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The Roma usually identify themselves and one another based on the external features of language, 
appearance (in particular women’s dress), and occupations (in particular men’s occupations). Inter-
nal features such as customs, practices and attitudes constitute additional identifying characteristics 
but are more likely to vary among different groups. Some aspects of language, dress, and occupation 
may also vary. When discussing a population as dispersed as the Roma, it is therefore essential to 
consider internal diversity as well as similarities. Not all Romani populations use the word Roma 
to designate their ethnic group, but this word usually appears in some derivation or other either in 
the name of the language spoken by the group (romanes, romaneh, roman, romacilikanes, etc.), or 
in the terms used within the group to denote ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ (rom and romni). In this way, we 
can define the boundaries of the population that one might refer to collectively as Roma or Romani.

1.0

ORIGINS

The Romani language is the most ob-
vious indicator of the origin of the 
Romani population. The language is 
closely related to early modern lan-
guages of central and northern India, 
and appears to have separated from 
them in the second half of the first mil-
lennium CE. This is usually considered 
the time period during which the an-

cestors of today’s Romani population 
moved out of India, ultimately to reach 
Anatolia and southeastern Europe and 
subsequently other regions of the Eu-
ropean continent.
 The origin of Romani cultural 
practices is much less obvious. Some 
observers, activists and even some re-
searchers have tended to search for 
similarities between the culture of the 
Roma and those of the Indian subconti-
nent in dress, food preparation, music, 

dance, burial customs, and more. On 
the other side, a well-established tradi-
tion of research in social anthropology 
has been able to identify countless sim-
ilarities between the socio-economic 
organisation of the Roma as (tradition-
ally) a peripatetic or travelling com-
munity, and the customs and beliefs of 
travelling communities of non-Indian 
origins. Finally, Romani culture is in-
fluenced by contacts with the respective 
settled populations.

SOCIAL ORGANISATION

Romani society is based around the 
group of close kin, which in most tradi-
tional Romani communities forms a sin-
gle household. In settled communities, 
members of the extended family share 
living quarters. In travelling communi-
ties extended families travel together 
and share resting sites. Regardless of 
type of dwelling, the extended family 
is the unit within which resources are 

shared, work is organised, and food is 
prepared and shared. The typical house-
hold unit will include the head of the 
family and his wife, their married sons 
and daughters-in-law (borja) with their 
children, as well as unmarried sons and 
daughters and occasionally divorced or 
widowed daughters who return to the 
parental household.
 Beyond the extended kin 
group, most Roma identify as belong-
ing to a ‘nation’ or specific ethnic sub-
group. This includes kin groups that 

may or may not be directly related but 
share external features such as the spe-
cific variety of the Romani language, a 
particular dress code, such as the type of 
headscarf or apron, length and style of 
skirt, and hairstyle, for women, or the 
style of hat, and presence and style of 
moustache, among the men. The ‘na-
tion’ or ethnic sub-group often shares 
a traditional region of settlement or 
origin, as well as a typical profile of oc-
cupations and trades. In southeastern 
Europe, ethnic sub-groups tend to de-



rive their names from their traditional or 
historical trade. Sometimes, group names 
are derived from the region of settlement 
or the religion adopted by the group.
 Members of an ethnic sub-group 
or ‘nation’ usually intermarry. They tend 

to share customs surrounding important 
life-cycle events such as birth, marriage, 
and burial, as well as festivities, and they 
often share values, attitudes and fashions 
in a variety of domains. An ethnic sub-
group usually shares the same kind of 

leadership and conflict-resolution struc-
tures. Members of the ethnic sub-group 
have a duty to attend burials of other 
members, even if they were not person-
ally acquainted with the deceased or their 
close family.

GENDER ROLES AND 
OCCUPATIONS

Both men and women have roles within 
the household itself as well as in trade 
relations with outsiders, but these roles 
are typically regulated in different ways. 
Women are in charge of preparing food 
and cleaning the household, while men 
are usually in charge of production that 
takes place within the household, for 
example the production of tools such as 
baskets or copperware that are sold to cus-
tomers. Both men and women take care of 
children within the household, including 
on those occasions where one of the par-
ents is working outside the house. Care of 
children takes place within the household 
unit, and so children are often in the care 
of adults who are not their parents. Both 
men and women entertain and perform 
both within the households and profes-
sionally as storytellers, singers, and danc-

