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Identifying of European Roma-Gypsy groups 
with the term „Roma”.

Towards consensus?

� e issue of Roma-Gypsy1 ethnonym is a popular topic among so called „Gyp-
siologists”. In various studies, arguments are o� en proposed for using the term 
„Gypsy” instead of „Roma” or vice versa are o� en discussed. � e „terminological 
war”, i.e. the argument between the ethnonyms „Roma” and „Gypsy” has also 
occasionally intensi& ed within public and political discourse as well.2

Although I will sum up the arguments of both sides of divided academia, the 
main aim of my article is somewhat di� erent. Firstly, I will examine this discus-
sion from a more diachronic perspective, i.e. which changes have occurred in re-
cent decades in terms using an exonym (a name imposed from the outside, espe-
cially by the majority population) for the groups in concern, as well as what kind 
of tendencies we can observe from this. Secondly, I will analyze the tendencies 
also in the context of changes of Roma-Gypsy endonym (the self-appellation used 
by the particular community itself). In other words, I shall examine the tenden-
cies in Roma-Gypsy naming from the point of view of both majority popu la tion 
and the Roma-Gypsy groups themselves3. I will pay particular attention to the fact 

1 Since the main topic of this article is precisely the use of the ethnonyms Roma and Gypsies, 
I will employ this somewhat arti& cial combination in order to distinguish it from my argu-
mentation when speaking about either the Roma or Gypsy ethnonyms. However, I & nd it 
important to admit at the beginning of the text that I personally usually use the appellation 
„Roma„ and am inclined to the argumentation connected to this term (see below).

2 Some comments to the latest outbreak of this debate linked to the increasing „anti-politically 
correct” rhetoric of some populist political movements in the Czech Republic can be found in 
my article: O. Klípa, Rom vs. Cikán. Račte si vybrat, „Lidové noviny”, 18 VI 2016, p. 23. 

3 I agree with Marushiakova and Popov that in the case of Roma it is not possible to distinguish 
strictly between endonym and exonym, as they o� en play interchangeable roles. Many Roma-
 -Gypsy endonyms were adopted by the majority societies, along with exonmys such as Gyp-
sies, Gitanos, Cyganie etc. are also used as endonyms by Roma-Gypsy groups, especially when 
their language does not di� er from the majority one. See: E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, ‘Gypsy’ 
groups in Eastern Europe: Ethnonyms vs. professionyms, „Romani Studies” 2013, vol. 23, no. 1, 
pp. 61–82, p. 63. 
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that for almost half a century the appellation Roma has been pursued by Roma 
intellectuals, along with growing acceptance of the term in various & elds. Does 
this in fact mean that the acceptance of the appellation Roma has spread equally 
among both majority populations (including academia) and the Roma-Gypsies 
themselves? My main argument is that despite increased use of the term „Roma”, 
serious obstacles remain which prevent consensual adoption of the term both as 
an endonym and exonym. In the & rst part, dealing with attitude of the majority 
population, I will present the reasons why the term Roma is opposed by part of the 
academic community. In the second part, I will compare selected cases of Roma-
 -Gypsies who are opposed to calling themselves Roma or who use the ethnonym 
in a rather hybrid and „creolized” way, subverting thinking about the unity of the 
nation and its name in the majority discourse of „older” European nations.

Do Roma evict Gypsies?

It is a  long time since the name „Roma„ was oÉ  cially proclaimed at the & rst 
World Romani Congress in 1971 as the sole preferred ethnonym for the Ro-
ma-Gypsy groups. � at was meant to apply not only to those Roma mostly from 
Balkans and Eastern Europe who traditionally call themselves in this way. Even 
the organization then in charge of the congress – the Comité International Tsi-
gane – was itself later renamed as the International Rom Committee and then as 
the International Romani Union/ Romani Union. Although one may question 
the mandate of the „representatives” who participated at the congress, the fact 
remains that there has not been any other similar assembly where a counter-state-
ment could be proclaimed. On the contrary, the International Romani Union 
as well as other Roma organizations (e.g. World Roma Organization Rroman-
ipen) has gained some recognition, from international organizations in particu-
lar. � eir own proclamations have gone even further, resulting inter alia in the 
oÉ  cial announcement of the Roma being a „non-territorial nation” at the Fi� h 
World Romani Congress in 2000 in Prague. � e European Union and its bod-
ies such the Fundamental Rights Agency, as well as organizations established in 
recent decades such as European Roma Rights Centre in Budapest (1996) have 
gradually adopted the ethnonym Roma as the most preferred usage. Even the 
oldest scholarly organization dealing with Roma-Gypsy issues � e Gypsy Lore 
Society (founded in 1888 in Great Britain, now residing in the USA) renamed 
in 2000 its journal from Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society into Romani Studies. 
� e case of the Council of Europe, o� en called an unoÉ  cial „Roma advocate”, 
provides an overview of its own terminology development „since 1969, the date 
of the & rst text relating to the Roma communities: „Gypsies and other travellers”, 
„Nomads” (1975 and 1983), „populations of nomadic origin” (1981), „Gypsies” 
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(1993), „Roma (Gypsies)” (1995), „Roma” (1997, 2002), „Roma/Gypsies” (1995, 
1998, 2000), „Roma/Gypsies and Travellers” (2001), „Roma and Travellers” (be-
tween 2004 and 2010), and „Roma” since 2010”.4

