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Network Discussion 1
Roma: a misnomer?

On the essence of the ‘cultural identity’ of Roma

Edited by Judit Durst

Background:

The discussion was initiated by Yaron Matras on response to Helen O’Nions query to the Network that concerned the “essence of the ‘cultural identity’ of Roma” and the way it may be seen to be represented by language and a sense of nationhood. According to prof. Matras, the few responses to O’Nions’ query seemed to agree that “Roma refers to a population that shares, by and large, both language and a sense of nationhood”. This statement attracted many responses and contributions from a wide variety of the Network members with divergent views on the matter concerned. 

Participants:

1. Yaron Matras (University of Manchester)
2. Léon Grimard (Université de Montréal)
3. Siv. B. Lie (New York University)
4. Helen O’Nions (Nottingham Trent University)
5. Sam Beck  (Cornell University)
6. Jean-Pierre Liégeois (Emeritus, Université René Descartes)
7. Ian F Hancock (The University of Texas at Austin)
8. Thomas Acton (University of Greenwich, Bucks New University, Corvinus University)
9. David Sheffel (Thompson Rivers University)
10. Ciprian Necula (National School for Political and Administrative Studies)
11. Judith M Okely (Hull University / Oxford University)
12. Carol Silverman (University of Oregon)
13. Irén Kertész- Wilkinson (Goldsmiths College London)
14. Victor Friedman (University of Chicago)
15. Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov (Bulgarian Academy of Science)

16. Ethel Brooks (Rutgers University)
17. Michael Stanzer (Andrássy University Budapest)
18. Martin Fotta (University of Kent)
19. Michael  Stewart (University College London)
20. Martin Kovats (independent researcher)
21. Margaret Greenfields (Buckinghamshire New University)
22. Jean Luc Poueyto (Université de Pau)
23. Gabriel Balanescu(National School for Political and Administrative Studies) 
24. Christian Brüeggermann (Technical University of Dortmund, later Humboldt University)
Yaron Matras

Date: 20 March 2014
Subject: Roma: a misnomer?
Recently, Helen O’Nions addressed a query to this forum that concerned the essence of the ‘cultural identity’ of Roma and the way it may be seen to be represented by language and a sense of nationhood. The few responses to Helen’s query, which included my own, seemed to agree that ‘Roma’ refers to a population that shares, by and large, both language and a sense of nationhood.

In my experience, this conclusion is not disputed by anyone within the communities who define themselves as ‘Roma’: Most people who refer to themselves as ‘Roma’ speak Romani and feel an affinity toward others who define themselves as ‘Roma’ and speak ‘Romani’ (whether or not this feeling of affinity finds a political expression). None of these people feel the same kind of affinity toward people who refer to themselves as ‘Travellers’, ‘Jenische’, ‘Camminanti’, ‘gens du voyage’ or many other terms – i.e. toward the people whom outsiders tend to label collectively as ‘Gypsies’.

There are exceptions, or rather, margins, to this generalisation: The Sinti speak Romani and feel an affinity toward Roma, but the political expression of their identity emphasises their distinctness as a group, hence the preferred label ‘Sinti und Roma’ in Germany and Austria; this is connected with particular historical circumstances and the roots of the Romani political movement in Germany (the Romani-speaking population of Germany previously referred to themselves as ‘Manusch’ and ‘Kaale’ and the term Sinti was only adopted in the mid-nineteenth century, and of course it has nothing to do with the Indian province of Sindh, as sometimes suggested).

There are, on the other hand, individuals who do not speak Romani but regard themselves as ‘Roma’ because their ancestors were Roma and spoke Romani.

And there are also individuals who do not speak Romani, whose ancestors were Roma, but for whom their Roma descent is of no importance and who feel no particular affinity with (other) Roma; just like there are people of Jewish background who feel no affinity with other Jews, etc.

From this follows that ‘Gypsy’ is not identical with ‘Roma’: Roma is the self-appellation of a particular population. ‘Gypsy’ is the fictional image created by outsiders who fantasize about travelling populations, their supposed free lifestyle and supernatural powers, or their alleged propensity toward crime and anti-social behavior.

Why is it useful to discuss all this on the Network?

There are scholarly traditions that take an interest in the diverse populations called ‘Gypsies’ because these populations appear to share a socio-economic profile (family based service economy, etc.) as well as attitudes to outsiders. The comparative works of people like Aparna Rao and Bernhard Streck come to mind, among many others.

There is also scholarly interest in the way that majority societies and its institutions treat these diverse groups that they lump together as ‘Gypsies.’ In this connection, important works by people like Leo Luccassen and Huub van Baar stand out, among others.

But then there are also scholars who purport to be able to provide population estimates and assessments of population needs and to propose intervention strategies, including in areas such as language, education, and culture; and for this purpose, it would seem crucial to work not with external ‘representations’ but with accurate definitions of the individual target groups and their specific needs.

In Manchester, agencies working in the education sector have been trying to identify Roma migrants from Central and Eastern Europe and to persuade them, when registering their children to school, to tick the box ‘Traveller.’ It may seem odd to non-UK residents that such a box exists, or indeed that the ethnicity of pupils is recorded in the first place. The ‘Traveller’ box on UK school registration forms has to do with schools’ entitlement to get additional support for pupils who are likely to be living on caravan sites and who have to miss long periods of school, or switch schools when their families travel.

Ironically, these education agencies refer to their practice of trying to persuade Roma to register as ‘Travellers’ as ‘self-ascription.’ They argue that there is a benefit to the Roma, because their children can get additional support; and that there is a benefit to the schools, which receive additional resources. Of course there is also a benefit to the agencies themselves, whose remit is then extended to cover more clients and whose staff resources can then be expanded accordingly.

Should academic specialists therefore recommend that policy should conflate ‘Roma’ with ‘Travellers’ in this way?

In his blog from 28 October 2013 entitled ‘Who are the Roma people?’ (http://newint.org/blog/2013/10/28/roma-minority-prejudice/) Phil Brown of Salford University writes: “The term 'Roma', first chosen at the inaugural World Romani Congress held in London in 1971, is now widely accepted across the European Union (EU) as a generic and pragmatic term to describe a diverse range of communities, tribes and clans.”

Indeed, this is a view that one can find cited in various publications of the Council of Europe, among other organisations; although the source of Brown’s reference to ‘tribes’ is less obvious. Brown’s descriptive statement that the term is ‘now widely accepted’ in this sense is certainly valid. But his definition also seems to imply that nobody knew of or used the term ‘Roma’ until 1971, and further, that it has since replaced ‘Gypsy’ as a mere politically correct placeholder – a ‘generic and pragmatic term,’ in other words, something that is deliberately vague and almost evasive in not wanting to focus on any particular population, not even on those who have been calling themselves ‘Roma’ and their language ‘Romani’ for many centuries.

Such statements from academics lend a free license to organisations like the Council of Europe and the European Commission to avoid a precise definition of the target population for specific inclusion measures; they provide governments with a license to treat National Strategies for Roma Inclusion as an exercise in paying lip-service to a problem, at best, or as an attempt to secure resources on behalf of third sector mediation agencies, at worst. They also seem rather forgiving at least in spirit toward education specialists who try to coerce Roma into identifying themselves as ‘Travellers’ and who call that kind of procedure ‘self-ascription.’

Our Network has rather loose membership criteria as far as the specification of ‘specialisation in Romani studies’ is concerned, and that lends it its pluralistic character. Close first-hand familiarity with the population that is being studied is not one of those criteria. It would seem hard to imagine that anybody who has met or lived with Roma could ever come to terms with the suggestion that the label ‘Roma’ was not in place until 1971, or that its proper meaning should be ‘generic and pragmatic.’ What Phil Brown is in effect telling us is that until 1971 you could ‘think Gypsy and say Gypsy’, while now you must ‘think Gypsy but say Roma.’

I’d be interested in people’s views as to why we cannot call diverse populations by their diverse names, and why we instead require a label that is ‘generic and pragmatic.’ I would argue that the principal benefit of a label that is ‘generic and pragmatic’ is to allow us to continue to think ‘Gypsy’ and still get away with it by appearing politically correct. If this is the case, then surely it would be better to insist on terms that are ‘specific and precise’, and which have the potential to challenge stereotypes rather than reproduce them.”

Léon Grimard
Date: 20 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
I agree with the core arguments of Pr. Matras here, despite the alleged consensus and political rectitude of the use of the term Roma (or Roms) as a supposed correct generic.

During my fieldwork amongst the French Gypsies of Perpignan, in southern France, and as I was curious about this surprising statement of the International Romani Union that “we all are Roma,” I asked widely among Perpignan's Gypsies about their response to this assertion, and to what point they identified themselves as Roma, or how similar they feel to other groups like Sinti or Manouches, and how far they feel concerned on any point with those groups, and how much they sympathize with the political game going on about the Roma «question»;  I also asked them about their self-ascription and whether they define themselves as Roma or as part of a so called Roma “transnational nation”.

On all these points, and for all the Gypsies I talked to about this, the results were absolutely negative, I would say they were particularly angry about this or these ideas. The only self-ascription acceptable for them was the term Gitans (Gypsies) and their only interest for other groups was for other self-ascribed Gypsies, and at the very last of their concerns, their own community going first, then other Gypsy groups of southern France, as in Camargue or in Provence, because, in part, of the presence of concentric kinship family ties and provenance, and for Catalan Gitanos in Spain, which is where most of them came from to Southern France nearly 300 years ago.