ers, though only men tend to play musical 
instruments.
 Outside the household, women 
tend to engage in economic activities that 
bring them in contact with a wide, general 
public rather than with just a selected, par-
ticular trade niche. In some countries they 
collect materials which they then trade, or 
engage in door to door hawking or selling 
of small artefacts. Frequent occupations of 
women in very traditional Romani com-
munities are begging and fortune-telling. 
Men on the other hand engage in more 
specialised trade, which takes place at 
markets or with designated trade partners. 
Collection of scrap material for recycling 
is an activity that men share with women, 
though men will tend to specialise in met-
al objects. Men travel by car to provide 
door-to-door specialised household ser-
vices such as tarmac construction, install-
ing gutters or windows, or cutting trees. 
Specialised, well-established craftsmen 
produce musical instruments and the rela-

tively well-off among the Romani trades-
men typically sell cars, carpets, art, or an-
tique furniture. Men and women work as 
seasonal labourers in many communities.
 Gender roles tend to be ritual-
ised around ceremonies marking birth, 
marriage, and death. Women do not usu-
ally travel on their own to represent their 
close family at burials, but may accompa-
ny their husbands to do so. Marriage will 
usually require the consent of the bride’s 
parents, for which the groom’s family 
makes a formal request. In more tradition-
al communities, a bride price is arranged 
as compensation to the bride’s family, 
though dowries also exist. Marriage by 
elopement is common in many communi-
ties. Almost invariably, married women 
will join their husband’s household, giv-
ing rise to a special relationship between 
the husband’s mother, who is usually the 
head female in the family, and her daugh-
ters-in-law (borja). Marriage within the 
ethnic sub-group is preferred.

MORALITY, SPIRITUALITY 
AND RELIGION

The oral traditions of the Roma have 
often been regarded by outsiders as an 
antiquated system of “taboos”. In fact, 
life in Romani communities is tightly 
regulated by a code of practice, which in 
turn is governed by a series of traditions 
and values. These practices vary among 
Romani communities, as can be expected 
from an oral culture that is practised in 
geographically dispersed and socially 
isolated communities. The main pillar 
of Romani morality is an abstract and 
symbolic distinction between what is 
sometimes termed “shame” and “good-
fortune”, for which the typical Romani 

terms are ladž and baxt respectively. 
Another way of referring to this polar-
ity of practices is “impure” and “pure”; 
this terminology is not directly present 
in Romani, though many Romani com-
munities have a concept that indicates the 
“impure” or ritually “unclean” (mahrime, 
maxado, or magardo).
 The polarity applies to a series 
of domains including food, cleanliness, 
the body, and conversation topics. The 
upper body is considered free of shame, 
and men and women alike are allowed to 
expose parts of their upper body with-
out losing respect or disrespecting oth-
ers (hence the stereotype of the seduc-
tive Gypsy woman). The lower body, on 
the other hand, is considered unclean, 
and Roma will avoid exposing it. They 

will also avoid any contact, direct or 
indirect, between the lower body and 
the upper body. This means that clothes 
that cover the different body parts must 
be washed separately, and that separate 
towels and even separate wash basins are 
used to wash and dry the upper and the 
lower body. Contact between lower body 
and food utensils is especially avoided. 
Women’s lower clothing, such as skirts 
and aprons, are considered especially 
polluted, as is any other association with 
menstrual blood, both verbal and mate-
rial. Men can be defiled by coming into 
contact in public with a woman’s skirt or 
underwear, and dishonoured by direct or 
indirect reference in public to birth, preg-
nancy, or menstruation. Women in turn 
are dishonoured by public mention of 
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sexual acts. Reference to any such topics 
is therefore avoided in mixed company. 
 In more traditional Romani com-
munities, the notion of contact between a 
woman’s lower body and men’s food or 
upper bodies is extended considerably in 
its symbolism, and women are expected 
to avoid stepping over any utensil that 
might be associated with food (thus sitting 
on a dining table or coffee table is strictly 
forbidden), and over water sources such 
as a well or a water container. Many tra-
ditional Romani families in western and 
northern Europe prefer to live in caravans 
because they allow them to avoid a situ-
ation in which a sexually active woman 
might walk above the heads of men (sim-
ply by walking through a higher level of 
the same house or building). Caravans 
are also considered cleaner since they al-
low clearly displayable separation of the 
water sources and spaces that are used for 
washing and cooking (both outside the 
caravan) and so prevent any suspicion of 
contamination (e.g. through adjacency of 
toilets and kitchens). In central and east-
ern Europe, most Roma live in one-story 
accommodation and share washing and 
kitchen spaces, and so suspicions of this 
kind can be more easily avoided. In some 
Romani communities, women do not par-
ticipate in the preparation of food during 
their menstrual period or just after giving 
birth; this is easily managed by sharing 
food preparation in the larger household.
 Since non-Roma (Gadže) do not 
observe any of these rules, they are often 
considered “shameless” or “dishonour-
able”, and close contact with them, es-
pecially the sharing of food, is avoided. 
Many traditional Romani people will not 
eat food that is prepared by Gadže, or 
even by Roma of another ethnic subgroup 
whose notion of shame and honour might 
differ in the detail from those acceptable 
in one’s own group. Some Roma are hap-
py to offer food to Gadže, but will not re-
use any food utensils that were touched 
or used by their non-Romani guests for 
fear of pollution. 
 The notions of shame and pol-
lution extend to the dichotomy of life 
and death, too. Most Romani com-

