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What is it to be a Gypsy in Finland?

 

 

 

Veijo Baltzar has completed a friseur course and is 

currently attending trade school.  

▪ This time, Timo K. has stopped to think 

about the conditions of racial prejudice 

and the position of minorities in general.  

▪ On the next few pages, Veijo Baltzar, a 

member of our own Roma minority, 

answers the question: ‘What is it to be a 

Gypsy?’.  

(starting from page 25) …The Sámi, who have been 

evicted from their land and pushed further and 

further north have always had to make way for the 

Finns.   

I’ve brought up this issue with Oula Näkkäläjärvi, 

who has stated that the Sámi have always been 

regarded as dishonest tradesmen, at least in the 

north. You can’t trust a Lapp’s words, Oula stated 

that the Finnish proverb dictates, “A man would 

rather sell his land before eating his words”.  

True – it has been promoted as a way of the Finns. 

But how can one make a promise before they 

know what is going to happen tomorrow? How can 

one talk about events that have yet to happen? 

Isn’t that foolish? 

And yet: in the days before the Sámi headed for 

the hills, they were only inhabitants of 

Peräpohjola. It didn’t even come to mind for them 

to start dividing their land into individual plots: It 

was enough for them that the land existed without 

borders. 

But in the South, there was a race that had already 

gone through forest development and begun to 

become an un-refined society. They had erected 

borders and cultivation was the declaration of 

ownership. And despite the Sámi’s long-standing 

tenure, their southern neighbours began to  

 

 

 

 

spread, with unfavourable intentions: claiming 

ownership of the land.  

So now Pieras-Piera or Aslakka were travelling 

through land owned by someone else; the 

stronger, drudging Finnish settlers.  

 

Can one have faith what has been depicted? Can 

one rely on Oula’s word, and what could they 

promise if one did? 

What if I was a Skolt, but the punishment I have 

been subjected to was not warranted. 

And in the end such thoughts are only depressing. 

Why torture oneself? 

Even though the status of minorities can’t be 

changed, and even though the suffering of the 

Sámi, Skolts, and Gypsies through the ages can’t 

be remedied by good deeds nor kind words, there 

are still opportunities to safeguard the existence of 

minority groups.  

No law can demand the loss of the Sámi language, 

nor that of the Gypsies. It is not in the interest of 

any culture to destroy another culture. While it is 

true that the Sámi are no longer subjected to 

active violence, just like the church, forbidding the 

Sámi people from their old gods, today passive 

violence is still used much the same. Forgetting 

one area, forgetting a language; forcing Sámi 

children to abandon their mother tongue – there is 

no other possibility for maintaining and achieving 

civilisation.   

“The Sámi are characterised by honesty, kindness, 

peacefulness, tranquillity and harmony. A lack of 

strength and order, and a disregard for 

cleanliness,” according to a source.   

 

 



Meanwhile, another source on the Finnish horse: 

“…typically warm-blooded with intermediate 

shape, robust and easy to handle. A good pulling 

ability with an undemanding demeanour when it 

comes to food (alike the Sámi, literary note); 

mobility, endurance, energy, alertness, structure 

and firmness almost humanise them in a way.”   

In its own way, these short quotes show how easy 

it is to find better qualities in a horse than the 

Sámi people.  

By this logic, if I were to awake one morning, look 

in the mirror and to my surprise find that I had 

become a Sámi, I would get my hands on some 

psychedelics (specifically LSD), flee to Runeberg 

Times and settle as one of Saarijärvi’s characters, 

living a poor but honourable life. 

Along with the broader racial issues that have 

been brought up recently, it has been interesting 

to pay attention to the Finns’ very own minor issue 

– the Gypsies.   

At this current time there are two predominant 

attitudes. The first a dark discrimination of the 

Gypsies, the mentality that they are unreliable, 

crooked and so forth. The other a deep 

understanding and desire to help.  

But what do the Gypsies themselves have to say 

about the latter? Even with this supposed 

understanding, has their historical background, 

complexity and needs been considered as much as 

they should be?  

What would the Finnish example look like in lovely 

Sweden if the committee were planning a 

kindergarten and school for Finnish children 

exclusively? Or if one day, a car was to be attacked 

by camera and microphone wielding journalists, 

posing the question: “What’s it like to be a Finn? 

Wouldn’t you rather be a Swede?”  

This phenomenon is part of the supposed 

understanding and acceptance of Gypsies in 

Finland. It is difficult for one to avoid the idea that 

contemplating the current issues of the Roma 

people would be the exclusive thought of the blue-

eyed idealists with a strong sense of emotion – 

even a pity.   

- Why do Gypsies wear different clothes?  

- Why don’t they work or go to school?  

- Why won’t the Gypsies settle down in one place?  

