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The Romani: Origins, Diaspora, and a Nation Without Territory

The Romani word for water is pani. For tooth: dand. For nose: nakh. When a Slovakian Romani speaker encounters a Punjabi speaker in Punjab itself, these cognates create an immediate linguistic kinship across a gulf of 1,500 years and several thousand miles. This vocabulary is not coincidental; it is genealogy encoded in speech. The Romani language, formally classified as Indo-Aryan within the broader Indic language family, preserves in its foundational lexicon an unambiguous archive of its origin in northwestern India—a fact that went unrecognized by European scholars until the 18th century, when comparative historical linguistics finally cracked the puzzle that the Roma themselves had carried across continents in their speech.

For centuries, the European majority believed the Romani were Egyptian refugees, a mistake so durable it birthed the enduring English exonym “Gypsy,” from “Egyptian.” This ignorance was not entirely the host societies’ failing; the Roma possessed no written chronicles, no codified historical records, only oral traditions and the living testimony of their language. The breakthrough came through painstaking linguistic detective work. By the 1770s, German scholar Johann Christian Rüdiger identified structural parallels between Romani and Hindi. By the early 1800s, scholars like John Demetrius Boswell demonstrated that Romani grammar mirrored the complexity of Sanskrit, not the Romance languages surrounding the Roma in Europe. The Turner-Grierson thesis, systematized in the late 19th century, cemented the Indic origin through exhaustive vocabulary mapping: words for kinship, animals, tools, and natural phenomena formed an unbroken chain back to the Sanskrit-derived languages of the Indian subcontinent. This linguistic proof preceded genetic confirmation by two centuries, yet it was equally definitive.

Modern genomics has sealed what linguists already knew. Y-chromosome and mitochondrial DNA studies, beginning with Gresham’s 2001 analysis and refined through projects like Mendizabal’s 2012 genome-wide association work, reveal that the European Roma descended from a single, remarkably endogamous founder population that departed northwestern India—the Punjab and Rajasthan regions—approximately 1,000 to 1,500 years ago. The genetic signal is unmistakable: identity-by-descent (IBD) sharing between contemporary European Roma and populations in Punjab is comparable to the genetic distance between Roma and their own host European societies, a pattern that appears only when a discrete founding group migrates and then remains demographically isolated. The bottleneck is written into their DNA. Genome-wide analyses of Iberian Roma, who arrived in Spain some 500 years ago, identified exactly eleven founder lineages, evidence of successive waves of westward migration between the 14th and 19th centuries, each wave undergoing distinct admixture events with the populations it encountered. The genetic data demolished competing hypotheses: not North African origins, not Jewish diaspora kinship, but an Indian departure followed by a calculated eastward passage through the Middle East and into Europe.

Who were these original migrants? Here scholarship fragments into competing theories supported by different bodies of evidence. Genetic markers show affinities with the traditionally scheduled castes and scheduled tribes of northern India, populations collectively designated the Dom in classical literature. The Dom hypothesis gains credibility from occupational continuity: the Dom historically worked as metalworkers, musicians, and peripatetic service-providers in India, precisely the occupational niches the proto-Roma would later occupy in Persia, Byzantium, and Europe. Yet other scholars marshal evidence suggesting the ancestors of the Roma included higher-caste warrior groups, the Jats and Rajputs, displaced by regional conflicts and invasions in the Indian subcontinent. The military musician theory, drawn from the Persian epic the Shahnameh (composed 977–1010 CE), posits that King Bahram V of Sassanid Persia, a 5th-century patron of the arts disturbed by the poverty of his subjects who lacked access to music, petitioned the Indian king to send 10,000 Luri musicians westward. While the number is certainly poetic exaggeration, the underlying logic maps onto proto-Romani patterns: they functioned as peripatetic service-providers, entertainers, and artisans occupying specialized economic niches in the margins of settled empires. No single theory dominates, but the occupational evidence—metalworking, horse trading, music, temporary labor—suggests these were people already adapted to mobility and marginality before they left India.

