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Research topic and objectives 

The aim of my dissertation is to present a special group within celebrities: stars from the 

largest and most rejected ethnic minority of Hungary, the Roma
1
 community, through media 

representation analysis and interviews made with journalists, editors, media specialists and 

Roma stars. Discussed in my dissertation are the different dimensions and links within the 

social construction of stardom and ethnicity, and its most important hypothesis is that despite 

of intensive prejudical approach towards the Hungarian Roma today the Roma star is an 

accepted Roma by the majority: a postmodern transformation of the traditional Gypsy 

musician - the several hundred years old archetype of the Hungarian culture. The Gypsy 

musician plays a significant role and at the same time is a traditional archetype of the 

Hungarian culture and the Roma community, who entertains in front of the non-Gypsy 

audience as a subservient performer, and by doing so holds one, if not the only popular, 

beloved, and accepted role.  

The media representation of the Roma in Hungary has been a research topic since the 1980s 

(with intermittent periods), but these examinations had very often put the entertainment 

genres aside and focused mostly on the media image of the news genres. According to 

research, the most populated ethnic minority in Hungary - taking up 6-8% in proportion of the 

society by some social scientific estimation - became visible in the Hungarian media from the 

middle of 90s with virtually no existence in the public space of the media before. This has 

changed after 1994: although the national daily press published news related to Gypsies only 

every three or four days, by 1998 they appeared every second day. From the beginning of the 

2000s, the Roma started to get featured in entertainment programmes in addition to news 

programmes, at that point Roma performers and characters also appeared in talent shows, talk 

shows, on the covers of tabloids, reality shows and also in prime time Hungarian soap operas. 

Although media coverage of the Roma increased steadily from the middle of 90s in the 25 

years following the fall of Communism – their representation has not changed significantly 

with one exception, which is close to the topic of this PhD thesis. Even today the Roma are 

often represented in the media in the context of poverty and crime but the meaningful turning 

point is the growing significance of stars. 

                                                             
1 I use the terms „Roma” and „Gypsy” as synonyms. 
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Famous Roma persons have been known for hundreds of years in the Hungarian society. 

However, the change is that in recent years a non-negligible proportion of the media coverage 

about the Roma is celebrity content.  

When the stars in an ethnic minority get featured as heavily as is the case with the Roma, the 

examination of these performers could bring intriguing results both from a media- and a social 

scientific point of view. Especially in the 21st century, in which one of the most serious social 

issues is discrimination as well as a special form in the organization and manifestation of 

discrimination: ethnicity. The mass media and its performer, the star is a mass-attracting 

phenomenon, and can also be the mold of discrimination at the same time, a kind of 

construction making these differences and similarities visible, significant and obvious for the 

masses.  

Method of research and resources 

My dissertation begins from a wide perspective, in the first chapter I present the theoretical 

framework of the research: the prime international trends concerning the representation 

politics of ethnic minorities in the field of media research as well as the foundations of star 

studies. In the second chapter I set the contextual frames from a narrower perspective 

concerning the media representation of Roma in two broad sections: the representation of the 

Hungarian Roma in the news media, as well as in the entertainment media genre closer to the 

topic of my research. 

The third chapter details my empirical research related to Gypsy stars. The research opens 

with a review of my interview examination results conducted with media experts, producers, 

journalists and editors, followed by a survey of the Hungarian star factory, production 

industry in which I examined how the celebrity industry operates, the production process of 

the Roma stars by structured in-depth interview method. In the second part of the third 

chapter I analyze the written product of this production process, the media texts by 

quantitative content analysis. Media content analysis took 3 months to complete. The body of 

sample consisted of tabloid articles and transcripts of television programmes collected 

between January and April 2012. Whilst compiling the corpus I applied the method of 

systematic sampling, included tabloids and TV shows in the sample because the object of the 

research, the Roma star as media performer, is more likely appears in these genres. The 
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sample consisted of two national, daily printed tabloids, two national weekly printed tabloids, 

TV shows and magazine programmes of three TV channels, totalling 125 TV broadcasts and 

189 tabloid pages. Articles of Story Magazine, BEST Magazine, Blikk and Bors, four TV 

shows and magazine programmes of three TV channels: 'Aktív' on TV2, 'Fókusz' on RTL 

Klub, 'Kívánságkosár' on Duna TV and 'Megasztár' on TV2. My research classifies a media 

performer as Roma who declared their ethnic origins in public on at least one occasion, but I 

also encoded media content as Roma related in which the words 'Gypsy' or 'Roma' explicitly 

appeared. 

