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Day after day for months, through sun and rain and snow, I walked down the sidewalk of 

Sighisoara, Romania on my way to work. Most days I walked to and from town twice, and 

almost every time I passed the same children. I would watch them weave between cars stopped 

at the traffic light, knocking on windows to ask for a few coins. It wasn’t until halfway through 

my stay in Romania that I summoned the courage to try speaking to them. There were three: 

Andreea, who was about 10 years old, Moise, probably eight, and Sylvania, who looked to be 

three. I began to stop and talk to them every time I passed; I often wondered whether they would 

have talked to me if I didn’t give them gum, my substitute for the money they always asked me 

for. Often, I would see people look on with suspicion, wondering what a blonde foreigner could 

be doing talking to three, begging, Gypsy kids. More than once, someone approached us and 

yelled at the kids, telling them to leave me alone. I would watch them run off, disgusted at the 

way they had just been treated, confused at their apparent indifference, and saddened at the 

reality of the injustice I had just witnessed. Surely these interactions were caused by something 

deeper than disapproval, right? 

Most Romanians believe that Romanies are lazy, dirty, deceitful, criminals by nature, and 

have done nothing to contribute to society. However, Romanians know little to nothing about the 

Romani people and their history. Even the commonly used name “Gypsies” reflects the lack of 

understanding the world has of this people group, as it originally came from an inaccurate 

connection to Egypt (Hancock, 2002). For this reason, as well as the stigma attached to the term, 

I will be using the term “Romanies” in place of “Gypsies.”  If the root of the tension between 

Romanians and Romanies is left buried, the cycle of prejudice, poverty and distrust will 

continue. On the other hand, exposing the history of the Romani people could be the spark that 

causes Romanies and their fellow Romanians to begin chipping away at the barrier that separates 
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them, creating an environment that allows Romanies to emerge from the stifling poverty and 

injustice they suffer from now. The widespread ignorance of Romani history among all people of 

Romania exacerbates the deeply worn track of social exclusion Romanies are stuck in. 

The Romani people, a group concentrated in Romania but found all over the world, is far 

from homogenous today. There are approximately 12 million Romanies spread across all 

continents (Hancock, 2002, p. xvii). The traits that tie the subgroups together include a language 

called Romani that was once shared, common traditions and values, and at the most basic level, 

relation through blood. In Romania, Romanies make up the second to largest minority, 

numbering somewhere between one and two and a half million, although fewer are reported 

(Nicolae, 2002, para. 5). Of these people, 90 percent live below the country’s national poverty 

line, according to the United Nations (UNDP, 2014). As a significant percentage of Romania’s 

population, their presence, influence, and well-being affect the country as a whole. 

For hundreds of years, ethnic Romanians have attached negative stereotypes to the 

Romani people, assuming that they are born with unfavorable qualities. According to Valeriu 

Nicolae (2002), an educated Romani from Romania who now advocates for Romani rights, 

common feelings toward the Romanies include a belief that they feel entitled to steal from non-

Romanies and have no interest in employment or education (p. 386). It is true that there is an 

overrepresentation of Romanies in jails. However, law enforcers often target Romanies and don’t 

use the proper legal procedures when dealing with their cases (p. 391). Yes, 30 percent of 

Romanies are not employed in Romania (FRA, 2014), but there are often job descriptions that 

specify “No Gypsies” (Nicolae, 2002). In terms of education, a study conducted in 2011 by the 

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014) in which a team surveyed 1,100 

randomly selected Romani households in Romania reported that 52 percent of their subjects left 
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school before the age of 16. Twenty-four percent never attended school, and only eight percent 

completed secondary school or higher education. If the children make it to school, which is 

unlikely because the cost to the family is so high, they are treated unfairly. They will likely not 

be accepted by their fellow students or receive the same quality of education from the teachers as 

Romanian children would, simply Romani children are viewed as less capable learners (Nicolae, 

2002). At the most basic level, the poverty most Romanies live in is caused by a lack of 

resources, but beyond that, it is perpetuated by discrimination.  

Ian Hancock (2002), a Romani himself, responds to the stigma attached to Romanies in 

his book We are the Romani People by saying,  

“The present-day situation of the Romani population in Europe can only be 
properly understood if it is seen in its historical context, as the end of a continuum 
stretching back across the centuries. While it is easy to look at the sad condition 
of Romanies today, at the ghettos, the begging, the high unemployment and crime 
rates and to react negatively, two questions must be asked: first - what series of 
events, since the Romanies first arrived in Europe, have brought the present-day 
population to this miserable state, and second, do Romanies live this way as a 
matter of choice? Given a more attractive option, would they take it?” (p. 33).  
 

The Romanies are a complex people that cannot be defined only be poverty. In the same way, 

they cannot only be defined as criminals or unemployed or uneducated. Perhaps because the 

tension between Romanies and Romanians and within Romanies can be traced, there is hope for 

change.  

