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Abstract  

  

  

Keywords: Romani, collective mind, image, profile, alters, archive documents, old press, 

interviews. 

  

The studies on the Romani people have had methodological characteristics, premises and 

research directions conferred by the typology of the scientific fields to which they belong. From 

a historical standpoint, they have not been researched sufficiently, probably because it is quite 

impossible to analyze them only with the usual methods of the historian. The Romani have not 

been “creators” of “positivist” historical realities, they have not had a state, an army, military 



conflicts, “historic” figures, ideologies that would give them an ethnic or national identity. Thus, 

their “history” has been written from social, linguistic, ethnographic perspectives, being also 

subjected to the mentalities of the times and the social imaginary about them. Therefore, we 

considered an approach from the perspective of the history of mentalities necessary and 

possiblest the same time. We started from two methodological and approach premises: according 

to the first one, the studies of mentalities complete the history as we know, so there is a clear 

difference between the two fields of study; and the second premise (the logical continuation of 

the first one) is related to our conviction that the historian must bring into the landscape of 

interdisciplinary studies on the Romani not only the experience, the methods and the 

perspectives of hisnher field of research, but also the “adapted” ones, specific to an absolutely 

necessary interdisciplinarity.  

What does this paper bring new to the landscape of the “historiography” about the 

Romani people? 

Firstly, the specific sources, both in the sense of “classical” history (archives from 

Hunedoara County1), as well as sources currently accepted as historical sources (the press2, 

interviews3, broadcasts4), then an undifferentiated approach, integrating the Romani ethnicity 

into the vast landscape of the society in which they lived, analyzing the differences and 

similarities of the periods studied from a trans-temporal perspective. 

In addition, dividing the chapters in thematic subchapters based on “labels” currently 

existing andnor identified in the periods studied helped us to focus better from an argumentative 

standpoint and to present schematically the issues addressed. The sources studied always 

“indicated” to us which “labels” and what realities could be discussed5. 

Regarding the geographical-administrative area of the Hunedoara County, the method of 

the geographically (and temporally) framed case study helped us to focus on the subject to a 

better extent and to “exhaust” the documentary material as much as possible. Thus, we were 

curious to check the origin of the realities observed in the immediate contemporaneity (the 

current profile) and that of the image from the contemporary collective mind (the labels already 

                                                           
1 903 files and more than 110 000 archival sheets. 
2 4 old newspapers, totaling 238  issues. 
3 12 witnesses interviewed. 
4 Broadcasts (most of them TV broadcasts, some videos on YouTube) that have provided us with data both at profile 
and image levels for the last two communist decades, for immediate contemporaneity respectively. 
5 For an explanation of the whole schematic conception, see below. 



known). Of course, we did not pay attention only to them, as we might have incurred the risk of 

forcing the direction of our research. We noticed that some appeared in certain periods (or, more 

exactly, were expressed as such in historical sources), others did not exist (were not expressed), 

the actual profile/image ratio being sometimes inversely proportional. Actually, the current 

image is (at least apparently) a general one, observed at the level of the whole country. Our 

study, instead, focuses on the past of Hunedoara County. We did not want to justify some images 

by identifying the profile, but the existence of a direct connection between these two levels 

cancels the definition and the confusion of the collective mind with the historical/social 

imaginary. We did not justify anything, but we tried to explain everything that the information 

allowed us to do. And this has helped us to better understand how the collective mind was and is 

being constructed, depending on the political-social characteristics of the times, or sometimes 

independently of them.  

We have insisted on the distinction between conclusions and interpretations in terms of 

terminology as we consider that a study entering the “territory” of mentalities risks being 

“contaminated” by what Marc Bloch called “the mania for making judgments”. From the 

conclusions drawn from the presentation and analysis of the sources, to the interpretations with a 

higher degree of generality – we thought it to be a necessary path to highlight, considering both 

the style of the interpretation specific to the historian and a recommended professional 

deontology. 