Some scholars in the & eld of Roma studies con& rm the growing occurrence of 
the ethnonym Roma too.5 For instance, Dimitrina Petrova wrote in 2003: „In the 
last years, however, the term „Roma,” which is the ethnocultural self-appellation 
of many of those perceived by outsiders as ‘Gypsies’, has come to dominate the 
oÉ  cial political discourse, at least in Europe, and has acquired the legitimacy of 
political correctness”.6

Nevertheless, the spread of the name Roma in international (political) and hu-
man-rights organizations and to some extent academic institutions did not pene-
trate borders of certain academic domains and especially of individual in{ uential 
scholars. According to Petrova, „Gypsy and Tsigane [are] terms still preferred in 
much of the historical, anthropological, and ethnographic literature”7. Based on my 
own personal observation, I would say that the borderline is o� en accompanied by 
the related attitude of these scholars towards the Roma national movement. With-
out exaggerating the & ndings and drawing overly general conclusions, it is not 
unusual to & nd signs of respect and solidarity for Roma nation-building among 
authors using the ethnonym „Roma”. On the other hand, one can feel a slight disre-
spect for or at least dissociation from the Roma nation-building movement among 
those preferring the term „Gypsy” (and its variations in other European languages).

For instance, Marushiakova and Popov write that „the replacement of ‘Gypsy’ 
by newly coined terms (Rómovia, Rómové, Romi, Romowie, Роми, Ромалы, etc.) 
in the national languages of Eastern Europe is currently being promoted (or at 
least attempts at promotion are being made) in the public sphere.” In the follow-
ing sentence they comment it as „speculative and politically correct schemes”.8 
To look at the other side, the Belgian political scientist Peter Vermeersch, who has 

4 Council of Europe Descriptive Glossary of terms relating to Roma issues, p. 3, http://a.cs.coe.int/
team20/cahrom/documents/Glossary%20Roma%20EN%20version%2018%20May%202012.
pdf (10 XII 2016). 

5 However, the growing acceptance of the term Roma at the international level does not neces-
sarily mean that it is the result of the Roma national movement. Nevertheless, it could be an 
indirect result of it. Raising the issue of the Roma social exclusion and anti-Gypsyism high on 
the agenda of states and international organizations surely contributed to wider acceptance to 
this ethnonym. Using the term Roma could have been the sign of solidarity and respect, i.e. 
adopting the oÉ  cially preferred ethnonym of the marginalized and discriminated group as 
a certain „aÉ  rmative action”, like in the case of pursuing ethnonym Inuit instead of Eskimos, 
Native (or First) Americans instead of Indians, San people instead of Bushmen etc. 

6 D. Petrova, ' e Roma: Between a myth and the future, „Social Research” 2003, vol. 70, no. 1, 
pp. 111-161, p. 111

7 Ibidem, p. 111.
8 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 63.
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been concentrating on minority rights for a long time, uses the term Roma in his 
academic works without hesitation. When he de& nes the Roma in one of his texts 
(co-authored by Melanie H. Ram) he resolves the Roma vs. Gypsy dispute very 
simply saying that „they were formerly called ‘Gypsies’ but now many consider 
this term pejorative”.9

However, there are other reasons which are – at least openly – presented as 
stronger arguments for the rejection of the term Roma in academic discourse. 
� e „classical” arguments could be found in the book „� e Gypsies” by the Brit-
ish historian Angus Fraser, which was & rst published in 1992. In his de& nition 
of „Gypsies” he rejects the purely socio-economic de& nition as it covers much 
wider population (any vagrant group)10. He also refused „racial” identi& cation, 
as he was aware of the inevitably high inter-ethnic mixing that makes any search 
for a common ancestry impossible. � erefore he adhered to an „ethnic” descrip-
tion11, although he was well aware of the fact that no single collective identity and 
no single name exists. And that is why he does not accept the name Roma for all 
as it is just one of the ethnic names from many. His main argument for „ethnic” 
perspective is that all Gypsies maintain boundary markers between themselves 
and the gadje (non-Gypsies).12

Although I regard Fraser’s argumentation as the most coherent, evidence in 
favor of those who use the term Roma should also be mentioned. One of the texts 
summarizing the arguments against Fraser’s approach (although & nally accept-
ing it) was written by the translator of Fraser’s book into Czech, a human rights 
activist Marta Miklušáková. In her postscript to Fraser’s book she deals with the 
issue of the most suitable appellation, in which she points out precisely the de& -
ciencies typical for some British scholars. Firstly, it is a relatively weak sense of the 
potentially negative connotations of the term „Gypsy”, which is seen as rather less 
pejorative in Great Britain where English-speaking Gypsy (and Traveller) groups 
widely accept it as their own endonym. Secondly, there is also a lack of deeper 
knowledge of Eastern European Roma-Gypsy groups. Miklušáková argues that 
whereas Fraser attributes the self-appellation Roma only to the Romanian (Vlach, 
Olach) groups, it is in fact commonly used by much larger population, including 
almost all Czech and Slovak groups, for instance.13 According to the Council of 

9 See: P. Vermeersch, M.H. Ram, ' e Roma, [in:] Minority Rights in Central and Eastern Europe, 
B. Rechel (ed.), London-New York 2009, p. 61. Similar attitude could be found, for example, 
in: W. Guy, Ways of looking at Roma: ' e Case of Czechoslovakia, [in:] Gypsies. An Interdisci-
plinary Reader, D. Tong (ed.), New York 1998, pp. 13-68. 

