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Introduction
The Roma, widely known by the exonym "Gypsies" but more accurately referred to as
the Roma or Romani people, constitute one of the most diverse, mobile, and
misunderstood populations in human history. Spanning continents and centuries, the
story of the Roma is as rich and layered as it is marked by adversity. Their journey has
unfolded across a vast geographical expanse, from ancient northern India to nearly
every corner of modern Europe and beyond. Yet, despite their deep roots and
remarkable resilience, the Roma have often been relegated to the margins of
mainstream societies, viewed through a lens obscured by stereotype and prejudice.

This book aims to provide a comprehensive portrait of the Roma—a people whose
lived reality is as multifaceted as their collective memory. To understand the Roma is
to look beyond the myths: the tales of nomads and fortune-tellers, the romanticized
imagery of caravans, and the persistent, harmful stereotypes that have dogged them
for generations. Instead, we must uncover the true historical journeys, the languages
that connect distant kinsfolk, the values passed down through families, and the
vibrant culture that persists despite centuries of exclusion and hardship.

The Roma are not a monolithic group. Rather, they encompass a wide variety of
subgroups, dialects, religious beliefs, and lifestyles shaped by geography and history.
Their communal life is woven together by deep kinship ties, an abiding respect for
tradition, and a remarkable capacity for adaptation. At the core of Romani identity lie
the oral narratives that preserve memory and history, the music and artistry that
pulse through daily life, and the subtle but resilient mechanisms of solidarity
developed in response to centuries of marginalization.

Yet, the modern situation facing Roma communities is shaped not only by their history
but also by persistent societal challenges. Across Europe and beyond, Roma families
too often confront poverty, exclusion, barriers to education, and poor access to
healthcare. Antigypsyism—structural racism and entrenched prejudice—remains a
daily reality, perpetuating cycles of discrimination and limiting paths to participation
and equality. More recently, the Roma’s struggle for recognition and justice has found
new allies and voices, both within their own communities and among international
bodies dedicated to human rights.

In this book, we will trace the Roma’s origins and early migrations, explore the
development of their languages and traditions, consider the complexity of their
present circumstances, and examine the ongoing struggle for dignity and rights. We
will meet the varied subgroups whose histories intersect and diverge, uncover the
resilience that defines the Roma spirit, and confront the challenges that remain. By
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presenting a nuanced, well-rounded portrait of the Roma, we hope to dispel myths,
foster understanding, and celebrate the rich contributions of this remarkable people.

Ultimately, "The Roma: Portrait of a People" invites readers into a deeper
understanding of both the hardships and triumphs of the Roma through the prism of
their lived experiences. It is an appeal for empathy, for recognizing shared humanity,
and for acknowledging the central place of the Roma in both our collective history and
our ongoing social fabric.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Many Names of the Roma
To begin understanding the Roma is to first grapple with the intricate tapestry of
names by which they are known, both to themselves and to the wider world. This
seemingly simple act of naming unveils layers of history, misunderstanding, identity,
and prejudice. Unlike many ethnic groups with a single, universally accepted
designation, the Roma navigate a complex semantic landscape, marked by terms that
range from affectionate self-appellations to deeply offensive slurs.

The most pervasive and historically ingrained exonym for this multifaceted people is
"Gypsy." This term, etched into the collective consciousness of Europe and beyond,
carries with it centuries of romanticized fiction, misinformed curiosity, and, most
potently, harmful stereotypes. Its very origin is a testament to mistaken identity.
When the ancestors of the Roma first arrived in Europe in the Middle Ages, their exotic
appearance and unfamiliar customs led many to believe they hailed from Egypt. Thus,
"Egyptian" was corrupted over time into "Gyptian," and eventually, "Gypsy." This
etymological misstep, however innocent it might have seemed at its inception, laid the
groundwork for countless misconceptions about their true origins and heritage.

For many centuries, "Gypsy" was the default, often the only, term known to non-Roma.
It was used in official documents, literature, and common parlance. Yet, even as it
became ubiquitous, its connotations grew increasingly pejorative. The word became
inextricably linked with notions of rootlessness, criminality, deception, and a
mysterious, almost magical, otherness. Children were warned against "Gypsies," and
their perceived nomadic lifestyle was often equated with a lack of adherence to
societal norms or laws. While some individuals, even within Romani communities,
might still use the term without malice, or even reclaim it in certain contexts, for the
vast majority of Roma today, "Gypsy" is considered an ethnic slur, a painful reminder
of centuries of discrimination and marginalization. It is a word that perpetuates
negative stereotypes, hindering true understanding and fostering continued prejudice.