The linguistic record preserves the specific geography of their westward journey. The proto-Romani migration route is encoded in the strata of loanwords that accumulated as the Roma traveled, with pre-European vocabulary preserved across all Romani subgroups. Following departure from India, they traversed the Persian Empire, the Caucasus, and the Armenian highlands before entering the Byzantine sphere of influence. The proof is embedded in the phonology itself: the Romani word for candle, momelin, is borrowed from Armenian and retains archaic Armenian phonetic features. Because Armenian underwent a universal phonetic shift in the 9th century—transforming the “l” sound into a “gh” sound—linguists can precisely date the Romani passage through Armenia to before that century, a temporal marker preserved in borrowed vocabulary. The complete absence of Arabic, Syriac, or Semitic loanwords in the foundational Romani lexicon indicates they bypassed the Arabic-speaking Middle East entirely, moving rapidly through Anatolia and the Levant. Conversely, the largest non-Indic stratum consists of Greek loanwords, revealing an extended, multigenerational period of settlement in the Byzantine Empire’s Anatolia and Balkans before subsequent expansion into Western Europe during the 15th and 16th centuries. Language functions as a geographic and temporal map; migration history is legible in vocabulary.

By the 14th century, the first documentary evidence confirms Romani presence in Europe. Corfu records from 1346 note Roma arrivals; Venetian documents from the 15th century describe them in established communities. The papal safe-conducts issued from the 15th century onward treated the Roma as a recognized, if alien, population. From the Balkans, different waves of migration produced different Romani subgroups: the Vlax Roma, who migrated into Wallachia and Moldavia; the Balkan Roma; the Sinti and Mannouche of Western Europe; the Welsh Romani; the Spanish Gitanos. Geographic separation produced linguistic divergence. These subgroups developed distinct dialects, occupational traditions, and internal legal structures, yet maintained linguistic and cultural continuity through the shared foundational vocabulary, the preservation of Sanskrit-rooted kinship terminology, and adherence to the universal behavioral code of Romanipen. The diversity emerged from a single point of origin, branching like a linguistic tree across Europe.

The fact that Romani identity persisted through this diaspora without a state, without territory, without formal institutions, without a unified religion, constitutes a challenge to how we understand nationhood itself. Ten to twelve million Roma live today in Europe, the continent’s largest ethnic minority, yet they possess no capital, no army, no government. They speak no single language exclusively—though Romani speakers understand each other across borders—and they do not worship at a unified shrine. Catholics and Orthodox Christians, Muslims and Pentecostals, sit within the same Romani families, worshipping according to the religious affiliation of their host nation. Yet Romani identity does not dissolve under these pressures. The mechanism lies in the architecture of belonging itself.

At the core stands Romanipen, a concept inadequately translated as “gypsyhood” because it refers not to static artifacts but to the totality of Romani spirit—an overarching moral worldview and behavioral pattern that defines what it means to be Rom. As anthropologist Leonardo Piasere observed, the Roma constitute a “polythetic category,” meaning membership cannot be defined by a single essentialist trait. Instead, belonging emerges from a cluster of features: adherence to Romani dialect, occupational traditions, family organization, and critically, behavioral conformity to internal laws. This flexibility allows massive internal diversity—different religions, different languages, different economics—while maintaining a sharp boundary against the non-Romani world. The concept of Romanistan emerges from this framework: the true homeland of the Romani is not soil or geography but a metaphysical republic “across the souls of men,” whose absolute constitution is Romanipen itself. Those who violate this constitution are automatically exiled, regardless of physical location.

Operationalizing Romanipen is the marime code, a system of ritual purity and defilement originating in ancient folk religions with direct structural parallels to the caste pollution concepts of the Indian subcontinent. The system is mechanically ingenious: because the Roma historically lacked state institutions, police forces, and formal governmental structures to enforce social order, they harnessed the immense psychological power of superstition and ritual pollution to regulate behavior, ensure internal cooperation, and deliberately limit integration with hostile host societies. The marime principle relies on strict spatial separation of the human body. The upper half—face, hands, mouth—is pure and clean. The lower half, associated with excretion, menstruation, and sexuality, is inherently impure and ritually polluting. This dichotomy dictates meticulous daily practices: male and female clothing must be washed separately; cookware and tableware must be cleaned in dedicated containers, never in sinks used for hands or clothing; a menstruating woman cannot prepare food for men; a woman may not walk past a seated man because her genitals would be at his eye level, causing extreme defilement. Following childbirth, a woman is isolated for six weeks, unable to share a bed with her husband or participate in normal communal life.

The genius of the system lies in its conceptualization of the entire non-Romani Gadje (outsider) world as permanently, irreversibly defiled. By institutionalizing the belief that the host society is inherently polluted—even the shadow of a non-Gypsy casts suspicion—the Roma inoculated themselves against cultural assimilation at the level of daily practice and family intimacy. Violation is not mere rule-breaking; it summons frightening powers of evil and spiritual contagion. The violator’s own family will shun them; any item they touch must be destroyed immediately. This system repairs the vulnerabilities of simple ostracism: in fringe societies operating beyond the bounds of state law, government enforcement is unavailable. But fear of contamination becomes self-enforcing. Over centuries, this psychological terror proved more effective than any police force in maintaining group boundaries.

