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The “Gypsies” in Social Science

— ※ —

This chapter discusses the international development, different peri-
ods, and social positions of Romani people in academia through the 
perceptions of the “Gypsy”. It highlights the historical and structural 
racism against Romani people in the social sciences, known as aca-
demic antigypsyism, which is rooted in social distances, categorizations, 
biased beliefs, and stereotypes. T﻿he first Gypsyologist school of thought 
emerged around the early 1800s and has played a significant role in 
the construction of the “Gypsy” until today. There is an ongoing public 
debate concerning the historical and identity constructions, represen-
tations, and recognitions of Romani people that are counterbalanced 
by today’s modern Antigypsyism Studies, Anti-Romani Racism, and 
Critical Romani Studies.15

Antigypsyism is a form of racism and intolerant attitudes that 
directly affects Romani people. It is a transhistorical, transnational, and 
transgenerational phenomenon that takes many shapes and deprives 
and represses Romani people’s identity politics, practices, and memories. 
Antigypsyism is based not only on day-to-day othering and negative 
perceptions towards the “Gypsy”, but also on social distance, physical 
actions, and human rights violations. Romani people face normalized 
antigypsyism in the forms of structural racism, public scapegoating, 
national and international forced integration, and assimilation poli-
cies and practices. They are physically and psychologically demanded 

15	 Brooks / Clark / Rostas: Engaging with Decolonisation; Lee: Orientalism and 
Gypsylorism; Marsh / Strand: Gypsies and the Problem of Identities.
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to cope with socially normalized racism, cultural appropriation, and 
regular socioeconomic challenges.16 Furthermore, it is also argued that 
Romani academic narratives often (even with good intentions) erased 
and their memories are silenced based on the status quo and power 
relations. Romani scholars lack access to academic institutions across 
Europe and beyond; therefore, their deconstructive critical scholarship 
is challenged in terms of epistemic knowledge production and recog-
nition. Having the support of academic institutions and leadership is 
therefore crucial not only to deconstruct public perceptions about the 
“Gypsy” but also for Romani scholars to be able to contribute to public 
knowledge in society. However, in the last decade, Romani scholars 
who have challenged academia have often faced obstacles like white 
fragility (referring here to social class and privileges, not skin color), 
tokenism, and the glass ceiling mechanism.17 Rethinking historical 
accounts is a way to make the past less distant, by revealing forgotten 
and unrecognized narratives and giving them a place in public remem-
brances and memories.

Romani cultural heritage is influential globally; however, their 
knowledge production and self-representation lack recognition in 
mainstream academic and cultural institutions. By deconstructing and 
acknowledging events of Romani history, societies could cultivate a 
collective and more complex memory and consciousness. Recognizing 
Romani past could help to appreciate their contributions in the present 
and to understand the genesis of “Gypsy” constructions in history.18

As a terminological note, I use “Roma” and “Romani people” not only 
to refer to my identity, but also to argue that the term “Gypsy” is how 
Romani people are named by non-Romani people as a way of “othering” 
them, whom they constructed the “Gypsy” based on their unknown past, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, cultural heritage, and linguistic patterns. 
Historically and linguistically, Romani people never called themselves 
“Gypsies”. However, in the public sphere, they have adopted this term 
due to expectations from the majority through oppressive assimilation 
and integration policies and practices. Consequently, the self-identifica-
tion of Romani people has been constructed by social power dynamics, 
leading to a transformation of their self-identification to “Gypsies”. This 
has resulted in the deprivation of their self-consciousness, generating 

16	 Mirga-Kruszelnicka: Challenging Anti-Gypsyism in Academia.
17	 Kóczé / Rövid: Pro-Roma Global Civil Society.
18	 Bogdán et al.: Nothing About Us Without Us?
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exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and 
violence.19

In recent international social science, there is a debate around the 
use of terms like “Brussels Gypsies”, “NGO scientists”, or “Soros activ-
ists” when referring to Romani scholars (respectfully) by some Romani 
Studies (Gypsyloreist) scholars. These labels not only are degrading and 
show a lack of recognition for Romani scholarship, but also ignore the 
knowledge productions and policy recommendations of the European 
Union and progressive academic institutions. It is an intolerant attitude 
to claim that Romani people call themselves Roma because of elitism 
or their involvement in various EU institutions. Instead, the use of the 
term Roma is not just an umbrella term that is commonly employed in 
EU policy documents and discussions; rather, it is a form of recognition 
of their self-naming on an international institutional level.20

The lack of recognition and the misrepresentation by social science 
of Romani identity politics and self-naming are modern manifestations 
of academic antigypsyism. The promotion of the term “Gypsy” in pub-
lic discourse is a form of antigypsyism. The use of their self-naming 
as Roma publicly is not elitist; instead, it is a form of reclaiming and 
healing past wounds and lost memories.

1.1	 Schools of Thought on “Gypsies” and Critical Scholarship

Over the past four centuries, there have been numerous schools 
of thought and a great deal of knowledge production surrounding 
“Gypsies”, some of which developed independently, while others existed 
alongside each other or developed as a result of the previous school. As 
a modern criticism of them, these academic thoughts from the 1600s 
until the early 2000s often presented results from external standpoints 
and perceptions that objectified Romani people as research subjects and, 
in countless cases, took a racist, classicist, and exoticized Orientalist 
perspective (Fig. 1). Therefore, the developments of Romani narratives, 
representations, and identity politics were frequently excluded, which 
limited their access to knowledge production and self-identification.

