roma desire for securing these funds for themselves, which alleg-
edly leads them to remain poor and embrace discrimination so they can remain
“victims.” The alternative explanation of causality, in which Roma often end
up in the welfare network precisely because they are discriminated against both
socially and economically is not reflected at all in the forums. Stereotypes them-
selves are not self-containing units, but are interconnected in argumentation
units, which have their own internal logic. The stereotype about social subsidies
and low work morale is often connected with the argument that every Roma
family has many children. In this respect, the stereotype about kids is directly
supported by the welfare claim that Roma families are supported by welfare
subsidies they get due to their numerous offspring.

Subsidies for 4 children should be the maximum. Or even better, subsidies
for 2 children and more EXCLUSIVELY (emphasis by the poster) through high
tax cuts for parents. And the possibility to take away their subsidies if they don’t
take proper care of their children. Kids can’t be the way to earn money (aktu-
alne.centrum.cz; author: Glosator 1’:[147.33.54.*]; 3/5/2012).%

Similar to the stereotypes about not working, Roma, especially female ones, are
alleged to avoid education. In the second example, the poster even goes so far as
to compare the Roma to harmful weeds which are not useful but “multiply fast.”

Parents and not the system are always responsible for proper care for chil-
dren. These undereducated can only abuse the system very well. They can com-
pute that it is better for a 14 year old kid to be pregnant than attending school.
She can easily can have 8-10 kids by the time she’s 30 and then she’ll get decent
money.. (studenta.cz; author: Pavel; 3/25/2011)*

Gardeners have this one experience: The more dangerous the weeds are, the
faster they spread (novinky.cz; author: Milo§ Homolka, Praha 9; 2/2/2012).>

The belief in the ability of Roma to multiply excessively is so strong that posts
contain even apocalyptic conspiracy theories, intended as a warning for the ma-
jority, aiming to alarm them at the quickly increasing threat posed by Roma.
Posts are from news servers spravy.idnes.cz and novinky.cz, both reacting to
recent political developments.

.. they are not to be blamed for anything, poor ones. Were they moved here vio-
lently? Velké Hamry, Tanvald, Dolni Smrzovka, Desnd —in a moment it will be here
just like at Sluknovsky vybézek®. The number of Roma here is indeed increasing
quickly. But if the mayor and comp. can’t solve it, who can? When the people want
to take the matter into their own hands, the government sends riot police to ensure
that no Roma will be harmed....... (zpravy.idnes.cz; author: lusil; 10/3/2011)*

20 Awvailable online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/11/2012).

21 Available online:  http:/www.studenta.cz/romsky-student-komentuje-7-ne-pravd-o-cikanech/magazin/
article/110 (11/11/2012).

22 Available online: http://www.novinky.cz/domaci/257925-top-09-brani-schwarzenbergovu-ironii-v-romske-
otazce.html (11/11/2012).

23 The names of locations where the Roma population is seen as quickly growing.

24 Available online: http://zpravy.idnes.cz/diskuse.aspx?iddiskuse=A111003 1661235 liberec-zpravy oks
(11/11/2012).
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Compare the reproduction ability of some ethnic or minority groups on this
planet and you'll realize that the white man will be soon hunted just like in the
[movie] Planet of the Apes! (novinky.cz; author: Jiti Tichy, Ostrava; 2/2/2012)*

Yet another sort of stereotype, still rather common on the Czech internet,
are the traditional, historically rooted, “romanticized” stereotypes. “The roman-
tic stereotype of Roma includes such elements as musical and dancing talent,
capability of passionate love and other strong emotions, spontaneity, free and
spiritual character, magical relatedness to nature, ability to enjoy themselves,
etc.” (Cahn 2002, p. 219). It is clear that such thoughts are not uncommon even in
contemporary society. Such stereotypes are perhaps less salient then the modern
ones centered on welfare misuse, but they are nevertheless still there. These old-
er beliefs are also portrayed as “historical facts,” portraying Roma as a homog-
enous community. Among the romanticized stereotypes are those that portray
Roma as specially gifted in the fields of music, performance and dance:

...of course they have a right to self-determination, they have their own lan-
guage and culture (they can dance, have fun, play musical instruments, and of
course they also compensate for this by NOT knowing other things [emphasis
by the author] - such as how to work, become educated, and be responsible for
themselves and [their] family - they’d rather put that on the shoulders of such a
state that is willing to tolerate it) so I am for their full independence.. (novinky.
cz; author: Antonin Sttiz, from Hodonin; 2/2/2012)%

Among the romanticized ideas about Roma ethnicity, two particular aspects
are being emphasized: eroticism and nomadic traditions. The idea of the high
mobility of Roma is connected with migrations in search of better living condi-
tions and the need to escape places where they overstayed their welcome. The
mobility of Romani people is often connected with the parasitism stereotype and
the public rejection of sharing living space with Roma.

But they will eventually move on for better subsidies to the Czech Repub-
lic [written in Slovak] (aktualne.centrum.cz; author: Henri IP: [212.197.5.%],
3/4/2012).7

Germans are afraid that if we don’t shower gypsies [with subsidies], they
will move on to their land and consume their social “funds” [quotes by the au-
thor]. (aktualne.centrum.cz; author: pepa IP:[90.178.69.*]; 3/5/2010).%

According to Kligman, “Gypsies, or Roma, are simultaneously among histo-
ry’s most romanticized and reviled of peoples. Stereotypically racialized and erot-
icized as ‘other’ wherever they are located, prejudice and discrimination against
Roma are currently heightened” (Kligman, 2001, p. 61). This is especially true for
pseudo-historical stereotypes about the significant sexual appetite of Roma. This
stereotype is naturally connected with the stereotype about Roma having many

25 Available online: http://www.novinky.cz/domaci/257925-top-09-brani-schwarzenbergovu-ironii-v-romske-
otazce.html (11/11/2012).

26 Available online: http:/www.novinky.cz/domaci/257925-top-09-brani-schwarzenbergovu-ironii-v-romske-
otazce.html (11/11/2012).

27 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/11/2012).

28 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/11/2012).
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children and, by extension, with abuse of the welfare system. The stereotype about
promiscuity and high sexual activity applies to Roma regardless of their gender.