munities have elaborate and highly 
codified mourning rituals that involve 
congregating with representatives of 
other families from the same ‘nation’ 
or ethnic sub-group for a wake that may 
last several days, avoiding cooked food 
and greetings, and commemorations at 
regular intervals until one year after the 
burial. Often, a certain dress code is im-
posed on close members of the family, 
and sometimes also the avoidance of 
certain foods, until one year after the 
burial. Once the mourning period has 
ended, however, the proximity to the 
dead is considered as literally haunt-
ing and as a disturbance of the separa-
tion between life and death. Travelling 
Roma will tend to avoid returning to 
the place in which a close family rela-
tion died, and memory of the dead per-
son’s individuality is often erased by 
destroying (often burning) the person’s 
possessions. In England and Wales, it 
was customary until recently to burn a 
dead man’s caravan with all his belong-
ings. Returning to a place of death or 
sleeping in proximity to a burial site are 
believed to carry the risk of confronta-
tion with ghosts, which in Romani are 
referred to as mule or “the dead”. Most 
Roma will avoid referring to dead rela-
tions by name, and will simply use the 
general term “our dead people” (amare 
mule) to denote ancestors who are no 
longer among the living.
 Due to the necessity of rely-
ing on recognised, official institutions 
for burial, the Roma have had to join 
one of the officially recognised, main-
stream religions in the various regions 
in which they live. The overwhelm-
ing tendency, historically at least, is 
to adhere to the most influential and 
most powerful religious institution of 
the region. Roma are thus Catholic in 
Spain, Lutheran in northern Germany, 
Orthodox in Romania, and Muslim in 
may areas of the southern Balkans. 
Typically, the principal or even the 
only religious ceremonies that Roma 
partake in and for which they require 
the services of clergy from the respec-
tive religious institutions are burial it-

self, and the ceremonies through which 
they gain membership in the religious 
order in the first place, namely baptism 
or circumcision, respectively. For these 
events, Roma invite an authorised min-
ister of religion, and will often make 
generous donations to the appropriate 
office or institution. Otherwise, Roma 
tend, on the whole, not to participate 
in religious services, whether weekly 
prayers or religious festivals. Weddings 
are entirely a private family affair, and 
Roma usually do not involve ministers 
of religion in them, nor do they register 
marriages with the state. The consent 
of the family is all the authority that is 
needed to make a marriage recognised 
in the community. 
 Pilgrimages occupy an interest-
ing position in the spiritual and religious 
world of the Roma. A number of gen-
eral pilgrimage destinations that serve a 
wide population of believers have been 
adopted by Roma in different parts of 
Europe and are considered by them to 
be characteristic Romani places of gath-
ering. Another such meeting point are 
travelling religious conventions as prac-
tised by modern evangelist movements. 
Evangelist movements began to spread 
among the Roma of western Europe and 
north America in the 1950s, recruiting 
a large membership from the 1970s on-
wards. Missions have becomes popular 
among eastern European Roma since 
the mid-1990s. The de-centralised char-
acter of most of these churches allows 
the Roma to define an institutional space 
within which Romani values and family 
networks can be overtly maintained and 
celebrated, while at the same time reduc-
ing the friction potential with the outside 
world by defining public gatherings as 
religious conventions. Romani mission-
ary movements have to some extent re-
branded Romani identity by bringing 
together traditional practices with refer-
ences to Christianity and the institution-
alised administration of an organisation 
that is respected by Gadže authorities 
and is at the same time allowed its full 
autonomy to practise its own activities.
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FASHION AND DISPLAY

Romani culture tends to emphasise the 
display of wealth and prosperity, house-
hold decoration as a token of cleanliness, 
and generosity. In most traditional com-
munities, women will tend to wear golden 
bracelets and necklaces and headscarves 
are decorated with golden coins. Cara-
vans and apartments will often have an 
altar-like corner in which religious icons 
are displayed along with fresh flowers 
and golden and silver ornaments. Roma 
who can afford them will invest much of 
their money in new and expensive cars 
or caravans. Prosperity displayed in this 
way is considered honourable and a token 
of good fortune. Generosity is similarly 
considered honourable, and a display of 
hospitality by offering food and gifts is a 
proper way to celebrate friendship or mark 
the end of disputes, or to share the success 
of a business venture. Generosity toward 
others in the community is an investment 