In the 1600s, the Gypsyology (Ciganology) approach deemed the 
Roma people to be the most undesirable type of wanderers. The school 

19	 Matache: Word, Image and Thought; Young: Five Faces of Oppression.
20	 Gheorghe / Liégeois: Roma / Gypsies, p. 40.
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of Gypsyloreism emerged in the eighteenth century, interlinked with 
the studies of Ciganology. While the latter focused on Central and 
Eastern Europe, Gypsyloreism concentrated more on Western and trans-
atlantic societies, the Russian Empire, and the United Kingdom. In Judith 
Okely’s 1983 interpretation, these schools reflect the methodology of 
ethnographic and anthropological descriptive approaches based on the 
study of “Other” identities.21 According to George Smith’s research, the 
first studies on the “Gypsy” in Europe can be found in scholarly texts 
from the late 1600s. These early academic works not only established 
the values and beliefs of early Gypsyologists but also constructed the 
basis for differentiation between the first wave of Romani people and 
the “whites” of that time. Romani people were not considered to be 
European, Christian, or part of society. Instead, they were viewed as 
inferior, as the example below shows:

21	 Okely: The Traveller-Gypsies.

Fig. 1. Genealogy of the schools of thought on “Gypsies” and critical schol-
arships.
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The worst kind of wanderers and impostors springing up on the 
Continent, but yet rapidly spreading themselves through Britain 
and other parts of Europe, disfigured by their swarthiness, sun-
burnt, filthy in their clothing and indecent in all their customs.22

During the early era, Gypsyologists classified Roma people as an unciv-
ilized race who lived among the superior society without religion or 
morals. These studies positioned Roma people as a subordinate race in 
academia and in the public imagination with the mark of a Euro-specific 
form of whiteness based on the social distance to the “Gypsy”. In 1730, 
Samuel P. Bjorckman published a scientific work entitled Dissertatio 
academica de “cigars” (in English: Academic Dissertation on the “Gypsies”; 
doctoral dissertation, Uppsala University). In his work, Bjorckman 
provides valuable empirical sources on the early eighteenth-century 
Romani language; however, the structure of the research is also char-
acterized by the proto-racist thought of the time. In 1791, Laurentius 
Rabenius, also from Uppsala University, published a work that focused 
on “Gypsies”. This scientific thesis echoes aspects of early scientific rac-
ism and summons the earliest theories to classify humans into races.23

Ever since Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb Grellmann, an Enlightenment 
thinker, published his work entitled Historischer Versuch über die 
Zigeuner (in English: Historical Dissertation on the Gipsies) in Göttingen 
in 1783 (Fig. 2), Romani people have been subjected to scientific rac-
ism. This form of racism has not only taken several manifestations 
of the constructed “Gypsy” but has also subconsciously erased their 
memories and controlled their narratives in history. The various forms 
of antigypsyism have damaged the Romani past and obliterated their 
records in public. Academia has significantly contributed to promoting 
racism, leading to prejudiced portrayals and social exclusion. In his 
work, Grellman described “Gypsies” as follows:

Around on every side they see fixed dwellings, with settled 
inhabitants, they nevertheless, go on in their own way and con-
tinue, for the most part, unsettled wandering robbers.24

22	 Smith: Gypsy Life, p. 144.
23	 Selling: Romani Liberation, p. 216.
24	 Grellmann: Dissertation on the Gipsies, p. 15.
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In the period of Gypsyology, the first “Gypsy experts” scientifically 
examined and described Romani people, which significantly influenced 
their characterizations, and in turn shaped the course of their history 
in Europe (and beyond), from assimilation to genocide. The School of 
Gypsyology was the foundation for Gypsyloreism, which continues to 
have an active academic influence today, with annual international 
conferences. Gypsyloreism, which dates back to the eighteenth century, 
was a school of thought that involved the creation of otherness within 
the European context as Orientalism similarly described the exotic 
“Other” in the global context.

Gypsyloreism is an Orientalist discourse that leans on othering, 
which has historically been supported by arts, culture, academic, and 
religious institutions that portrayed the “Gypsy” as romantic, sensual, 
musical, mysterious, or in tune with nature. Based on Orientalism, 
Gypsyloreism described Roma as Europe’s exotic “Other”, as the eternal 
“Gypsy”.25

The school of Gypsyloreism took anthropological and ethnograph-
ical approaches to “Gypsies”, which were grounded on research into 
the unknown. A significant milestone in this era was the publication 
of the first issue of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in July 1888, 
led by David MacRitchie, Francis Hindes Groome, and Sir Richard 
Burton (Fig. 3). Prior to the Gypsy Lore Society publishing its first 
academic issue in 1888, the funders of this school attempted to establish 

25	 Lee: Orientalism and Gypsylorism.

Fig. 2. Historischer Versuch über die Zigeuner 
(Historical Dissertation on the Gipsies), 1783. 
Documentation and Cultural Centre of German 
Sinti and Roma, Documentation Centre 
Archives.

https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
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an academy in the 1850s under the name Romany Rye (Friends of the 
Romani), although this functioned more like a gentlemen’s club. The 
idea of setting up a society as an academic platform was first proposed 
in the late 1880s. In a preface to the Journal, they noted their goals as 
being the following:

These are to gather new materials, to rearrange the old, and to 
formulate results, so as little by little to approach the goal—the 
final solution of the Gypsy problem [. . .]. There is Grellmann’s 
old theory, by which the Gypsies first reached Europe in 1417, 
Pariahs expelled from India by Tamerlane less than ten years 
before. There is the Behram Gur theory, by which, about 430 A.D., 
the Jat ancestors of our Gypsies were summoned from India to 
Persia, and from Persia gradually wandered west ward. And there 
is the Prehistoric theory, by which there have been Gypsies in 
Europe for more than two thousand years, by which Europe, or 
a great portion of Europe, owes to the Gypsies its knowledge of 
metallurgy.26

26	 Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society 1(1) (1888), p. 1.

