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The 8th of April is the International Roma Day. On this occasion, Anna Dobai from 

University of Dundee writes her research observations. Anna Dobai is a member of the 

research team on "Miscrecognition of Minorities in Europe" (MisMIE), which is funded by 

the Volkswagen Foundation. https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/(de)/ikg/projekte/mismie.html 

 

Europe’s Roma communities remain subject to discrimination in health care, educational 

provision and employment opportunity. Moreover, they face prejudiced treatment in everyday 

interaction – even when they visit the grocery store. Sometimes this is explicit as when Roma are 

subject to verbal insult. Sometimes it is less explicit as when Roma are subject to special security 

surveillance as they browse the shop’s shelves. Resisting such everyday and routine prejudice 

can be difficult. Explicit resistance can easily provoke retaliation. However, in some situations, 

humour can be a vehicle with which to limit the ability of others to act on their prejudices. 

 

In my own interview research with Hungarian Roma (Dobai & Hopkins, 2020), I explored their 

everyday experiences of prejudice and became interested in how they sought to exercise some 

control over the way majority group members behaved towards them. Sometimes humour (such 

as the telling of jokes) was used to test the other’s intergroup attitudes so that they could take 

avoidant action (e.g., closing down the interaction). Sometimes humour was used to more 

actively constrain the other’s ability to act on the basis of their prejudices. Here, I became 

particularly interested in the use of irony, parody, satire and sarcasm and how such humour 

ridiculed the taken-for-granted assumptions that underlie majority group members’ power in 

intergroup interaction. For example, I became interested in how individuals reported performing 

roles and identities in ways that subtly communicated to the non-Roma other a sense of the 

absurdity of their attitudes and approach to the interaction.  

 

Amongst my favourite examples is one in which an interviewee explained approaching a shop 

security guard who had been following him. He in turn asked the guard about the price of a box 

of chocolates. Adopting the exaggerated performance of being a customer needing advice 



functioned to position the guard on terms that were not his own. Indeed, the guard was 

positioned as a service assistant with the implication that he should interact with the interviewee 

not as a suspect but with the polite help normally accorded customers. What made this 

particularly powerful is that both the interviewee and the guard knew that the request for advice 

was a ‘joke’. The guard was only too aware that his attempt at surveillance had been noted, had 

been made visible, and was being mocked. Humiliated, the guard backed off. 

 

Needless to say, humour does not always work as one hopes. As anyone who has tried joking 

with airport security staff about the bomb they are carrying will testify, jokes can fail and fail 

badly. Sometimes the majority group actor may not ‘get’ the joke and experiences no 

humiliation. Sometimes they will ‘get’ the joke and feel the ridicule, but rather than being 

disarmed and retreat, respond with punitive affirmations of status and power. However, there 

may be occasions where humour involving parody, irony and sarcasm can disrupt majority group 

members’ abilities to act on their prejudices. The victims of discrimination can, even in the 

mundane act of shopping may be able to resist discrimination and do so with style and flair. 

Humour can indeed be serious and function as a ‘weapon of the weak’ (Scott, 1985). 
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