Paloma Gay I Blasco also wrote about this during her many and continuous fieldworks among the Gitanos of Spain, and reported the same feelings on this question.

Of those groups, the Kalo, are the third part of the vast mosaïc of Tsiganes (the generic term which is preferred in France, and, as far as I know there is no better alternative, to which I agree, despite the politically correct reference to Zigeuner). It is clear for me that speaking of Roma people means speaking of the Tsigane populations of Central and Eastern Europe (as perhaps of Russia and Balkans, I am not sure as I know less on these.)

Also, the language argument cannot take place here, in Southern France as in Spain, at least among Gypsy groups (I can not speak about Manouches). For historical reasons, regarding the history of Gypsies in Spain, they have completely lost the knowledge and use of Kalo (Romani) language. Their «native» language is Catalan, and, ironically, as French Catalans of Roussilon lost the use of Catalan, it became Gypsies protecting their language from the inside.

In conclusion, I would like to recall a memory of the process, which has resulted in this alleged generic ethnonym. 

As it was going to be obvious to Western institutions and governments that the East was going to clash soon, they prepared the ideological, economic and political occupation of East; for this purpose, western NGO's were mandated and very active, and one of the ways was to engage with minorities, so Roma populations were specifically targeted, through one NGO in particular, PIER Project, in order to form new elites. At that time, there were two main Roma organizations participating in the process; the International Romani Union (IRU), and the Roma National Congress; the latter one was an umbrella organization, respecting in its constitution the large diversity of the many Roma groups, and acting on the behalf of human rights defense; these positions were not well viewed by Western NGO's and institutions, that wanted a unique speaker for a unique people, and wanted to get the question on the political and institutional agenda, instead of a human rights defense seen as “leftist or anarchistic thinking” ; in that, they preferred the speaking of the IRU, with its vision of a “unique” language codification and promotion, its denial of the effective diversity (or particularities) of cultures and traditions of those many groups, it's predilection for the political institutional path, and its assumption to speak for and represent all the Tsigane populations around the world, and moreover, to consider them all as alleged Roma. So this language of IRU was music to the ears of Western NGO's, institutions and governments, and the Roma National Congress was pushed out and IRU became the official leader and speaker of “Roma.”

So my position is that specifically naming the ones we are working amongst is not only a question of scientific rigor, but moreover, a question of true respect for the people and groups we are working on and with naming them as they name and view themselves. As such, it makes sense to contest the use of this alleged generic term of Roma, reserving it respectfully for the populations it belongs to.

Siv B. Lie
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Prof. Matras and Mr. Grimard, 

Thank you for your very helpful insights into this subject.  I just want to chime in and add that amongst the (mostly Alsatian) Manouches with whom I am currently conducting fieldwork, I often bring up the question of "Roma/Tsigane identity" and their sense of affiliation with other so-called Roma or Tsigane groups.  The most common answers are similar to those Mr. Grimard received, though usually not quite so dismissive.  However, given the current situation in France, many are quick to emphasise that they have no connection with Romanian and Bulgarian Romani immigrants -- at least they say this to people outside of their community. They complain that Romani immigrants have only made their lives harder because of the heightened atmosphere of anti-Tsigane racism, so if anything, it is in their best interests to emphasise that they are French Manouches above all.  Language use is a related issue.  Many Alsatian Manouches speak Manouche as a first language and are not too keen on sharing their language with gadje (however, I have yet to confirm how the majority feels about conversing with others who speak different dialects of Romani, whatever their self-ascribed identities be).  Never have I met a Manouche who has absolutely no problem sharing his or her language with this gadji.  Furthermore, for those Manouches who are aware of this, the recent publications by a certain young politician intent on winning the Gens du voyage vote in France have only driven some Manouches to be even more skeptical of outside identitary interventions into their communities.”

O'Nions, Helen
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thanks Yaron, Martin and to the authors of all the contributions I have received on this (too many to mention). I think there is a problematic tendency - for the purpose of simplicity (particularly in legal categorisations) to bundle Roma, Gypsies, Sinti, travellers and so on, together and in so doing to homogenise an extremely heterogeneous community.
This regrettably leads to further generalisations and can allow policy-makers to evade responsibilities by picking on a particular 'typical' characteristic (nomadism comes to mind) and then using it to strip the non-conformists of their cultural identity.

As an advocate of minority rights I can see that this presents an enormous obstacle in the effective realisation of such rights (although I am unconvinced that an individualistic approach to rights protection (as we see in the ECHR) is able to address the structural discrimination that Roma, Gypsies, Travellers and other similar communities experience).”
Sam Beck
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
I think we need to look at this issue by identifying like examples. In the US, we bundle identities and operationalize the categories as if they were real. Most of the time we use race as an identifier of Asians, Hispanics, and Blacks. None of these identities exist on the ground. However, these are significant in struggles to reduce disparities and inequalities in American democracy. My friend and colleague, Nicolas Gheorghe, fought hard to unify the diversity of people in Romania identified as Tsigani in order to give them the deserved voice in the Romanian national arena. The reality of a highly segmented group we may recognise as having at least some sociocultural and economic characteristics in common are unfortunately powerless when dealing with State power.


Jean-Pierre Liégeois
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Those discussions are important in bringing together perspectives which are coming from different points of view (geographical, historical, social, linguistic, etc.). These complementary views give us a better understanding of a complexity, and variability, linked with changing situations, patterns and level of discourses.
Following the previous emails, I would add some illustrations that come from fieldwork developed in the late sixties from a political point of view, while I was completing my 1973 PhD La mutation des Roms : essai d’anthropologie politique dans un groupe tsigane (which is the socio-political analysis of the development of a Roma political movement and of the gap between traditional organization and new forms of political participation). Please have a look at the diagrams attached, with which I tried some decades ago to give some visual “interpretation” of different data from what I called a “mosaic” (see below a quotation).
Of course, one face of the coin is discussed here. The other one is the new political organisation, and the “mutation” (and possible risks) it engenders of a switch between segmentarity and possible forms of unity of a common participation and struggle.
“A mosaic:
As a result of their diverse historical experience, the different pathways they have taken and the range of situations in which they live today, each of the various groups has absorbed a whole spectrum of cultural and social elements. Roma, Travellers and Gypsies thus make up, throughout the world, a mosaic of diverse groups. This analogy has two key implications. 

Firstly, a mosaic constitutes a whole and its elements are interconnected in certain respects. The connections that run throughout the whole help to organise and structure it, although the structure, in this case, is fluid rather than rigid.
Secondly, each element of the whole, possesses its own specific characteristics that make that element, when considered in isolation, seem different from every other component: it may have its own texture or be made of a particular material. Clearly, a description of the whole structure will not dwell on the qualities of each component; and, conversely, analysis of one individual component cannot be applied to all. Equally clearly, each component – indispensable as it is to the whole – assumes its full significance and purpose only within the broader picture. Out of the differences that develop and are maintained (differences of language, trades, travelling practices and various rituals) what ultimately emerges is complementarity, and that complementarity determines the overall configuration.”

Ian F Hancock
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: Endonyms
“Romani peoples”/”Romanies” in English at least avoids group-specific labels.”

Thomas Acton
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
In the course of my 47 years of working with Roma, Gypsies, Manouches, Cale and Travellers of many kinds, I have been with them as they have tried to explain who they are (or negotiated their identity, as we social scientists say) with many Gajo/buffer etc. interlocutors, such as teachers, police officers, anthropologists, political supporters, clients, customers, and Roma from other groups, and my conclusion would be that how they represent their identity depends very much on their relative level of education, understanding and prejudice of the interlocutors. This is applicable to those Roma/Gypsies who are professors or millionaires, as much as for those who do not read or write and go calling.  The whole process was well theorised by the late Nicolae Gheorghe in the paper he gave on identity at Greenwich, which was subsequently published in one of the 1997 UHP collections on Romani Politics. Or more recently by Brian Belton.
Sam Beck
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thomas or others, I would love to see the paper by Nicolae Gheorghe. Could you email a copy?

Yaron Matras
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
The discussion is interesting and important, and it is valuable to be able to hear different perspectives, and from people with so many years of experience in different settings of both research and policy.
While from a strictly academic perspective there is no need at all to find consensus on this matter, and while it would be pretentious and patronising to try and find a consensus in order to help others define themselves or even just to help them articulate their own self-definition, from a policy impact perspective it is vital that we know which target groups we are identifying, and to what end. It makes no sense to lump together Travellers and non-Travellers when talking about housing, for instance, or Romani speakers and those who are not Romani speakers when talking about native language provisions.
A simple anecdote can, I believe, illustrate my earlier point: Last November the Romani project at the University of Manchester hosted a public debate and cultural event on Roma identity. We had a guest from Serbia -- the Romani musician and activist Daragan Ristic, and a guest from Sweden -- Romani teacher and writer Angelina Dimitri-Taikon, and young Roma who are resident in Manchester attended, some of them of Romanian and others of Czech, Slovak and Lithuanian background.
After the event, a group of some 15 people assembled in my office and discussed the experience. They agreed that they all felt a sense of affinity with one another, as 'one people.' The most obvious indicator of that was that they could share a conversation in Romani, but also that they shared manners and respect (such as allowing the more elderly to speak first, and adding appropriate phrases of respect when others mentioned their children and grandchildren). They also all agreed that they have nothing in common with Irish Travellers, when the topic came up.
There is a Romani ethnicity, even if some groups that belong to that ethnicity and speak the Romani language do not call themselves 'Roma' but use group-specific labels (while still calling their language 'Romanes').
At the same time, there is in my view no justification whatsoever for using 'Roma' as a 'generic and pragmatic term', to cite Phil Brown's definition. The only thing that unites Roma, Travellers, and other so-called 'similar' populations under one category is the prejudiced image that outsiders have of them. 'Roma' as a 'generic and pragmatic term' represents this prejudice, not the reality on the ground.
This definition of the term does, however, shed new light on the Salford study. Perhaps the figure of 200,000 'Roma' in the UK refers not just to those who self-define as Roma and speak the Romani language, but 'generically and pragmatically' to all sorts of marginalised immigrants -- homeless Poles, Albanian street vendors, Bulgarian peddlers, Estonian pickpockets? Clarification would be useful.”