Fig. 3. Journal of the Gypsy Lore 
Society, Gypsy Lore Society, 1889. 
Internet Archive, University of 
Toronto, https://archive.org/details/
journalofgypsylo01gyp​suoft/page/
n7/mode/2up.

https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/journalofgypsylo01gypsuoft/page/n7/mode/2up


The “Gypsies” in Social Science

14

David MacRitchie, in 1907 in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, 
commented on how previous Gypsyologists such as George Borrow’s 
rouge and linguistic literature (Romano Lavo-Lil dating from 1841, 
Lavengro published in 1851, and the Romany Rye from 1857) had greatly 
contributed to this school of thought. Although the autobiography and 
linguistic notes of George Borrow are intertwined with fanciful and 
often inaccurate elements, they are remarkable in their own way.

Today, the institution has a 135-year-old academic history and its 
scholarly network remains active. However, there are questions that 
went unspoken by previous generations but that current Romani schol-
ars are raising and shifts in concerns. Present-day Romani intellectuals 
are calling for a public apology from the president of the Gypsy Lore 
Society for its previous periods of academic antigypsyism. It seems that 
history is still repeating itself, and similar issues from the past remain 
relevant. The grounds of the disputes emerge from the question of 
whether a researcher with Romani heritage can be objective, or whether 
their work is controversially based on their social categorization as 
“Gypsy”, which directly leads them to another alternative position of 
being labeled an activist. In recent years, Romani scholars have been 
called “NGO scientists”—supposedly as a form of inclusivity, but actually 
an excellent and modern example of antigypsyism. No matter what cen-
tury we are in or what results Romani scholars have achieved, racism 
with lighter or darker masks always rears its head; therefore, hegemony 
will place the “Others” in a victimized position. The “subject” of Roma 
poses a significant challenge for research and representation, especially 
when it is labeled as “NGO science”. Marushiakova and Popov view 
“NGO scientists” as a concept framed in the discourse as a particular 
type of research, which is difficult to define in disciplinary and meth-
odological terms. They argue that the representatives of this field may 
have different academic backgrounds, but in some cases they may have 
none. This includes instances where the authors’ only qualifications 
are their Roma origin and their proficiency in English. Furthermore, 
the inclusion of “Gypsies” as co-authors of NGO-sector publications, 
as a sign of the emancipatory liberation of “Gypsies” to be considered 
researchers (or “experts”, according to NGO terminology), is based 
solely on their origin and not primarily on their qualifications.27 These 
arguments around objectivity and subjectivity are constantly debated 
in the field, instead of focusing on possible direction development, 

27	 Marushiakova / Popov: Between Exoticization and Marginalization.
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discussions, and knowledge production together. There is a need for 
the leadership of the different schools to finally sit down around a table 
and discuss possible new directions in the social sciences.

Alongside the Gypsy Lore Society, the Gypsy Studies school of 
thought became more prominent. In her 2016 work Word, Image and 
Thought: Creating the Romani Other, Matache quotes an article entitled 
The Gypsies from the second volume of the New Review Political, Philo-
sophical and Literary, published in 1863 by Oxford University Press, as 
saying that: “Gypsies are a distinct race who lack religion and perhaps 
even morals who have lived among their superiors for centuries”.28 
Furthermore, she notes in the same work that in 1887 Peyster claimed 
that “Gypsies” were unwilling to work and instead chose to make a 
profession out of idleness, stealing, fornication, gluttony, drunkenness, 
gambling, and similar activities.29 In 1863, Richard Liebich, a criminolo-
gist, portrayed Romani people as “an unchangeable people of morality 
inferior thieves and frauds”. During the early 1900s, a biased scientific 
approach towards “Gypsies” was established through racist studies.30

In the early twentieth century, Cesare Lombroso, an Italian psy-
chiatrist, founded the school of criminal biology. As part of his the-
ories, he associated the supposed cultural patterns and superstitions 
of “Gypsies” with criminal behavior, spreading false scientific ideas 
that unfairly labeled Romani people as criminals. In the chapter “The 
Religion of Criminals” of his book Homo Delinquens, published in 1876 
(also known as Der Verbrecher in its German translation of 1887 and The 
Criminal Man in its English version from 1911), Lombroso stated that: 
“The Gypsy believe that God will be merciful if they wear for a year 
the same shirt they had on when they committed the murder.”31 In his 
research, Lombroso introduced the term “homo delinquens” to describe 
the biological concept of a “born criminal” with exhibited biological and 
behavioral markers that differed from those of the “normal” population. 
Lombroso referred to these markers as atavistic characteristics, which 

28	 [N. A.] The Gypsies, in: New Review Political and Philosophical and Literary 2 
(1863), pp. 523–537. Quoted by Matache: Word, Image and Thought.

29	 Peyster: Gypsies: “but now-a-days it is only too well know that these gipsies are 
nothing else than a congregated troop of bad characters, who have no willing-
ness to work but choose to make a profession of idleness, stealing, fornication, 
gluttony, drunkenness, gambling and the like.” Quoted by Matache: Word, Image 
and Thought.