The origin of the Romani people is rather elusive; however, most experts agree that the 

original group came from India in the late 1100s (Hancock, 2002, p. 7). They made their way 

into Europe in the early 13th century alongside the Turkish army as captives or camp laborers 

(Hancock, 2002, p. 11). Their connection to the threatening Turks created the first trace of 

distrust that Romanians feel toward Romanies. For years afterwards, Romanies continued to be 
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misunderstood as Turkish spies (Hancock, 2002, p. 30). The fear and confusion surrounding this 

newly introduced people group provided groundwork for the prejudice to come.  

When the Romanies first stepped into Europe, they were a group that held an abundant 

assortment of skills, including metalwork, bear training, woodcarving, musicianship, shoe 

making, cooking, building, and blacksmithing, among many others (Hancock, 2002, p. 19). 

These skills were largely stripped away along with their culture, pride, and identity as the 

Romanies spent 500 years being physically tortured and degraded. A combination of the lack of 

rights as a result of their status as foreigners, the Romanies’ useful skills, and the unsupported 

association with the Turks led to the enslavement of the Romani people. In Moldavia and 

Wallachia, two of the three regions that make up present-day Romania, enslavement lasted for 

500 years (Kelso, 2013, p. 68), from around 1350 to 1856 (Hancock, 2002, p. 18). As Hancock 

(2002) laments, “The overall effect of this [period of enslavement] on the Romani people was 

devastating and turned a skilled, self-sufficient people into dependent, dispirited chattel” (p. 16). 

Simultaneously, the idea that Romanies were unworthy of receiving dignity naturally began to 

take root in Romanians’ minds.  

 When slavery was first abolished, there seemed to be hope for the Romanies; however, 

any progress made after slavery was soon crushed. When Romanies were first freed in 1856 

(Cartner, 1991), they did not receive any help to assimilate back into society (Kelso, 2013, p. 68; 

Hancock, 2002, p. 26). Many even sold themselves back to their former owners because they had 

nowhere else to go (Cartner, 1991). However, as time progressed, conditions for the Romanies 

improved. By 1934, there were a number of groups formed by Romanies who advocated for 

rights for their people; many Romanies were beginning to work in agriculture and make a living, 
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and more children received an education (Cartner, 1991). But then, less than 100 years after they 

were freed, a direct blow to the people sent them spiraling backwards.  

With the rise of Ion Antonescu, Romania’s dictator during World War II, the Romanies 

faced hardship that proved to be nearly impossible to bounce back from. Antonescu’s goal was to 

rid the country of ethnic minorities (Cartner, 1991). He targeted Romanies, especially nomadic 

groups, as Hitler also did in the rest of Europe. He succeeded in deporting at least 25,000 to labor 

camps, and killing 10,000 (Kelso, 2013, p. 61), making Romania the perpetrator of the most 

Romani deaths in one country (Cartner, 1991). The sheer drop in numbers left the Romanies on 

unstable ground.  

Along with the horrific genocide, the Holocaust devastated Romani culture, self-

sufficiency, and dignity even further. The culture was crushed, because Antonescu left no room 

for any custom that wasn’t Romanian, the people lived in fear of being shipped off to a labor 

camp, and with those deportations, the “guardians of tradition” were taken away (Hancock, 

2002, p. 49). A Romani man interviewed by the Helsinki Project in 1991 reflected, “Many of our 

people have not maintained our culture. A long time ago, during the war, they were too afraid 

and didn’t follow their customs. So they adapted themselves, but they lost much in the process” 

(Cartner, 1991). Once again, it left them scrambling for a foothold in the only country they knew 

as home, rejected and despised by their neighbors, and unable to sustain any culture they still 

knew. The Holocaust and rule of Antonescu chipped away at the resilience of the Romani 

people.  

During the communist era in Romania, this history was forgotten.  Under communist 

rule, the general public’s view of the recent Holocaust was severely manipulated. Not only did 

the government deny their involvement, they also flipped the people’s perspective of the dictator 
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at the time, Ion Antonescu, from one of a cruel ally of Nazi Germany to a hero who saved the 

country from the hands of the USSR (Kelso, 2013, p. 64). This switch in the perception of the 

Holocaust discouraged any possibility that Antonescu was to blame for the deaths of over 

210,000 of their own people: 200,000 Romanian Jews and 10,000 Romanian Romanies. The 

problem was perpetuated when the political parties who opposed Antonescu were not brought 

into power because of the popular perspective that Antonescu was a hero; therefore, the very 

historians who helped to manipulate the people remained in power and did not change the 

inaccurate information in textbooks after communism (Kelso, 2013, p. 64). Those textbooks 

contain the same information taught today in Romanian schools, resulting in a highly 

misinformed population. 

Elemér Illyés wrote a book titled National minorities in Romania: Change in 

Transylvania in 1982, during the last decade of communism. He introduces his writing in this 

way: “In this work an attempt has been made for the first time to analyze thoroughly the 

political, ethnical, cultural, socioeconomic, and historical situation…of the national minorities of 

Romania” (p. 1). He claims to explore the history and impact of each minority in Romania, yet 

there is hardly mention of the Romanies. Even the Jewish population is discussed, despite the 

fact that at the time they were “numerically insignificant” (p. 2). Even though Romanies are 

reported as the second to largest minority group in Romania, they were not, and still are not 

acknowledged as a contributor to the country’s culture. 