David Scheffel
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
A footnote to Léon Grimard's interesting account: "speaking of Roma is speaking of the Tsigane populations of Central and Eastern Europe"....
The term 'Roma' continues to be challenged in some parts of that region, including Slovakia. An elderly acquaintance of mine recently castigated the Slovak-Romani writer Elena Lacková (author of the acclaimed "False Dawn") - incidentally, her cousin - for imposing the label 'Roma' on people who continue to identify themselves as 'Gypsies' (Cigáni). As Slovak-Romani businessmen come to gradually occupy (local) political offices, one can see an interesting polarisation between elite and commoners intersect with linguistic usages. Some of the latter refer to the former as 'Roma' while reserving the label 'Gypsies' for themselves. This ironic twist is meant to express the suspicion that the new elite members have been assimilated into the camp of the gadje where the 'Roma' label is seen as originating from. 'Gypsy', then, becomes something of a badge of honour and cultural preservation.
Sam Beck
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
David,

This is interesting because not so long ago, black youths from the inner city (whatever this means?!) in New York City would refer to their age mates who got legitimate jobs as "going white."

In Romania, a Tigan was always a Tigan, no matter his status, even when a person had been assimilated into the Romanian ethnic mainstream for generations.  When I asked about this, I was told that their last names would give it away or their "dark" skin, or other features that were identified with Tigani.  For some, what gave a person away as Tigan was their "behavior."

Ciprian Necula
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Prof. Beck,
You are right. Țigan is a social status, described in the previous explicative dictionary of the Romanian language (1998), at the third definition as: dark person exhibiting bad behavior. The term is also internalised by some Roma, especially those which are in the process of assimilation, non-Romani speakers. Additionally, some Romani speakers when using Romanian language could also reference Roma as well as țigan. ISPMN published a book last year on the Rom-țigan debate and Nicolae had an extraordinary contribution in an interview with Luliu Rostas. In Romanian, calling someone a gypsy does not mean that you call him/her by ethnicity, but pointing his/her inferior status (see Martin Olivera, 2012). Even Ceaușescu after the fall of the communism was considered a tigan, as one of many other Romanians acting badly.
Léon Grimard
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Firstly, I would like to thank Mr. Poueyto for his very pertinent and complementary remarks about Manouches. I also agree with Pr. Liégeois, for whom I have great respect; of course we are referencing a mosaic, which effectively implies common membership of a wider group. All that Pr. Liégeois tells us is absolutely true; but on behalf of the many groups, this is referring to authenticity mostly in a self-conscious awareness of the stigma as someone said someone I have read, I think it was Claire Auzias. But I think the consciousness of the mosaic as a “whole” does not go far enough given the stigma or common identity, among the various groups.

Where this holistic “wholeness “of the mosaic is pertinent, accurate and of primary importance, is in scientific research; what I want to say, in short, is that it is for us, scholars, that is of importance, but not really important for the many Tsiganes groups in their everyday life and concerns. Ironically, I would say this is a gadjo / païo / gorgio stuff, which does not depreciate its importance for the global body of knowledge and the understanding of the reality of this mosaïc.

As Pr. Liégeois stated, this is quite an interesting débate, and of real importance, as it is important in social sciences to revisit from time to time previous hypotheses.

I think it could be interesting and contribute to the debate to have other opinions on this, for example the opinion of Judith Okely, Claire Ozias or Alain Reyniers for example, and also perhaps, one of younger or emerging scholars. 

Judith M Okely
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Leon,
a bientot
I have been following all this and will give a detailed set of comments soon.
Carol Silverman
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Sorry to enter this conversation late. For many years I've worked with several Romani groups including American Kalderash/Machwaya and various Balkan groups (both Muslim and Christian) in Bulgaria and Macedonia and in their migratory homes in western Europe and the US. This comparative perspective has lead me to be reluctant to generalise about "Roma", "Gypsies, or any umbrella term in terms of culture and identity. On the other hand, political mobilisation requires umbrella terms.

American Kalderash/Machwaya speak Romani as their first language and use the term Roma when speaking Romanes. In contrast, Horahane (Muslim Roma) (both n the Balkans and in western Europe and the US) have varied interpretations of their identity. Some relate to the term Roma and some actively reject it (due to stigma or other reasons); many of these folks do not speak Romani and do not see language as definitive in their identity; few know their ancestors spoke Romani. I'm sure many of you are familiar with their various identity formations such as Turkish, Egyptian, etc.

I mention the case of Yuri Yunakov whom I wrote about in my recent book, Romani Routes: Cultural Politics and Romani Music and Diaspora (Oxford, 2012). Growing up in Bulgaria and speaking Turkish, he thought he was Turkish (although others saw him as tsigan) until he met Macedonian Roma in NYC (who are Romani, Macedonian, and Turkish speakers, depending on their region in Macedonia); he saw the cultural similarities and similar discrimination. I've witnessed many meetings of Romani musicians trying in vain to find a common language and common musical materials, but yet they do feel united in some way. Yaron mentioned a meeting that included Dragan Ristic and Angelina Dimitri-Taikon where they felt "a sense of affinity with one another, as 'one people.’ I agree with this observation but disagree that language is always the key.  Yaron cited "shared manners and respect (such as allowing the more elderly to speak first, and adding appropriate phrases of respect when others mentioned their children and grandchildren)."  These cultural traits may be shared by Roma but they also may be shared with co-territorial peoples. I prefer to see Romani culture and identity as a shifting constellation; Thomas has also suggested this shifting nature. While the Roma in Yaron's office agreed that they had nothing in common with Irish Travellers, their statement can't be generalised. It is certainly possible that Scottish Romanies had quite a lot in common with Travellers when they intermarried with them during the last few centuries.

Yaron brought up the term "nation". Nation is a political term most often paired with state: nation/state. I have rarely heard Roma use the term nation unless they are activists.  And speaking of outsider terms, anthropologists prefer the term "ethnic group" in the spirit of F.Barth. Barth emphasized differences between groups (which are subjective and may change) rather than defining features within the borders (such as older homogenizing criteria like language, religion, history, and culture).

Léon Grimard
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
To Professor Necula,

I understand what you are talking about; this is a perfect example of the large diversity of situations and circumstances, for the many groups as for the many areas or countries. At the other end of the scale, in the case of the Kalo, the Gypsies from southern France and the Gitanos from Spain, identify themselves as Gitans (Gypsies), and claim this Gypsy identity proudly, as well as their French citizenship. So, in the specific case of these Gypsies from France and Spain, I would not be correct, nor respectful, not to name them as they name and claim themselves: Gypsies. It illustrates the real difficulty, an ethical question it poses to scholars.

I think no one can apply an ‘eradication’ or an ethnonym, as Gitans or Gitanos (Gypsy), without denying the self-identification of some groups elsewhere; on the other hand, this term can be socially negative for other groups in other areas, and we must be aware of those particular situations in naming our object of research. This could also be true for the ethnonym Tsigane, which is also largely used in France (this name is mentioned in the prestigious journal Études Tsiganes, directed by Pr. Alain Reyniers). As I previously said, at least in the French language, as far as there are no perfect generic terms, I go with that (Tsigane), for it is at least a more effective generic term than ‘Roma’.

Léon Grimard
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
To David,
What an interesting note; and it illustrates the huge difficulty in not falling into the trap of generalisation. Many thanks for this note. And it is quite similar to the proud claiming of the Gypsy identity of my fellows from Perpignan.
Sam Beck
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Good to hear from Carol Silverman!

We cannot ignore the various contexts, forces and conditions that generate particular identities.  In Romania, the notion of nation building for Romanians has been an ongoing process that is associated with territorial imaginations.  It was not surprising to me that this idea of national building (associated with the Romantic era in Germany and "das Volk"--"Blut und Boden") was picked up by some Roma leaders and intellectuals. For Romanians, there is an imagined genetic relationship with the land. "Nation" in Romanian has a distinctive meaning beyond that of "ethnicity" the way we use it in the US.  I've assumed that "the nation," while not necessarily related to the nation-state, is connected to some territory.  This is significant in Romania where Saxon Germans could be connected with Germany and Magyars could be connected with Hungary. Tigani, on the other hand, had no such relationship.  This has significance in Romania, perhaps not in other parts of Europe.  