To adjudicate violations of Romanipen and enforce marime, many Romani subgroups—particularly the Vlax Roma—developed the kris, an autonomous traditional court deriving its name from the Greek krisi (judgment). This institution evolved extensively during the brutal centuries of Romani slavery in Wallachia and Moldavia, functioning as a vital mechanism for internal order in the absence of state protection. The kris operates entirely outside the host nation’s legal apparatus, constituting a form of transnational community law and what legal scholars term “interlegality.” Because Roma lack sovereign territory, the kris concerns itself exclusively with internal civil and moral matters involving only Romani parties: property disputes, marriage and family obligations, territorial divisions for occupational activities, unpaid debts, and severe infractions of purity codes.

The legal process combines formal structure with communal consensus. When a dispute arises, the community first attempts informal mediation through a divano—a gathering of clan leaders and respected elders. If this fails, the formal kris convenes as last resort, presided over by krisnitorya, highly respected elder males whose authority derives from deep knowledge of Romani law and moral credibility. Proceedings are public within the community; adults actively express opinions, ensuring the judgment aligns with communal consensus. Sanctions range from financial restitution to the ultimate penalty: a declaration of marime resulting in total excommunication. This system created a parallel legal structure that rendered Romani society opaque to state authorities while maintaining internal order through culturally embedded mechanisms of accountability.

A final pillar is religious syncretism—the strategic, adaptive absorption of the dominant theology of the host nation. The Roma did not passively submit to the Catholic Church in Western Europe, the Eastern Orthodox Church in the Balkans, or Sunni Islam in the Ottoman Empire. They selectively incorporated specific religious elements, rituals, and aesthetics, remodeling them until they became romanes (Romani-like). This served as evolutionary survival strategy: by superficially adopting the majority faith, Roma mitigated the risk of religious persecution and expulsion from theocratic states. Yet because their primary moral and spiritual framework remained Romanipen, conversion posed no threat to core identity. Within Romani society, changing religious affiliation is evaluated through a social lens—as a threat to family cohesion and ancestral tradition—rather than a theological one. Roma frequently joined massive, mainstream religious institutions rather than small, marginalized sects, seeking the social honor and protective anonymity of the majority, counteracting their marginalized ethnic status. By outsourcing formal theological needs to the host society while keeping internal moral and legal structures impenetrable, the Roma ensured cultural survival across religious frontiers.

Yet internal defenses could not fully explain survival. The Roma also owe their persistence to centuries of systematic exclusion—a history of subjugation so thorough that it paradoxically reinforced rather than erased their identity. The nation-state model, emerging across Europe from the late Middle Ages to modernity, depended on congruence between geographic borders, political sovereignty, and cultural homogeneity. The Roma, as a transnational, non-territorial, peripatetic diaspora, represented the absolute antithesis of this model. States viewed them as an existential administrative anomaly—a problem to be solved. The solutions oscillated between subjugation, forced assimilation, and genocide, each intensifying Romani isolation.

In Eastern Europe, total legal subjugation permanently halted absorption. For approximately five centuries, Roma in the principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia (modern Romania) were subjected to institutionalized chattel slavery. The first documentary evidence appears in a 13th-century deed in which a Wallachian prince gifted forty Roma families to an Orthodox monastery. From that moment until the mid-19th century, Roma were legally classified as absolute property of three entities: the Crown, the Boyar landowning aristocracy, and the Orthodox Church. The term țigani, derived from the Greek Athiganoi (untouchable, pagan, impure), became not merely an ethnic identifier but a legal synonym for slave. The parallels between English chattel and cattle, reflecting shared etymology, captured the Roma’s legal status: they were livestock, completely excluded from the civic and social fabric of Romanian society.

When Romani slavery was finally abolished gradually in the 1850s, the newly formed Romanian state implemented virtually no policies for social or economic integration. Many nomadic Roma were forcibly settled in villages under police supervision; most were left destitute, landless, existing entirely outside society’s social organization. The 500-year institution created insurmountable barriers ensuring Roma were never absorbed into national identity, establishing a legacy of structural marginalization and poverty that persists today.