In stark contrast to this externally imposed and often derogatory label stands the
preferred self-appellation: "Roma." This term is derived from the Romani language
itself, where "Rom" means "man" or "husband," and "Roma" is its plural form,
signifying "the people" or "the Romani people." This is the name most commonly used
by the communities themselves and increasingly adopted by international bodies and
scholars committed to accurate and respectful representation. Embracing "Roma" is
an assertion of identity, a reclamation of narrative, and a deliberate move away from
the historical baggage associated with "Gypsy." It is a foundational step in recognizing
their distinct cultural heritage and human dignity.
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Alongside "Rom" and "Roma," Romani people also have a specific term for those who
are not Romani: "Gadje," often spelled "Gadze" or "Gaje." This word, while simply
denoting "non-Romani," can sometimes carry a pejorative undertone, akin to
"bumpkin," "yokel," or "barbarian." It reflects a sense of cultural distinction and, at
times, a subtle commentary on the perceived ignorance or cultural insensitivity of
outsiders towards Romani ways of life. It’s a term that highlights the inherent cultural
divide, a linguistic marker of the boundary between "us" and "them."

The complexity of naming extends further, revealing the internal diversity within the
Roma population. The umbrella term "Roma" encompasses a multitude of distinct
subgroups, each with its own history, dialect, and sometimes a preferred self-
designation. The Council of Europe, for instance, explicitly defines "Roma" as an
overarching term that includes various groups of Indian origin, such as the Sinti and
the Kale, acknowledging the intricate mosaic of identities within the broader Romani
family. This recognition is vital because it challenges the monolithic perception often
held by outsiders, revealing a rich tapestry of subcultures and traditions.

Among these prominent subgroups are the Kalderash, a name derived from the
Romani word for "cauldron makers" or "tinsmiths." Primarily found across the Balkans
and Central Europe, the Kalderash are historically known for their metalworking skills,
a trade that provided a portable livelihood during their extensive migrations. They
represent one of the most numerous Romani groups, and their name itself speaks to a
traditional occupational specialization that defined their economic existence for
generations. To call a Kalderash simply a "Rom" might be accurate, but to use their
specific subgroup name acknowledges a deeper layer of their heritage and identity.

In the Iberian Peninsula, North Africa, and southern France, one encounters the
Gitanos, also known as Caló. Their name is rooted in Spanish history and culture,
reflecting centuries of interaction and adaptation within these regions. The Gitanos are
renowned for their profound artistic traditions, particularly in music and dance, most
notably flamenco, which they helped shape and elevate. For many, the very word
"Gitano" evokes the passion and intensity of this art form, an integral part of their
cultural expression.

Across parts of France and Germany, another significant subgroup identifies as
Manush, or more commonly, Sinti. While belonging to the broader Romani family,
many Sinti prefer to be referred to by their specific name, distinguishing themselves
from other Romani groups. They are often associated with traveling shows, circuses,
and musical performances, a livelihood that allowed them to maintain a degree of
mobility and cultural distinctiveness in the regions they inhabited. The Sinti's proud
self-identification as Sinti underscores the importance of specific subgroup
nomenclature.
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Further north, particularly in England, the Scottish Borders, northeast Wales, and
South Wales, live the Romanichal. Their name, a blend of "Romani" and the English
word "chal" (meaning "fellow" or "chap"), hints at their unique historical development
within the British Isles. The Romanichal have a strong equestrian tradition and are
often associated with horse fairs and agricultural work, reflecting their deep
connection to the rural landscape and its changing seasons. Their distinct dialect and
cultural practices further underscore their unique identity within the wider Romani
sphere.

Moving eastward into Turkey, we find the Romanlar, a Turkish-speaking Muslim
Romani group. Their name directly reflects their geographic location and linguistic
assimilation, yet they retain a distinct Romani identity within the broader Turkish
society. The Romanlar's experience highlights how Romani identity can intersect with
and adapt to different religious and national contexts, forming unique cultural
expressions while maintaining core Romani elements.

Finally, the Lovari, concentrated in Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic,
represent another significant subgroup. Their name is thought to derive from the
Romani word for "horse" (lo) or "money" (love), perhaps reflecting their traditional
association with horse trading or their adeptness in financial dealings. Like other
subgroups, the Lovari possess their own dialectal variations and cultural nuances,
contributing to the rich tapestry of Romani identity across Central Europe.

These major divisions, and countless smaller ones, are often further subdivided based
on occupational specialization or their historical territorial origins. A Romani individual
might identify as a Rom, but also as a Kalderash, or a Sinto, or a Gitano, reflecting a
nested identity that acknowledges both the broader ethnic affiliation and the specific
communal lineage. This layered nomenclature is not merely an academic
classification; it reflects living, breathing communities with distinct customs, histories,
and pride in their specific heritage.

Understanding these names—the universally recognized, the self-proclaimed, and the
subgroup-specific—is more than just a linguistic exercise. It is a crucial step towards
dismantling the monolithic, often prejudiced, image of the "Gypsy" and replacing it
with a nuanced appreciation for the genuine diversity, resilience, and complex identity
of the Roma people. It acknowledges their agency in defining themselves, rather than
being defined by the misperceptions of others. The choice of language in referring to
the Roma is therefore not trivial; it is an act of respect, recognizing their right to self-
determination and their place as a distinct and vibrant people in the global mosaic of
humanity.
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