It could be said: “Excuse me, I am a well-raised girl and no one has ever seen
my Romahood?” (lidovky.cz; author: R. Folwarczna; 11/8/2011)%

When I walk past several houses with gypsy inhabitants, I get so many sex-
ual proposals and in such forms that I feel like throwing up, men from 12 to 60
[years of age], exactly the same vocabulary. The women are having a good laugh
of it. And try to sue a gypsy for harassment; it will be made into discrimination
(doktorka.cz; author: Linda; 5/14/2007).%°

Another widespread stereotype is of the supposed low intelligence of the
Romani population. This stereotype is based on the fact that a high percentage of
Roma people have low levels of educational attainment, which is being equated
with stupidity. The posters do not consider the disadvantages Roma face in the
education process and take the failure of many Roma to continue with education
after finishing elementary school as a sign of their low intelligence.

It’s nice that one out of a thousand studies...more than 80 % don’t finish the
elementary ... this is not the fault of the education system school, it’s the fault of
the GYPSIES (studenta.cz; author: antired; 6/16/2010).*!

How come gypsies don’t engage in public money embezzlement? It’s clear
that gypsies don’t commit “white collar” crimes massively, but only because the
average member of a tribe with an IQ of 50 is limited by objective reasons, not
some moral values (vary-idnes.cz; author: VSG09, 2/2/2012).%

The last type of stereotype discussed in this paper is based on a belief that
Roma are responsible for criminality to a degree that is much greater than their
share in the Czech population. This argument is very widespread in the discus-
sions. In particular, Roma are connected with “simple” crimes such as pickpock-
eting, threatening people with weapons such as knives, stealing base metals,
vandalizing property of other people, and so forth. This “Roma criminality” is
put into contrast with the criminality of higher classes to show that Roma have
their specific, very direct and brutal approach to crime.

...That gypsies for the most part steal is simply a fact—the truth, in other
words. What do we want to change about it? It's been like this since times im-
memorial and unfortunately it will continue to be like that. And to stick one’s
head into the sand to avoid seeing this makes no sense at all, it just reaffirms to
the stealing gypsy majority that their behavior is in fact normal. It's necessary to
talk and write about it—and without euphemisms and any sort of correctness.
This is the only way to mitigate this unfortunate issue at least a little bit (lidovky.
cz; author: J. Vacek; 2/8/2012).%

29 Available online:  http://www.lidovky.cz/cikani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-
proveri-11a-/In_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In domov_mev (11/11/2012).

30 Awvailable online: http://diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu-s-nami/ (11/11/2012).

31 Available online:  http://www.studenta.cz/romsky-student-komentuje-7-ne-pravd-o-cikanech/magazin/
article/110 (11/11/2012).

32 Available online: http://vary.idnes.cz/diskuse.aspx?iddiskuse=A120201 132745 vary-zpravy sou (11/11/2012).

33 Available online:  http:/www.lidovky.cz/cikani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-
proveri-11a-/In_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In _domov_mev (11/11/2012).
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It's not that Roma can’t steal, the only difference is that Roma have to steal
several times a day in a crowded tram or shopping malls before Christmas and
risk getting themselves caught. Meanwhile, in the government they could steal
in big amounts while remaining respected citizens and they could go with oth-
er thieves for a ball every year, for example with the master thieves Bem and
Svoboda*. They could share the table with a great warrior against corruption,
Pikova® etc.. (zpravy.idnes.cz; author: bull003@seznam.cz; 11/14/2012)%*

Most of the posts in the sample combine several stereotypes in a couple of
lines. They are used as mutually-reinforcing facts, which create an authentic
logical structure, by reinforcing and supplementing each other. Argumentation
is accomplished with several stereotypes at the same time. Common combina-
tions connect criminality with avoidance of work and fast growth of the Roma
population with welfare misuses.

I don’t like Gypsies. Not because they are dark, I don’t mind Chinese or
blacks, but it is necessary to take into account how they behave, two thirds of
them don’t do anything, two thirds of them sit in the jail and the allegedly de-
cent and normal are few. And no discrimination. Just take a walk among them...
(diskuse.doktorka. cz; author: Linda; 5/14/2007)%

At the closing of this chapter it is necessary to stress once again that such
stereotypical posts are very common and nearly every single post is based on a
stereotype. In many cases, stereotypes are combined to form a believable narra-
tive. Stereotypes are mutually reinforced and complemented and thus they cre-
ate a structure of stereotypes and half-truths, which are repeated ad nauseam and
dominate the discussion. Common stereotypes are based on the Roma’s alleged
laziness, misuse of welfare transfers, and preferential treatment by the legal sys-
tem. Somewhat less common are stereotypes about high numbers of children,
high levels of criminality, and low IQs. Relatively rare are romanticized ideas
about Roma. The next chapter is devoted to strategies that posters use to per-
suade others that their claims are based on objective truth.

MECHANISMS OF STEREOTYPE PROMOTION ON DiscussioN FOrRuMS

The spread of stereotypes through discussion forums requires that most of
the participants come from the dominant group in society. At the same time,
for the stereotype to work there has to be a homogenous audience with such as-
cribed traits as being “light skinned” and hardworking, having a stable job and
clean criminal record, coming from a “normal” family, living in a clean environ-
ment in line with the societal norms. The others —Roma in this case —are framed
in contrast with this baseline and the resulting constructed misfit provides the
basis for legitimization of discrimination. Joe Feagin (2006) describes Western
society as rationalizing oppression through a “white racial frame.” The “white

34 The former and current major of Prague respectively.

35 Karolina Peake, politician.

36 Available online: http://zpravy.idnes.cz/diskuse.aspx?iddiskuse=A111003 1661235 liberec-zpravy oks
(11/11/2012).

37 Auvailable online: http://diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu-s-nami/ (11/11/2012).



e-methodology 2015 (2) 139

racial frame” is exclusive by nature; its sole purpose is to provide the basis for
marginalization of the “undesirable groups.” Rhodes uses this concept empiri-
cally, although in the context of American society, which is much more diverse
than then Czech one. Nevertheless, there are clear parallels in the discourse:
“That frame, then and now, is full of racist stereotypes (such as lazy and dumb
African Americans, uncivilized Indians, white culture is civilized and superior,
etc.), prejudices, and emotions that have been perpetuated by all forms of mass
media since the first century of slavery...” (Rhodes, 2008, p. 76).