- Why are they unreliable? Or aren’t they?  

If we imagine that the Roma question could be 

solved by simply replacing their clothes with those 

of the white folk, giving them a job and a stabilised 

home, we would be fooling ourselves. First, it 

would be pointless to introduce all the middle-

aged and older Gypsies to a completely new 

environment, to make them dance to the same 

tune as the average Finn. An older Gypsy would 

feel just as comfortable in your “agreeable 

clothes” as all of you would while wearing our 

daily attire.  

The same kind of resistance is seen in the efforts 

of the other side. Gypsies have for some time now 

been born and raised to live as a discriminated 

minority, which just like a nomadic tribe, has had 

no choice but to move at random from one place 

to another, at the mercy of life and whatever is 

thrown at them.  

Some Gypsies have been forced to deal with white 

people’s attention to their appearance. Some 

people who have spent a bit more time with the 

Gypsies, have taken notice that despite the regular 

opinion being one of hopelessness, decadence and 

reduction, the Gypsy is still mentally agile, and 

physically capable. Usually robust and fit, even 

despite the scarcity of food or anything else. 

Observing the Gypsy, it is easy for one to see that 

there is always a person who has retained their 

personality. Submissive to their oppressed part, 

but with their innermost thoughts foreclosed, they 

are free and unbreakable. There is strength too. 

However, a strong underconsumption is a Gypsy 

effort, although not everyone knows it. Morally 

uplifting is the flaming anger that can explode 

from time to time.  

But no one has seen a Gypsy to a derelict degree, 

even though they figuratively tend to trample on 

derelict territory. No Gypsy is going to show ruin 

even amid hardships. They always get by one way 

or another.  

Therefore, in the case of older Gypsies, it would 

very much be like taking a fish out of water. When 

planning improvements, it’s imperative to start 

with informing the youth. Efforts should be made 

to locate as many Gypsies as possible in the same 

category or Finnish school, to minimise the 

disparities amongst the community and thus 

strengthen it as a whole.  



Similarly, in the workplace (since one-third of 

Finland’s five thousand Gypsies are in regular 

employment), it would be of paramount 

importance to put an end towards the stigma 

directed at the Gypsy population that results in 

them being treated like test-subjects. You don’t 

even have to personalise the difficulty one would 

have enduring such workplace conditions yourself.  

But if we gave the Gypsy people our trust, and 

specifically in the spirit of which there is no doubt 

that the situation cannot be hidden from a 

coward, they would prove to be a group worthy of 

trust.  

The Gypsy people have moral principles, often 

running very deep. A dishonest Gypsy is a product 

of introduced white standards. A white man in a 

similar position would not be all that different.  

Let’s think of a situation that effectively reflects 

the situation of how Gypsies are treated in today’s 

Finnish society.  

For a white person sitting in a bar, the situation 

would be seen like this: 

The door flies open with a bang and in comes the 

gang of dark-skinned, noisy bandits. After a while 

they might settle down at a table to eat some 

soup, play the slot machines, and the children 

would beg for tobacco or coin. A constant hustle in 

the rest room – be careful not to misplace 

anything. The owner of the bar sits, fervently 

attempting to maintain his composure, phone in 

hand, ready to dial the number for the police. 

Undeniably there is something wrong with the 

situation, but why? It is very likely that the 

shouting and visible behaviour is the result of 

forced expression, but no one dares to attempt to 

settle them down. Instead it’s best to just watch 

with a hand on the phone.  

Such uninterrupted chains of cause and effect are 

ceaseless in the life of a Gypsy, and since the 

practical thinking of white people only includes 

how to develop consequences, it is difficult to 

make any improvement at all.  

But: Gypsies also have fears and anxieties! 

A thoughtful and responsible Finnish citizen is 

ready to give a helping hand to the Gypsies, 

putting effective initiative in place – and riks, raks, 

poks! A better standard of living for the Gypsies is 

created.  

But we don’t want that!  

If the Gypsy’s issues within the community are 

only decided on by white people, then the 

prevailing discrimination will only worsen. The gap 

between the dark and white will remain 

unchanged. The Gypsy community should have a 

chance to answer, tell, negotiate and decide.  

Above all else, they should be allowed to try, but 

not just in conforming to the ways of the white. 

Give them a sense of security and allow them the 

same rights and sense of duty. The flash of 

suspicion on a potential employer’s face can put a 

permanent end to the Gypsies’ will to work.  

For this reason, education should target the 

entirety of Finnish society. The traditional 

standards of the Gypsy people are a disappearing 

phenomenon, and with it a merger into Finnish 

society has begun. However, as able-bodied and 

constructive citizens, the Gypsies will only bloom 

when their civil rights are recognised, and they are 

no longer thought of as separate from the 

homogenous nation – the Finns.

 