10 A. Fraser, Cikáni, Praha 2002, p. 6
11 In accord with English courts that separated the socio-cultural term „Travellers” and racial-

ethnic „Gypsies” in 1988. A. Fraser, op.cit., p. 7.
12 Ibidem, p. 10.
13 M. Miklušáková, Poznámka překladatelky, [in:] A. Fraser, op.cit., pp. 314-315.
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Europe, some 87-88 percent of all Roma-Gypsy groups in Europe de& ne them-
selves as Roma.14

Using appellation Roma is o� en supported by linguists who link the etymolo-
gy of the word Roma to „jatinym”, i.e. the name for (Indian) caste. In the center of 
this argument is the fact that all Roma-Gypsy groups who speak any dialect-var-
iation of Romani language use the expression Rom in the meaning of man or 
husband, even if the given group does not call itself Roma. Since expressions 
for man and husband usually derive from the collective name of the entire jati 
(caste), linguists expect that in the past non-Roma (but Romani-speaking) groups 
could have used the term Roma as a collective name.15 Given this hypothesis the 
number of Roma-Gypsy groups calling themselves Roma could even increase.

Fraser was not the only British scholar to coin the term Gypsy for Roma-
 -Gypsy groups. However, as opposed to Fraser, it is a widespread phenomenon 
in the English-speaking world to identify Gypsy communities with socio-eco no-
mic and cultural features only. � e most in{ uential author of the sort is certainly 
Judith Okely who in her book „� e Traveller-Gypsies” of 1983 (last reprinted in 
1998) convincingly deconstructed narratives accompanying the emerging move-
ment towards Roma nation-building.16 She demonstrated how non-Gypsy (Gor-
gio) intellectuals since the 19th century have attempted to exoticise Gypsies in 
a way not far removed from the parallel exoticizing and romanticizing of the 
Middle East termed by Edward Said as „Orientalism”. According to Okely, the 
theories which made the Gypsies „strangers” were paradoxically & rst of all the 
way how to make the Gypsies more acceptable to the majority society. She regards 
it as a hidden racism since Gypsies were accepted only as „exotic Indian descend-
ants”17 not as people with the same origin as „us”. Much like Fraser, she rejected 
the „racial” criteria for de& ning Gypsies. But she went further in terms of ques-
tioning in particular the linguistic factor, so that her de& nition is especially based 
on nomadism, self-employment and other cultural features which are typical for 
British Gypsies and Travellers.18

14 Council, op.cit., p. 7
15 See e.g. M. Beníšek, Ke kořenům slova ROM, „Romano džaniben„ 2006, vol. 13, no. 3, pp. 9-28. 

To the same conclusion may be derived also from the fact that all of these „non-Roma„ groups 
call their own language Romani (or Romanes etc.) which has obviously etymology linkages to 
„Roma”. 

16 J. Okely, ' e Traveller-Gypsies, Cambridge 1998.
17 However, since the time of her research the theory of common Indian origin of Roma-Gypsies 

gaind much bigger relevance not only because of linguistic analyses but also because biologi-
cal evidence support that theory due to recent development in genetics too. See e.g. R.P. Io-
vita, T.G. Schurr, Reconstructing the Origins and Migrations of Diasporic Populations: ' e Case 
of the European Gypsies, „American Anthropologist” 2004, vol. 106, no. 2.

18 Similar approach was also in the inter-war Czechoslovakia when a legal term „Gypsies„ ex-
plicitly included both „persons belonging to Gypsy race” and vagrant groups regardless to 
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Okely’s approach, well suited for the local situation in Britain (and partly 
Scandinavia and other regions), is hardly transferable. � is becomes obvious 
whenever someone attempts to apply the same criteria within the region of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. Among the late followers of Judith Okely, particularly 
active in 2000s, is a group of Czech social anthropologists from the University 
of Pilsen represented by Marek Jakoubek19. As with Okely, they adhered strict-
ly to cultural criteria of „Gypsiness” and condemned Roma nation-building. 
� us, they also coined and rehabilitated the term Gypsy (Cikán) as opposed to 
„Roma” as pursued by Roma and pro-Roma activists. Nevertheless, the Slovak 
Roma-Gypsy population, studied by them, has been living sedentary for a couple 
of centuries. A� er forty years of state socialism the Roma-Gypsies were entirely 
settled (the last partly nomadic Vlach/Olach Roma were forced to settle down 
in 1950s) and made up mostly of unskilled manual workers, formerly employed 
in industry. Hence, Okely’s cultural criteria could be used here with serious dif-
& culties. On the contrary, in this part of Europe, the main boundary markers 
are precisely the elements that were naturally (given the British case) rejected by 
Okely, i.e. physical appearance and language20. � at is why Marushiakova and 
Popov write in their article that „a clear idea of the so-called Gypsies (Cigáni, 
Cikáni, etc.) as a separate, clearly de& ned ethnic community with common ori-
gins has existed for centuries in the public discourse of the entire region. � is is to 
say that everyone in Eastern Europe knows ‘who they are’”.21 � ey went on to say 
that „in Eastern Europe the ‘Gypsies’ are solely considered in primordial terms, 
within an ethnic discourse (as with any other ethnic community). In other words, 
one is born a ‘Ţigan’, one cannot become one, and one remains a ‘Ţigan’ for life 
(the same as one’s ancestors), regardless of lifestyle, education, profession, social 
status, etc., and identity (whether real or publicly declared)”.22

