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PhD thesis abstract: In my thesis I analyzed the changes in values, ways of life and self-

definition of a gypsy community in Kőrispatak (Romania, Hargita county), whose members have 

converted to religious groups. Throughout my research I also reflected upon the surrounding 

Hungarian society too, more specifically on the alterations of the Gypsy-Hungarian relationships 

as a consequence of religious conversion.    

In my dissertation I analyzed the symbolical representations (narratives, symbolic practice, 

mental pictures) through which the converted gypsies have built a positive self-concept.  

Influenced by religious culture, they changed their way of living in a positive manner and they 

show this in the social sphere, comparing it with the often negative stereotypes distributed by the 

surrounding Hungarian society. I interpreted these representation policies as identification 

practices which are linked with Anthony P. Cohen’s views. (Cohen 1997. 101)  Throughout the 

interpretation I use the concept of ethnicity, in which I agree with Barth’s view: ethnicity isn’t a 

given, cultural characteristic, so it can be perceived as a continuously changing event in the 

context of the relations between two ethnic groups. (Barth 1969, 1996) I also use Goffman’s  

stigma concept, through which I mean the negative stereotypes linked with the gypsy people. ( 

Goffman 1981.) I interpret the conversion of the gypsy people as an attempt of their individual 
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and communal secession. In this case the religious groups are preceived as interpreting groups 

within which the individual can rebuild his or her identity.  

In my thesis I also lay emphasis on the fact that there is difference between the individual and 

collective understanding, between individual and collective representations. After presenting the 

theoretical and terminological part I also show the most important achievements, which are 

important from my own point of view in the field of interethnic and religious communities 

research. 

Then I present the ethnic and religious characteristics, the Gypsy-Hungarian relationships, 

the history, structure and dogmas of the religious group and its influence on the life of people of 

the villages and towns surrounding Korispatak and with the help of three case studies I show the 

consequences of the religous conversion and the altered self-definitions and the changes of the 

Gypsy-Hungarian relations. I drew attention on the differences between the individual (first case 

study) the collective (second case study) conversion and also on the importance of individual 

aspects (third case study). 

Conclusions: 

1. The conversion of the gypsies and of communities can be preceived as some sort of 

integration policy because this also means change in their ways of living (moral 

behaviour, puritan lifestyle) which contribute to the reinterpreting of the negative 

stereotypes of gypsies built by the Hungarian community and also changing their 

relations in a positive way.  

2. This sort of positive change is promoted by the fact that in Korispatak and its 

surroundings the gypsy communities convert to such religious groups which have a 

nearly 100 years history. (two branches of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and outside Korpispatak 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church and Baptist Church). In the life of the villages the 

differences between lifestyles linked with the various religions is accepted and its 

members are respected, which are also true for the gypsy groups and this contributes to 

the shift from their stigmatized being.  

3. The religious groups which take in the gypsy people function as primary publicity 

(Fosztó 2007. 23.)  in the development of the gypsy-Hungarian relations and they also 

work as group of reference (Fosztó 2007. 23.) for the surrounding Hungarian society.  
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4. Within the region that I researched I observed a tendency according to which „old 

gypsies” are the ones who primarily convert to local religious groups. In this case the 

Gypsy-Hungarian relation can be characterized with the help of the „built model”, so a 

certain type of acceptance by the surrounding Hungarian community has already occured 

before their conversion. (for example the gypsies belonging to the Jehovah’s Witness 

group) People distance themselves from the moved in gypsies and this can be seen on this 

level too, religious conversion in their case is uncharacteristic.  

5. Throughout my reserch I came to the conclusion that certain gypsy communities belong 

to different religious groups and through this they also maintain and reinforce the 

boundaries that are necessary to distinguish themselves from other gypsy communities.  

6. My research shows that generally the gabor communities favour the Adventist Church, 

and they place it above all the other religious groups. They believe that it is a more 

rational and intellectual religion, similar to the pentecostal church, which is widely 

known within gypsy society. Through this they reinforce their position in the hierarchy of 

the gypsy groups.  

7. It was important for me to distinguish between the collective and individual conversions: 

the gabor gypsies all join the Advent Church while in the case of the home gypsies and 

other tent gypsies the individual conversions are typical. 

8. It is important to distinguish the individual conversions from the colletive conversions 

because the changes in lifestyle occur in two different ways within the two distinct 

groups. Based on my research I can state that while in the case of the  collective 

conversion the ethnic identity is reinforced, in the case of the individual conversion total 

changes in the ways of life are more articulated. I proved this in the first two case studies, 

in which I tried to show through the example of a gypsy couple, who belong to the tent 

gypsy group, that their integration in another ethnic group means that they take off their 

national dress, change language and marriage customs with Hungarian people, so they 

change all the markers of their identity. The gabor gypsies who converted to the 

Adventist church preserved their social, economic and cultural distinctiveness and 

through religious conversion they reinterpret and reinforce their ethnic identity.  

9. The collective religious conversion within Hungarian society in my point of view is equal 

with the concept of ethnic religion (the new religious culture is part of ethnic identity) as 
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so many researches have already proved that the gypsies converted to the pentacostal 

church reinforce their separation from other groups. I came to the conclusion that in this 

case the difference between smaller gypsy communities is more articulated and the 

Gypsy-Hungarian relationships are also placed in another context. If in a common 

religious practice the boundaries are diminished, in the case of separation a new boundary 

is built. 

10.    To maintain these boundaries some gypsy communities try to join other religious 

groups in the surrounding towns. As a consequence on their territory the inhabitants of 

the village cannot become religious mates and also the boundaries can be maintained. 

Those Hungarian-Gypsy religious relations, which were formed within the congregation 

are processed only in this context, since the gypsy congregation members live their 

everyday life in another village, so it can’t be interpreted. An example for this is the 

gypsy community from Eted, who belong to the Adventist church and also the Baptist 

gypsies from Bozod, who go to Erdoszentgyorgy to practice their faith.  

11. Joining the religious groups also means that the system of values change and it can be 

described as a cultural an economic method because for people who belong to the 

congregations reading and studying is essential. Throughout the case studies we could see 

that more than one gabor gypsy learned  how to read after their conversion and this was 

the same in the case of the Hungarian and gypsy woman too who belonged to the 

Jehovah’s Witness Church. In the same time as a consequence of the puritan lifestyle of 

the congregations the converted people achieved a better material state. The cultural and 

economic changes result in social mobility.  

12. In the case of the converted gypsies we can notice that they belong to two communities 

(religious and ethnic), which leads to the idea of double identity or equilibrant identity. 

(Krappmann 1980. 94.)  

13. We cannot state that these integration policies bring absolute success because the 

converted gypsies are still under the control of the surrounding Hungarian society, the 

relations are defined by negative stereotypes and this way they ensure the rebuilding of 

the boundaries and memory borders. (Jeggle 1994. 3-4.) 

14. The Gypsy-Hungarian relation cannot be studied only from the point of view of ethnicity 

as the above model also can’t be perceived as a formula, it is only a line of bearing 
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because the individual peculiarities and situations also contribute to these changes. I 

presented this individual aspect and its significance in the third case study.  
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