30	 Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless.
31	 Lombroso 1911, quoted by Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless, p. 19.
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he believed reflected an earlier phase of human evolution, including that 
of apes. According to his research, offenders possess specific physical 
markers, biological abnormalities, and mental characteristics of prim-
itive humans, which lead them to commit crimes. Lombroso’s work 
also examined factors that may contribute to criminal behavior, such 
as poverty, alcohol, and regular association with groups like gangs 
and communes. Using the concept of “criminal” that he developed, 
he characterized “Gypsies” as an entity, but not primarily as a race. 
Lombroso grouped other people, such as Jews, along with the “Gypsy”, 
to demonstrate his theory that the born criminal exists hereditarily. This 
theory quickly led to the criminalization of minorities and racialized 
groups, including “Gypsies”, in Italian, German, and English public life 
and bureaucratic administrations.32 In 1899, Alfred Dillmann founded 
the Zigeunerzentrale (often referred as) Gypsy Information Service in 
Munich to prevent the further inconvenience caused by the “Gypsies”. 
During the first half of the twentieth century, research emerged that 
focused on the idea of genetic criminality among “Gypsies”.33 In the 
twentieth century, German institutes, including the Reich, held views 
on criminal biology that led to the genocide of the Sinti and Roma. 
In 1923, Theodor Viernstein led the implementation of the theory of 
criminal biology in Straubing, a city in Bavaria. The Bavarian Ministry 
of Justice ordered a criminal examination of its prisoners, during which 
the examiners analyzed the inmates’ physical and biographical data, 
including their family histories. As Viernstein noted in 1933, the Prus-
sian detention research center also adopted this practice in the 1930s. 
Lombroso’s earlier theory was widely published and reinterpreted by 
anthropologists, psychologists, jurists, prison doctors, and journalist 
intellectuals. As a result, Romani people were labeled “restless” and 
associated with other terms such as vagabonds, hobos, tramps, vagrants, 
beggars, and wanderers. This characterization was used by various 
institutions, including the criminal biology collection point in Berlin 
and the Bavarian Ministry of Justice. Viernstein, like Lombroso, labeled 
Romani people as criminals based on specific physical characteristics, 
but he also extended his theory with biological markers, psychological 
characteristics, and social class. In his criminal biology report in 1928, 
he stated that “Gypsy” wandering was similar to the instability of a psy-
chopath. Criminal biologists not only measured and predicted diseases 

32	 Lombroso: The Criminal Man.
33	 Widmann: The Campaign Against the Restless.
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resulting from poverty and unfavorable conditions, but also took into 
consideration political perspectives, social discipline, religious values, 
and cultural and public life preferences. During the 1920s, criminal 
biologists developed studies that were both scientifically racist and 
biased against “Gypsies”. These studies were later adopted by racial 
hygienist Robert Ritter, who became the leading “Gypsy expert” of the 
National Socialist regime. In 1939, Ritter publicly asked: “What is the 
way to cause these traveling people to disappear? There is no point in 
making primitive nomads settle and sending their children to school.”34 
Criminal biology was just one of the factors that contributed to the 
Sinti and Roma genocide. It was also closely associated with social 
Darwinism and the observant attention of the criminal police from 
1936 onwards, alongside society’s ignorant attitudes, which made the 
Sinti and Roma a specific target, leading to them becoming the victims 
of the final solution.35

The other leading voice for the Sinti and Roma genocide was Franz 
Exner, one of Germany’s prominent criminologists. In his extensive 
racist criminal biology research projects, he advocated that both Jews 
and “Gypsies” were as good as criminals.36

In 1960, due to the previous inhumane and racist academic research 
methods, there was a need in the social sciences to study the “Gypsy” in 
a new and more respectful way. The term Romology is a combination 
of two words: “Roma”, referring to the identity of Romani people, and 
“logos”, an Ancient Greek word meaning speech, power of thought, logic, 
or morals. According to Rajko Duric, Romology is the study of Romani 
people’s lives, reflecting their historical and ethnic roots, cultural her-
itage, linguistic patterns, and various other characteristics. In the past, 
the dominant systems often portrayed the “Gypsy” as a menace, danger, 
and threat. However, in Romology, which refers to modern critical stud-
ies on the “Gypsy”, the portrayals of the “Gypsy” began to contradict 
Roma identity politics and self-representations. Romology primarily 
focuses on explanations based on ethnography, anthropology, history, 
and sociology and keeps its distance from the research “subjects”; thus, 
it maintains a putatively non-Romani objectivity towards the Other.37

34	 Primitivität und Kriminalität, in: Monatsschrift für Kriminalbiologie und Straf
rechtsreform 1940 31(9), pp. 197–210. Quoted by Sridhar: Historical Amnesia.

35	 Hancock: Responses to the Porrajmos.
36	 Exner: Kriminalbiologie in ihren Grundzügen; Kriminologie.
37	 Djuric: Romology.
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In the latter half of the twentieth century, there was a wave of 
research on the Roma that reached back to the roots of the unknown and 
intensified the hippie-like connections to the “Gypsy” which resulted 
in a “Gypsy” renaissance in social science. The research, again, was 
focused on the lifestyle, origin, language, and cultural behaviors of the 
“Gypsy”. Anne Sutherland’s Romology approach suggests that Romani 
people possess a rich imagination and innate resourcefulness, which are 
primarily manifested in the art of thievery. Moreover, she argues that 
the act of stealing is a cultural and economic habit between “Gypsies” 
and non-Roma that generates and maintains social distance between the 
two groups.38 One of the most controversial modern writings in Romani 
Studies is Isabel Fonseca’s book, published in 1995, in which she focuses 
on the “mystical life” and “cultural criminality” of the “Gypsies”. Fonseca 
argues (for example) in her book that “Gypsies” tend to tell more lies 
compared to non-Roma people, but that they do not lie to each other 
but rather to the “Gadzo”. She describes that “Gypsy” lies and deception 
should be considered their cultural and moral assets.39

Fonseca’s research has significant connections with Dale Hoffman-
Bustamante’s 1973 study on the innate inclination of African-American 
women to “practice” criminal behaviors. Hoffman-Bustamante attributed 
the supposed criminal tendencies of African-American women to the 
Oriental background of African-American society. He highlights that 
African-American women commit crimes that are specifically related 
to their gender, which is opposed mainly (but not only) to non-African-
American men. Moreover, he argues that there is a tendency for “Black” 
people to commit more criminal acts than “White” people.40 Based on the 
research mentioned, it is evident that the identification and prominence of 
the “Other” enables the validation of a shared knowledge of the majority. 
This validation is a form of what is known as “soft racism”, which can 
take various forms, including structural, ideological, or institutional.41 
Adrian Marsh’s 2006 critique argues that perpetuating “myths” about 
the “Gypsy” leads to their marginalization in society and has negative 
consequences for their education, economic status, social life, and cultural 
appreciation.42