In the homogenous Czech society, Roma “stand out” much more, which
makes them a particularly popular target. In this sense, the situation of Roma
in the Czech Republic is not unlike that of Romani people in other European
countries:

They are amongst the most marginalized groups in European society, histori-
cally being on the receiving end of severe racism, social and economic disad-
vantage, and forced population displacement. Anti Gypsy sentiment is present
throughout Europe, in post-Communist countries such as Romania, in social
democracies like Finland, in Britain, in France and so on. Opinion polls consis-
tently show that they are held in lower esteem thanother ethnic groups (Ban-
croft, 2005, p. 2).

Stereotypes are spread under the guise of truth or common sense. This is how
posters on the online discussion boards use stereotypes and even strengthen
them through repetition. Additionally, there are traces of conscious efforts by
some posters to further reinforce belief in the truth of the stereotype among oth-
er posters. Such strategies can be divided into three groups. Firstly, they can take
form of a narrative told from the perspective of someone closely related to the
author of the “story.” In effect, narratives detailing bad experiences of members
of the majority with Roma are often told as the personal experience of a cousin,
close friend, or even the poster himself. The apparent aim here is to give a very
personal and emotional spin to a message to create the “if it happened to me, it
could happen to you” effect on the audience. Another strategy is a comparison
between experiences with Roma who are personally known to the poster with
the stereotyped “average” Roma. In this case, the posters are aiming to present
themselves as open-minded persons, who are not blinded by their anti-gypsy
hatred but are, on the contrary, willing to treat Romani people as equals as long
as they subscribe to a set of requirements defining “normal people.” Naturally,
the point of these narratives is nearly always that the standard of “normality”
is only rarely achieved by the Roma. The final strategy is based on the use of
(pseudo) scientific “facts,” which are put forward to impress the audience.

An example of the first type of legitimization strategy was observed on the
zpovednice.cz board, where the poster employed the “urban legend” about ad-
vantages for Roma in the distribution of some public goods.

So...I have AGAIN witnessed how ticket controllers do not check all the pas-
sengers. They went through the whole tram; each of the controllers went from
one end of the tram to the middle. And when they ran into Roma, they looked at
each other and DID NOT ASK TO SEE THEIR TICKETS?!? What’s going on? It
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really made me angry, because I am honest and buy monthly passes and when I
forget it at home by accident, they call the police on me while Roma don’t have
to [have a ticket at all]? Even the homeless people get fined.... (zpovednice.cz;
author: Revenais; 5/3/2011)%*

The reactions to this particular post often contain similar personal experienc-
es of other posters, only the city and type of public transportation vehicle varies.

Revenais: What do you think? Do you think that you can get them to start
checking [the tickets of] Roma if you complain? Do you know the line 337 It
goes from Pfivoz in the direction of a Ktizikova® someone I know works there,
because there are factories in the area as well. She’s never seen a controller in
that bus? Why is it so? 98% of people who use that line are Roma (zpovednice.
cz; author: Close your eyes; 5/3/2011).%

I have experienced it as well and it pissed me off. But, on the other hand, I
understand the controllers, I would be afraid too. Even though they chose this
line of work, so they had to be ready for anything but....!!!It’s really scary, a
band of seventeen year old gypsies doesn’t shy away from using nasty curses
when talking to a controller, because she dares to want something of them, they
say they can’t afford a ticket... so instead she leaves, right? She doesn’t want any
problems... (zpovednice.cz; author: dlazebni kostka; 5/3/2011)*

Some posters clearly doubt the truthfulness of these narratives, as evidenced
by collective “negotiation” that is going on in the debate. There are a couple of
posts which explicitly express doubt about the original story. Here is an example:

I don’t use public transport much anymore, but back when I did, in Pardu-
bice, nothing like that ever happened to me and I travelled with gypsies many
times. I guess female controllers are like that, guess no man is such a weakling to
be afraid to ask a gypsy for a ticket in a bus that is full of people (zpovednice.cz;
author: Sichrhajcka; 5/3/2011).%

This type of argumentation that anchors the “truthfulness” of a stereotype
in personal experience is rather weak, because it can easily be countered with
the positive personal experience of other posters. Because the stereotype de-
pends on being accepted as objective truth, the counterstrategy is very effective
in making the audience realize that the issue is really much more complex then
it appears when presented in a stereotyping narrative. Furthermore, the stereo-
typical narrative has to reach a certain quality level; it has to be captivating and
entertaining for the audience to capture its imagination. For that reason, the suc-
cess of this particular strategy of stereotype dissemination heavily depends on
the ability of the posters, as well as the expectations of the audience.

The same thing can be said about the second type of legitimization strategy,
which also depends on narratives of one’s own experience. This time around,
however, things can get even more personal, because the poster himself acts

38 Available online: http://www.zpovednice.cz/detail.php?statusik=525998 (11/14/2012).
39 There’s a side-street there, inhabited solely by Roma, a kind of colony

40 Awvailable online: http://www.zpovednice.cz/detail.php?statusik=525998 (11/14/2012).
41 Available online: http://www.zpovednice.cz/detail.php?statusik=525998 (11/14/2012).
42 Available online: http://www.zpovednice.cz/detail.php-?statusik=525998 (11/14/2012).
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as a character in the narrative. The success of this strategy lies on the ability
of the poster to clearly point out the distinction between a particular positive
experience with a Roma person and an abstract claim about the ethnic charac-
teristics of the Roma people as a whole. In other words, for this approach to
work, the poster needs to distance himself from negative attitudes towards the
Roma on the personal level, while maintaining the integrity of the prejudices
that breed these negative attitudes. When done right, however, this strategy is
much more effective than the previous one, because it cannot be simply con-
quered with a conflicting narrative. This particular aspect has been discussed
by Rughinis:

A visible stereotype-maintenance strategy in the case of the Roma is a sub-
type construction, by using the distinction between “our Roma” and the “other
Roma.” Therefore, counter-stereotypical information about “our Roma” may
leave the general Roma stereotype unaltered. For example, several community
reports stress that respondents believe that local Roma are exceptional, because
they are not violent. Personal knowledge is therefore not used to inform a stereo-
type; instead it is made compatible with it (Rughinis 2008,p. 71).