The dissertation is concluded by a narrower section affecting Roma stars. Through analysis of 

interviews I examined the life of seven Roma celebrities prior to becoming well-known, the 

components of becoming a celebrity, the way they think about themselves as celebs, 

themselves as Roma, their views concerning poverty, success, and about other Roma 

celebrities; concentrating on the ethnic component of stardom. In my examination between 

February and April 2012, I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with seven Roma 

celebrities. In the selection of my interviewees I aimed to feature as many different Roma star 

types, so amongst the seven interviewees there is a singer known for decades, a talented 

rapper, a pop star, an alternative musician as well as a celebrity whose fame has not come 

from their talent or stunning performance but solely from well-knowness. My interviewees 

were: Caramel Ferenc Molnár, LL Junior, Margit Bangó, VV Fecó, Zoltán Mága and Győző 

Gáspár. The interviews were each 120-150 minutes long on average. 

In my research project I selected stars who had publicly admitted their Roma identity before 

and discussed their Roma background on at least one occasion. In my interviews I also made 

use of some elements of narrative interview techniques because in semi-structured in-depth 

interviews significant information regarding the identity and personality of the interviewee 

can get lost. I opted not to lose that information so I added to my interviews story-telling 

sections typical for narrative interviews, the main narrative where my interviewees are able to 

articulate their story of life without my interruption. 

Structure of dissertation  

Although many researchers examined the Roma image of the media in the last decades, the 

body of research neglected the field of popular culture and focused primarily on the Gypsy 
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image of the news media. My results are therefore unique in terms of its focus because no 

research has previously focused on the Hungarian Roma stars. 

The theoretical background for a discipline interpreting stars as social constructs bearing 

prominent valuable semantics were non-existent in the Hungarian academic literature. 

Although research of famous people in the Anglo-Saxon cultural sociology is dated back to 

the 1960s, the approach of the star studies scientific field mentioned in the chapter 1.2 are 

missing from Hungarian media research. Media research practice outside of Hungary views 

stardom as a cultural and social phenomenon, analyzing the reasons of why so many people 

like, watch and read the news and reports about stars and why so many are so fond of them. 

Chapter 1 of my dissertation is intended to fill this gap in Hungarian-language academic 

literature and sets the theoretical frames for my empirical studies as well. 

In Chapter 2 I talk about the media representation of the Hungarian Roma, exploring the most 

significant findings of all major analytical studies concerning the Roma image of news 

programmes referred to in the section II.2, and also criticized the normative findings and 

methodologies in the mentioned studies. However, the Roma image shown in the 

entertainment media is just as crucial a field of research as the news genres' are, so in addition 

to summing up the social and cultural history of Gypsy musicians in the II.2 subchapter 

consecrated to the media image of the Roma in the national popular media. I analyzed the 

Roma image of four major areas in the most watched genres. In order: music talent shows, 

Hungarian series and soap operas, Hungarian talk-shows and finally, those with the utmost 

importance from the point of my study: the Gypsy image of 'Győzike show' and other reality 

shows. 

The position and function of Gypsy musicians in the Hungarian culture is inseparable from 

the representation of contemporary Roma stars. In the Chapter 2.2.1 I explore the popularity 

of Gypsy musicians and their importance in the Hungarian culture from social- and cultural 

historical and sociological aspects. The currently known social function of the Gypsy 

musician evolved in the 19th century, and keeping a distance from the rest of Roma 

community had already been the part of the representation and, according to my research, that 

is still the case today. Gypsy musicians of the 19th century have always been playing 

Hungarian traditional music, their musical repertoire was far from Gypsy folk music.  On the 

other hand, practicing their profession necessarily split them from the masses of the Gypsies. 
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This characteristic is alive in the Roma stars today, and the analysis of the career and life 

story interviews conducted with Roma stars proves the denial of their Roma origin to a certain 

extent, as star identity is, clearly, is a more significant element of a Roma stars' identity than 

ethnic identity. The life story of celebrities bursts by the popularity associated with stardom, 

the public’s antipathy towards stardom and the ethnic group too, so the response for this 

tension is a kind of 'far from the origins' identity also protected from ethnic insults. The 

experienced life story is influenced by the official celebrity or profession, career identity, 

pushes the recall of stereotypical events against the individual into the background. It appears 

that the construction of celebrity identity is a shield against undesired Gypsy features. 