� e need to distinguish between people of local origin and those who show 
signs of di� erent ethnic identity (referring to a di� erent common origin) is ev-
ident in Roma-Gypsy studies. Even scholars employing cultural criteria o� en 
do not use these criteria consequently, as they would cover either too broad or 
too narrow of a population sample. � e former means that it would contain in-
digenous groups like Landfahrer in Germany, Woonwagenbewoners in the Neth-

their origin unless they paid taxes and had trading license. R. Košťák, Učebnice pátrací taktiky, 
Praha 1935.

19 Today’s director of the Department of Ethnology at Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague.
20 Language as a frequent ethnic marker of Roma-Gypsies in Central and Eastern Europe does 

not concern only Romani. It is o� en a speci& c adjustment of the majority language with some 
Romani interferences and accent (in the Czech Republic o� en called the „Roma ethnolect of 
Czech”). 

21 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 62.
22 Ibidem.
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erlands, „the earthly” (světští) in the Czech Republic who travel with carousels 
between local fairs, or many groups in the United States who call themselves 
Gypsies simply because they live „a Gypsy way of life”. � ese groups are usually 
not studied by Gypsiologists, or remain on the very margins of their interest. 
� at is why Marek Jakoubek wrote in regard to Swedish Tattares that „their ori-
gin from true Gypsies (my emphasis) is at least disputable”23 and therefore linked 
„true Gypsiness” with non-local (non-European?) origin.24 � e latter means that 
many groups that Gypsiologists would like to study do not & t into the de& nition, 
including most Central and Eastern European Roma-Gypsies, who live sedentary 
lives and have o� en similar jobs (and even lifestyles) as the majority population. 
� is discrepancy is still apparent also in the principles of the oldest Gypsiologists 
organization, the Gypsy Lore Society, which adheres to a traditional (and typical-
ly Anglo-American) socio-cultural de& nition of Gypsies, stating that the Society’s 
„goals include promotion of the study of Gypsy, Traveler, and analogous peripa-
tetic cultures worldwide”.25 But according to the Society „these groups include, 
among others, those referring to themselves as Ludar, Rom, Roma, Romanichels, 
Sinti and Travelers”.26 So now we have a group where maybe some 90 percent of 
the people described (most of Ludar, Rom, Roma, and Sinti) have nothing to do 
with peripatetic culture any longer.

Generic terms: Resignation of de* nition purity

Beside the above-described dichotomy of ethnonyms Roma and Gypsy, we may 
observe one common tendency for both. � is is a growing acceptance that the 
attempt at creating one coherent and universally valid de& nition of the Roma-
 -Gypsy that would use one single appellation has failed. It has resulted in the 
use of the appellations in a generic meaning rejecting de& nition based on exact 
criteria on behalf of an enumerating list. Both the users of the term Roma as 
well as those using Gypsy refuse to claim a universal validity for their preferred 
ethnonym. It is evident in terms of how international organizations with human 
rights focus use it. As it is stated in the Council of Europe Descriptive Glossary of 
terms relating to Roma issues from 2012, „� e term ‘Roma’ used at the Council of 
Europe refers to Roma, Sinti, Kale and related groups in Europe, including Travel-
lers and the Eastern groups (Dom and Lom), and covers the wide diversity of the 

23 F. Barth, Sociální organizace párijské skupiny v Norsku, [in:] Cikánské skupiny a jejich sociální 
organizace, L. Budilová, M. Jakoubek (eds.), Brno 2009, p. 47 (Jakoubek’s footnote).

24 � is is, by the way, in sharp contrast to the attitude of Jakoubek’s „teacher” Judith Okely.
25 http://www.gypsyloresociety.org/ (30 IX 2016).
26 http://www.gypsyloresociety.org/gypsy-lore-society-publications/romani-studies (30 IX 

2016).
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groups concerned, including persons who identify themselves as Gypsies”.27 Simi-
lar approach can also be found when it comes to the European Union. According 
to the European Commission the „Roma is the term commonly used in EU policy 
documents and discussions, although it encompasses diverse groups that include 
names like Roma, Gypsies, Travellers, Manouches, Ashkali, Sinti and Boyash”.28

Among the authors that prefer the term Gypsy this generic meaning of the 
term also occurs. A good example is the above mentioned text by Marushiako-
va and Popov, who resign from building a strong argumentation supporting the 
term Gypsy and instead de& ne the population in focus. As they put it „we do 
not use the word ‘Gypsies’ as it is used in the English-speaking world (scholarly 
work included) to signify nomad communities, which is to say a community or 
communities as de& ned by their way of life, regardless of their ethnic origins and 
identity. For us, Gypsies are de& nitely not communities characterized exclusively 
by their way of life”.29 Since they refused the ethnonym Roma by arguing that not 
all of the populations in focus de& ne themselves as such,30 they stick to the term 
Gypsy in its generic meaning, setting no exact and measurable („scienti& c”) crite-
ria31 on which one could be de& ned as Gypsy. To quote them again: „We are aware 
that the name used in English (‘Gypsies’) is not quite accurate in our case, but we 
are using it because of the lack of another umbrella term that more adequately 
re{ ects the unity of this heterogeneous community”.32