This strategy is very common on Czech discussion boards. The following
post from the webpage studenta.cz is a good example. The posters react to an
article written by a Roma student, in which the author tries to counter anti-
Roma prejudices and talk about the Romani people from the perspective of a
Roma.

Most people don’t claim that all gypsies are bad, there are exceptions too!!! But
for sure the majority are not like the exceptions!! What the Roma student wrote
here seems to me like heavy propaganda and a defense of the gypsy lifestyle. It’s
all about people, if the gypsies felt the need to work, there would be no need to
fix the welfare system, if they felt the need to get educated, we would have many
tanned® directors, but nothing like that is happening even though opportunities
are plentiful!! So sorry, the problem is not in the system!! But [it is] in the gypsies.
Personally, I am friends with many gypsies, which I don’t have a problem accept-
ing as equals, but I won't accept as equal a person who only hides behind cheap
talk about discrimination!! Czechs are certainly not racist, otherwise the first Cho-
sen One* wouldn’t have been gay and the second Superstar* wouldn’t have been
a gypsy!! They managed something so why shouldn’t they have a right to en-
joy it!! But we won't give them anything for free!! (studenta.cz; author: Hipik86;
11/19/2009)*

Something similar can be found on the website praha.idnes.cz, where post-
ers discuss an article about the mayor of the town Kmetinéves, who referred to
Roma as being “bothersome” and was subsequently excluded from the list of
candidates of the TOP (09 party for the upcoming parliamentary elections.

43 Reference to darker skin tone associated with Roma.

44 Reference to the winner of a popular, Big Brother-like reality show.

45 Reference to the Czech adaptation of American Idol.

46 Available online:  http://www.studenta.cz/romsky-student-komentuje-7-ne-pravd-o-cikanech/magazin/
article/110 (11/11/2012).
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I know a handful of Roma who are more well-mannered... than most of the
posters below this article.... (praha.idnes.cz; author: kajak v zakoné; 5/25/2011)*

Re: I know a couple of Roma who are more well-mannered... I totally agree,
but unfortunately a significant proportion of [the members of] this nationality
are totally ruining their reputation (and this is true for the whole Europe). Here
in Frenstat, there are a few of them and their neighbors don’t even know about
them. It's rather an exception [when the local Roma cause troubles]... (praha.
idnes.cz; author: ingchemik; 5/25/2011)*

The following comments originate from the server lidovky.cz, where an ar-
ticle was published about a second grade textbook that the chief state officer in
charge of human rights, Monika Sim{inkové, recommended withdrawing due
to the anti-Roma content. The textbook produced under the project “Rainbow
School” contained a claim that Roma steal. In the following discussion, most
posters argued against withdrawal of the textbook. Here is an example of such
claim:

Alright so GYPSIES DON'T STEAL! Does anyone believe this sentence? (li-
dovky.cz; author: Z. Lukes; 11/14/2012)*

Re Z. Lukes: If there is something that is typical for a certain group, we should
not be bothered by it. It is said about the English that they like cricket. Some of
them probably don’t like it. Some gypsies probably don’t steal, but the majority
creates this typical trait. But we all know that hard work, tidiness, quietness and
respect for other people’s property is “typical” for them (lidovky.cz; author: F.
Elias; 2/8/2012).

Argumentation using an exception as proof of the truthfulness of a stereo-
type is very hard to counter, because it is based on the existence of some abstract
reality, which cannot be disproven by empirical claims. This type of reasoning
is in this way similar to the last type of legitimization argument, which is based
on pretended expertise. These posts are full of “hard data” cited without source.
Particularly popular are descriptions of historical events and numerical figures
(e.g. percentages) from alleged statistical databases. This type of argument is not
looked down on in the forums; posters do not ask for the sources of the informa-
tion. The stereotype thus takes the form of trustworthy “scientific” or “official”
claims, without the need to prove it in any way. Very often this strategy takes
the form of historically based narratives (e.g. it was already true in the distant
past that Roma act in this or that way), supported by unsourced numbers. Such
a strategy contributes to Roma’s historical disadvantage, because it is presented

47 Available online:http://www.google.com/url ?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0CDYQFjAB
&url=http%3 A%2F%2Fpraha.idnes.cz%2F diskuse.aspx%3Fiddiskuse%3DA110525 1591083 praha-zpravy
ab&ei=NuKjUITHOK qm4gSU60HICQ&usg=AFQjCNFzfKnDFMQPKDpTeKaiDfcgRt7mhQ (11/14/2012).

48 Available online:http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0CDY QF
JAB&url=http%3A%2F%?2Fpraha.idnes.cz%2Fdiskuse.aspx%3Fiddiskuse%3DA110525 1591083 praha-
zpravy ab&ei=NuKjUITHOKqm4gSU60HICQ&usg=AFQjCNFzfKnDFMQPKDpTeKaiDfcgRt7mhQ
(11/14/2012).

49 Available online:  http:/www.lidovky.cz/cikani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-
proveri-11a-/In_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In_domov_mev (11/14/2012).

50 Available online:  http:/www.lidovky.cz/cikani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-
proveri-11a-/In_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In_domov_mev (11/14/2012).
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as the “normal historical situation,” which creates an endless circle. “The widely
held stereotype of the Roma as lazy, unclean, undereducated, habitual thieves
remains intact. It often is perpetuated by the media and nationalist politicians
and thus reinforces the vicious circle that has contributed to the Roma’s histori-
cal disadvantage” (Fox and Brown 2000: 145).