The "tigani" within whom I had contact usually identified as tigani, but also as Romanian citizens, something that Romanian ethno-nationals did not support.  They were considered "outsiders," no matter how long (500+ years) they have resided and worked in Romania, much like Jews all over Europe before WWII. This is particularly significant in relationship to the conversations about the number of Roma in England. Certain groups, (Roma?) traversed Europe and had territories that ignored state boundaries.

This is why they are so very interesting from an intellectual point of view but also from a political point of view.  States, governments, don't like migratory people, they don't like people who do not conform to majority socio-cultural systems and speak languages of their own, and of course in the Euro-American (but obviously not only) point of view, they do not like dark skinned people.

I'm sorry. I went on and on. Perhaps at a tangent.

Thomas Acton
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Gypsy' is not a Romanian word, so someone speaking Romanian is unlikely to call someone a Gypsy, unless they are quoting the English word.

It is becoming clear on many levels that 'Gypsy' is a mistranslation of 'Țigan' and always has been. Where the G-word and the T-word co-exist, as in French, they are rarely synonyms, except amongst Gaje.

Iren Wilkinson
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Carol,
I am also entering late, and very late literally, given we are  heading to midnight. I just want to add that not long ago the nation was a notion that was present in Romany thinking which was of course a remnant of the old classification used not in terms of a nation state but as in terms of belonging to a group in early modernity.
The notion that Roma feel their unity or not, all depends on whether it is for their advantage or not. As you Carol and Thomas mentioned, it is a fluid and flexible phenomenon. With the present movement of Romanian and Bulgarian Roma, there has been a re-emergence of “we are different, and we have been here for centuries” in many places in fear of getting attacked, and yet again marginalised and so on. Just as it was in the 19th century when the Vlashike Roma appeared in Hungary. That division between Vlach and Roma musicians  lasted pretty well into the end of the 20th century. It is with the emergence of Roma political thinking that this has slowly been overcome, not least due to and supported by many artistic and musical outputs! Of course, it is time to underline strongly the idea of similarity yet not homogenity, both with Roma / Sinti / Kale / Manouche / Traveller groups, as well as with the host society, which has a less aggressive point of view than this perpetual ‘difference’ seeking (idea is not mine but of Geza Roheim who introduced this in the 1960s and who considered that this either/or type of difference seeking is potentially fascist in nature (see also Hungary at present time).  
I would like to add that I greatly enjoy your discussion, but I get to the computer very late and am not feeling too sharp not just because it is late temporally but because of health problems. BUT I collect all these interesting remarks and will look forward to going through them all soon.

Yaron Matras
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
There is no doubt that any culture, nation or ethnicity is a constantly shifting entity. The same can be said about Germans, Brits or Scandinavians. Yet we don't spend time debating whether 'German' is a 'generic and pragmatic' umbrella term for Saxons, Franconians, Bavarians, East Frisians and the like. Nor do we make an effort to 'de-construct' the notion of German ethnicity by pointing out that some Germans are rappers who feel a closer affinity to Pussy Riot in Russia than to Bavarian brass bands while others are nuclear scientists who feel more at home at MIT than in Heidelberg. Instead, we take for granted that Germans are Germans because they live within the boundaries of the nation-state of Germany, or else because they are German by origin and ethnicity, whether they live in Kazakhstan and speak Russian or in Pennsylvania and speak a Franconian dialect which they call 'Amish.'
So in my view, the insistence on 'diversity' and 'umbrella terms' amounts to a denial of Romani ethnicity, which I personally find both empirically wrong and morally and politically discriminatory.
Of course some Romani people have links with Travellers, and others have links with Jews. And even more Romani people feel a close affinity to settled Bulgarians, Americans, and Russians who are neither Travellers, nor Turks, nor Jews. The fact the *some* Roma share *some* practices with *some* others, and that every culture is constantly shifting, that every ethnicity is hybrid, and that every nation is a somewhat arbitrary creation of political processes -- all this applies to all peoples and to all ethnicities, and so it can be taken for granted. The constant need to yell 'diversity', 'hybridity', 'ethnicisation' whenever Roma ethnicity is mentioned is a reflection of the special status that 'Gypsies' have in our minds, and not an empirical necessity. It mirrors the traditional image of 'Gypsies' as 'children of nature' who are supposedly 'free' of the constraints of nationhood, territory, and also moral and legal responsibility, and that's precisely the danger with insisting that Roma are different from all other ethnicities. Nobody would go out of their way to object to a book that outlines 'The culture and language of the German' or to an essay about 'The ethnic affiliation of the Gurindji', and it is therefore not legitimate to challenge and question Romani ethnicity, or to pretend that 'Roma' is merely a politically correct, artificial construction.

David Scheffel
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
The problem with 'affinities' ("a sense of affinity with one another, as 'one people'"), 'mosaics' and 'complementarity' is that they are often cemented by political interests and can, therefore, quickly dissolve into dislikes, hostilities and even hatreds. All kinds of historical 'isms' bear witness to that. 19th century Pan Slavism was based on presumed linguistic and cultural affinities. Not unlike the various international meetings and congresses convened by present-day national awakeners of Romani/Gypsy extraction, there were similar events (such as the First Slav Congress held in Prague in 1848) where Czechs, Poles, Slovenians, Russians and others celebrated unity and swore allegiance. Subsequent developments necessitated fragmentation of the 'mosaic', and we see the emergence of scaled down versions of Pan Slavism, such as Czechoslovakism and Yugoslavism. That didn't prevent the Yugoslav fratricide nor the disintegration of other entities based on the idea of 'Slav unity', such as Czechoslovakia or Greater Russia - witness the Ukrainian conundrum. Ernest Gellner is a good source on the link between nation building and the self-realisation of manipulative elites. The fragmentation observed among various Roma/Gypsy groups may be frustrating for the various NGOs and ethnic politicians speaking on their behalf, but it may also be the most effective way of retaining a degree of autonomy at the local level.”
Victor Friedman
Date: 21 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
The pairing of "nation" with "state" is a specific ideological interpretation (think Herder).
The two concepts are distinct, as in the Five (or Six) Nations of the Iroqouis.
Cheers,
Buktop”

Jean-Pierre Liégeois
Date: 22 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thanks for your comments, Léon. I do agree with you and I would like to make the landscape a little bit broader.
In a few words, as I mentioned in my last message, there are different perspectives, contexts, levels of discourses, and this is a challenging debate. I said that we are focusing on one side of the coin, but this is a too narrow statement, as there are many “sides.” I do agree that some parts of the mosaic have few or no relations with other parts, and are not feeling as belonging to the same “whole.” One example: for a couple of years, I have stayed with Gypsy families of Southern Spain (Gitanos andaluces, en comarcas rurales) going back to a place where I stayed during long periods in 1965 and the following years. In fact, they have no contact or even knowledge about Roma having recently coming from other countries or living in Spain for a long time, labelled as “Húngaros”, and with no knowledge about a political movement such as the Unión Romaní española and the many NGOs (Gitanas) active in Andalucía.
On another side the movement bringing together the different elements of the mosaic is developing. One example: in France the Federation bringing together about 35 NGOs is named Union Française des Associations Tsiganes, “Tsiganes” being in this case the name accepted for the mosaic in which there are Manouches, Sintis, Yéniches, Gitans catalans, Gitans andalous, Romas, Voyageurs. Indeed the idea of a mosaic is only a tool as a framework to try to understand what is going on. It has to be questioned and changed if necessary. Of course it has no direct pertinence from a local point of view and no visible incidence for the “everyday life and concerns” as you rightly mention. But the different political dynamisms which are developing (local, national, international) play a role and fulfill a function in terms of cultural recognition, political participation, policy negociation, implementation of national and international texts about minorities, and concerning fighting discrimination, etc. The fact that, in my example, the grassroot level gitanas families do not know about the gitano political movement does not mean that the gitano political movement has no outcomes (and responsibilities) for their “everyday life” in terms, for instance, of social and financial support, educational programmes and the implementation of regional and local policies, etc.
As in all societies, there are also many situations in which persons or groups act along what is called “dualism” in sociology, using social and cultural references in one concrete situation, and switching to other ones in other situations, in order to be best adapted to the situations. And this is true for the self-designated: the same person speaking the same day to different ones (social worker, gazo friend, police, teacher, etc.) will use different names, as “Gens du voyage”, Rom, forain, etc.
Another consideration is that the “mosaic” image is too static, and for this reason, for decades now, I also use the term “kaleidoscope” because of the value and the functional roles that it attaches to distinctions, Roma/Gypsy society is as much an assembly that is diversifying as it is a range of diverse elements in the process of assembly. Of all the apparently contradictory forces at work in the society, some tend to unite it and some to divide or disperse – the changing nature of the ties between various segments, the different borrowings from other societies and the geographical movements – combine to transform the mosaic into a kaleidoscope. Each shift alters the configuration, but the connections remain.
Last but not least, it seems that for the moment in this Network most of the comments about the topic under discussion are from a social and traditionalist points of view, and not from a political one, that includes huge dynamisms and contextual changes. Both have to be taken into account and are, of course, articulated. For a better understanding the whole landscape has to be considered.
Finally as you say, younger generations, scholars, and particularly young Roma/Gypsies scholars and politicians, are already bringing new references, food for thought and new practices. Let’s consider those outcomes and let’s continue to “revisit” our knowledge.
A bientôt,

