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As the famous saying goes, purportedly there was no “sex” in the Soviet Union. This 

would apply even more for same-sex intercourse. In line with the totalitarian mores of 

the USSR, sexual relations were solely for the purpose of procreation, i.e. producing 

more workers for the state and society. Non-procreative intercourse just for pleasure – 

“sex” – was thus considered a decadent waste, with homosexuality even being 

classified as a mental illness and same-sex intercourse made a criminal offence. 

 

This official suppression of homosexuality by the Soviet authorities is compounded in 

the Roma case by the fact that within Romani culture both gender constructs and 

taboos surrounding sexuality also leave little room for acceptance of a homosexual 

identity. 

 

This is why it is surprising to see that the topic of Romani homosexuality makes 

recurrent appearances in this slim volume, a collection of interviews made by a 

Latvian journalist. In it, the interviewees reflect on their experiences of being gay or 

lesbian in late Soviet and post-Soviet Latvia. One of the non-Romani interviewees 

specifically mentions Romanis, alongside Latvians and Russians, as frequenting the 

public toilets where men who had sex with men sought like-minded partners for brief 

encounters. Despite late Soviet Riga being a melting pot of nationalities from across 

the USSR, only these three ethnic groups are named by the respondent. Another non-

Romani interviewee also discusses having had sexual relations with Romani partners. 

He reflects upon how this challenged his own preconceived notions that, due to their 

culture, there would have not been any gay Roma. 

 

Most in-depth is the chapter that discusses the life story of a man from the Roma 

community in Latvia. Here, the conflicting pressures of Romani society and the 

subject’s own sexual identity come into sharp contrast. The pressures to be masculine 

and father children are for him even more pronounced than for the Latvian or Russian 

interviewees, and there are greater difficulties in leading the secret double life chosen 

by many gay men in Latvia as an adaptation strategy. For example, when his family 

find out that he has had homosexual relations, they force him to promise before God 

in a church that he would not do this again. The interviewee went through this 

humiliation for that sake of his family, but could not keep his promise. At the same 

time, he points out paradoxical phenomena whereby Romani men could engage in 
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certain types of homoerotic behaviour, without seeing themselves or being seen by 

others as gay. 

 

In most ways, the Romani interviewee’s story is highly similar to that of the others 

presented in the book, in that he does his utmost to live up to – at least outwardly – 

the heteronormative masculine ideal constructed by his family and community. On the 

other hand, this chapter is also the most explicit and fraught with sexual tension. Does 

this accurately reflect the interviewee’s own voice and the particular problems of 

negotiating gayness for a Latvian Romani man? Or is this because the book’s author 

inadvertently succumbs to antiziganistic stereotypes of the “Gypsy” as the libidinous 

sexual other? 

 

These questions could be answered, at least partially, if the author were able to make 

her source material available for more scholarly analysis by academic researchers. In 

the end, however, what is needed is more research into this nearly uncharted zone 

where Romani studies, transition studies, and LGBT studies meet. In the meantime, 

interested scholars can ponder the questions raised by Ruduša’s interviews – 

something that will be even easier when the English translation is due out in 2013. 

Why would this be of interest to researchers in the field of Romani studies? The 

answer is, because it offers a unique glimpse into the situation of a dual minority – 

both ethnic and sexual – within overlapping social contexts where its very existence is 

taboo. 
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