The approach to the historical sources and their careful observation was an ongoing 

process which directed our research to a description of the society of those time as complex as 

possible, but without claiming exhaustiveness. Basically, looking for the Romani as alters, we 

have found a long series of what could be defined as the others, whom the documents mentioned 

repeatedly. This has prompted us to write a separate chapter for the Hunedoara alters/alterities, 

on several levels. Thus, we have described political/ideological alters (communists, iron-

guardists), social alters (simple, uneducated people, in fact, a majority percentage “alterity”), 

ethnic alters (Jewish, German, Hungarian), religious alters (Baptists). Also, we have examined 

the “connection” between all these and what the times defined as “society” from the perspective 

of two basic terms, which, of course, the documents mentioned: the typologies of the good 

Romanian and the good citizen. We have also approached an issue perceived by the public 

opinion as very “sensitive”, that of “Romanian national propaganda”, as understanding the 



aforementioned aspects without such an approach would not be possible. We noticed how this 

propaganda was constructed discursively according to the different types of propaganda 

considered harmful to the Romanian state. They did not just come from “outside” and were not 

specific to “foreigners”, but they were present even “inside”. Thus, history has appeared to us 

“alive” and effervescent in all its aspects. The description of the interaction of the Romani with 

the majority contact population (the latter term being taken from the “arsenal” of sociologists) 

was made along these lines. From a terminological and conceptual standpoint, we have described 

the alters from two perspectives, each subdivided into two directions: from the perspective of the 

authorities (declarative official alters, that is, discriminated against6) and from the perspective of 

the population (declarative background alters, that is, discriminated against). Although this 

conceptualization might seem complicated, we see it as necessary, since our historical sources 

have indicated these differences, also providing us with information on how the images from the 

collective mind could be constructed.7 

The main theme of our paper has been divided into three distinct chapters. Chapter IV 

talks about the “pattern” of today's Romani population, representing the “motivation” for 

choosing the topic (the perceived “necessity” of such a topic, plus other arguments related to the 

typology of the studies on the topic, already mentioned), but also the premise regarding the need 

to observe the “evolution” of the Romani population on both levels, since 1918. Chapter V 

explicitly talks about the thorny problem of hetero-identification/self-identification of the 

“subjects”, the choice of the “Rrom” (“Romani”) ethnonym, but it also gives an overview of the 

Romani people, both from a “historiographical” point of view, as well as corresponding to the 

case study of Hunedoara County. In this chapter, we have included the elements of onomastics, 

following the same structure: contemporary discussions, historiographical description of the 

theme and the elements identified by us in the area of Hunedoara County. 

The main chapter, corresponding to the research theme, is chapter VII – “How were the 

Romani between 1918 and 1989? Profile and image”. Here we analyze the following topics: 

living conditions, territorial and symbolic marginality, criminality, vagrancynnomadism 

(including deportation), hygienenhealthnsanitation, religion, language, prostitution, alcoholism, 

                                                           
6 We used the term discrimination in the sense of the concrete facts, conflict situations observed and described 
directly or indirectly by the historical sources. 
7 The three directions of building the collective mind, at the background level of the society: through a certain 
“inertia” from the authorities, through a repeated and imposed discourse from the “intelligentsia", especially through 
the press, until August 23rd. 



begging. Each chapter has a similar structure, according to the following structural logic: 

presenting important present-day discussions on the topic, approaching the topic in 

“historiography”, and presenting information for the area of Hunedoara County, the latter being 

done on two parallel levels: society as a whole and the Romani8. Chronologically, each 

presentation is divided into three periods that are considered distinct in historiography, but also 

according to the discourse in our sources: 1918-19399, 1940 - 23 August10and August 23, 1944 – 

198911.  

According to the conclusions and interpretations from the last chapter, we have structured 

the results of the research as answers to some specific questions: Were the Romani poor and 

dirty, vagrants, beggars and uneducated? / Were they perceived as such? Were the Romani 

uneducated? / Were they perceived as such? Did the Romany live on the outskirts? / Were 

they perceived as such? Were the Romani criminals, enemies of the state? / Were they 

perceived as such? Were the Romani women prostitutes and the Romani men alcoholics? / 

Were they perceived as such? What religion and language did the Romani have? Did they 

fit the typology of the good Orthodox Romanian? / How were they perceived?  