38	 Sutherland: Gypsies.
39	 Fonseca: Bury Me Standing.
40	 Hoffman / Bustamante: The Nature of Female Criminality.
41	 Fredrickson: Racism.
42	 Marsh / Strand: Gypsies and the Problem of Identities.
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Romology and Romani Studies were introduced around the same 
time, with the latter being less critical and more decisive in its approach. 
Elena T. Marin observed that Romani people are often perceived as 
having “antisocial” behavior, which is attributed to the influence of 
non-Romani people on their community. Marin argues that this logic 
is flawed because it implies that anyone can become a “Gypsy”, regard-
less of their ethnic background.43 Romani identity includes a series 
of cultural practices acquired from external sources that can provide 
some protection against social exclusions and humiliation. However, 
recent research by Yaron Matras suggests that the majority’s prejudice 
against Romani families for not adequately supporting their children’s 
educational goals is starting to be questioned.44

During the early 2000s, with the transition period of Romology, 
including the School of Romani Studies, the first- and second-generation 
Romani intellectuals’ movements and cultural emancipation slightly 
changed, but directed their pioneering actions towards public values. 
Despite their intra-national revolutionary contributions to the social 
sciences, arts, and culture, the doors of academic and cultural institu-
tions mainly stayed closed to them, and their voices were utilized and 
exploited as a discourse by non-Romani researchers in their studies. 
Romani academic narratives were hardly mentioned in the studies, and 
they were often labeled as the “authentic voices” or the “narrators” of 
the research subjects.

Romani Studies primarily focuses on cultural-anthropological, lin-
guistic, sociolinguistic, sociological, educational, and political science 
approaches. One of the School’s key concerns is the need to address 
issues such as the critical structure of school segregation of Romani 
children, environmental injustice, forced sterilizations of Romani 
women, dehumanization of Romani people through public cleaning, 
bulldozing of Romani settlements, and the rethinking of the notion of 
“Gypsy criminality” in the public imagination and at the academic and 
political levels.

In the early 2000s, a group of pro-Roma and Roma academics and 
activists began to rethink previous research on Roma, which led to the 
development of Critical Romani Studies. This initiative included indi-
viduals such as Maria Bogdán, Ethel Brooks, Jekatyerina Dunajeva, 

43	 Marin: WE Are Gypsies, Not Roma!
44	 Djuve et al.: When Poverty Meets Affluence Migrants; Matras: The Romani 

Gypsies.
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Tímea Junghaus, Angéla Kóczé, Iulius Rostas, Márton Rövid, Andrew 
Ryder, Marek Silvasi, and Marius Taba (as well as myself). The first 
international Critical Romani Workshop, considered the inaugural 
academic event of Critical Romani Studies, was held in Budapest on 
11–12 October 2014. The workshop papers were later published in an 
issue of Roma Rights (the journal of the European Roma Rights Centre) 
entitled “Nothing About Us Without Us? Roma Participation in Policy 
Making and Knowledge Production” (Fig. 4).45

The first international conference on “Critical Approaches to Romani 
Studies”, which put Critical Romani Studies on the map globally, was 
held in Budapest in 2017. At the conference, deconstructing panels 
addressed social, economic, historical, and political points related to 
Roma people that had previously been considered taboo, such as crit-
ical whiteness, LGBTI and gender issues, and knowledge production 
of Romani people.

As a result of the event, including the interdisciplinary critical con-
cept, thoughts, and methodology developed there, the Central European 
University published its first issue of the Critical Romani Studies journal 

45	 European Roma Rights Centre, Roma Rights: Nothing About Us Without Us? Roma 
Participation in Policy Making and Knowledge Production 2 (2015), available at: 
https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-
us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production 
[accessed: 17.03.2024].

Fig. 4. Roma Rights (Journal of  
the European Roma Rights Centre), 
issue entitled “Nothing About Us 
Without Us? Roma Participation 
in Policy Making and Knowledge 
Production.” European Roma Rights 
Center.

https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production
https://www.errc.org/roma-rights-journal/roma-rights-2-2015-nothing-about-us-without-us-roma-participation-in-policy-making-and-knowledge-production
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in 2018 (Fig. 5). Critical Romani Studies is an academic methodology 
that provides a theoretical framework for critically examining and 
reflecting on societies’ shared past experiences, identities, and posi-
tionalities. According to Iulius Rostas, the primary objective of modern-
day research on Roma should be to reinterpret past historical and indi-
vidual identities, question preconceived notions about Roma, and 
rethink the societal system as a whole.46

The field of Anti-Romani Racism Studies was established based on 
the work of Margareta (Magda) Matache, who is a researcher, lecturer, 
and the director of the FXB Center’s Roma Program at Harvard Univer-
sity. The school of thought focuses on the manifestations of individual 
experiences and acts, as well as institutional policies and practices that 
lead to the marginalization, exclusion, physical violence, and devalua-
tion of Romani people (Fig. 6).

46	 Bogdán et al.: Introducing the New Journal Critical Romani Studies.

Fig. 5. Critical Romani Studies 1(1) 
(2018). Critical Romani Studies, 
Romani Studies Program at Central 
European University.