Creative „creolization” of the name Roma 
and other Romani ethnonyms

As early as in the 1970s, when Judith Okely did her research, she noticed that 
„even today the title ‘Romany’ is not generally interpreted at the local level as of 
Indian origin. � e most frequent explanation which I was given by Gypsies was: 
‘We’re Romanies ‘cos we always roam.’ A nomadic travelling identity was thus 
given priority over any exotic point of departure.”33 Apparently the Roma-Gyp-
sy groups did not and do not remain intact within the Roma nation-building 
„project” and the ethnonym Roma but rather adjust it creatively. In his study of 

27 Council, op.cit., p. 4
28 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/roma/index_en.htm (30 IX 2016).
29 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 61.
30 Ibidem, p. 62.
31 � eir de& nition is surely not „exact„ since it is based on the meaning of a reference group 

(„white” majority) which in other parts of Europe would probably not label as „Gypsies” the 
same people. 

32 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 62.
33 J. Okely, op.cit., p. 12.
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self-de& nitions of Gypsy ethnic groups in Hungary, Péter Szuhay states that only 
one group – the Vlach (Olach) – call themselves Rom or Roma whereas „those 
who are classi& ed as Hungarian Gypsies prefer the term ‘musicians’, while those 
called Romanian Gypsies prefer to call themselves Boyash”. He goes on to say that 
„[n]evertheless the majority of Gypsy politicians with Hungarian as their mother 
tongue o� en – and by today generally – use the term Roma in the names of the 
political and social organizations of Gypsy people; hence such names as the Roma 
Parliament, the Roma Civil Rights Foundation, the Roma Press Centre and Roma 
Veritas”.34 As Szuhay put it, this is a speci& c political strategy (he calls it „Gypsy 
politics”)35 with the aim to & t into the majority’s stereotypical preconception of 
Roma-Gypsies and thus gain bene& ts from government and international donors.

Although I do not want to oppose this interpretation, I & nd it important to 
place it in the wider context of dealing with ethnonyms among Roma-Gypsies. 
As Marushiakova and Popov pointed out, „[n]umerous examples from Eastern 
Europe show that ethnonyms are not something static and unchanging carried 
through the centuries into the di� erent countries where Gypsies live. Rather, 
these ethnonyms are a re{ ection of the { uid and mutable processes of segmenta-
tion and consolidation at the boundaries of the Gypsy communities themselves, 
and of their place in society”.36 � ey carried on saying that „there are cases where 
self-appellations which are for ‘internal usage’ (marking the borders of the com-
munity), and the appellations which the surrounding population and the other 
Gypsy communities have given to the group and which are used in external con-
tact, simultaneously continue to coexist.”37 � ese processes therefore concern not 
only change of an ethnonym but using dual appellation for various purposes38.

Another way is the creative „creolization” of etymology, as we have seen in 
Okely’s example. � e in{ uence of Roma nation-building movement on folk 
ethymological theories could be found also in case of other ethnonyms that 
are regarded not as opposing to the name Roma but rather as a „sub-category”. 
Marushiakova and Popov wrote, for instance, how some of the Roma activists 
from Bulgaria interpret their traditional non-Romani name „Kalajdži” (referring 
to their traditional occupation of & xing pots) as deriving from the word kalo, 
kali, that is in Romanes „black”.39 Similar attempts to make their ethnonym more 

34 P. Szuhay, Self-De5 nitions of Gypsy Ethnic Groups, [in:] ' e Gypsies/ ' e Roma in Hungarian 
Society, E. Kállai (ed.), Budapest 2002, p. 24.

35 Ibidem.
36 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 63.
37 Ibidem, p. 66.
38 It would probably not be overly ambitious to say that using two names – one for inner and one 

for external use – belongs to a standard phenomenon of groups forced to live for centuries on 
the margins of society of completely „underground”. 

39 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 75.
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„Roma”, perhaps due to the in{ uence of Roma nation-building, can be seen in the 
interpretation of Lovari – common ethnonym for South-Eastern European Roma 
– as deriving from the Roma expression for money „love” (and thus depicting 
Lovari as a prestigious or „rich” Roma), although in fact it comes from the Hun-
garian word „ló” which means horse (Lovari were traditionally horse traders).40

As a & nal example of how Roma-Gypsies react to the growing acceptance of 
the name Roma in certain circles is paradoxically the rejection of it. � is could be 
observed among some Roma whose traditional self-appellation is Roma but who 
perceive this as being „politically correct” and thus non-authentic and arti& cial. 
One of these cases might be the popular Czech singer of Roma origin Radek 
Banga, who performs under the name „Gypsy.cz”. 41 � is resembles Afro-Ameri-
can rappers who frequently refer to themselves „niggers” in a similar backlash to 
political correctness and aÉ  rmative action.