Regarding the methodology used and starting from the case study method, it should be 

noted that the geographical delimitation of the territory from the administrative point of view 

during the period studied did not undergo major changes, and for our study, they cannot be 

relevant enough to justify a diachronic administrative-territorial explanation. 

The deductive method refers to establishing the facts that the sources do not mention 

directly. It can also be referred to as an indirect method and helps in the probable establishing of 

conclusions. Also, the inductive (or direct) method refers to establishing the facts that the sources 

mention directly, the conclusions being (relatively) certain12. For the profile part, the above 

methodology was useful, but, at the mental image level, establishing the elements that compose 

                                                           
8 Although this approach may itself seem to be an “extraction” of the Romani from the context, in our view, it 
representsthe descriptive and analytical “integration” of the Romani issue in the social and political-ideological 
context of the periods that were studied. 
9  We called it “Between two world wars”. 
10 We called it “In the middle of war”. 
11 We called it “After 23 August ”. All the three periods had “sub-periods” (Charles II dictatorship, Iron Guard 
period, Stalinization, Destalinization, Ceauşescu’s neo-communism), but a distinct treatment of the subject was not 
suggested as necessary by the information collected from our sources, such a division would have fragmented the 
discourse excessively. 
12 Jerzy Topolski, Metodologia istoriei, Translation by Aura Ȁapu, București: Editura ȘtiinȀifică și Enciclopedică, 
1987p. 318. 



it is based on the existence and identification of some reactions that are not always factual. Thus, 

the philological (lexical) method had to be used complementarily, at the onomastic and 

toponymic levels13. As an example, the non-identification of cases of inter-ethnic conflicts 

implies paying higher attention to the discourse from different documents, loaded with symbols 

of the personal or official discourse (from the archival documents, from the press, from 

interviews), these metaphorical aspects mirroring an existing mentality or one in course of 

formation. Thus, the event history is complemented by the history of the expressed sensibilities. 

Furthermore, the ex silentio argument (the conclusions we can draw from the silence of the 

sources) is a necessary deductive method both if the sources are absent and if certain sources do 

not speak of a particular topic14. For the level of the image from the collective mind of our study, 

in certain situations, “silence” itself can be considered an “attitude”. 

 The comparative method is considered to be the one that allows more knowledge, in 

order “to understand”, not “to judge”, being favored by the founders of the School of Annals. At 

the level of the mental image, it addresses the basic structure of building the permanent 

identity/alterity relation, as the aforementioned relation is the main process whereby an (ethnic, 

religious, political, etc.) community establishes its own identity elements relative to the others. 

The use of the comparative method was helpful not only to “compare” the images, but also to 

establish the correspondence between profile and image, a fundamental step of our study.  

The qualitative methods are viewed by many researchers as dichotomous compared to the 

quantitative ones, but their complementarity is obvious. Defining them and distinguishing them 

from one another imply major obstacles. The convergent use of the methods, based on the 

existing sources and the information obtained, has led to a triangulation of methods and data15, 

being impossible and inadvisable to insist on a single approach. 

The hermeneutics of the archival document was the basis of our research. The 

differentiation of the types of documents found in the archive, based on this fundamental 

method, enabled us to identify both those that could “mirror” the collective mind and those that 

played a role in “constructing” it. Thus, we distinguished between the documents drawn up by 

the authorities (orders, circulars, notices, elements of legislation) and those originating from the 

                                                           
13 Ibidem, p. 322. 
14 Ibidem, p. 328. 
15 Jonathan Grix, Demistificarea cercetării postuniversitare, Translation by Nicolae Melinescu, Cluj-Napoca: C.A. 
Publishing, 2014, pp. 106-108. 



civil society (applications, complaints, witness statements). Also, the second category comprises 

the detailed reports drawn up by the authorities and the minutes drawn up by the local 

administrative bodies, these documents containing narrative and discourse, very useful forboth 

observing concrete, objective, descriptive situations and for how these situations were perceived 

and addressed by the authorities. The microanalysis16 of the texts from the archival documents 

helped us to identify some expressions that constitute the material for the quantitative tables. 