The school also focuses on the motives of hate speech directed at 
Roma, and the construction of the “Gypsy” in academic knowledge 
productions and public discourses. Anti-Roma Racism Studies con-
tribute to the deconstruction of the perception of the “Gypsy” as an 
“othered” group, which is based on a range of negative stereotypes and 
false images that characterize a specific form of racism. This includes 
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(for example) identity, health, education, employment, housing, and 
racial profiling.47
In 2017, the Research Centre on Antigypsyism at Heidelberg University 
established the School of Antigypsyism Studies (Fig. 7).48 This school 
of thought aims to provide an academic framework to understand the 
social mechanisms and perceptions that generate antigypsy prejudice, 

47	 FXB Center Roma Program at Harvard University, https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-
roma-program/ [accessed: 31.01.2025].

48	 Universität Heidelberg, Research Centre on Antigypsyism, https://www.uni-
heidel​berg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism 
[accessed: 31.01.2025].

Fig. 7. Forschungsstelle Antiziganismus institutional logo from 2017. For-
schungsstelle Antiziganismus (FSA) Historischen Seminar der Universität 
Heidelberg.

Fig. 6. Margareta Matache’s thoughts on anti-Romani racism and Gadjoness, 
2023. FXB Center’s Roma Program at Harvard University, 2023.

https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-roma-program/
https://fxb.harvard.edu/the-roma-program/
https://www.uni-heidelberg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism
https://www.uni-heidelberg.de/en/newsroom/fifth-anniversary-of-research-centre-on-antigypsyism


23

“Gypsy” Identity

biases, and intolerant attitudes towards Sinti and Roma across local, 
regional, national, and transnational contexts. Antigypsyism Studies 
have a particular focus on the methodology that includes memory and 
history studies, which can reclaim lost memories of the Sinti and 
Romani people. The main founders of this school are Frank Reuter, 
Karola Fings, Daniela Gress, and Radmila Mladenova.

1.2	 “Gypsy” Identity

Despite historical developments, Grellmann’s thoughts from 1783 
remain the most influential works and positions from the period of 
Gypsyologists. With this account, he constructed a generational por-
trayal of the “Gypsy” that still influences the way society views and 
differentiates them as marginalized groups in Europe and beyond today. 
Grellmann’s opinions and statements are still present in current studies 
about the “Gypsy”, with the same social stereotypes and depictions that 
were described more than 240 years ago. It is alarming how these per-
sistent thoughts could easily be kept alive in contemporary discourses 
if the publication date were unknown. The construction of “Gypsy” 
denotes a form of social, economic, political, and historical differentia-
tion experienced by the Roma people, regardless of the time and place.

The terms Rom, Romni, Roma, Romja, Romani, and Romale reflect 
the collective self-naming of the Roma in their language, which includes 
cultural heritage and memories. Moreover, the use of the term Roma by 
Romani people in public is a form of reclaiming the past. The opposing 
views concerning the use of the term Roma instead of “Gypsy” argue 
that Roma is exclusionary and elitist toward those who prefer to call 
themselves “Gypsy”. However, this view overlooks the history of forced 
linguistic and social assimilation and perceived integration policies that 
Roma people have faced over the centuries. Throughout the past, there 
have been countless examples of social and historical antigypsyism 
against Roma people, with the consequence that they have been deprived 
of their language, culture, and identity. Romani self-identity has been 
erased, reinterpreted, and rewritten by the dominant discourses, from 
which the subject, the “Gypsy”, itself is left out. Consequently, Romani 
self-identity and naming have been replaced with the concept of “Gypsy”. 
András Kovács’ “mirror in the mirror” theory addresses the issue of the 
subconscious denial and acceptance of one’s self-identity. It concerns 
the loss of self-identity that occurs when individuals or minority groups 



The “Gypsies” in Social Science

24

feel compelled to conform and assimilate to the norms of the majority 
society.49 In György Csepeli’s words, individuals in a minority position 
tend to speak, act, and live in a manner that aligns with the larger soci-
ety’s dominant attitudes, cultural norms, and linguistic expressions.50

Ian Hancock argues that many earlier discourses on Roma have 
categorized “Gypsies” as being hereditarily and genetically coded as 
deviants. He also points out that prejudice against them is often based 
on differences in social, economic, cultural, linguistic, and “lifestyle” 
factors, which differ from those of the majority of society. Hancock 
also addresses the issue of Roma representations in society, which, in 
his opinion, often reproduce or reinforce negative and false stereotypes 
about them. He considers that one of the most commonly constructed 
images of the “Gypsy” is that of a criminal or thief, which has been per-
petuated throughout distinct periods in history.51 Marliyn Shields and 
Anat E. Mayers claim that criminal behavior is a cultural pattern of the 
“Gypsies”, including murder, robbery, and fraud.52 Several arguments 
refer to the unbalanced identities of “Gypsies”, and the idea that their 
values are based on their lack of personal hygiene, nomadic lifestyle, or 
immorality.53 Accordingly, K. N. Sareen’s work has focused on genetic 
differences, in particular the genetic discrepancies between and origins 
of “Gypsies” and non-Roma.54

Antigypsyism in academic knowledge productions and public discus-
sions has a long history, which has had serious consequences, includ-
ing the Romani genocide, with the result that Romani memories and 
narratives have been erased. During the genocide, Romani people were 
specifically targeted for extermination, although there is still a fierce 
debate about the exact numbers. Alongside there are countless ques-
tions about the chapters of Romani history, with a debate on reclaiming 
counter-history and memories. The untold narratives of Romani people 
have disappeared, along with several forms of oppression supported and 
generated by academic antigypsyist discourses. Therefore, the social 

49	 Kovács: A Másik szeme.
50	 Csepeli: Előítélet és antiszemitizmus.
51	 Hancock: We Are the Romani People.
52	 Shields: Selected Issues in Treating Gypsy Patients; Mayers: The Gypsy as Child 

Stealer.
53	 Fraser: Looking Into the Seeds of Time; Sampson: On the Origin and Early Migra-

tion of the Gypsies; Shields: Selected Issues in Treating Gypsy Patients; Thomas: 
Desire Lifestyle and Consanguinity.