An example of this strategy can be found on the server novinky.cz, where
an article was published in which the foreign affairs minister Karel Schwarzen-
berg was criticized by the country’s president Vaclav Klaus for apparently sid-
ing with another politician, Tomio Okamura, who proposed a solution to the
Roma issue based on granting the Roma population independent statehood. The
poster attempted to create fear by providing the following unsourced data about
Roma:

The growth of the Roma population: year 1945 -10 000 Roma year 1959 -20
000 Roma year 1973 -40 000 Roma year 1987 -80 000 Roma year 2001 -160 000
Roma year 2015 -320 000 Roma. Every 14 years the number of Roma doubles!!!!
The growth of the Roma population is the greatest security threat for the Czech
population.

More than 12 000 Roma prisoners cost us 4 billion [Czech] crowns this year.
Welfare subsidies for Roma [cost] 20 billion. Huge damages to property when
they are “collecting” metals. Roma are only ones who enjoy healthcare for free.
This is another hidden transfer from workers to non-workers. It's a rule that
Roma’s advocate at the court is paid by the state. Considering that the share of
this ethnicity on crime is 75%, it is another huge burden for the state budget. In
14 years all these problems and costs will double. Also the risk that you will be
a victim of a crime will double (novinky.cz; Lubomir Koutny, Brno; 2/2/2012).>!

The same strategy of seemingly endless numerical figures presented as of-
ficial data was chosen by a poster at aktualne.centrum.cz. These discussions
follow up an article by Monika Horakova, who pointed out the outcry among
foreign intellectuals and organizations echoing the criticism of Czech education
policy by the European Court for Human Rights in Strasbourg. The criticism
was aimed at the placement of a high share of Roma children into special schools
for cognitively handicapped students at a very young age.

Approx. 3% of the population of the Czech Republic consists of Roma, 250 -
300 000 of them live here. 25% of all Roma live in Northern Bohemia, 21% of all
Roma live in Northern Moravia, 47% of apartments inhabited by Roma are not
equipped with flush toilets, 40m2 of living space is inhabited in average by 6.9
Roma 30% of marriages in some Roma groups take place between relatives 6% of
Roma women give birth for the first time between 14 and 16 years of age 19% of
Roma women give birth for the first time at 16 years of age up to 4 abortions on
average are undergone by one Roma woman 60% of kids placed in institutional
care are of Roma nationality 22% of Roma kids fail the 1st grade, 25% of Roma
children aged 6-7 are affected by mental disorders 56% of Roma don’t have even
basic education, 32.7% of Roma have only basic education 8% of Roma went

51 Auvailable online: http://www.novinky.cz/domaci/257925-top-09-brani-schwarzenbergovu-ironii-v-romske-
otazce.html (11/14/2012).
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through craft school 2.5% of Roma have high school education 0.8% of Roma
have university education. 75-85% of Roma are unemployed 60% Roma are un-
employed for more than three years 30% of adult Roma make a living through
illegal means 60% of adult prisoners in jail are persons of Roma nationality 75%
is Roma contribution to criminality (while in some localities, for example, as far
as pick pocketing is concerned the number goes up to 95%). 30% of street pros-
titutes have Roma nationality 25% of Roma street prostitutes have their relative
as a pimp (aktualne.centrum.cz; author: TEMPLAR IP:[86.49.7.*]; 3/4/2010).32

Similar to made up “data,” half-truths and stereotypes referring to histori-
cal facts are employed as well. This is how the posters place Roma in various
historical contexts, while assigning traits associated with the alleged history of
Roma/Gypsies to contemporary Romani people. A good representation of this
approach is found in the reaction to an article on the previously mentioned is-
sue titled “Authorities flooded with letters: Czechs, please don’t discriminate
against Roma children” on the server aktualne.centrum.cz.

That nomadic gypsies were stealing is confirmed from historical sources as
well? Are we going to rewrite the chronicles as well? This ethnicity has a great
share of criminality in our country, which can be also proven. Furthermore, a
large part of gypsies declare they are of Czech nationality even though they are
“kalo,”* so they don’t have to feel offended because it's not them who is be-
ing talked about. One who feels itching should scratch himself.>* The majority
should not change something that gypsies themselves should change if they feel
like a homogenous ethnic group. When gypsies from the Czech Republic steal
in German supermarkets, in Germany they write that Czechs, not gypsies, steal.
They should protect their own rights, just like anyone else in this country and
it will always be true that it is easier to change oneself than the surrounding
world. I use the word gypsy and not Roma, just like them, when they talk about
whites, they talk about gadjos and because many of them refer to themselves as
gypsies. From India they brought over to Europe the stigma of “untouchables,”
let’s stop taking them this way and pressure them by all means to start acting
as equal citizens with all the duties that come with it. Let’s not treat them as not
responsible for themselves, they have their own university educated people so
if they truly belong together, they should take care of each other (lidovky.cz;
author: P. Beran; 2/8/2012).°

The following sample is a post commenting on the article about the withdrawn
second grade textbook and once again trying to connect the stereotype to histori-
cal contexts, while being more specific about the history of the 20" century.

The problem of gypsies is being passed over from times immemorial through
Austrian empire, 1** Republic and times of socialism. All eras have placed their

52 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/14/2012).

53 Arare anti-Roma racial slur.

54 A Czech saying implying, in this context, that Roma who declare they are of Czech rather than Roma
nationality should not feel offended by anti-Roma rhetoric, because they don’t count themselves among the
Romani people anyway.

55 Available online:  http://www.lidovky.cz/cikani-kradou-pise-se-v-citance-pro-druhaky-ministerstvo-ji-
proveri-11a-/In_domov.asp?c=A111107 190330 In_domov_mev (11/14/2012).
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mark on it and we don’t mitigate it, on the contrary many more people are an-
gry at them because they are constantly privileged and given an advantage in
comparison with other people, but they don’t do anything to improve things be-
cause it suits them this way and no one is forcing them (nakole.cz; Lelek-nakole;
11/19/2011).>¢

Posts on the discussion boards are evaluated collectively and whether they
are true or not is established independently from their real truth value. What
is important instead is that the post gets the support of other posters; this is
what makes it significant and “true”. For this reason posters employ tactics to
make their stereotypical claims more popular in the community. The most com-
monly employed strategies include urban legends, contrasts of one’s own per-
sonal experience with stereotypical images of Roma, with the experience being
presented as an exception, and bringing pseudo-facts into the debate to support
anti-Roma claims. The first two strategies rely on the captivating power of the
narrative, while the last one relies on the apparent rigidity and objectivity of the
data, even though they might very well be made up or misrepresented. Both the
second and the third strategy rely on circular argumentation tactics. Poverty and
antisocial behavior is portrayed as “normal” for Roma and all attempts at chang-
ing the situation of the Roma is labeled as doomed in advance precisely because
of the “objective” nature of the Romani people. Having covered the strategies
used to anchor stereotypes, the following chapter will discuss legitimization of
racism through stereotypes.