in a network of social relations on which 
individual Roma and their families rely in 
the event of economic or other hardship. 
For this reason, traditional Roma will gen-
erally prefer to spend money earned in a 
successful transaction on gifts and other 
tokens of generosity, rather than to save it 
in a bank account. 
 Investments however are some-
times made in items of symbolic capital, 
the value of which is primarily internal 
to the community. Horses often consti-
tute such items, and although they also 
often have an outside market value, they 
are bred and traded within the community 
at an internal value. Among some of the 
Romani communities of Transylvania, sil-
ver beacons are traded as investments and 
their value is determined by their orally 
transmitted history of ownership within 
the community. Among the English Gyp-
sies, carved wooden caravans represent-
ing nostalgic Traveller culture are items of 
display and may have a value that is sig-

nificantly higher than their outside market 
value.
 The sharing of wealth is in line 
with the attitude that one’s best time is 
spent in leisure with one’s family mem-
bers. A key value in Romani communities 
is to reduce the time spent on economic 
activity to a necessary minimum in order 
to make the best use of one’s time with 
family members. Such attitudes, which 
are often perceived by outsiders as lazi-
ness, can only be maintained through self-
employment. Roma therefore prefer not 
to work for others as employees, as far as 
possible, and organise their work within 
the family unit. Political and economic 
reality have overridden such preferences 
in the past, especially in eastern European 
countries, where Roma were forced into 
wage employment in state-run industry 
during the communist era, and where 
they have often had to rely on seasonal 
labour, both before and after communism. 

LEADERSHIP

Since the family is the most important 
unit in Romani society, it is the head of 
the household who is the most immediate 
and most relevant leadership figure for 
most Roma. By default, this role falls to 
the eldest man in the extended household, 
though sometimes an enterprising and 
particularly successful son may take on 
the more strategic aspects of deciding the 
families priorities, leaving the more cer-
emonial aspects of representing the fam-
ily to an elderly father or uncle. Beyond 
the extended household, leadership is a 
function that is related to specific tasks 
and contexts. 

Many Romani communities have 
the institution of a court (often called 
kris) which is entrusted with communi-
ty-internal conflict resolution. The pri-
mary function of the court is to secure 
the agreement of conflicting parties to a 
compromise solution, and thus to remove 
conflict, as far as possible without involv-
ing outside authorities. Courts tend to 
have tightly-regulated procedures that are 

transmitted orally between generations, 
and are therefore prone to change and 
modification and thus appear in slightly 
different forms in each and every group. 
Courts may either propose a modus viv-
endi to the conflicting parties, or in the 
case of an injustice that has been brought 
about one of the parties the court may im-
pose penalties on the guilty party. Court 
procedures can be initiated by individuals 
arguing against other individuals; howev-
er, they are ultimately seen as a process of 
mediation between the families of the two 
parties involves. Conflicts within families 
are resolved by the head of the family and 
are seldom brought before the court.

Although procedures are regulat-
ed, there is usually no permanent member-
ship of courts. Instead, individuals whose 
experience and impartiality are agreed 
on are invited by the conflict parties to 
serve as arbiters in the specific proceed-
ings on their case. Among some Romani 
populations, recognition of arbiters is in-
formal, and individuals may simply enjoy 
a reputation of experienced arbiters who 
are frequently summoned to participate in 

courts. Among others, successful arbiters 
hold a life-long title – e.g. rechtsprechari 
among the Sinte of Germany. Among the 
Roma of central Poland the institution of 
the court is missing. In its place we find, 
exceptionally, a single person in a posi-
tion of authority– the šero Rom or ‘head 
Rom’. The title is usually passed on to a 
son, nephew or other close relation of the 
predecessor in agreement with the heads 
of relevant families, and is thus a kind of 
combination of hereditary and elected of-
fice. There are few other examples of in-
dividuals in such a position of authority 
over an entire community. Many Romani 
settlements have a recognised person in 
authority, usually the head of one of the 
more influential families, who is often re-
ferred to as a ‘head man’ (baro, or Rom 
baro). This person’s authority is usually 
derived from his family’s status, wealth 
and influence among the local Romani 
community. This authority is often ampli-
fied by external recognition through local 
or regional officials seeking a dialogue of 
some kind or other with the Romani com-
munity. 
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LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

The Romani language is the most obvious 
characteristic of Romani culture. A person 
whose family language is Romani is con-
sidered to be a Rom. Romani is generally 
spoken in the family, and with other Roma 
who may or not be related. It is usually 
absent from schools, media, and public in-
stitutions. But in recent years there have 
been many initiatives all over Europe to 
establish Romani-language media such 
as newspapers, radio and television pro-
grammes, and websites. Especially elec-
tronic communication in Romani via chat 
forums and email networks is flourishing. 
There is no official written version of 
Romani, and users of these media usually 
improvise a form of spelling that mirrors 
their own local pronunciation of the lan-
guage.