54	 Sareen: The Role of Biomechanical Genetics.
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sciences should incorporate into their agenda a de-labeling notion of 
recognition and healing of forgotten narratives of Romani victims ini-
tiated by Sinti and Romani activists and scholars in recent decades. 
Throughout history, the public discourse surrounding Roma has been 
constructed using damaging terms.55 Until the nineteenth century, they 
were called wanderers, vagabonds, hoboes, beggars, and tramps. Later, 
based on their economic backgrounds, they were referred to as nomads, 
half-nomads, or socially marginalized. Romani people were subjected 
to a separate social construction of public administration in the form of 
a black ID card, commonly known as the “Gypsy ID”, which, until the 
1950s, was marked with a kind of tattoo on their bodies. Simultaneously, 
the Hungarian government implemented a “settlement policy” aimed 
at Roma people perceived to be living a “nomadic lifestyle”, compelling 
them to establish permanent residences in order to be officially regis-
tered. This process was not merely administrative; it also served as a 
tool of social control and forced assimilation. By issuing the “Gypsy” 
ID cards, the state was able to more closely regulate and monitor the 
lives of Roma. Throughout history, Romani people have been constantly 
referred to as “Gypsy criminals”. In the modern era, politics and the 
media have repeatedly reinforced and perpetuated racist public discourse 
and speeches that strengthened the phantasmagoria of the “Gypsy”.56 
In the 1980s, a more nuanced understanding of the Roma emerged from 
the ethnographic and anthropological approaches of the time. This softer 
social construction was defined through scholarly terms like “culture of 
poverty”, “underclass”, or “ethnicity”. During the early 2000s, there was 
a reconstruction of Romani people’s identity politics and social class sta-
tus, fueled by political, cultural, and minority studies. However, during 
this period, the portrayal of contemporary “Gypsy” images was heavily 
influenced by commercial media productions. This era was commonly 
known as the renaissance of the “talented and natural Gypsy blood”. 
It was also a time when television talent show juries had an excellent 
opportunity for “White savior” card. In the field of academia, Romani 
scholars started to address “White fragility” in “White” institutions that 
over the centuries had been working on “Gypsy” issues or questions. As 
a response from “Gadzo” researchers, the “Gypsy” was framed with a 

55	 Rosenhaft / Lee: Representing / Roma / Holocaust; Rosenhaft: A Photographer and 
His “Victims”.

56	 Patrut: Phantasma Nation „Zigeuner“ und Juden als Grenzfiguren des „Deutschen“ 
(1770–1920).
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contemporary construction as people with “broken habitus”. However, 
Daniel Baker, a critical Romani scholar states that Romani identities are 
constructed and influenced by at least two factors. Firstly, the construc-
tion is guided by oppressive social relations that exist externally and 
structurally. Secondly, the majority of society often associates Romani 
identities with external physical characteristics or internal moral val-
ues.57 Moreover, Jelena Jovanovic, Anna Daróczi, and Vera Kurtic argue 
that the concept of intersectionality could help to understand Roma 
people’s identity politics, needs, and positions in our modern societies.58

1.3	 International Romani Emancipation

In the process of international Romani emancipation, various actors, 
including human rights activists, artists, and scholars have made signif-
icant progress in cultural and identity self-representation over the past 
century (Fig. 8). The first early generation of Romani activists emerged 
visibly between the 1920s /1930s and later in the 1950s–1970s, and aimed 
to promote initial visibility, equality, and dignity, mostly through arts 
and culture. Current generations need to remember their efforts towards 
cultural, scholarly, and political emancipation and pay respect to them 
for sparking our current autonomy and freedom in the fields of arts and 
culture, academia, and activist leadership. From the First Romani World 
Congress in 1971, cultural and political representation strengthened 
with the agreement on the Romani flag and anthem and with the 
pre-standardization of the language. This cultural-political manifesto 
slightly shifted towards a political representation in the 1980s. By the 
1990s, these actions led to public Romani civil rights activism and 
increased their emancipatory drive worldwide. In Romani history, there 
was a notable moment when their physical resistance turned into psy-
chological resilience. From the 1950s/1970s, the first generation of schol-
ars started to reclaim Romani memories and knowledge production in 
academia to combat antigypsyism through reflective self-narratives. The 
following generation, from the early 1990s, embraced the previous 
Romani intellectuals’ narratives, and also applied African-American 
feminist and postcolonial studies in their scholarship, with the aim of 

57	 Baker: The Queer Gypsy.
58	 Jovanovic / Daróczi: Still Missing Intersectionality; Kurtic: Roma Lesbian Exis-

tence.
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critically “talking back”59 to academia and the activist movement. How-
ever, due to socially normalized antigypsyism and structural forms of 
social, institutional, and academic racism, Romani intellectuals have had 
limited visibility and a voice in public institutions.

Since the 1920s, Romani intellectuals have claimed their places 
in arts and culture across Europe and beyond, although they did not 
receive the recognition they deserved despite their emancipatory and 
social progress. Academic and activist discourses—even with good 
intentions—often reproduce othering perceptions and portrayals of the 
“Gypsy”. Narratives of the underclass, an ethnic minority, a disadvan-
taged group, or catching up play such a role. Critical self-narratives are 
necessary to analyze the social and historical embeddedness of such 
categories and distinctions as “Roma / Gadzo” and “Gypsy / Peasant”. In 
cases where the scientific “discourse” is about the underclass, the poor, 
the minority, the disadvantaged, those who are “catching up”, or ethnic-
ity, everyone knows that this is about “Gypsies”. When considering the 
portrayal and depiction of Romani people, it is essential to recognize 
their collective memory, academic achievements, cultural heritage, and 
life experiences. It is crucial to ensure that efforts to support Romani 
emancipation do not overshadow their knowledge production and 
self-representation, which could run the risk of further constructions 
of their identity politics, scholarship, or paths to liberation.