In conclusion, although the above-mentioned in{ uence surely play some (and 
perhaps growing) role in Roma-Gypsy naming, as yet there is no evidence of 
a complete switching of any of the traditional Roma-Gypsy ethnonym into the 
term „Roma”.

� e Roma go west

One of the way how Roma-Gypsies learn from each other and transfer ideas, 
including those about their preferred nomenclature, is through their in ter na tio-
nal activities. Both activities of the international Romany organizations and the 
pro-Roma bodies of organizations such as CAHROM42 of the Council of Europe 
or the Decade of Roma Inclusion bring Roma activists from various states togeth-
er on a regular basis. � ese meetings are vibrant opportunities to spread ideas of 
regarding nation-building and encourage each other’s e� ort. However, apart from 
this top-down and rather elite-based process, there are other simultaneous inter-
nationalization processes that bring together Roma-Gypsies at a grassroots level. 
Some of these are coordinated or even organized by Roma community leaders 
and their organizations, whereas some – and I would say on a much larger scale – 
are completely independent on them. To the latter category belong encounters of 
the Western and Eastern Roma-Gypsy groups due to migration.

40 Ibidem, p. 72.
41 His brother, a well-know journalist Patrik Banga, also o� en describes himself as „Gypsy” 

(Cikán in Czech). 
42 Since I was a Czech representative to Ad-hoc Committee for Roma Issues CAHROM in the 

years 2011-2012, I derive some of the arguments presented in this article from my own expe-
rience. � e other important source of „& rst hand” information was my seven-year period as 
a civil servant dealing (partly) with the Roma issue in the Czech Republic. 
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Since the fall of the iron curtain there have been various migration waves from 
the East (or South-East) to the West.43 � ere is no space in this article to describe 
all these waves, be it the large „exodus” of Roma from Macedonia to Germany and 
the subsequent waves from the Balkans due to Bosnian and later Kosovo wars, or 
the migration asylum-seekers from Czech and Slovak republics, mostly to Great 
Britain and Canada. � e last and perhaps largest wave of migration occurred a� er 
the accession of Bulgaria and Romania – the biggest reservoirs of Roma popu-
lation in absolute numbers in Europe – to the EU in 2007. � e free movement 
of people was used by a large group of Roma to migrate to Western countries, 
especially from Romania to France (probably also thanks to language proximi-
ty). All of these migrants, who overwhelmingly call themselves Roma, con fron-
ted the Western Roma-Gypsy population, who usually call themselves either by 
their traditional endonyms such as Sinti (Germany, Austria, Northern Italy etc.), 
Manuches (France), Kalé (Spain), or use for self-identi& cation exonyms taken 
from majority languages, such as Gitans (France), Gitanos (Spain) or Gypsies (the 
UK).44 Not only their distinct culture (an unintelligible language, whether some of 
the Eastern Romani dialect or East European majority languages) closer to their 
Eastern European neighbors then to Western Roma-Gypsies, but also the strongly 
pejorative context in which these poor Eastern migrants were presented in the 
media contributed to this. � us the term Roma was linked both with foreignness 
and with a non-appealing underclass. � erefore, in Spain, the UK or France, the 
appellation Roma is connected almost entirely with the East European groups. It 
is particularly evident in France, where the di� erence between local „Gypsies” and 
the foreign „Roma” was further exaggerated as the local Roma-Gypsy groups are 
not oÉ  cially perceived as an ethnic/national minority. � e state calls these groups 
mainly with non-ethnic terms such as Gens du voyage45 in order to maintain 
united French national identity. In my opinion, these migration processes that 
brought the Roma-Gypsy communities from the East and the West into direct 
contact sharpened the distinctions between them, and thus strengthened identi& -
cation of the „Westerners” with their own non-Roma endonyms.46

43 K. Bade, Migration in European History, Malden 2003, pp. 300-315.
44 � e identi& cation of the Roma-Gypsy groups with exonyms from majority language is par ti cu la rly 

frequent when the groups speak only the majority language and/or when the exonyms have lower 
pejorative connotations. � e latter case is apparent especially in Spain where the „Gitano cul ture” 
is regarded as a valuable part of a traditional Spanish (and speci& cally Andalusian) heritage. 

45 Alongside that, one more „ethnic” title is used as an oÉ  cial term as well: MENS (Minorités 
Ethniques Non-Sédentarisées). Paradoxically, the French state violated its own civic principles 
when dealing with the Bulgarian and Romanian Roma not as European citizens but as a spe-
ci& c ethnic group. � us, not all citizens from those two states were deported from France but 
only these Roma from non-authorized camps. 