Moreover, the self image aimed at the general public can build a marquee so solid that the star 

speaks about herself as a unique, exceptional piece in third person singular without even 

noticing. 

The story of becoming a star is a featured part of star life stories, this originates in poverty. 

Beautifully difficult childhood is the romantic starting point, and the breakout point before 

emergence to fame. The traits of poverty described by stars are uniform: defined elements of 

their narratives are respectable poverty, happy family and the image of the working Roma. 

The stars see themselves as heroes of the poor, an example of the possibility to break out with 

hard work and professional calling, so no wonder that all my seven interviewees indicate their 

own strength and internal resources as key for upward mobility. According to their memories 

the respectful poverty is the starting point and the condition of upward mobility, but at the 

same time it can also be a protection mechanism in reaction to the hostile attitude of society 

blaming the Roma for their own hardships and poverty. 

In the period of becoming a star, the representation of stars can be described in terms of 

newsworthy, exciting excess from the point of the audience in their relation framework of 

details stimulating curiosity. In the case of stars from minority the other-group belonging, 

difference and romantic uniqueness are essential elements of representation (I introduced 

international parallels in Chapter I.2.5.). Moreover, their identity before becoming stars is 

newsworthy in the media for a certain period at the beginning, and this is the case of stars of 

any ethnic origin. Once the identity of a star is revealed, their celebrity lifestyle 

(performances, make-up advice, favourite cuisines) and private life relating to celebrity (drug 

scandals, divorces, new love and kids) become interesting. In the case of Roma stars this 
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means that fame pulls them out of the faceless, homogenous mass so typical to the 

representation of Gypsies, but going forward in their stardom the content of their identity 

either wears out or lives on only on the surface. Over time, they are no longer Roma stars 

anymore but stars who happen to be Roma. 

My content analysis examining the Roma image of the Hungarian media, summarized in the 

Chapter III.2 proves that, according to which ethnicity of stars does not get articulated 

significantly in the modern press and TV appearances. According to the results of the research 

three quarters of the media texts are completely free from any kind of stereotypes about the 

Roma. Once star status is reached, ethnic origin gets pushed into the background, and 

provides a kind of safe and equalizing ground to the Roma and non-Roma too. The most 

significant positive stereotype about Gypsies in the rest of the one quarter is the musicality, a 

talent recognized and admitted by the majority of society.  

The research also shows that – with a few exceptions –Roma stars only come from a musician 

background (there are very few Roma TV-personalities, actors, sport stars, etc.). This 

phenomenon proves that the role of the Gypsy musician is exceptional, in which the majority 

accepts the abilities of the Roma music performer. Practically, music still is the only 

possibility to break out, one of the few positive Roma stereotypes that can be perceived as a 

double-edged sword. Although music can potentially offer mobility channel to the Roma, at 

the same time it can strengthen the segregated inclusion role of the Gypsy musician. Due to 

the collective cultural knowledge herited from generation to generation, questioning the link 

of Gypsies to music does not even occur for the public, and the question why this is the only 

way to success and what structural discrepancies inhibit the success of the Roma in other 

forms than their success in the music scene. 

As seen in Chapter II.1, the Roma image of the Hungarian media is rather depressing: the 

representation remains in the one-dimensional, mass-like Roma image characterized by the 

under-represented and stereotypical presentation about the members of the ethnic group as 

well as the problem- and conflict orientated approach of the factual and news genres. The 

research also unravels the media's tendency to ignore or to marginalize the structural 

inequalities and the significance of stereotypical and racist expressions towards the members 

of the ethnic group. The media image of the Hungarian Roma is bipolar, in which the low-

status, criminalized Gypsy image means one pole and the stars of the entertainment media the 
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other. This kind of presentation can make the impression that currently only successful and 

deprived Roma live in Hungary, and there is a vacuum between the two extremes. In other 

words it appears as though within the Gypsy community there were no groups whose situation 

could be considered average, and who are integrated members of the society. 