In post-communist Romania, the effects of the control of information during communism 

can be seen. Michelle Kelso (2013), an assistant professor of sociology and an expert on 

genocide and education at George Washington University, conducted a workshop with 40 

Romanian teachers in 2005. Her goal was to share about Romania’s involvement in the 
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Holocaust in hopes that the educators would teach their students the correct information and, 

therefore, break down prejudice against Romanies. As she progressed, Kelso noticed that the 

teachers she worked with were viewing this new information through a lens of prejudice they felt 

toward the Romanies. Instead of being surprised, for they had been told a different story their 

whole lives after all, the educators reacted with suspicion (p. 67). For them, it was hard to 

believe that the very people they saw as violent, lazy, disrespectful, and untrustworthy could be 

put in a place that called for compassion. They were blind to the prejudice that led to the 

atrocities of the Holocaust simply because the same prejudice has survived to this day. Kelso 

describes this as presentism, “viewing the past from the lens of the present” (p. 68). The hole in 

Romania’s histiography as it’s documented, known, and taught is proof of the widespread 

ignorance of all Romanians, including Romanies themselves. Kelso’s study illuminates the 

prejudice that stems from that ignorance.     

Many Romanians believe that Romanies do not want to assimilate. Since their arrival, 

they have been hesitant to interact with those not a part of their group. However, the exclusion 

they have faced from society time and time again has increased their exclusion of society. 

Naturally, when they are not embraced as valuable contributors to society, they will be less 

willing to extend their own interest in contributing. Their hesitancy has become a justified 

distrust after being pushed, shoved, and thrown around. They are often lumped into one group 

despite their many differences, including trade, socio-economic status, and language. They have 

been told to settle, or told to move many times over the years. They have been forced to 

assimilate and prohibited to assimilate. Their work has been valued, but they have also been 

stripped of all resources to work the trades they have mastered for centuries. For Romanies to 

sustain an effort to enter into mainstream society, the society must be willing to accept them. 
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  Change can be encouraged, but true change will only come from the inside. Too often, 

foreigners seeking to extract Romanies from a life of poverty once and for all approach the 

situation with a goal of fixing immediate needs. Merely focusing on giving resources deepens the 

rift between Romanies and Romanians, who then see Romanies as dependent, opportunistic 

people who don’t deserve the resources they are being given. Instead, we should be attempting to 

empower Romanies. “We ourselves have forgotten [our history]…The result is that people don’t 

know who we really are, and we aren’t in a position to tell them,” writes Hancock (2002, p. 63). 

We can put a new story in front of the people of Romania, but only Romanians themselves have 

the ability to internalize it. When acceptance of the past comes, which may come only as a result 

of time, education can begin to break the hardness down; once it’s broken, knowledge has the 

potential to unveil the humanity of the ‘other.’  

 When looking solely at the Romanies’ position in Romanian society today, it is easy to 

attribute their physical and social poverty to the group’s qualities; however, when analyzing 

Romania’s history, it becomes very evident that these issues are rooted in the past. Because 

Romanian’s perception of the past is not accurate, their perception of the present is skewed. As 

someone who has spent a significant amount of time in Romania working within a Romani 

village, I believe that this is a fundamental understanding to have. As an American, I cannot truly 

understand the culture of Romania. I did not experience the constant fear people lived through 

during communism; I did not grow up seeing Romani children begging on the streets; I do not 

know what it would be like to be taught one thing about my country’s history, and to have the 

“facts” replaced with a completely new set of ideas. Nevertheless, as someone who loves the 

people of Romania, I want to instigate change. We will always be ignorant to some degree, but 

that should not keep us from attempting to understand. Only by being willing to learn, to build 
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relationships, and to be open to the ways of Romanians and its minorities can we begin be 

helpful in this situation. For any aid organization, it is critical that they learn this history, if for 

no other reason than to begin to understand the complexity that they are walking into and the 

degree of their own ignorance. As for Romanians and Romanies themselves, being exposed to 

the true story could eventually soften them to the humanity of one another. Change won’t come 

about when the government puts new policies in place. It won’t occur if these groups are forced 

to interact. It can only begin when the Romani people and their fellow Romanians hear and 

believe this story. We must empower Romanians to make the change, because, although we may 

have a different, and sometimes clearer, view from the outside, they are the ones who will make 

a difference. 

 I passed Andreea on the snow-lined street all by herself one frigid evening near the end of 

my stay in Romania. She asked me if I had been at the school, since she knew my schedule by 

then. I asked her where her siblings were. At home, she said. We walked the rest of the way 

together in silence until I got to my apartment. It was nice to have a companion. As we walked, 

Andreea looked up at me, her eyes glued to my face. I felt something different between us. She 

had not asked for money, and I had not assumed she would. The wall had been broken, if just for 

a moment, between her and me. In her eyes shone fear and vulnerability, pain and a tinge of 

hope. In that moment, we were just two girls standing on the street in the cold, both human, both 

broken. “Te iubesc, Andreea. I love you,” I said before turning away and heading inside.  
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