 Various features of the Romani 
language represent cultural notions that 
are specific to the Roma. Perhaps the most 
obvious is the absence of ‘neutral’ words 
for ‘man’ and ‘woman’, ‘boy’ and ‘girl’, 

and ‘husband’ and ‘wife’. When using any 
of these concepts, speakers must specify 
whether the individual that is being re-
ferred to is an insider, i.e. part of the group 
(e.g. a Rom ‘man’ or romni ‘woman’), or 
an outsider (usually gadžo ‘man’ or gadži 
‘woman’). A further noteworthy feature 
of the language is the tendency to create 
new names for surrounding nations, rather 
than simply adopt a word that is similar 
in sound to those nations’ self-appellation. 
In the Balkans, for instance, Greeks are 
referred to by the Roma as balame, Turks 
and Muslims in general are referred to ko-
raxane, the latter derived from the name 
of the Karakhanide medieval Turkic state 
in Central Asia. Orthodox Christians are 
referred to as das, an Indic word mean-
ing ‘slave’, in a word play based on the 
similarity to term ‘Slavs’ in Greek (as 
in English), and across Europe Jews are 
called bibolde ‘non-baptised’. Attempts to 
associate the origin of customs and beliefs 
with the origin of individual terms denot-
ing them have not always proven fruitful, 
however. Some ancient Indic terms are 
used for Christian concepts acquired in all 

likelihood in Europe, as in rašaj ‘priest’ 
and trušul ‘cross’. On the other hand, 
terms like kris ‘court’ and magardo ‘pol-
luted’ are derived from Greek, though the 
associated concepts are often believed to 
be much more ancient. For this reason, at-
tempts to use the composition of Romani 
vocabulary to reconstruct the ‘original’ 
Romani culture or the environment from 
which the ancestors of the Roma origi-
nated have usually proved futile.

 The fact that the Romani lan-
guage has been retained for such a long 
time testifies to its important role as a to-
ken of identity. Traditional Romani fami-
lies will usually insist on speaking Roma-
ni within the family and in all interaction 
with other Roma. However, language 
learning is considered a natural, necessary 
skill, and children are accustomed from 
a very young age to learn the languages 
of the surrounding populations. Romani 
remains the language of emotion and the 
language that is used among Roma, and 
therefore children and adults alike will 
tend to switch back into Romani when 
addressing fellow Roma, whether family 

Many Romani communities have 
a history of showcase-appointment of 
kings, dukes, and princes. In many cases, 
the main purpose of events such as ‘coro-
nations’ is to attract attention to a person 
who is already a mediator or a respected 
community personality by romanticis-
ing his role in accordance with outsid-
ers’ stereotype images of the Rom. At the 
same time coronation events provide an 
opportunity to generate income and are 
thus seen as performances to an outside 
audience. Most figures presented as kings 
and dukes lack authority beyond their 
immediate community; even within the 
confines of their community that author-
ity might not exceed that of the head of a 
single household, or alternatively it may 
be derived from external recognition as 
a mediator rather than through service or 
recognition within the community itself.

There is a growing network of 
political activists who are ideologically 
motivated and committed to act to im-

prove the social and political participa-
tion of Roma. These activists have been 
lobbying governments, charities, and 
multilateral organisations for many years 
now, and have been seeking to trigger a 
discussion within Romani communities 
about change and participation. In many 
traditional Romani communities, such 
activities are regarded as belonging to the 
world of the Gadže, and are only of inter-
est if they can deliver immediate concrete 
results, either in the form of improve-
ment of living conditions, or in providing 
sources of income in one form or another. 
But networking activity of this kind has 
already succeeded in establishing a do-
main of Romani life and Romani interac-
tion that is external to traditional Romani 
society, yet not assimilated entirely into 
majority society, either. So far, the main 
form of expression of these activities is 
within NGO activities such as conferenc-
es and the drafting of cultural and edu-
cational material, journalism, and online 

exchange of opinions. It is a domain that 
involves perhaps several thousand young 
people, but is acting as inspiration, po-
tentially, to many more who are in search 
of a way to modernise Romani identity.
In this respect, Romani society is gain-
ing new types of role models who act as 
leaders within smaller circles and sectors 
of Romani society. Romani participation 
in political life is not uncommon in many 
central and southeastern European coun-
tries, and in some regions Romani parlia-
mentarians have been elected by a large-
ly vote of Roma, offering the very first 
signs of a genuine constituency-based 
representation. The lobbying power of 
groups of activists has culminated in the 
establishment of a permanent European 
Roma and Traveller Forum as an inter-
est group recognised by the Council of 
Europe as representing Romani interests, 
whose officers are elected by an assem-
bly of delegates of Romani NGO’s from 
all over Europe.
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members or strangers. This has little to 
do with ‘secrecy’, which is often the per-
ception that outsiders associate with such 
language preferences, and more to do with 
language acting as a symbol of identity 
and emotion, and as a further boundary 
separating the outer world from the world 
of the Rom. Some Romani communities, 