Contemporary forms of postmodern media scenery (neo television, infotainment type of 

programmes, hybrid media, interactivity, tabloidization, the web2 environment) prefer the 

swiftness of star mobility. In the case of stars coming from socially marginalized backgrounds 

this can be perceived as added value: talent coming from Gypsy settlements, council estates, 

communal jobs, children’s homes offers outstanding news and sensational value. This tale 

narrative is easy to ’sell’, especially in reality or talent shows.  

Character designation hung around stars is explainable with a few words and the narratives 

built out of it have not essentially changed in the representation of stars over the years: 

Győzike, the fraud, loveable clown, the good-natured and talented Caramel, the 

uncomplicated VV Fecó, who is able to sell ice to eskimos, or the wild Ibolya Oláh frequently 

appear in the representation. The narrative of the stars is built on entertainment and although 

we usually laugh at them not with them even if they are a source of humour, rarely hate. It is 

this loveliness that is missing from the Roma representation in the news media. That is 

because most reports place them in the context of poverty and social deviances.  

In the Hungarian scene of celebrities, just like everywhere else, deviation from the standards 

and the emphasis on being special is a prerequisite to stardom. And although, according to my 

study results of entertainment media genres, there is no open and general prejudice against the 

Roma, but the emphasis on Roma cultural differences and tendencies that can be framed as 

new-or enlightened racism are very apparent. In accordance with the newsworthiness 

preferencies of the entertainment media, as it often happens in the case of Roma stars that the 

Roma cultural events and attributes shown as exotic are emphasised. Presenting a Roma 

family in the Győzike show or featuring Roma stars in the cooking show 'Hal a Tortán' 

satisfies the audience’s voyeuristic needs to see something 'different' – this kind of content is 

popular, increases viewer numbers, perfectly matching with the interest of commercial and 

entertainment media.  

 



9 
 

Main findings and results of the research 

1. Firstly in the Hungarian academic literature, I summarized the theoretical background of 

the discipline of star studies interpreting stars as social constructs bearing remarkably 

valueable implications. 

2. I determined the basic characteristics of the Gypsy image in most watched programmes of 

the Hungarian entertainment media (music talent shows, television series, soap operas, and 

finally the topic of paramount importance: Győzike Show and other reality shows) 

3. I proved that the Roma star today, despite the intense prejudices surrounding the Hungarian 

Gypsies is an assimilated Roma accepted by the majority and is the postmodern  

transformation of the hundreds years old archetype of Hungarian culture's  traditional Gypsy 

musician. 

4. I explored the parallels and links between the life stories and representations of traditional 

Gypsy musicians and today's Roma stars. I showed that the role of Gypsy musicians known 

today evolved in the 19th century, and distance of a certain degree from the Roma community 

has been and is still part of the representation.  By analysis of career- and life story interviews 

made with recent Roma stars I proved that this inclusion role still exists in Roma stars today.  

5. I pointed out that in Hungary today most Gypsy stars (with a few negligible exceptions) 

come from a musician background, the representation of Hungarian TV entertainment genres 

is dominated by  the Roma musician archetype, but the representation itself can be considered 

heterogeneous. I proved that the role of the Gypsy musician is exceptional, in which the 

majority accepts the talent of the Roma performer. 

6. I showed that celebrity life stories burst by popularity simultaneous with stardom, by 

antipathy surrounding both stardom and the ethnic group, so celebrity identity protected from 

ethnic insults and at the same time professional identity far away from origins are the answer 

for this tension. 

7. I showed that popularity emerges Roma stars out of the typical faceless, homogeneous 

presentation, but going forward in their stardom the content concerning their origins wears 

out, or lives on only on the surface. Over time, they are not Roma stars but stars who happen 

to be Roma. Examining the image of Roma in the entertainment media by content analysis, I 
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proved that the ethnicity of stars in the current mainstream press and TV presentations are not 

articulated significantly. 

8. I proved that the media image of the Hungarian Roma is bipolar, in which one pole is the 

low social status, criminalized Gypsy image of the news media, the other is the stars of the 

entertainment media. 

9. I pointed out that the open ethnic prejudices that are very apparent in the Hungarian society 

are overwritten by the rules of the entertainment media. Although open and broad prejudices 

against Roma are not common in the entertainment media genres, emphasis on the cultural 

differences of Roma are only too present. According to the newsworthiness preferences of the 

entertainment media, it often happens in the case of Roma stars that the Roma cultural events 

and attributes shown as exotic are emphasised, which in some certain cases can be qualified 

as cultural racism.  
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