Iren Wilkinson
Date: 22 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Sam,
Just a few words on ‘nation.’ Not long ago, when I talked to the Roma about their relationships, the idea of my nation popped up which was a kind of larger extended family idea.
The other thing: In Hungry just before election, the Roma formed their party called: Magyarorszagi Cigany Party – that is the Hungarian Gypsy Party. Perhaps it is still a collective term (as applied be Liegois in his earlier writings) that fits the Romungre, the Vlashike, the Beash and the Vend.”
Judith M Okely
Date: 22 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thanks for the stimulating exchanges. Here is a somewhat lengthy response: I agree with Jean Pierre’s preference for the kaleidoscope. There are continual changes and often brilliant transformations, dependent on context. As I explained in my defense, (on this network February 05, 2013), of the title 'The Traveller-Gypsies' and the interchanging of Gypsy and Traveller, all this was engaging with outsiders’ and insiders’ contextualised labels. In the 1970s, the people with whom I lived on English camps, preferred ‘Traveller’ when interacting with officials and house dwellers, believing it to be without stigma. Given compulsory official site provision for ‘Gypsies’, the increasingly negative label ‘Gypsy’ dominated public discourse. But among themselves, in trusting contexts, they used ‘Gypsy’ with pride. This contextuality echoes Jean Pierre’s observations.
Acton and Raywid confirm the all-embracing ‘Traveller’ was acceptable in the 1970s to every UK group. Since my 1983 publication, ‘Traveller’ has again changed in public meanings, now linked more specifically with Irish and Scottish Travellers, especially when ‘Tinker’ became negative in gorgio discourse. However, by the late 1980s, ‘Traveller’ was demonized after the emergence of ‘New Age’ Travellers. The latter had no ties with such ethnic groups. By the early 1990s, at Edinburgh University, I was invited to join the Scottish Traveller/Gypsy organisation. They had inserted the label ‘Gypsy’ precisely to avoid being confused with the ‘New Age Travellers’.
Inevitably, there are different histories and political contexts throughout Europe. In 2000 Ignacy Marek Kaminski and I visited the Roma museum near Krakov. It fully documented the compulsory seizure of Polish Gypsy horses and wagons. Just one wagon was left as an ‘authentic’ exhibit. Bleak photos documented the Gypsies’ forcible incarceration in high-rise concrete flats. All this in the iconic year of 1968, when Paris and beyond, were undergoing a very different revolution in Western and Northern Europe. While Eastern Europe was re-enslaving nomads, enforcing sedentarisation and institutionalizing racism, other parts of Europe were exploring some anti-discriminatory transformations.
Subsequently, more recent movement by some self-identified Roma from post-communist states to the UK or elsewhere in Northern Europe is as migrants not nomads. Some Roma have internalized the imposed stigma of nomadism and been quick to deny any such identity. By contrast, the majority of Western and Northern European Romany Gypsies and Irish or Scottish Travellers had, until very recently, survived through many further decades with their preferred habitation, which was rarely housing.
‘Gypsy’ derived from the early label ‘Egyptian’ which an expert Cambridge historian has informed me was once used generally for any ‘foreigner’ from across the Channel. It has, through centuries, become a global stereotype provoking every cliché. BUT some peoples have also embraced it, just as artists eventually adopted the label Impressionist, originally a term of abuse thrown at them by art critics. The contrast in preferred labels across Europe emerged as follows: my Bulgarian Roma student recounted meeting a Pentecostal Gypsy preacher in Sussex. Without explaining the sub text, she excitedly repeated his words ‘We Gypsies’. Finally, she was convinced that my use of the label for English Gypsies was indeed self-ascribed.
Labels change through time and emerge from stigmatisation. Martin Luther King used the now tabooed word ‘Negro’ in his ‘I have a Dream’ speech. This was replaced by ‘Black’ then ‘African American.’ Granted, the linguistic equivalent of ‘Gypsy’ may have been seen as representing outsider racist abuse by some groups in post-communist Europe. But it is sad that the EU initially resorted to one all-embracing title, banning the word ‘Gypsy’ in the public domain.
In 2004, before delivering a keynote in Berlin, I was informed, indeed instructed by the professor that on NO account was I to use the word ‘Gypsy’. In accordance with the EU, I was to use ‘Roma’. I remonstrated that ‘Gypsy’ is what the people, I lived with and studied for years in England, used and continued to use. My books Gypsies and Government Policy in England, (1975 Adams, Okely et al), The Traveller-Gypsies (1983) and subsequent articles highlighted this self-ascribed label. Other texts by Kenrick and Puxon (1972), Acton (1974) and Farnham Rehfisch (1975) did not consider the label racist, but celebratory. Granted, the label or near equivalents have been stigmatized by some in post-communist Europe. But why extend the ban to those who embrace it, contrary to their preference?
Surely the EU, representing so many nations with different histories and sub groups, should have done its homework? The remarkable Gypsy Council, established in England in the mid-1960s, with representatives of Gypsy descent, was not re-named. Should that be outlawed by the EU? This mono-decision making reflects the differing histories within Europe. Kaminski elaborated in his monograph (1980) and in our exchanges through the 1970s, how some communist states sought out and appointed representatives of each ‘national’ or ethnic group. They were given official status and salaries. Kaminski argued that some of these unelected, but skilled state employees were nevertheless avoided if not feared by Polish Gypsies at grass root level.
In contrast to a hierarchical polity, English Gypsies, and often Irish and Scottish Travellers, sustaining nomadism, have survived best with decentralised strategies. One Gypsy male friend declared: ‘Anyone who says he’s ‘King of the Gypsies’ or our ‘Leader’ will have to take on every man in a line at Stowe Fair. He’d have to beat each one in a hand-to-hand fight’. Unfortunately, the EU had been less likely to consider the long term and cross-cultural contrasts where there is not an established state tradition of formal, let alone salaried English Gypsy representatives
Previously, the occasional media savvy Gorgio, have stepped into this ‘leadership’ vacuum. One would appear on TV talking about ‘My People’. There were once some fantasy interventions. Last week, when lecturing at the university of Macedonia, I informed the astonished students and staff that this same gorgio had, in the 1970s, declared that Gypsies should be given their own land or nation, namely Macedonia!
In that very same city, Thessaloniki, I was briefly taken to a Roma neighbourhood. Poignantly, in the face of increasingly demonised migration from nearby post-communist countries, these vulnerable peoples prominently displayed the Greek flag. My academic guide pointed out how, as we approached the residents, they were talking a form of Romany with their children, but immediately switched to Greek. Here is an example of sophisticated ‘national’ readjustment according to context.
Despite the EU directives, the self-ascribed label ‘Gypsy’ for the English continues proudly today. In 2012, when I convened a panel on ‘Gypsies, Roma and Travellers throughout Europe’ at a British Museum conference, two English participants were happy to declare their identity as members of ‘The Gypsy People’. It is extraordinary that the relevant EU decision makers could not consult the literature and political practices across the Channel. The celebration of Gypsy is confirmed in the recent book by David M. Smith and Margaret Greenfields ' Gypsies and Travellers in housing: The decline of nomadism', for which I was honoured to write the foreword. David Smith, the co-author and senior lecturer at Greenwich University, is also proud to identify his Gypsy heritage.
To conclude, in ever-changing contexts, single label and identity cannot be invented, let alone imposed. There are inter-group rivalries in one context, but group solidarity in others. The most inspiring development is the emergence of engaged graduates, postgraduates, and academics from the different groups. I have supervised the dissertation of a Bulgarian Roma, now employed by a leading NGO, the dissertation of a New Traveller, now completing a Cambridge Phd on nomads, and the Phd of someone of Scottish descent, now a full Professor. They can add voice and authority. 
Yaron Matras
Date: 22 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
So, I have a simple question, and perhaps one of the most recent contributors to the discussion can respond: What is the criterion for including particular communities into the 'mosaic' or 'kaleidoscope'?
For example, on what basis are settled Romani-speaking shopkeepers in Sofia included, alongside semi-itinerant Jenische from southwest Germany; but Orthodox Jews from Brooklyn and Walpiri construction workers in Northwestern Australia are not?
What do the settled Romani-speaking shopkeepers in Sofia and the semi-itinerant Jenische from southwest Germany have in common, which they do not share with the Orthodox Jews from Brooklyn and Walpiri construction workers in Northwestern Australia?

Thomas Acton
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
How can there possibly be one right answer to such a question?
If we theorise 'nations' as imagined communities, then we might say those who ask such a question lack that imagination. Possibly a sense of community, too.

Sam Beck
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thomas,

I have no idea what you mean with this last comment.
Yaron Matras
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
It's a practical question: If a researcher is asked by a policy agency to describe the target group and to name criteria for inclusion -- should the researcher's reply to the policymakers be: "use your imagination and sense of community", or should that researcher make an effort to spell out criteria for inclusion in a more transparent way?
Or if the Scientific Committee of this Network, for instance, received an application for membership from somebody who specialises in the ethnography of Orthodox Jews in Brooklyn or of Walpiri construction workers in Australia, should we accept them as members of this network on the basis of our "imagination" or on the basis of our "sense of community"?

Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Yes, this is definitely practical question. And it is important not only for academia, but also for policy makers and academics, who are policy experts.
As we wrote in our articles and are saying regularly in our presentations: "The legitimate question is whether it is possible at all to have a successful realisation of national and supranational policies if it is based on strategies and programmes without a clear main target." In our case the question is, who are the "Roma,” the target of politics?  If we cannot reach at least basic agreement on an academic level, it is not surprising that the policy makers on EU and national level use unsuitable definitions and as a result everybody can discern it.
Jean-Pierre Liégeois
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
This question is a rhetorical and does not apply in real life. It is a virtual point for academic purposes. A few days ago, when writing a mail to Ian, you mentioned the “Sam Konik” case. I also used it a long time ago, and this is interesting because with a journalist, member of the police, social worker or scholar, a Roma may say “Sam Konik”, which by the way makes the list longer as to the possible self-designations which are employed. This last one is an illustration of a very pertinent and operational adaptation to the situation.
But “Sam Konik” does not answer in real life, and the considered person will know very well: use and manipulate several interlinked criteria to answer your question “What is the criterion for including particular communities into the 'mosaic' or 'kaleidoscope'?” The “simple question” has no “simple answer,” hopefully, because this is life. Everyone knows in a concrete given context to which wholes/groups? / bodies / social sectors or segments / communities (plural) he or she belongs, wants to belong, has to belong, is supposed to belong. This is most important because, following previous comments in the different emails, it links personality and society, deep personal desires, social realities and broad political determinants.
In a previous message, you gave the illustration of those 15 persons meeting in your office, and you rightly emphasized the question of “respect” which was clearly present. This is a key point (this question of “respect” and the many and changing criteria attached to it, core criteria and peripheral or secondary criteria, or ‘satellite’ ones as I named them, are one of the main issues of La Mutation des Roms, mentioned before, and the basis for developing a theory of social and cultural change). This illustrates the fact that it is not a “simple question,” and not even a question for those living the situations, because the expression and translation, verbal and non verbal, of “respect” that is shared by a group or community of persons cannot be reduced or objectivised in a single definition, as they belong to personal feelings.
Therefore flexibility is necessary as well as a comprehensive approach. As Judith writes, “in ever-changing contexts, single labels and identities cannot be invented, let alone imposed.” Usually policy makers have strong categories limited by strong boundaries, in which they do inscribe groups of “populations” on the basis of a weak, partial and also manipulated knowledge in order to justify the proposals that are being made. Realities have to be better known in order to develop adapted activities, and this is one of the tasks of the scholars. The role of the scholar is not to find out a criterion for classification, but to highlight and make understandable social and cultural dynamisms.
Sorry I sent my previous mail before reading those last ones. I shall be short and then be silent, as we have to leave space for others in the Network. Maybe, as the topic is of importance, we might prepare a book on these matters?
My short comments, which complete what I wrote before:
1 – It is a practical question for policy makers, I agree, but only an aspect of the global question. We should question not only “Who are the Roma, ”but also, among other points, “What is inclusion” as it is a part of the target.
2 – About the “results,” expected or not, I wrote extensively, about European policies and projects. See for example the last chapter “Issues for the future” in The Council of Europe and Roma, 40 years of action (CoE Publishing, 2012). A series of weak points is analysed, and the question of definition of “Roma” is not the main one. There are many other reasons of failure. https://book.coe.int/eur/en/minorities/4866-the-council-of-europe-and-roma-40-years-of-action.html
Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Re: "The role of the scholar is not to find out a criterion for classification, but to highlight and make understandable social and cultural dynamisms."
The issue about the role of scholar is complicated, but in our concrete case, we doubt the possibility "to highlight and make understandable social and cultural dynamisms," without classification, i.e. without knowing whose dynamism is studied.”
Léon Grimard
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
A comment about Thomas’s previous short sentence about Roma Nation. I understood Thomas’s social and political involvement and it is something I do agree with, as every of us is committed, socially engaged scholar. What I think I can understand about Thomas's sentence is commitment to the political aspect of our social engagement toward the Tsiganes / Roma / Gypsy's cause. I think I do understand why he is speaking of nation here, for he is committed and convinced as to the political path taken by Eastern Europe Roma activists, namely the IRU, and I have no problem with that; it is one of the many acceptable paths scholars can get engaged in.

But in my very humble opinion, this idea of a transnational ‘Roma Nation, is a quite interesting question in the theorisation of new kinds or transformations of the concept of nation without the territorial context of the state, and, always in a theorisation perspective or debate, it is in fact empirically observable, despite the many differences inside the holistic kaleidoscopic mosaïc. But, even if we can be very sorry of that, we must admit, on a very grounded and pragmatic perspective, that idea of transnational nation to have no future at all, for it is attacking the very basic foundations of one of the pillars of the Western modern civilisation, the nation-State, and so no national nor supranational political institutions or governments will ever get into what would be a trap for them, a very “boîte de Pandorre.”

Moreover, as with Christophe Robert, and many other scholars, and on the behalf of many Gypsy groups speaking and claims, I am convinced that, first, it will fail to improve Roma / Gypsy / Traveler’s (RGT) conditions (as its lacks already clearly appear), and secondly, that it is not what many or most of them (not speaking of intellectual activists) claim, but of the social fully and political official recognition as full right equal and respected hosting nation citizens, not second class (or classless) citizens. Moreover, I would say, as does Christophe Robert, that the ‘transnational nation’ concept and claim contributes in fact to maintaining negative categorisations and ostracisations and contributes nothing to breaking the expansion of exclusion and anti-tsiganism among majority populations all over Europe.

Of course, our commitment as scholars is and has to be, in some way, political; but it is on citizenship recognisation, on social, cultural, and economic participation and contribution for all Gypsy populations within the nations they ask for and claim belonging to, that the political fight is in fact.

Now, on another topic, I totally agree with Jean-Pierre, Elena and Vesselin on comments about our task as scholars. Of course, we may be asked to act as policy councellors from time to time; and this task must be done, as well as we can do it, as scholars. But, never forget that this is just an accessory task, not our main and primary one. As pointed out by Jean-Pierre (if he agrees with my calling him this, even if we never kept the cows together, a French expression), our tasks is to discover, describe, analyse and diffuse the many very complex and dynamic social processes engaged as well in the society articulations (or boundaries to recall F. Barth) as in the everyday lives of the many social groups acting and engaging in the relationship process of making society a pulsing organism.

Perhaps I can give some insight towards a solution to the dilemma we have with denominations, or, categorisations, and those duality scholars / policy counselors. As some of you already know, my theoretical concerns and research frameworks are, in order, exclusion (on its many forms), poverty (alongside with inequalities and globalisation), and new racism (new forms of cultural racism). About the concept of exclusion, there is a substantial debate among scholars about the use of the notion of exclusion, because, as it entered largely into the public sphere through debates (politicians discourses, media discourse, widely population discourse), it has come to mean anything but nothing. So the actual tendency is to use it as a ‘concept - horizon,’ which can say quite a number of things about a part of knowledge, and which can organise the scholars’ thought around a central core of combined (amalgam) ideas; but the condition for that is to strictly separate and conceive the scientific use or the concept from its public use. So, on the case we are debating here, I think it could be a good startup to act similarly.

Sam Beck
Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
In this context, I would say use the identity that the people themselves use and then provide an academic explanation of what community they may belong to.  It is possible that the two positions do not coincide.

Ethel Brooks

Date: 23 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
I think that Sam is right about that:  it is really a question of self-ascription, but this is combined with the ascription that others give… hence the confusion, often, as to who is Roma.  In many ways, the outside ascription has won here, where Roma becomes a stand-in for Gypsies in the older (dare I say gypsylorist?) sense.  We know that self-ascription among Romani people does not usually group Roma with Travelers or gens de voyage, or Jenisch, for that matter. We also know that Roma as an umbrella term doesn’t apply to Lomari or Doma, but also to Sinti or Romani Gypsies, or Gitanos in Spain, Manouches, Kale, et al —but many of these can fall under the umbrella Romani (as Ian has already pointed out). In many ways, it is a complex question that cannot be resolved… and if we are to take Yaron’s question seriously, I am not sure that we would want to resolve it neatly for policymakers —but rather we would want policymakers to understand its complexity and work with it accordingly.  Of course, self-ascription also applies to whether we would group Satmar Hasidim, Jenische and Kalderash Roma… we wouldn’t, primarily because they wouldn’t. 
Which brings us back to Benedict Anderson. Imagined communities, for Anderson, was not about how these communities were imagined by academic experts, but was rather about the nation-building process and its related practices.  Again, it would seem, a combination of self- and outside-ascription. Anderson, when he wrote Imagined Communities, was working in a moment when a number of academics were looking back to older debates around nation (Renan’s “Qu’est-ce que c’ést une nation?”, Stalin’s “National-Colonial Question,” Wilson’s “Fourteen Points.”  Anderson looked at how nations —and the sense of nationhood— were formed through practices and processes such as print capital (i.e. the circulation of national newspapers in a national language); museums, the census and a shared history; and, interestingly, a notion of being in the same place at the same time (again achieved through print capital, but also through time zones, etc).  if you remember, Hobsbawm also had two books on nationalism —Nations and Nationalism since 1780 and (with Terence Ranger) The Invention of Tradition.  There was a moment, 20 years ago (most likely coinciding with the fall of state socialism?) when the idea of the nation —not ultra-right nationalism— was being debated.  