In our study, the historical explanation is present from the perspective of the descriptive 

description17 of social contexts and historiographical elements. The term description is used 

predominantly to refer to the informational basis for historical analysis. Thus, we talk about 

objective description (facts, confirmed events - these are the basis for the real profile), 

historiographical description (conceptions of different authors on a particular topic), description 

of information from the archives (elements relevant to certain subchapters). The material of each 

chapter is divided into three parts, as mentioned earlier18: the general historiographical part on 

the topic, the explanatory-descriptive part of the information gathered, and the conclusions, 

where the existing information is analyzed and synthesized. 

The quantitative methods have been used to compile useful tables in some of the 

subchapters, helping us to create a statistical perspective on the use of terms. The quantitative 

research is also referred to as the “crunching of numbers”.19 In our case, due to the lack of 

comprehensive data for complex statistics, it has not been used very often. We found very useful 

statistics made by the authorities of the time, regarding the trades, religious denominations, 

demography, some published in specialized works. Thus, statistics were also very useful sources 

of information, not just a research method. We also made tables with the frequency of using 

some terms, in direct connection with the data collected from sources. Since they were not 

complete, we used an estimate by multiplication of the data collected, at an implicit level20. The 

existence of data that can produce statistics is of particular importance in order to verify and 

explain, at the same time, the persistence (as a mirror) and the formation (as a construction 

process) of the collective mind, both horizontally and diachronically. The lack of statistical data, 

                                                           
16 Ibidem, p.104. 
17 The descriptive description is considered by Jerzy Topolski as one of the 5 types of historical explanation, see 
Jerzy Topolski, op.cit., p. 369.  
18 Some chapters underwent “mergers” of their subchapters or “expansions”, depending on the available material.  
19 Jonathan Grix, Demistificarea (…), p. 26. 
20 See Jerzy Topolski, Metodologia (…), p. 341. 



however, does not allow us to draw conclusions regarding the lack of a phenomenon, of an 

attitude. Statistics help with their presence, but, we believe, they do not inconvenience by their 

absence. The statistical “quantities” used cannot fully explain the qualitative relevance of the 

labels used in the collective mind, but they can provide a direction of analysis. In its essence, the 

collective mind does not mean quantity, but this quantity can provide data regarding the 

expression of the elements that construct it. Therefore, the quantitative method had to be doubled 

by context analyses that underscored the qualitative aspect. 

The semi-structured interview21 was used to collect information from the witnesses 

approached. No questionnaires were used so as not to direct the witness’s own discourse 

involuntarily and unnaturally. The questions asked were formulated to guide the interviewees 

toward the main topic, but no helpful questions were used except in the cases we considered 

necessary. We tried to create a comfortable environment for the witnesses to allow them to 

express their own conceptions, their own discourses on the topic. Thus, the “pure” image 

elements could be easily identified. 

The fact that the authorities did not have a program of "tracking" or control of the 

Romani proves that they were not seen as official alters (the temporary exception was the period 

of deportations), but the actual lack of conflicts  between the Romanians and the Romani at the 

social level cannot be the basis for the same categorical conclusion. We can speak of a 

background alterity, in a latent state, or whose manifestations were recorded by our sources only 

to an irrelevant extent (statistically and qualitatively). However, the explicit and stereotypical 

discourse of some local newspapers constituted both a “mirror” of an already-formed collective 

mind and a powerful source for its maintenance. Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that these 

publications (before 23 August) do not contain offensive material only against the Romani 

population, but also against other alters, such as Jews, Hungarians, Communists, sectarians, 

members of “opposing” political parties, etc. And during the period after 23 August, the 

declarative and ideologically imposed “communist ethnic peace” had its impact on the Romani 

population as well. Thus, the discourse of the intelligentsia regarding the Romani was not 

different from that regarding the “others”, neither by its presence nor by its absence. 

                                                           
21 It seems that this type of interview is the most common in the socio-humanities fields, see Jonathan Grix, op.cit., 
p. 62. 