however, have abandoned Romani as the 
everyday language of the family, as a re-
sult of pressure from the authorities and 
a policy of direct repression by imposing 
penalties on language use. This has been 
the case in most Scandinavian countries, 
in Britain, in Spain and Portugal, and in 
parts of Hungary. It is interesting that 

even in these regions, Romani communi-
ties continue to use vocabulary derived 
from the Romani language, which they 
embed into conversations in the major-
ity language (English, Portuguese, and 
so on). In this way, language continues to 
serve as a boundary between insiders and 
outsiders.

RELATIONS WITH OUTSIDERS

There is no doubt that a process of mod-
ernisation is underway in many Romani 
communities, and that awareness of the 
Roma and measures to recognise and sup-
port them are in turn having a gradual ef-
fect on removing traditional obstacles that 
stood in their way toward full participa-
tion in society. In this respect, the Roma 
are very slowly acquiring a position of an 
ethnic minority whose characteristics are 
primarily a common history, language, 
oral traditions and community-internal 
structures, and not necessarily a separate 
socio-economic sector. However, when 
examining traditional Romani society 
there is no doubt that the distinct identity 
of the Roma involves, historically at least, 
a very particular kind of sector-based 
economy, and that it is this feature of 
Romani identity that is tightly connected 
to the way relations with the outside world 
are regulated from the Romani perspec-
tive.

 Romani economy is traditionally 
a non self-sufficient economy. It is a trade 
and service economy, which depends on 
continuous relationship with outsiders. 
Being Roma therefore inherently defines 
a particular set of relationship with outsid-
ers. Basically, the outside world is seen 
from the Romani perspective as an oppor-
tunity to make a living. This is not to say, 
of course, that the Roma do not and have 
not taken on traditions and fashions from 
the surrounding population. Most settled 
Romani communities are even tightly con-
nected to their regions of settlement and to 
certain aspects of the cultures that prevail 
there. Nonetheless, the dominant relation-
ship to outsiders is an exchange relation-
ship of goods and services. In this kind of 

partnership, the Roma regard themselves 
as the more flexible, since they are not 
constrained by a commitment to particu-
lar forms of production but are able to 
easily exploit new market opportunities. 
Their mobility, the organisation of work 
in small family units that can be trusted 
and coordinated effectively, their adapt-
ability to new situations and willingness 
to learn new skills, their reluctance to be 
constrained by fixed rules and willingness 
to take risks where necessary, and finally 
their insistence on being self-employed – 
all this provides the Roma with a notion 
of greater freedom and hence superiority 
over the Gadže, who are seen as lacking 
flexibility and imagination and pinned 
down to fixed routines and tight regulation 
by others. 

 The marginal position that the 
Roma tend to occupy in society and the 
fact that they are more likely to suffer 
from poverty and all the disadvantages 
that are related to it are compensated for 
through a feeling of moral superiority 
by being able to feel shame and honour, 
a distinction that Gadže society is seen 
as lacking. Thus Gadže are seen as ob-
sessed with protecting meaningless per-
sonal possessions. The Roma on the other 
hand share and can therefore rely on the 
support of their close kin. They follow 
strict codes of cleanliness and purity, and 
express joy and sorrow overtly, and can 
thus protect themselves spiritually from 
falling victim to selfishness and apathy. 
Regardless of the activity that they pursue 
at any given moment in order to make a 
living, the Roma will retain their honour 
by providing for their family in a way that 
is their own choice, knowing that it is up 
to them to decide when the day’s earnings 
are sufficient to be able to go back home 

and prioritise leisure time with one’s close 
relations. While many will no doubt envy 
the Gadže for their, on the whole, higher 
living standards, they will also pity them 
for not having the freedom to prioritise 
family life in the way the Roma do.