It is important for us to engage these questions, but in the end, it is the complexity that I, as a Romani and as an academic, will hold onto.  Growing up, I “knew” what our relationship was to Roma and what our relationship was to Irish or Scottish Travellers… it was very clear and did not need debate…  again the question of self-ascription. We (Romani people of Anglo-Romani origin, which some would call Romanichal, but we didn’t in everyday conversation) were “Romani” like Kalderash and other Roma, but we also had relations with Scotch and Irish Travellers that recognized our sameness with regard to labor market niches and British Isles origins. 

In the eyes of outsiders, of course, we were (are) all Gypsies. Personally, I would rather not lose the complexity of self-ascription in the name of neatness...

Sam Beck

Date: 24 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Even as academicians we must take a political position, not only informing policy makers.  I find myself increasingly drawn into making decisions about who and what I must support because it is morally right for me to do so, the right thing to do.  It is not a matter of knowing better than the particular group or groups with which we have association.  For me it is a matter of justice and doing my part in bringing about a just world.  Nicolae Gheorghe and I, for the short period of our association, sought to theorize what unity would look like among the diverse groups that Romanians identified as tigani in the context of actually existing communism that sought to bring about a world of workers without ethnic identities, making them all conform to an ethnic Romanian ideal.  Some tigani groups resisted and others could not wait to adjust to the opportunities that a status differentiation that a worker identity offered them.  Sadly, to non-tigain, they remained "tigani."  Nicu and I thought -actually it was Nicolae's lead I was following- that by suggesting a Roma identity to all the groups, a political movement could be established that would give the most vulnerable of Romanian citizens a voice within a state 

where having a voice was immensely difficult.  All of this is not to say that individual groups could not maintain their separate, individual identities.

I believe that a "Roma" movement in Europe can only improve the lives of the many individuals and groups who suffer the hardships of discrimination, racism, and xenophobia and who academics study.  As academics, this is not enough.  I am very glad for the discussions we have engaged in.  I remain connected with the ideals Nicolae pursued.

Léon Grimard
Date: 24 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
To Ethel,

I like so much the ‘délicatesse toute en nuances’ you bring to the débate, as a païo scolar, it is exactly what I observed and what I was told, so what I understood and promised to defend, during my master fieldwork with and among my Gypsy friends from Perpignan; thank you, for I could not have expressed it so perfectly. Thanks also for the very relevant reference effectively to Anderson and Hobsbawn, which you add also Ernest Gellner in anthropology, and the French historian Anne-Marie Thiesse on these topics.

Judith M Okely

Date: 24 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Ethel,
Thanks for a superb analysis so beautifully argued with key historians and social scientists. 
When I presented aspects of my future chapter one at a Cambridge conference with Eric Hobsbawn, he asked to publish it in 'Past and Present'. I was naive, saying I had a contract for a monograph. If I had submitted it first to his journal, with such a mentor, I would have been saved from later mischievous misrepresentations.
Thanks for giving Anderson and Ranger the respect they deserve for exploring imagined and invented traditions. A political anthropology lecturer in Greece last week likened some of our misunderstandings to those in 'AREA Studies' where academics talk across each other, unaware of standard texts, themes and debates in other disciplines.
I fully agree with Sam Beck's stance. We are not merely detached academics. As Sartre argued, there are political implications in ANY position. Whether or not confronted, a choice is made whether to resist or to exploit taken-for-granted power. But there are no simple short cuts. Unraveling complexity and nuances is crucial.
I recall acting as 'expert witness' for Scottish Travellers banned from an Edinburgh pub. The lawyer kept instructing me to say they were ROMANY Gypsies from India, though this was not how they represented themselves. He argued they could only claim discrimination if so labeled. Fortunately, the landlord settled out of court.
One later triumph was thanks to Robbie McVeigh (another 'academic') who established legal criteria for Northern Irish Travellers. They could claim ethnic identity if having a common history, traditions and shared ancestors. without claiming non-European origins, they won recognition on new specific grounds. Subsequently, Colin Clark (now Professor) successfully used these criteria in his testimony, along with my past statements, in another Scottish case of discrimination. Finally, the Scottish Travellers (once labelled Tinkers), were recognised as an ethnic group who could henceforth appeal against discrimination. We were invited to celebrate at the Scottish Parliament.
There are many examples where the engaged intellectual CAN and SHOULD offer his/her skills for political justice against persecution, especially where vulnerable minorities are concerned.”

Yaron Matras
Date: 24 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
I fully agree with the spirit of the most recent contributions to the discussion. Still, however flexible we purport to be, we must admit that we are surrounded by categorisations. The mere fact that 300 or so of us subscribe to this network means that we demarcate our shared research and policy interests in a particular way, and thus that we are inclusive, but also exclusive. Whether we like to admit it or not, we subscribe to a category. We all have some kind of notion of the category that defines our shared interests.
And so I ask again: what defines the boundaries of the 'mosaic' or 'kaleidescope' to which our shared academic interests are devoted? Why would we not accept members into this network on the basis of specialisation in the study of Algonkian culture or the economy of Japanese whale hunters?
At the political level, the question is linked to what defines the 'mosaic' of populations that fall under the remit of, say, the EC's 'Roma task force' or the Council of Europe’s 'Roma and Travellers Division'? Why do the Tattare of Scandinavia belong to that remit, but not the Sami?
The answer cannot be 'self-ascription', because few of us, presumably, if any, have polled the communities that we study to ask them whether they believe we should join this network, nor has the Council of Europe carried out a survey asking communities whether they want their interests to be considered by a particular Division.
So on what basis do we include the Finnish Kaale and the Sicilian Camminanti, but exclude the Gagauz of Greece and the Karaim of Lithuania?

Why, when an NGO needs consultancy on education issues that face Roma migrants from Romania, does it feel that it can approach somebody who is an expert on the housing problems of Irish Travellers, but not somebody who is an expert on the subsistence economy of the Beduins in the Negev?

Sam Beck
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Yaron,
There may not be a satisfactory answer to your question. I am unsure that if there is one what would it mean to you. Anthropologists, even linguistic anthropologists, use the comparative method to answer a basic question: What does it mean to be human? All the groups with which we are concerned certain life ways that you rightly point out as having certain characteristics they hold in common. And, yes, they exclude other groups that might have some of these characteristics as well, but we exclude them. I suppose the flip side of your question would be: What makes a gadjo? You seem to be looking for a defining boundary that we academics hold in our minds that separate a particular set of social groups from other social groups. I think that we can do this simply by first identifying all those groups who have a Roma origin. I use Roma as a linguistic place holder for people who have a Sanskrit based origin that can be identified phenotypically, sociolinguistically, culturally, who have a particular relationship with States, etc., etc., etc. And those groups who mistakenly have been identified with the same origins of such groups.
But, so what?
Yaron Matras:

Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Sam,
That's an interesting viewpoint, and one that I am sure many colleagues will find controversial, so I'm curious to hear their reactions.
In the meantime may I just correct a misunderstanding that frequently occurs when non-linguists discuss the origins of the Romani language: Romani is NOT based on Sanskrit (Annabel Tremlett is just one of those who got this wrong in her recent comments on my work). Romani is an Indo-Aryan language, and so is Sanskrit, but there is no evidence that Romani directly derives from Sanskrit. We simply use Sanskrit for analytical comparison because it is the oldest attested Indo-Aryan language and so it gives us a picture of what these languages may have looked like before changes in structure made them more diverse. (Just like we compare German from Gothic, but German does not directly derive from Gothic; and Arabic with Akkadian, but one does not derive from the other).
Another important point for comparison is Prakrit or Middle Indo-Aryan. As linguists, we devote as much attention when discussing the origins of Romani to Prakrtit as we do to Sanskrit -- see Hancock's seminal article from 1988, and my book from 2002 -- but that goes unnoticed by non-linguists, who are attracted to the more 'famous' label of Sanskrit and often take it out of context.
That, as a side remark. I'm still waiting for somebody to explain to me why an expert on housing problems of Irish Travellers is automatically regarded as an expert on the education of Roma migrants from Romania, but not on issues of sexual health among the Yakut.” 
Sam Beck
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Yaron,
Thanks for the correction. This makes the Rom and Romani even more interesting.
Your last comment is also interesting. They have no expertise.
Ethel Brooks
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Judith, dear Sam, dear Yaron,

Judith, thank you for your kind remarks. I also have a missed opportunity story about Hobsbawn.  He was one of my mentors in graduate school and I wrote a few papers for him about Romani nationalism and European nation-state formations.  We argued about these papers, and he urged me to go to Moscow to study the incorporation of Romani culture into Soviet and post-Soviet national culture; he felt that it would turn my assumptions/analyses on their head.  In the end, I didn’t follow his advice: I felt insecure about studying my “own” people for a doctoral dissertation (and had gotten strange feedback as a twenty-something grad student the one time that I tried to present a paper on Malthus and Romani political economies at a GLS conference) that I decided to leave the work aside.  I am back to some aspect of it, but when I wrote to him to talk more about it, he was dying and so it was too late.  Missed opportunities, indeed.