46 It does not mean, however, that the migration was not an occasion for establishing good in-
ter-Roma-Gypsy relationships and increased grass-roots solidarity between the Western and 
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Side-e� ect nationalism: 
Irish Travellers and Balkan Egyptians

As presented above, there are Roma-Gypsy intellectuals, activists and „leaders” 
who at least partly take part in the Roma nation-building (even if in terms of 
„Gypsy-politics”) but it does not mean that „their” groups adopted the name 
Roma unless it was their traditional ethnonym. Similarly, there are Roma-Gypsy 
groups that are in the process of ethnicization47 but they regard themselves as 
completely distinct branch or even create their identity in opposition to Roma 
groups. For the purpose of this article I will brie{ y introduce two such groups 
that I & nd most representative, Irish Travellers and Balkan Egyptians. Both are 
generally regarded as a part of Roma-Gypsy group.48

Irish Travellers – unlike Balkan Egyptians – also play quite active role at the in-
ternational level of pro-Roma activities. � e Travellers are a typical group whose 
origin is at least predominantly indigenous. � eir physical appearance does not 
distinguish them from other Irish people. � ey speak English and their own „se-
cret” languages, if they still use any at all, are based on English or Irish Gaelic. 
� us, although they regularly take part at events organized by Roma or pro-Roma 
organizations, they in fact have very little in common with those who call them-
selves „Roma”. � e most salient common element is their social exclusion. Since 
pro-Roma activists and some of the scientists regard the awaking of ethnic con-
sciousness and solidarity as a form of group empowerment that helps to tackle dis-
crimination and social exclusion, some of them encourage the Travellers to build 
an ethnic identity.49 Although it is quite obvious that this strategy was learned from 
the role model of the Roma movement, it could not simply join this movement 
due to the large cultural distance between them. � e name Roma is of course out 
of the question. Hence in 1990, the „Irish Traveller Movement” was established.50 

Eastern groups. One of the cases might be support from French Pentecostal Roma-Gypsies for 
the evicted Eastern Roma immigrants. See e.g. R. Marquand, In France, an Evangelical Gypsy 
group shakes up the immigration debate, http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2010/0903/
In-France-an-Evangelical-Gypsy-group-shakes-up-the-immigration-debate (30 IX 2016).

47 Interestingly enough, that might be one of the very last „nation-building„ of people tradition-
ally settled in Europe. 

48 Council, op.cit.
49 For instance the sociologist Ronit Lentin of Trinity College Dublin. In my opinion, Lentin’s radi-

cal „ethnicization” recipes emphasizing unique identity of Travellers might be contra-productive 
as many of the Travellers are not much di� erent from the „non-Traveller” society. � us, exag-
gerating somewhat arti& cial di� erences might spoil the potential for inclusion based on pro xi-
mi ty to the majority Irish society. See: http://itmtrav.ie/keyissues/myview/207 (30 IX 2016). 

50 Similar organizations of Travellers that are very close in their „ethnic rhetoric” exist also in 
Great Britain. For example, London Gypsy and Traveller Unit. See: http://www.lgtu.org.uk/ 
(30 IX 2016). 
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Although its pro& le is typically that of human-rights advocate, its & rst two core 
principles are the „right to self-Determination” and „Recognition of Travellers as 
a Minority Ethnic Group”. � e wish to have their ethnicity oÉ  cially recognized is 
a crosscutting theme for the organization.51

Another example, Balkan Egyptians (Egipćani), di� er from the Travellers in 
many respect. What is the most important in the context of this article is that 
their attitude towards the Roma movement and the name Roma is not mere-
ly neutral. Whereas for Irish Travellers the main counterpart are the majority 
Irish people, for the Egyptians the reference group in opposition to which they 
build their identity is precisely the Roma. It is not my aim to go into too many 
details of the ethnogenesis of this group. What is important in the context of the 
Roma-Gypsy ethnonym is the fact that Egyptians strictly dissociate themselves 
from the Roma, even though most of the surrounding population perceives them 
as being of the same group.52 � eir di� erent sense of identity is built on a fact 
that – unlike Roma – they speak Albanian and not Romani. � e other reason for 
their dissociation from Roma is supposedly the pronounced prejudices against 
Roma among the Balkan nations.53 It is a speci& c situation especially in the Bal-
kans where two „macro” types of exonyms for Roma-Gypsy groups coexist. � ere 
are both exonyms derived from „Egypt” (‘Magjupë’, Evgjit, Ġupci, Yi� os etc.), 
otherwise used mostly in Western Europe (Gypsies, Gitanos, Gitans), along with 
those derived from „Athinganoi”, i.e. typical for South, Central and Eastern Eu-
rope (Cigani, Zigeuner, Çingene, Tsinganos). � ere are archival records that some 
groups (most likely Roma-Gypsies) claimed Egyptian/Coptic origin repeatedly 
from the arrival of Roma-Gypsy groups to the Balkans until the 20th century.54 
� erefore, in the modern ethnic awaking of the Egyptians this narrative55 was 

51 See Irish Travellers Movement web-pages: http://itmtrav.ie/ (30 IX 2016).
52 Despite their wish to be treated as di� erent groups than the Roma, it has become common 

practice in oÉ  cial documents to call them RAE (Roma, Ashkali, Egyptians) which further ce-
ments their perception as a mere variety of the Roma. C. Lichnofsky, Ashkali and Egyptians in 
Kosovo: New ethnic identi5 cations as a result of exclusion during nationalist violence from 1990 
till 2010, „Romani Studies” 2013, vol. 23, no. 1, pp. 29–59, p. 30. 

53 C. Lichnofsky, op.cit., p. 31. It should be added that they were not very successful in gaining 
more respect and popularity within the majority society, especially as they became unluckily 
involved in the Serbian-Albanian dispute in Kosovo. Although they inclined culturally to Alba-
nians, they were treated as allies by the Serbs who used them as a way to diminish the statisti-
cal number of Albanians in the region. During the Kosovo war in 1998/99, they were severely 
persecuted by the local Albanians. One of the reactions to that was a break-away of another 
group who call themselves Ashkali. � is group claims at least oÉ  cially to have good relations 
with Albanians. � ey trace their origin back to ancient Persian. C. Lichnofsky, op.cit., p. 36.