Observing the post-December period as direct witnesses can help us to see what our 

sources have revealed to a lesser extent, namely a particularly strong collective mind, loaded with 

negative symbols about the Romani. We put this situation in relation to the evolution (some 

would say the involution) of urban centers and villages under communism, in what concerns the 

demographic growth, the building of the new elite, the redefinition of the alters. 

The sources researched as well as our entire historical and imagological approach 

indicate an aggravation of the negative elements regarding the Romani after 23 August and a 

generalization of the labels, a phenomenon noticed, as mentioned before, immediately after the 

Revolution. If until the sedentarization of the nomadic Romani, the “Romanian” Căldărar 

(Coppersmith) or Cârpaci (Cobbler), that is, the nomads and dwellers from the outskirts, was 

mentioned only conjuncturally as “dirty” and “thief”, afterward the references to the Romani 

population had a much higher degree of generality and they also identified what was mentioned 

in the interwar newspapers as “Gypsies”. In our opinion, the forced sedentarization of the 

nomads and the “leveling” of society during communist resulted in the perception of the Romani 

population as uniform alters, without any explicit differences (only rare and targeted - see the 

case of the Hungarian Romani). However, these wanderers, who were forced to “settle down”, 

were given a chance. The opinions of some researchers who believe that the sedentarization of 

the nomadic Romani was inopportune, stressing that it led to the irreparable loss of “old 

traditions”, seem out of the social context of the period researched, even somewhat subjective. 

Definingthe traditions as well as their relevance at the contact with the majority population are 

different issues. In a generalizing and simplifying imaginary repository, these “traditions” can be 

easily confused with traits and manifestations perceived as negative alteritary. 

We consider that at present the integration of the Romani population in the Romanian 

society is no longer hampered by elements of the good Romanian ideology, as was the case, only 

partially though, during the interwar period, and this process could be much more natural, 

without the constraints of the communist period. What is more, the much deeper and more 

sensitive idea from the perspective of a basic nationalism related to the assimilation into the 

Romanian ethnicity, or into any other contact ethnicities, is not perceived as a necessity by any 

side, but as a conjuncturally observable reality, which follows the common patterns of ethnic 

blending of all times.  



A quote from a contemporary work is particularly suggestive of the way in which a part 

of the Romani elite perceives the historical evolution of their ethnicity: “As a nation, as a people, 

as an ethnic group, we have never been victorious, some individuals were victorious, but they 

immediately renegaded their ethnicity, we were and we are true survivors (...), will we succeed in 

becoming what we have never been?”22 The discrepancy between this discourse of a nation 

(ethnicity, actually) without “history” and reference “winners” and the Romanian nationalist 

discourse is obvious. 

It will be very interesting to see, in the future, how the Romani intellectuals will build the 

ethnic identity of the Romani groups (within the borders of the “contact” nations, or at a cross-

border level), perceived by some researchers (we too support this idea) as heterogeneous. In fact, 

the construction process of this kind is also known to the Romanians. In the meantime, we, as 

researchers, ought to gradually bring to light elements from the past of ethnic coexistence, as 

revealed by historical sources, and to correlate them with the various studies from many other 

fields. The studies on the Romani population are a subject perceived not only as “necessary”, but 

also as fascinating, as always. And the lack of debate is as counter-productive as are the 

passionate, non-academic discussions, full of labels (both negative and positive). 

The way people write about the Romani population reflects the discourses that exist on 

this subject. In history, we believe, no effort is too great in order to try to offer the possibility of 

sincere and exhaustive debates on any given subject. All the more so on a subject perceived as 

topical and controversial, as is the one related to the Romani. What will the approach to the 

RomaninRomanian interaction from both perspectives (“ours” and “theirs”) look like in the 

future, should an ethnic Romani discourse become crystallized? History will certainly have much 

to say in answer to this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
22 Adrian Nicolae Furtună, Delia Grigore, Mihai Neacșu,  De ce nu plâng?...Holocaustul romilor Ȁi povestea lui 
adevărată, Trilingual edition, “Foreword” by Mihai Neacșu, București: s.ed., 2012, p. 135. 
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