 In utilising market and custom 
opportunities, traditional Roma capital-
ise on various available skills. They tend 
not to recognise any fundamental division 
between productive-manufacturing skills, 
such as basket-weaving or carpet restora-
tion, and strategies that are regarded by 
outsiders as ‘parasitic’, such as begging. 
The latter belongs potentially to a reper-
toire of salesmanship and entertainment 
skills, much like other forms of perfor-
mance, which may include both selling 
used cars and fortune-telling, as well as 
recognised artistic activities such as danc-
ing, singing and playing music. Securing 
welfare benefits and personal handouts 
is thus just as honourable as negotiating 
for permission to set up camp on a private 
piece of land, which in turn is as honour-
able as knocking on doors and offering 
to exchange goods. The way in which 
Gadže judge such activities is unimpor-
tant, since the Romani system of honour 
and shame is self-contained and not influ-
enced by outsiders. Thus stealing may be 
dispreferred as a means of making a living 
because of the risks attached to it, rather 
than in recognition of the value that Gadže 
attach to small items of personal posses-
sion. Because little importance is attached 
to Gadže attitudes, Roma are also unem-
barrassed to exploit outsiders’ image of 
Gypsies – as poor, as scavengers, as sor-
cerers, as seductive, or as craftsmen; there 
is no ‘shame’ in relation to outsiders, since 
there is also no opportunity to appear hon-
ourable to outsiders.
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Traditional values can be found 
among wealthy Roma in some regions, 
too. The fact that in various locations in 
Romania, Poland and elsewhere Roma 
have been successful entrepreneurs with-
out having to give up their traditional 
values no doubt reinforces the view in 
their community that integration and as-
similation are not necessarily the key to 
improve their standard of living, and in-

deed that much can be gained by relying 
on one’s traditional skills and resources. 
Social attitudes will often change, how-
ever, when Romani families move up a 
social ladder that affects their professional 
standing, not just their economic standing. 
Roma who choose to pursue professional 
careers, where they work alongside Gadže 
colleagues, and to provide their children 
with a mainstream education, becomes 

sensitive to the attitudes of Gadže. When 
sympathetic attitudes from Gadže become 
important, begging and stealing become 
taboo. Like any other society, Romani 
society is thus not static, caught in a web 
of traditions that will never be broken. It 
is, rather, dynamic and responsive to the 
changes in the attitudes that the outside 
world adopts toward the Roma.

THE POSITION OF SCHOOL 
AND SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

Traditional Romani families educate their 
children by allowing them to participate in 
all family activities, including in economic 
activities. Children observe, participate, 
and gradually assume a share of responsi-
bility for the extended household. There is 
no initiation ceremony and no formal test-
ing of acquired skills or knowledge. School 
is a Gadže institution. It represents every-
thing that outsiders stand for, and every-
thing that separates Roma from outsiders: 
Rigid rules, obedience toward a person in 
authority who is not part of the family, op-
pression of children’s own initiative and 
withholding responsibility from them, im-
position of arbitrary schedules, and perhaps 
the most difficult of all, partition of children 
from the rest of their family for long hours. 
School is thus seen as interfering, potential-
ly, with the everyday life of Roma. Indeed, 
it is seen as a threat since it removes chil-
dren from their parents’ sphere of influence, 
and weakens their confidence in the ways 
and traditions of the Romani household.

 The school situation thus con-
flicts with Romani morality, with its protec-
tion of the family unit, and with the natural 
direction of education in the Romani home, 
which teaches children to rely on their own 
assessment of a situation rather than to 
follow strict formulaic behaviour instruc-
tions. For travelling Romani households, or 
those who rely on their children’s support 
in seasonal work, obligatory school attend-
ance also constitutes a practical obstacle. 
Finally, mixing with non-Romani children 
in adolescence carries with it the danger of 
romantic liaisons with outsiders that threat-

en to alienate Romani children from their 
homes and traditions, and even to separate 
them from their families permanently. In 
many countries of central and eastern Eu-
rope, integration with other children was 
limited as a result of the almost automatic 
referral of Romani children to special needs 
schools. Such schools only contributed, 
however, to the stigmatisation of the Roma, 
while still disrupting traditional family life 
and weakening parents’ ability to act as suc-
cessful role models.

 In most Romani communities, 
it is now recognised that school cannot be 
avoided at younger ages. Families reluc-
tantly send their children to school, hoping 
at least that they will benefit from the op-
portunity to acquire some key skills such 
as basic literacy, which can prove useful 
to the family as a whole. Many communi-
ties have learned to integrate the presence 
of the school institution into their Romani 
way of life, by regarding school as the first 
concentrated opportunity that their children 
have to observe the ways of the Gadže and 
to practice the maintenance of the demarca-
tion line between Roma and Gadže. Tradi-
tional suspicion of Roma towards schools 
as Gadže institutions is almost invariably 
reinforced by hostile attitudes toward Rom-
ani children on the part of the majority chil-
dren and their parents, and very often by the 
teachers and the school establishment. This 
adds to the pain of Romani parents, who 
feel reluctant yet forced to abandon their 
children to the emotional and often physi-
cal abuse of being an unwanted minority in 
an unwelcoming environment, ignorant of 
their own needs and values and confident in 
the supremacy of its own.