LEGITIMIZATION AND SOURCES OF RACISM BASED ON STEREOTYPES
DISSEMINATED THROUGH DISCUSSION FORUMS

This chapter focuses on the negotiation of a racist agenda in a discussion forum
environment. In order for racist discourses to be accepted in the context of internet
discussions, several conditions have to be fulfilled. There has to be a certain level
of homogeneity of opinions that are not at odds with the stereotypes that are be-
ing perpetuated by the racist posters. Consensus in opinion is achieved through
the repeated use of stereotyping arguments. The stereotypes themselves have to
be internally consistent as well as consistent with the overarching narrative that
they try to support (i.e. Roma have many kids and steal because they want money
without working), which connects a number of stereotypes.

The discussion board turns into a community of regular posters over time,
which strengthens the pressure on unity in opinions, pushing out everyone with
dissenting views. Bancroft talks about “internal outsiders” who are excluded
from society, in a similar fashion to Feagin’s (2006) explanations based on the
“white racial frame.” The main point is that oppression occurs not only in soci-
ety at large, but is also mirrored in specific environments such as internet discus-
sion forums. In effect, a person who defends Roma on a discussion board other-
wise dominated by racist views is either ignored or, more commonly, verbally

56 Available  online: http://www.nakole.cz/diskuse/14008-kdo-nas-ochrani-pred-cikany.html?filtr=moje
(11/14/2012).
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attacked. Through this tactic, posters are trying to close the discussion space
for posters with different opinions. Here is an example of an exchange between
posters which took place on the server aktualne.centrum.cz, in connection with
the already mentioned article “Office flooded with letters: Czechs, please don’t
discriminate against Roma children.”

Shall I start to think about you that you're a completely stupid person purely
on the basis that you display a bad command of Czech (language), you cannot
use a comma in sentences properly, and your vocabulary is very limited? I will
not because I do not know you, so I will not automatically judge you... So you
should stop judging Gypsies. We should give them a chance to lead a better life.
The fact that we’ve given them a few houses, mostly located in bad areas, such as
near water treatment plants, pig farms, etc. is not important. What is important
is that we need to take them as people, not sit away from them in public trans-
port, offer them a job, and not send their children to special schools.. I know this
is not something that can be done immediately and that it can fail, but it is im-
portant that we at least try. I would rather be an idealist than a racist” (aktualne.
centrum.cz; author: j IP:[62.245.69.*]; 3/5/2010).*”

You will be an idealist until you are mugged three times and somebody tries
to rape your daughter in front of a store in broad daylight. Then you become a
realist” (aktualne.centrum.cz; author: s.rath IP:[85.207.161.*]; 3/5/2010).%®

An even more complicated situation arises if some of the posters accuse sup-
porters of the Roma of being, in fact, Roma themselves. In that case, things can
quickly turn nasty, as evidenced in the following discussion, where a poster
attacked another poster using the word “cikorka” (chicory), which is an open
racial slur. It is hard to think of any other reason why a racist poster, being oth-
erwise cautious not to directly break the rules, would risk getting banned by
openly acting against the rules, other than to chase the Roma “intruder” away.
The post originates from the server studenta.cz (a forum for university students)
and responds to the views set out in an article written by a Roma student.

Are you not chicory too? You react strongly anyhow. .. :-) You're right — skin
color does not affect the intellect. I believe that when a Roma child is born, it is
equal in intelligence to a white child (on average). But inherent intelligence by
itself is not enough, you will have to effectively use and develop it. For example,
through attending a good graduate school and getting ajob. When you don’t give
a fuck about anything, then inherent intelligence is useless. And here I see a very
strong connection to skin colors. And btw> - use fewer foreign words and pay
more attention to spelling, Einstein :-)) (studenta.cz; author: inka; 11/20/2009)%

Based on these traits of the environment created on the forum, the posters
who want to retain their place on the board have to at least passively accept the
stereotypes. This is a situation that Moskowitz responds to in the following way:

57 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/15/2012).

58 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/15/2012).

59 By the way.

60 Available online:  http://www.studenta.cz/romsky-student-komentuje-7-ne-pravd-o-cikanech/magazin/
article/110 (11/12/2012).
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A consequence of this is that regardless of whether we have egalitarian val-
ues, anti-stereotypic personal beliefs, and a dedication of fairness, a stereotype
can still be triggered without our knowing it, simply because we “know” the
stereotype. And if it is triggered without our knowing it, we can be biased by its
accessibility even if we reject the stereotype” (2005, p.451).

The social group on the internet forum does not allow anyone to reject the
stereotype directly. This system eventually leads to the adoption of stereotypes
and consequently racist attitudes even among posters who were not necessarily
racist when they joined the board. For most posters this is a passive thing, but
there are always some posters willing to become active in perpetuating racism,
even though they usually avoid making direct racist claims, due to the fear of
retribution from the moderators of the forum. Therefore, they often begin their
arguments with “I am not racist, but...” which is followed by an anti-Roma state-
ment. The first example is from the server doktorka.cz and responds to an article
titled “Roma — they are living alongside us.”

I do not want to be afraid to open my mouth to criticize the Gypsy population
and be careful with my word, I'm not racist, I have objections to their lifestyle
only and I'm desperate—where will it go from now on? (doktorka.cz; author:
Svétluse; 5/14/2007)

The next example is very similar to the previous one in the style of argumen-
tation. In the beginning, the author notes that she is not racist, which is followed
by a stereotypical claim clearly demonstrating her racist attitude. The claim is
turther strengthened by stressing that the author has issues only with Roma and
not with other non-white people. The following excerpt comes from the forum
at the server imilovice.cz and is connected with the article about Roma people
living in the town of Milovice.