Western Europe attempted a different, and equally futile, strategy. During the 18th-century Enlightenment, absolute monarchies transitioned from expulsion and enslavement to legally mandated forced assimilation. Influenced by philosophies of state centralization and peasant modernization, monarchs attempted to eradicate Romani identity through legislative fiat. These policies failed uniformly because state bureaucrats fundamentally misunderstood Romani identity as mutable socio-economic status rather than deeply entrenched ethnic culture.

The Habsburg Empire under Maria Theresa and Joseph II implemented sweeping assimilation policies. Joseph II’s “Josephinism” criminalized the very existence of Romani culture: the language was banned, traditional dress prohibited, peripatetic trades outlawed, and election of Romani leaders forbidden. In a brutal attempt to sever cultural transmission, the state mandated intermarriage with non-Roma and systematically removed Romani children from parents, placing them with non-Romani peasant families to be raised as ethnic Hungarians or Austrians. Rather than assimilating, Roma utilized mobility, fleeing to remote Balkan regions or migrating east to escape state control. The legislation succeeded only in driving identity underground and installing deep, justified paranoia regarding state authorities.

Spain under King Charles III issued the Pragmática Sanción in September 1783, a comprehensive royal decree aimed at obliterating the Gitanos as a distinct legal and cultural entity. The decree outlawed the term “Gitano,” legally classifying them instead as “New Castilians,” and prohibited traditional dress, language, and nomadic mobility. Roma were ordered to abandon trades and settle in specific locations as local inhabitants and taxpayers. The decree failed spectacularly. Local nobility and municipal officials ignored the royal orders because they personally benefited from the black economy of cheap labor, artisan goods, and horse trading that Gitanos provided, often accepting bribes for protection. Severe penalties—forced labor in the galleys—prompted many Roma to flee settlements and join organized bandit groups in the mountains. Rather than achieving assimilation, the decree exacerbated stigma and physically dispersed the Roma, solidifying their status as permanent outsiders.

The ultimate expression of state exclusion came during the Nazi genocide. Fueled by pseudo-scientific eugenics and racial hygiene ideologies, the Nazi state classified Roma and Sinti not as social deviants but as genetically inferior, biologically criminal subhumans. During preparation for the 1936 Berlin Olympics, thousands of Roma and Sinti men, women, and children were imprisoned in internment camps to “clear” the city. Beginning in 1940, the regime initiated mass deportations to extermination camps. Across occupied Europe, the slaughter was industrialized. At Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Zigeunerlager (Gypsy Camp) was liquidated on the night of August 2, 1944, with nearly 3,000 Roma murdered in the gas chambers in a single action. German Einsatzgruppen systematically executed almost the entire adult male Roma population in Serbia and the occupied Soviet Union. In 1942, thousands of Romanian Roma were death-marched to Transnistria camps where the majority perished from typhus, starvation, and exposure.

Historical estimates place the death toll between 220,000 and 500,000 Roma—representing up to half of the total Romani population in Europe at the time. The genocide itself was subsequently erased from post-war memory. Following the Third Reich’s collapse, discrimination continued unabated. West German courts initially refused to recognize Roma as victims of racial persecution, arguing that their incarceration and murder were legitimate state responses to their “asocial” behavior. Reparations for pre-1943 deportations were denied until the early 1960s. This historical denial reinforced the deeply entrenched Romani perception of being the eternal other—a people whose homeland is indistinguishable from their exile.

The cumulative historical trauma of slavery, failed forced assimilation, and genocide forced a paradigm shift in Romani political philosophy. Romanian sociologist Nicolae Gheorghe recognized that the Westphalian nation-state was structurally designed to exclude or destroy the Roma. He championed a radical new political status: “non-territorial nationhood.” Gheorghe firmly rejected the binary historically offered to Roma—absolute segregation or cultural assimilation—and instead advanced “integration without assimilation”: Roma could claim full citizenship, economic participation, and human rights within European states without sacrificing a single element of their unique, transnational ethnic identity.

This philosophy was formally articulated at the Fifth World Romani Congress, held in Prague in July 2000 by the International Romani Union. The “Declaration of Nation” constituted a revolutionary assertion: the Roma officially demanded recognition by the international community as a unified nation, explicitly without demanding a geographic state. This challenged the foundational premises of international law itself, demanding a reconception of the right to self-determination. It asserted that a nation is forged not by bureaucratic borders, military might, or territorial contiguity, but by the shared cultural, linguistic, and historical identity of a people—a formalization of the ancient concept of Romanistan.