 The strategy that most tradi-

tional Romani families prefer to pursue is 
to send their children to primary school, 
allowing them relative freedom of attend-
ance and even encouraging them to skip 
school occasionally as a way of signalling 
that loyalty to the family and participation 
in important family events has precedence 
over anything else. As parents, they will at-
tempt to maintain respectful but distanced 
relationship with the school, always siding 
with their children in the event of conflict as 
yet another way to teach their children the 
value of mutual support and reciprocal loy-
alty. Together with their children they will 
endure any hardships encountered by them 
at school, reminding themselves that this is 
an opportunity for the children to obtain a 
close understanding of Gadže values. 

 Most parents withdraw their chil-
dren from school before they reach puberty. 
Parents often give several reasons for this. 
Most commonly cited is the fear of drugs, 
violence and other threatening behaviour 
that is often associated with secondary 
schools especially in deprived areas. An-
other is the fear of alienation from their 
home environment, and yet a further, more 
specific reason is the fear that boys and girls 
might be called to participate together in 
sex education classes, which, in the Rom-
ani context, would shame them and require 
much effort to restore their honour in the 
eyes of others within the Romani commu-
nity. But it is not just sex education that is 
the cause of the anxiety; due to its content 
it is cited overtly as the most symbolic of 
situations that might bring shame upon the 
young adolescents. In fact, once children 
reach puberty they become responsible and 
so susceptible to the conditions of shame 
and honour in any potential situation. At 
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this stage of their lives, they must there-
fore return to the community where every 
aspect of their behaviour can be scruti-
nised to make sure that their behaviour 

is honourable. Absence for long parts of 
the day without being in the company 
of community members, means escape 
from this scrutiny and might make them 

vulnerable to suspicions of dishonour-
able behaviour, whether baseless or not. 
 

OUTLOOK

There are some special challenges in try-
ing to understand Romani society and 
culture. For a start, Roma tend to live a 
segregated life, torn apart from majority 
society through generations and centu-
ries of exclusion and suspicion. Conse-
quently, few outsiders gain first-hand 
experience with Romani cultural prac-
tices. These remain hidden to most peo-
ple, and thus they become the subject of 
speculation, fantasy, and pre-conception. 
While there is growing number of pub-
lic displays and information sources on 
Romani traditions and customs, both in 
the form of published academic research 
and media reports and in the form of self-
depiction by Romani associations, activ-
ists, and writers, direct and reliable infor-
mation on Roma is still more difficult to 
access in the public domain than infor-
mation on the dominant majority society 
of any individual country or region in 
Europe. At the same time, certain images 
of Roma continue to prevail in main-
stream fiction, film, and folklore. For this 
reason, discussion of Romani culture sel-
dom takes place in a neutral and unbiased 

space. Most Europeans have some kind 
of association with the word ‘Gypsy’, 
based on images that are transmitted 
through mainstream cultural outlets of 
various kinds. The absence of a tradi-
tion of literacy and public institutions 
within Romani society confines Romani 
culture largely to the private domain of 
the home and closed communities and 
thus makes it inaccessible to outsiders 
unless they undertake a special effort to 
become acquainted with Roma and their 
way of life and values. In writing about 
Romani culture we are therefore chal-
lenged to do more than simply inform; 
we must also undo much of the process 
of accumulation of incorrect information 
based on hearsay, projection, and fantasy.

 In the previous passages, the 
reader may have come across a descrip-
tion of certain Romani customs and val-
ues that provide the seed, when interpret-
ed out of context, for some of prejudices 
that surround Roma in the eyes of the 
majority population of many countries. 
When discussing Roma, just like any 
other nation, it is clear that values, at-
titudes, and cultural practices are best 
understood when examined in context, 

in the deeper meaning that they have 
to those practising them and in light of 
the manner in which such practices help 
maintain a community’s cohesion and 
sense of self-esteem. Romani culture is 
no different. It serves a purpose, namely 
the maintenance of the community and 
the family in its very core. At the same 
time we must always remember that 
Romani culture, like every other culture, 
is not static, but dynamic and subject to 
variation and change. Practically none of 
the practices or beliefs described in this 
text are the property of all Romani fami-
lies and communities without exception. 
There are always different ways of doing 
things, and attitudes of individuals and 
communities evolve and are adjusted to 
changing realities and circumstances as 
well as to outside influences. Today more 
than ever before, Romani society is in a 
stage of transition, with new opportuni-
ties being sought by many of its mem-
bers, especially but not exclusively those 
of the younger generation. Inevitably, 
social change leads to cultural change. 
The reality of Roma culture is therefore 
complex and multilayered.
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