I can assure you, I am not racist, among my colleagues and friends are Uz-
beks, Africans, Indians. Ever-present Vietnamese also keep me calm. But as soon
as I see a group of Roma loitering on the street, I check my purse and, if possible,
I move quickly to the other side of the street (imilovice.cz; author: reagovat;
8/23/2011).52

None of the posters cited above admit to being racist at all. The negative at-
titudes against Roma are expressed as a disagreement with the Roma lifestyle,
understood through stereotypes. Negative expressions are defended by passing
guilt to the Roma population. Most of posters claim that the culpability is on the
side of Roma because of their behavior and attitude to the majority population.
As a defense of the existence of racism, a number of stereotypical examples are
put forward detailing the Roma behavior that the posters deem inappropriate.
This argumentation uses arguments that are a bit different from the ones dis-
cussed above. The following excerpt mentions negative experiences in general
and is from the server aktualne.centrum.cz, where there was an article about dis-
crimination against Roma children. The second post is more specific and points
to an experience with an alleged pickpocket theft.

61 Available online: http://diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu-s-nami/ (11/15/2012).
62 Available online: http://www.imilovice.cz/main/forum.php?modul=list&pid=32009 (11/15/2012).
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It bothers me, because we are constantly accused of racism, but there is no one
here who would condemn a group of people based on their faith, skin color or
culture, but [we are] just condemning them [Roma] due to our experiences with
their actions (aktualne.centrum.cz; author: Rudolf 1P:[90.180.186.*]; 3/5/2010).%

The most powerful strategy discussed here is excusing racism by claiming
that it is the Roma themselves who are racist and the majority are the abused
and offended victims. This strategy uses the stereotype of the “low employment
of Roma population.” This way of defending being racist is extreme and subver-
sive, because it claims that Roma are unemployed deliberately and just want to
hurt the majority group by burdening it with providing for them. This claim is
supported by the idea that Roma elevate themselves above the majority and in
fact put down the majority society. This is often supported by the frequent Roma
word “Gadjo,” which is presented as a pejorative label for majority (working)
people. The first excerpt is from a server for bikers, nakole.cz, in response to
an article about alleged attacks on a town mayor. The second one is from the
news server aktualne.centrum.cz, in relation with the article about discrimina-
tion against Roma children in the Czech Republic. The second comment reacts to
the action of a moderator who deleted a post due to its racist content.

Their point of view would be different if the sole victim of their crime was not
merely an inferior Gadjo... They discriminate against us through the word they
use to refer to us. For them we are not people, we are not Roma. They just want
to live in their fantasy in which they stand “against all” and in fact they do not
understand why we give them the money, even though they are essentially not
popular (nakole.cz; author: Arnost905; 11/17/2011).%

Fears are often played on in the online discussions and the aim of many posts
is to arouse concerns about the supposed imminent threat posed by Roma. The
sense of threat itself is the strongest impulse which pushes people to accept rac-
ist views. The racist point of view is then elevated to the higher moral ground,
being presented as a mere “defense.” Distress is a strong emotion, so this strat-
egy plays well to the intents of racists. In many posts, the fears are directly ar-
ticulated, for example:

Could they, Gypsies, sometime in the future provide support for us Czechs?
After all, we support them permanently, it makes me feel anxious!” (doktorka.cz;
author: Svétluse; 5/14/2007)%

The spread of negative stereotypes is strongly encouraged by feelings of fear
and, in this way, the stereotype spreads among the majority society. Fears are
aroused by stereotypes on the discussion forums and these feelings may spill
beyond the actual space where the discussion takes place. The impact of stereo-
types is obviously very important for the minority, in this case, the Roma popu-
lation in the Czech Republic. Michal Vasecka deals with this issue in the Slovak
Republic, which is culturally very close to the Czech social setting.

63 Available online: http://aktualne.centrum.cz/zahranici/evropa/clanek.phtml?id=662451 (11/15/2012).

64 Available  online:  http://www.nakole.cz/diskuse/14008-kdo-nas-ochrani-pred-cikany.html?filtr=moje
(11/15/2012).

65 Available online: http://diskuse.doktorka.cz/romove-ziji-tu-s-nami/ (11/15/2012).
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A large part of the majority population forms their attitude toward Roma un-
der the influence of prejudices and stereotypes originating from ethnocentrism.
The high degree of rejection and wide-spread prejudices directly influence the
behavior of Roma, whooften just fulfill the idea the majority population has of
them. The tension between Roma and the majority population keeps building
up, and it poses a real threat for the future of liberal-democratic politics in Slo-
vakia (Vasecka, 2011, p.252).

The direct influence of stereotyping and the disadvantages faced by Roma
because of stereotypes are discussed by Brown and Fox:

The negative stereotype is used to justify discrimination, which reinforces the
generational poverty of Roma, which contributes to the high level of crime and
poor living conditions among the Roma that explain the stereotype. This ste-
reotype is also responsible for a sharp increase in violent attacks against Roma,
attacks that generally were restrained by state socialist regimes. Attacks by skin-
heads have been particularly common in Bulgaria, Slovakia, and the Czech Re-
public. Between 1990 and 1997, over four hundred Roma in the Czech Republic
were seriously injured in racially motivated attacks, and as of April 1998, twen-
ty-nine had been killed (2000, pp. 145-146).

Stereotypes are always put forward to arouse feelings that the legal system is
on the side of minorities.

Simultaneously, stereotypes create space for discrimination and racism, and
promote the misleading impression that such attitudes help resolve the situa-
tion. The spreading and sharing of stereotypes offers a comforting illusion of
solidarity in a uniform social group. The posters might be afraid of Roma, but
they are comforted by knowing that there are others who share their fears as
well as by the existence of spaces which are free of Roma. In the discussion
forums, it is never mentioned that the social problems could be the results of
discrimination and not the other way around. This is a perfect example of how
a stereotype works and of the previously mentioned double-edged nature of the
stereotype. On the one hand, to the average member of the majority, it might
look like discrimination is a rational consequence to the “facts” —which are in
fact disguised stereotypes. On the other hand, the majority does not see the real
impact of stereotypes for minorities and so an endless circle continues.

