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Abstract

This article seeks to examine the mechanisms that reproduce social
exclusion and shame among Roma communities residing in the city
of Ilam. The study employs an ethnographic approach, with data
collected through participant observation, ethnographic interviews,
and conversations with research participants in the field during
2023-2024. Findings indicate that the Roma body functions as a
“mobile stigma” in urban spaces, rendering differences visible and
activating mechanisms of social exclusion. These stigmas are
sustained within unequal structures, including the educational
system, healthcare services, and everyday interactions, producing
experiences such as rejection in schools, humiliation in clinics, and
discrimination in access to social resources. Social exclusion is
reproduced not only at the macro level but also within
neighborhood and micro-level relations, where objects, utensils,
and food carry markers of “symbolic pollution,” reinforcing the
boundary between “us” and the “Other” within social silence. In
response to this multilayered exclusion, a hidden, shame-laden
identity emerges, leading Roma individuals to withdraw, remain
silent, or conceal their identity. Roma identity is shaped not merely
by cultural difference but through unequal power relations,
internalized both symbolically and materially, transforming
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individuals into marginalized, silent, and shamed subjects who
simultaneously seek ways to survive and create meaning within

their marginality.

Keywords: Shame-Laden Identity, Social Exclusion, Roma,
Visibility, Symbolic Pollution.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

A central concern in ethnography is how the researcher encounters the
“Other” and negotiates the cultural, psychological, and ethical
distance from the field. Classical ethnography often treated this
distance as an obstacle, striving for scientific neutrality. Postmodern
and postcolonial critiques, particularly by Clifford and Marcus,
reconceptualized ethnography as a literary, political, and ethical
practice embedded in power relations (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). In
this view, distance is constitutive of knowledge production; credible
ethnography requires a creative movement between proximity and
separation (Clifford, 1988). The concept of situated knowledge
emphasizes that all understanding is shaped by the researcher’s
position, embodiment, and lived experience, and claims to complete
objectivity risk obscuring power (Haraway, 1988).

This study examines the social representations and lived
experiences of Roma communities in Ilam, historically stigmatized as
impure, deceitful, and inauthentic within the host society’s cultural
memory and symbolic order (Douglas, 1966; Berland, 1982; Okely,
1983). Such labels reinforce multilayered exclusion, both material and
symbolic. The research focuses on how these representations are
enacted in everyday life and relate to the Roma’s own experiences. By
employing reflexive ethnography and engaging the researcher’s
internal conflicts and cultural memory, the study seeks to convert the
distance from the “Other” into an opportunity for intersubjective,
ethically informed understanding.

Literature Review

Ethnographic studies of Roma communities hold a significant position
in anthropological scholarship. Owing to their mobile ways of life,
distinctive social organization, and persistent encounters with social
boundaries, Roma groups have long attracted ethnographic attention.
A foundational contribution is Judith Okely’s work, based on long-
term fieldwork among Roma in England, which demonstrates that
they are not culturally disordered groups but rather possess a coherent
moral and value system distinct from that of the dominant society
(Okely, 1983). Subsequent studies emphasize the structural nature of
Roma marginalization. Stewart shows that Roma communities
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respond to discrimination by developing dense kinship and ritual
networks that sustain cultural identity and internal cohesion (Stewart,
1997). Barany highlights the impact of discriminatory migration and
state policies in reinforcing marginalization and shaping survival
strategies (Barany, 2001), while Liégeois situates the exclusion of
Roma populations within broader political and legal frameworks
rather than viewing it as a purely local phenomenon (Liégeois, 2007).
In the British context, integration policies have often prioritized
cultural assimilation, prompting various forms of Roma resistance
(Keet-Black, 2013).

In lran, existing studies document widespread poverty,
employment instability, and social exclusion among Roma
communities (Kashiri & Barkpour, 2021; Yousefvand, 2022). Some
research focuses specifically on Roma women and highlights their
experience of “double marginalization” within both family and society
(Yousefvand et al., 2021; Khoshroo et al., 2020). Overall, most studies
adopt an external and descriptive approach and give limited attention
to embodiment, affect, and researcher reflexivity—qgaps that the
present study seeks to address through a reflexive ethnographic
perspective.

Method
This study employs a contemporary ethnographic approach,
emphasizing both participatory observation and critical reflexivity
regarding the researcher’s lived experience. My entry into the Roma
community of llam was shaped by childhood memories of fear and
prejudice toward this group. My first encounter with Roma, at the age
of four or five in my paternal village, evoked sensations of fear,
disgust, and notions of “uncleanness,” leaving an internalized memory
of marginalization and threat. Years later, an interest in understanding
their cultural, social, and economic realities motivated this research.
The initial fieldwork in the Ban-Barz neighborhood of Ilam was
accompanied by hesitation and anxiety. Building trust required
sustained presence, human interaction, daily transactions, and respect
for linguistic and cultural sensitivities. Accessing participants was
challenging, as their concern over potential humiliating representation
reflected prior experiences of exclusion. The researcher, with
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patience, humility, and critical reflection, explicitly incorporated
personal biases and childhood memories into the study.

Data analysis employed open coding and conceptual theme
extraction, ensuring that participants’ voices were represented within
an interpretive and ethically grounded framework. This ethnographic
method extends beyond studying the “Other”; it constitutes a critical
journey into the self. The approach transforms distance from the
“Other” into an opportunity for intersubjective understanding and
ethically informed insight, highlighting both the relational and
reflective dimensions of fieldwork.

Results
This ethnography reveals that the lived experiences of Roma in Ilam
are not merely data points but embodied realities shaped by shame,
exclusion, and marginalization. Roma are portrayed not as a
homogeneous group but as individuals whose experiences of rejection,
invisibility, and humiliation are inscribed in their bodies, extended
through urban spaces, and embedded in collective memory.
Marginality here is a lived world, defined by fear, distrust, and
isolation, where the Roma body becomes a moving marker of
“otherness” in the city. Social exclusion is historical, everyday, and
internalized, reproduced both by institutional structures and seemingly
ordinary interactions, such as avoided greetings or judgmental gazes.
Objects, food, and living spaces carry symbolic stigma,
compelling concealment or adaptation—a quiet form of resistance that
simultaneously generates a “shame-laden” identity. Women
experience compounded exclusion due to ethnicity and gender, facing
heightened scrutiny and constraints. Marginalization begins in
childhood, shaping self-perception and internalized shame, and
continues as a strategy of protection through concealment or
withdrawal. This ethnography emphasizes that Roma marginality is
not merely spatial or economic but a culturally and socially mediated
condition. Recognizing these lived narratives is essential for human-
centered policy, urban planning, and social interventions, enabling the
restoration of dignity, visibility, and empowerment.
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