Yet recognition remains incomplete. The contemporary situation reveals a continent-wide failure to translate non-territorial nationhood into substantive rights and material conditions. Ten to twelve million Roma inhabit Europe, the continent’s largest ethnic minority, yet they experience what scholars term “antigypsyism”—a form of racism embedded not merely in individual prejudice but in the administrative, educational, and legal institutions meant to protect citizens. European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights data from 2024–2025 documents the starkness of this institutional racism. Ethnic discrimination against Roma rose from 26 percent in 2016 to 31 percent in 2024–2025; in Ireland, Portugal, and Italy, discrimination rates exceed 60 percent. Overall poverty rates remain at 70 percent, with Roma four times more likely to live in poverty than the general EU population. Child poverty reaches 77 percent, exceeding 96 percent in parts of Spain. Severe material deprivation affects 37 percent of Roma compared to 6 percent of the general EU population. Access to tap water remains absent for 20 percent of Roma compared to 2 percent of the general population, concentrated in Romania and Bulgaria.

In the sphere of education, school segregation is intensifying rather than improving. In Romania, educational segregation of Roma children worsened from 28 percent in 2016 to 51 percent in 2021. Studies reveal alarming rates of discrimination, verbal abuse, and violence against Roma children from both peers and teachers, indicating complete failure of pedagogical oversight. Civil society organizations ostensibly tasked with Roma inclusion frequently operate within what sociologists term a “racialized social habitus,” inadvertently perpetuating the very exclusion they are mandated to contest. National media outlets consistently spread discriminatory narratives focusing on criminality and poverty rather than Romani success and cultural contribution.

Driven by economic deprivation and total lack of socio-economic mobility, many Roma have reactivated their historical reliance on mobility. Contemporary migration demonstrates they are not passive victims of economic forces but active agents utilizing migration strategically for better living conditions, healthcare, and educational access. Scandinavian countries have emerged as destinations for Romanian Roma engaged in circular, temporary migration for informal labor. Because Roma lack access to formal banking, traditional employment agencies, or state-sponsored economic resources, they rely entirely on tight-knit family and clan networks. These internal social structures provide the logistical information, mutual support, and capital required for complex transnational mobility, directly echoing the peripatetic survival strategies of their ancestors centuries prior.

In direct response to centuries of marginalization, the 21st century has witnessed aggressive institutional effort to preserve Romani culture and combat antigypsyism. The European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture (ERIAC), founded to combat antigypsyism through promotion of counter-narratives and cultural representation, approved in September 2025 an aggressive strategic plan for 2026–2030. A primary objective is systematic archiving of Romani knowledge, literature, and art, ensuring the Romani narrative is no longer dictated by non-Roma scholars and institutions. ERIAC is focused on mandating the inclusion of Romani history—particularly enslavement and the Porajmos—within mainstream European school curricula. By transforming survivor testimonies and memorial sites into civic education tools, the movement seeks to dismantle the historical amnesia fueling contemporary antigypsyism. Through initiatives like ERIACNET4EU, the institute provides advanced training in documentary filmmaking for human rights advocacy, ethical and decolonial frameworks for research, and critically, the risks and opportunities of generative artificial intelligence—specifically, combating antigypsyist biases embedded in AI algorithms while leveraging these technologies for digital inclusion and language preservation. This cultural mobilization represents a profound psychological shift: the Romani are transitioning from defensive, insular survival toward assertive, visible demands for ethnic pride, civic participation, and recognized agency within European democracy.

Yet the deeper theoretical implication remains largely unexamined. The Romani case reveals that ethnic identity, language, and cultural continuity can persist for more than a millennium without territory, without formal state institutions, without centralized military power, without religious orthodoxy. They survive through behavioral codes, ritual systems, kinship networks, and endogamy so effective that even genocide and slavery failed to erase them. This fact challenges the foundational equation of nation with state, identity with territory, peoplehood with sovereignty. The Westphalian model assumes that nations require borders, that identity requires institutional enforcement, that culture requires the apparatus of state violence to persist. The Romani demonstrate otherwise. They constructed a nation on psychological rather than bureaucratic foundations, on behavioral conformity rather than coercive apparatus, on the terror of spiritual pollution rather than police power. For this reason, every attempt by European states to assimilate them through institutional pressure paradoxically strengthened their identity: assimilation threatened Romanipen, and the threat activated the entire internal apparatus of boundary maintenance. The Roma endured not despite lacking a state, but because their statelessness allowed them to develop alternatives that proved, across the centuries, more resilient than any nation-state could construct.
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