CONCLUSION

Cyberspace is no longer a fictional and second-grade reality for contempo-
rary individuals, but rather a very important part of their existence. The internet
creates places where people meet and where much dissemination of information
and negotiation takes place. Analysis has shown that the historical assumption
that the internet is an equal space cannot be maintained any longer, as argued by
Evgeny Morozov. As Lisa Nakamura contends, the social space created by the
internet is crucial for the creation of modern identities, often in racial and ethnic
terms. Just like any public space, the internet is subject to constraints created by
the actors that create it. Entry to the space is in itself constrained, because some
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groups are not allowed in due to their lack of skills or computer equipment. In
turn, the social spaces that are mushrooming on the internet tend to segregate
members of minority ethnic groups. In the Czech situation, it is the Roma (or
people who are assumed to be Roma by the majority of participants) who are
being left out, or even actively pushed out if they manage to gain entry. Fur-
thermore, this space is used to spread stereotypical information and to provoke
anti-Roma passions, which leads to an increase in the general oppression of the
Romani people in the Czech Republic.

Roma as a group in Czech society are constantly (and traditionally) con-
fronted with negative stereotypes and such stereotypes are being reproduced
on the Internet. The single most common anti-Roma stereotype I found among
the forums that I analyzed is that they simply do not work and are in a parasitic
relationship with the majority. Related to this belief are stereotypes about the
causes of welfare abuse and fraud, according to which, Roma are expected to
employ various tactics to obtain as much money from the state as possible. For
example, they are said to have many children on purpose so that they can live off
childcare subsidies. Other stereotypes include a high tendency towards criminal
behavior, which is also associated with the desire to gain lots of money, or the
stereotype about Roma being undereducated and lazy, which is also connected
to the welfare abuse discourse. A significant aspect of stereotypical arguments
is the belief that Roma act the way they act purposefully, and so the root of their
negative behavior lies in their ethnic background itself. No stereotype takes into
account the impact of the behavior of the majority such as racism or oppression.

In this thesis, all identified stereotypes were analyzed and subsequently di-
vided into the following groups in order of how often they are present: The most
used argument is very direct —Roma are “parasites.” Slightly less frequently the
same message is put forward through proxy stereotypes (for example, conscious
unemployment, unfairly low co-payments for medication, numerous offspring).
The next group of stereotypes consists of traditionally rooted romantic images
of the Roma lifestyle (connection with music, dance, nomadic life etc.). A special
group of stereotypes is based on the supposed low intelligence of the Romani
population. This particular group of stereotypes is closely associated with the
previous ones, through the discourse of the alleged high criminality of Roma.
The stereotypes are not found separately in discussion forums, but are mostly
interlinked or directly presented in unison. An interesting finding is that stereo-
types create a specific logical structure, in which the negotiation of the message
takes place. The stereotypical claims support each other’s “truthfulness” as they
create narratives.

The internet space is permanently a subject of negotiation, which in turn
means that segregation has to be justified. This is why the posters make efforts
to present stereotypes as truth. Some strategies they use have been identified
in this paper: A very common tactic includes application of “urban legends,”
fictions which are broadly known and have been orally passed among people
similarly to a legend. Alternatively, a positive personal experience with a Roma
person is presented in contrast with the imagined natural behavior of the Roma.
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Finally, posters quote historical or statistical data, sometimes invented, to in-
crease their credibility.

The next step in the negotiation of segregated space is the legitimization of
the racist attitudes of the posters who want to claim the particular space for
themselves. A common strategy here is a claim that the racist poster is not really
racist, because he or she does not hold any grudges against other ethnic minori-
ties, just against Roma. Another strategy is a careful exclusion of everyone who
might want to challenge the racist views from the debate. Finally, a common
strategy is to blame Roma themselves for the negative attitudes of the Roma
towards them. This strategy in particular is very damaging to Roma, because
in addition to all the negative stereotypes, they are also blamed for the negative
attitudes of the majority towards them. This is how the racists make their claim
that the pitiful living conditions of the Romani people are not in any way related
to discrimination and negative stereotypes, which in turns furthers their legiti-
mization agenda.

A very strong motive for the posters who are not necessarily racist them-
selves, but agree to share internet space with racists and even participate in their
agenda, is fear. Fear is a strong emotion, which makes us particularly exploit-
able by those who want to spread racist messages. The racist posters spread
information which is aimed to spread fear among the majority, such as material
related to sharply increasing Roma criminality, high levels of Roma criminality,
the lustfulness of the Roma, and the nearing collapse of the welfare system due
to its inability to cope with the Roma claims. In many cases, these fears are put
forward very explicitly. As a result, internet discussion boards often exist as
forums for whites to voice their grievances against the “others,” without any op-
position. Paradoxically, the internet, which was thought to be open and free, is
used to perpetuate racial hierarchy and oppression. At this point, it is important
to stress that cyberspace is an integral part of social life and discrimination on
the internet thusly has direct and real social impact.

The contribution of this paper is to show the mechanisms by which stereo-
types are spread in the new environment created by the internet in general, and
internet discussion boards in particular, which have been used to re-create the
old and well-known spaces of oppression and segregation of the Romani people.
Additionally, my thesis details which sorts of stereotypes appear in cyberspace
and the ways racism is being perpetuated through online boards. Even though
this is an analytical piece, I do not make any effort to curtail or hide some trou-
bling moral concerns that are associated with these phenomena; there is no need
to make too many normative claims to see that this is a very troubling social phe-
nomenon. This paper is unique because it introduces the global English speak-
ing academic and non-academic public to the specific, local Czech environment,
which is not normally accessible due to language and cultural barriers. It seems,
therefore, worthwhile to continue with this line of inquiry further and look into
the position of other ethnic minorities in the Czech Republic, such as the Viet-
namese community, which is generally associated with more positive traits than
the Roma. It would also be interesting to compare the gathered data with similar
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“offline material.” It would also be interesting to follow a comparative approach
and see how the analyzed mechanisms work in different cultural and social en-
vironments.
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