59	 Hooks: Talking Back.

Fig. 8. International Romani emancipation and movements.
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1.4	 Socio-Identity Matrix of Antigypsyism

When we examine the social and identity matrix of Roma, we can see 
how the dominant “Gypsy” concept has led to the acceptance of a 
wide variety of negative labels, prejudices, categorizations, and beliefs 
about them. This has allowed our societies to engage in centuries-long, 
recurring “Gypsy” constructions and discourse in the social sciences 
and in the public imagination (Fig. 9). In the early 1990s, with the 
emergence of Romology and Romani Studies, responses to antigypsy-
ism were framed, which are slightly different from the narratives of 
Critical Romani Studies, but which similarly focus on Romani identity 
politics, narrative reflection, and representation.60 The various schools, 
based on different social systems, periods, and geographical locations, 
have developed and employed concepts that address issues that affect 
Romani people in those particular settings, including antigypsyism,61 

60	 Acton: Scientific Racism, Popular Racism and the Discourse of the Gypsy Lore 
Society.

61	 Albert et al.: Antigypsyism: A Reference Paper, https://antigypsyism.eu/refe​
rence-paper-on-antigypsyism/ [accessed: 22.04.2024]; Holler: Historical Predeces-
sors of the Term “Anti-Gypsyism”.

Fig. 9. Antigypsyism matrix.
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antitiganism, anticiganizmus,62 antiromanyism,63 anti-Roma discrim-
ination,64 anti-Romani racism,65 and Romaphobia.66

Research from 2016 suggests that public use of the term Roma has 
increased due to European institutional politics and recognition.67 This 
argument is based on the changes in the Council of Europe’s terminol-
ogy, which were mainly influenced by the work of Jean-Pierre Liégeois. 
In 1987, the Council of Europe referred to the Roma as “Gypsies and 
Travellers” in its public documents and speeches.68 However, by 1994 the 
term “Roma” was being included in its public documents and outputs. In 
2007, the Council of Europe went back to “Gypsies and Travellers”, use 
of which term became an institutionalized agreement.69 Currently, the 
identity politics of Roma is framed by the Council of Europe as “Roma 
and Travellers”.70 However, Rogers Brubaker argues that ethnic, racial, 
and national consciousnesses are only validated by personal and social 
perceptions, interpretations, representations, categorizations, and iden-
tifications. He further concludes that social perceptions are not actual 
things in the world, but perspectives on the world.71

Considering the above thoughts, it is interesting to note that coun-
tries around the globe have their own names for the Roma, starting from 
the Greek term atsiganos (ατσιγανος), meaning “outcast”, or the Latin 
word cinganus, as well as various other phrases. However, it should be 
noted that these words reflect the dominant linguistic, semiotic, and 
ideological narratives of the respective countries.72

Ernő Kállai and Iulius Rostas have raised critical questions concern-
ing the concept of “Gypsy” in the debate and whether there is a “Gypsy” 

62	 Niznansky / Hrabovsky: Rasszizmus, Antiszemitizmus, Holokauszt (Anticiganiz
mus).

63	 Arghavan et al.: Who Can Speak and Who Is Heard / Hurt?
64	 Cukrowska / Kóczé: Interplay Between Gender and Ethnicity.
65	 Matache: Word, Image and Thought.
66	 McGarry: Romaphobia.
67	 Marushiakova / Popov: Who Are Roma?
68	 Liégeois: Gypsies and Travellers.
69	 Liégeois: Roma, Gypsies, Travellers.
70	 Liégeois: Roma in Europe.
71	 Brubaker: The Return of Assimilation?
72	 Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovakia, Serbia, Slovenia: cigan; Czech Republic: 

cikáni; France: tzigane; Hungary: cigány; Poland: cyganie; Latvia: cigani; Lithuania: 
cigonai; Germany: Zigeuner; Moldova and Romania: ţigan; Italy: zingaro; Portugal: 
cigano; Spain: zíngaro, zincalló; Sweden: zigenare; Turkey: çingene.
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social community at all. Rostas disagrees with Aidan McGarry’s usage 
of the term Romaphobia in the debate and instead suggests the term 
antigypsyism. According to Iulius Rostas, the term Romaphobia implies 
the racialization of Roma as distinct from the “Gypsies”. He also crit-
icizes the usage of “phobia”, which is a medical term that can be a 
fear associated with or arising from certain racial characteristics. This 
association can lead to problems with ethnic, genetic, and origin issues; 
therefore, the construction of Romaphobia is a negative and racialized 
representation that perpetuates stereotypical interpretations among the 
public. Furthermore, the term embodies the sociopsychological phe-
nomena of fear which establish a social distance towards the “Gypsy”.

The grounds of antigypsyism can be modeled in a matrix (Fig. 8), 
which offers analytical guidance.73 The term “Roma discourse” refers 
to the various public statements, observations, justifications, sayings, 
proverbs, and jokes made about the “Gypsy”. Inappropriately, many 
public beliefs and ideas about Roma people are based on idyllic and 
romanticized notions, as well as extensive stereotypes, such as extreme 
poverty or wealth, alongside exoticization. “Institutional antigypsyism” 
is a term used to describe the structural segregation, racism, exclu-
sion, rejection, or even perceived inclusion of Roma that could lead 
to tokenism or exploitation by a particular institution. On the other 
hand, “social and political antigypsyism” involves physical, verbal, and 
symbolic harm against Roma people, along with the mechanisms and 
outcomes of such actions.

73	 Bíró / Gheorghe / Kováts: From Victimhood to Citizenship.




