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Here lies the difference  

By Yehuda Bauer 
The genocide of the Gypsies at the hands of Nazi Germany is not only a historic subject. It is 

a current events issue, because murders also have taken place in our own era - in Rwanda in 

1994 and in Darfur in Sudan even now. In the context of the recent UN resolution to mark the 

Holocaust as the paradigmatic genocide from which the world should learn and which should 

be commemorated, I was recently asked provocatively to cite the differences between the 

Holocaust and the murder of the Gypsies. This is my answer. 

 

It is estimated that about one million Gypsies lived in those parts of Europe that were 

occupied by Germany, including 44,000 (or five percent) in Germany, Austria and 

Czechoslovakia. The other 95 percent lived mainly in the Balkans, Poland and the Soviet 

Union, with smaller groups in the West. To the Nazis, the Gypsies were a marginal nuisance 

that they did not know how to handle, since the Gypsies were actually the only Aryans in 

Europe, as their ancestors are from northwest India. 

 

The Gypsies in Germany were persecuted, discriminated against, accused of various crimes 

and offenses. And to the extent that they still lived a nomadic lifestyle in the 20th century, 

local authorities sought to get rid of them at any price. Himmler was afraid of Gypsy blood 

being mixed with German blood. The Nazis developed a theory that Gypsies who had mixed 

with Germans - and they were the majority - posed a danger to German blood, whereas the 

"pure" Gypsies belonged to the Aryan race and should not be harmed. 

 

In a letter to Bormann dated December 6, 1942, Himmler concluded that the "mixed-blood 

Gypsies" had to be eliminated - through sterilization or murder - while purebred Gypsies 

should be allowed to live a nomadic life outside of Germany. The "pure" Gypsies were saved 

(at the end of the war, approximately 14,000 Gypsies were alive in Germany), the "mixed-

blood Gypsies" were murdered - precisely the opposite of the Jewish population, in which 

mixed-race individuals had a chance to survive while "pure" Jews were sentenced to death for 

the crime of being born. As for the other 95 percent of Gypsies, there was no uniform policy 

until 1942. There were Wehrmacht units in the Soviet Union that murdered Gypsies and 

others that disregarded them. 

 

On April 2, 1942 (Hitler's birthday), Himmler met with the Fuehrer, and then with Heydrich, 

the head of the SD police (which included the Gestapo). After the meeting, he wrote in his 

diary: "Gypsies not to be liquidated." On August 13, 1942, a police commander in occupied 

Poland issued an order to deal with the nomadic Gypsies as if they were Jews (that is, they 

should be murdered), whereas those living in settlements should be treated the same as the 

local populace. From the summer of 1942 onward, the Germans distinguished, not always 

consistently, between nomadic and non-nomadic Gypsies. In Hungary, they did not persecute 

the Gypsies until the spring of 1945, and in Romania, which was home to hundreds of 

thousands of Gypsies, they deported between 26,000 and 28,000 to Transylvania, together 

with the Jews; some 6,000-8,000 of them perished. 

 

We see, then, that there never was a Nazi policy of total annihilation of the Gypsies. They 

were not Jews, every one of whom had to be murdered, and herein lies the fundamental, 

decisive difference. As far as we can tell, Hitler referred to the Gypsies on only two 
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occasions. At dinner conversations he once said the Hungarians were really Gypsies, and 

another time he said they should be removed from the ranks of the German army. The Gypsy 

problem was entirely unimportant, while the matter of the Jews stood at the center of Nazi 

ideology. It can most certainly be stated that Nazi anti-Semitism was responsible in no small 

degree for the deaths not only of close to six million Jews, but also of 29 million non-Jews 

who died as a result of the spread of Nazism. 

 

There is no doubt that the murder of the Gypsies, primarily the nomads among them, was 

genocide, according to the Genocide Convention of 1948. According to various estimates, 

between 90,000 and 150,000 Gypsies were murdered. As opposed to the Jews, the Gypsies 

were never significantly compensated, are persecuted in many European states, and are 

treated like lepers. They were not victims of the Holocaust; they were victims of the genocide 

of a different people, with different motivations and different outcomes. However, their 

tragedy is worthy of being commemorated and worthy of identification with their fate, 

because they are human beings like us and like the black peasants in Sudan, whom the fanatic 

Islamic regime is trying to murder in their masses. I have noted the difference above; here I 

note the shared human fate. 
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