54 See, for instance, R. Zemon, Istorija balkanskih Egipćana, http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/
ibp/source/1.0_balkan_egyptian_serbian_corr.pdf (30 IX 2016).

55 Some scholars like Rubin Zemon who is also a Balkan Egyptian activist, strive to & nd real 
historical ties and ethnic origin of the group in Egypt. R. Zemon, op.cit.
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used for construing the neologism Egyptians (Egipćani). � ey strived for the 
recognition (unsuccessfully) of this ethnic category as early as in 1971 and lat-
er 198156 in the nation-wide Yugoslavian census, but their openly stated ethnic 
awaking begun with the collapse of Yugoslavia, especially in Kosovo. In 1991 they 
were oÉ  cially recognized as an ethnic group and were counted in the census 
as such.57 Similarly to other Balkan nations they joined the „race” for an older 
history that would anchor them on their settled territory. Identi& cation with an 
alleged ancient Egyptian colonization was a perfect step in that direction. Names 
of some of their organizations were openly linked to ancient Egypt (e.g. „Nefer-
titi”)58. � ey even established contact with the Egyptian embassy in Belgrade and 
some of their leaders endeavored to learn Arabic.59 In my opinion, the Egyptian 
identi& cation could also be a way of demonstrating to the Roma and also ma-
jority population that they are „not like them”, but rather belong to an ancient 
civilization with a „high” culture.

Conclusions

Dimitrina Petrova states in her article that „[n]ot all so-called Gypsies in the 
world today recognize themselves as Roma, and it is diÉ  cult to predict whether 
a broader identity will be constituted in the future to encompass the non  -Roma 
‘Gypsies.’”60 As presented in my article, the Roma nation-building movement 
is diverse and cannot be interpreted as a linear evolutionary process with ever-
 -growing support for the Roma identity and for the Roma ethnonym. Even though 
Irish Travellers and Balkan Egyptians are usually regarded as Roma  -Gypsies, they 
have instead constructed a „spin-o� ” nationalism which is independent of or 
even against the Roma one. Some other „non-Roma” groups use the name Roma 
according to their frame of reference. Maintaining their traditional ethnonym 
does not prevent them from taking active part in Roma nation-building. Instead 
of getting rid of their „old” names, they creatively adjust them in order to & t in 
better with the Roma national narrative.

� us, it must be accepted that for many Roma-Gypsy groups it is just as im-
portant (and maybe more so) to distinguish themselves form each other – be it 

56 According to Rubin Zemon those who claimed in this census to be „Gjupci” ethnicity were 
counted as „Roma” and those who claimed „Egipćani” were registered as „unknown”. R. Ze-
mon, op.cit., p. 6. 

57 � e biggest group, about 13 000, claimed Egyptian ethnicity in Kosovo.
58 R. Zemon, op.cit., p. 6.
59 C. Lichnofsky, op.cit., p. 35.
60 D. Petrova,  op.cit., p. 111.
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between the „western” Sinti and „eastern” Roma or between „Roma” sub-groups 
themselves (Lovari, Kalderaro, Čurari etc.) – as from the majority gadje population.

Intensi& ed international contacts of the Roma, especially a� er 1989, have ap-
parently twofold e� ect. On the one hand, it pursues an exclusionary ethnic rhe-
to ric (with side-e� ect nationalisms) and disseminates the ethnonym Roma. On 
the other hand, it enhanced also opposite tendencies of accentuating di� erences 
between the groups.

When it comes to academia, one may conclude that the diversity of Ro-
ma-Gypsy appellation has created a major obstacle for adopting the term „Roma” 
by some Gypsiologist although the Anglo-American argumentation for using the 
name „Gypsy” turned out to be rather useless in Central and Eastern Europe.

In the attempt to grasp what is so speci& c to Roma-Gypsies, Marushiakova 
and Popov argue that unlike other nations they were created and their boundaries 
were made more from outside (by the surrounding population) than from inside 
(by Roma-Gypsies themselves).61 I do not think that they saw the essential point, 
however. � e Native Americans (Indians) as well as the Afro-Americans (blacks), 
for instance, where formed as „one group” in exactly the same way. What makes 
Roma-Gypsies speci& c is rather the fact that unlike the above-mentioned Amer-
ican minorities they are much less de& nable. When trying to answer „who they 
are”, three perspectives always interplay but never fully overlap with each other: 
cultural, racial, and ethnic.62 � erefore, despite the wish of Roma national leaders, 
human-rights activist and some scholars, there hardly exists room for any wide-
spread consensus in academia about the Roma-Gypsy ethnonym either.

Ondřej Klípa – dr, etnolog, polonista, wykładowca w Centrum Interdyscypli-
narnych Studiów o Polsce Uniwersytetu Europejskiego Viadrina we Frankfurcie 
nad Odrą

61 E. Marushiakova, V. Popov, op.cit., p. 62.
62 I always remember some of my former colleagues and students, who were very proud Roma 

activists but who had completely assimilated to mainstream culture and did not look „Roma” 
at all. 
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