Sam and Judith, I absolutely agree with you about the need for a political stance —especially in the case of Romani groups.  As you know, the history of the study and statecraft of/directed toward Romani people has been political in the worst sense, even when it purports to be scientific.  It is only through an engaged scholarly approach that you have advocated that we can work to counter the damage that has been done.  As Judith’s invocation of Sartre (I love that you brought him in! I have been teaching him in my graduate methods seminar in sociology) brings forth, there are political implications in any position, which we need to keep in mind in every facet of our work.  Judith, your example of Robbie McVeigh, Colin Clark and legal advocacy is a prime example of this. We are in desperate need of more of this work.

Yaron, it seems that you are thinking of the British case in particular —but of course this applies to all of the dynamics when you have groups of people labeled under the same term, or under the same cognitive umbrella, and an overall expertise is called upon to apply to them.  It doesn’t work for Mexican-Americans (those who were “native” Californians, there before California became the US, are very different from recent Oaxacan immigrants… and have different needs, even as they are often racialised in similar ways).  It doesn’t obviate the idea of calling them Mexican Americans, but certainly it is important to keep the historical and cultural complexities —and, yes, politics— central to both scholarship and policymaking.  The question of whether we can expect an expert on Irish Travellers to be, in turn, an expert on recent Romani migrants to the UK is another question, and, it would seem to me an example of reductio ad absurdum. I know that there are those would try to make that argument, but it is a relatively straightforward counter argument that one can make to advocate for a more appropriate policy.  Of course, again, it comes down to a question of self-ascription and, also, paying attention to both groups’ and individuals’ assessment of their own needs.  Otherwise, it becomes an attempt to manage populations without any reference to the people themselves.

Ethel Brooks
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Cher Léon,

“Je vous remercie beaucoup pour vos aimable paroles!  Thank you, also, for reminding us of Gellner and for alerting me to Anne-Marie Thiesse. If you have specific useful cites for Thiesse, please send them —I would love to see her work.”

Amitiés,

Ethel

Martin Fotta
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Yaron,
this is not the answer to your question, but I guess given the character of your question (why should policymakers asking us care about our expertise), the first part of the answer would probably have to do with the geography since any policies would presumably be targeted people living with the EU or CoE borders.
Thus, it would be at least weird to consult an expert on the subsistence economy of the Beduins in the Negev or the Japanese whale hunters (although Israel has the observer status at the CoE, so who knows).
Having said that it might be equally weird probably to consult me with the fieldwork amongst the Calon of Brazil. Of course this is another version of your question: why should I with such the research background among Calon in Bahia be part of this network (because they speak, "chibi" and refer to themselves also as "Ciganos"?).
But it has been a good exchange I must say.
Léon Grimard
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Yes, of course. So on the topic of the national concept and construction, here is a spécific reference: La création des identités nationales. Europe 18e - 19e siècles.

I also recommend another French historian book for the comprehension of the stranger's rejection in France (as Tsiganes are archetype), in the analysis of the constitution or the Republic and the discourses of the Revolution. Sophie Wahnich. L'impossible citoyen. L'étranger dans le discours de la Révolution française. Albin Michel, 2010. Seuil, 2001.”

Thomas Acton
Date: 24 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
3 Attachments

Dear Sam and Everyone, 

Sorry to have been a little while. Here is the Nicolae Gheorghe piece. it was published in 'Gypsy Politics and Traveller Identity' published by UHP in 1997 and edited by myself, pp. 142-171.

Some other basic reading that might help is (with his permission) Brian Belton's Essay  from 'All Change'  (edited by Damien Le Bas and myself, from UHP 2010, and my long-ago essay on commercial nomadism and ethnic identity, which first appeared in J.Grumet ed.Papers from the 4th and 5th Annual Meetings of the G.L.S.N.A.C  1985.

The Nicolae Gheorghe piece, does, I think, make clear his belief in a transnational, rather than a national, identity as being more helpful to Roma. At any rate, he personally persuaded the Vatican of this in 1991.

I had hoped to avoid intervening substantively in what I have found a very depressing debate. To see issues which I hoped Liegeois and I had put to rest more than 30 years ago, raising themselves as if we had never written, and to see so many Gaje rushing to cram Roma, Gypsies and Travellers into their own categorical schema is a lesson in the persistence of hegemonic ideologies.  I see now that I have to and when I have  time to finish, I will return to my original exchange of insults with Yaron, and in contextualising that I hope to produce a more satisfying answer to Helen O'Nions' original unease about the strange certainty of the text she was renewing, which will also try to explain why most colleagues have responded with more or less strange certainties of their own, and attempt the beginning of a historical method for relating these certainties to each other.

Sam Beck
Date: 25 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Thomas,

Thanks for the articles.  Since being invited to participate in this list, I have renewed my interest in my Roma interests that I had to set aside for the sake of earning a living.  This is a long story that includes remarks made by a notable university provist and two deans of another institution who questioned why I could be interested in Gypsies.  

Yaron's question at first confused me as I tried to respond to it and the more I thought about it, I wondered "to what end do we need to know an answer?"  Quite frankly, I still don't get it.  There are distinct social movements that arise under particular conditions, forces, and processes.  It is our job as social scientists to identify these and if you are activist oriented, redirect these to bring about social justice for those most vulnerable in society but also enlighten those who oppress.  I believe the Roma movement in Romania was doing that.  That Nicolae Gheorghe sought to make this a transnational issue does not surprise me (I lost touch with him) after I had to redirect my career, although he came to visit me in NYC and stayed with me in my home a number of times, once giving a lecture at Cornell University in Ithaca, NY, where I was able to invite him.

Michael Stewart 
Date: 26 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear all,

A really very interesting discussion and huge thanks to Yaron for kicking it off with such a clear set of questions and responses that the whole debate has become a model of how we can - despite all our theoretical and temperamental differences - talk to and learn from each other. That is a BIG achievement. It also provides a rich resource in due course for policy makers if we can summarise some of these debates into a shortened form.

Now for comment:

It seems to me that the short comment below -from Elena and Veselin - sums up the problem that this debate has brought into focus:

"we doubt about possibility to highlight and make understandable social and cultural dynamisms", without classification, i.e. without knowing whose dynamism is studied.”

Elena and Veselin’s comment - rather like the general thrust of Yaron’s comments - proposes that in social affairs there is an underlying ‘substrate’ of natural kinds that we are dealing with - kinds that can be classified independently of their sense of themselves, of their history - or the ’social and cultural dynamism’, that is to say, history.. To say that it is problematic to do this “without classification, i.e. without knowing whose dynamism is studied’, suggests that there is some [reasonably] objective means of defining this object - outside of the terms of reference set up by the processes that are posited in ’social and cultural dynamism.'
Those of us who feel uncomfortable with this - and this is, I think, most of the social scientists in this debate - are convinced, for various, admittedly not entirely compatible reasons [in terms of the whole field of views], that in human affairs the classifications and the subsequent ‘groups' that come to be formed, the sense of affiliation and commonality, the forms of solidarity and identification with others, has changed profoundly over the course of human history. For those who share this view, the classifications humans use to define entities that they call groups are only in part continuous. In other words, if you imagine the social world as divided into ‘descent groups’ (or better - if you imagine social connections established and divided by ‘lines of descent’ then the social world you live in is very different from one in which social connections are shaped by common language, territory and state. Again, if ‘society’ in your part of the world is imagined in terms of the houses that people share (what we anthropologists call ‘house based societies’) then your sense of what makes for a group and a social order will differ again from the above.  This is the point that Ernest Gellner and Benedict Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm have, variously, made in their studies of the rise of nationalism as the form of sociality of the modern age: the economic order, the institutions that have come into being  the past 4 hundred years (daily newspapers, novels, museums, censuses, national education systems, shared labour markets, democratic political structures, the ideal of ’the people’  etc etc) are the means by which pre-modern identities of all kinds have been transformed into the relatively homogeneous ‘national identities’ of the modern world. It is the social and cultural dynamisms of the modern nation state - we argue - that has created the new classification of people in to ‘nations’ - that has created the items ‘whose dynamism is studied’ by social sciences.
Yaron says that: “Nor do we make an effort to 'de-construct' the notion of German ethnicity by pointing out that some Germans are rappers who feel a closer affinity to Pussy Riot in Russia than to Bavarian brass bands while others are nuclear scientists who feel more at home at MIT than in Heidelberg” but that is of course exactly what many sociologists and anthropologists do in fact do in detail and at great length. Blom Hansen’s great deconstruction of the BJPs attempt to pit Muslim v Hindu Indians against one another culturally rests on precisely this kind of deconstruction I wonder if the problem is not that for many of us social scientists the idea of a ‘Volk’ is folk notion and not a category of analysis whereas probably for many historical linguists the idea of a ‘people’/ ‘community of speakers’/ ‘Volk’ remains more current. For me the idea of a Volk is part of the hall of mirrors of nationalism… ’scientifically’ Volk are as much a mirage as races… the notion that there are clear boundaries that distinguish in some measurable fashion one Volk from another is as much of an error as the once widely accepted (pre Lewontin 1972) idea that there was something objectively distinguishable about ‘races’.
It is for all these reasons above that I cannot agree with Yaron’s talk of nation vis a vis the Rom. There is no question in my mind that the Rom could form a nation - look at France, to take a counter-intuitive but blatant and well-studied example. If you go back to Eugen Weber’s classic text - Peasants into Frenchmen- (or if you read Robb’s much more lucid and readable account, The Discovery of France) you will see that - pace Yaron’s account of national identities as a trans historical phenomenon stretching back over hundreds of years if not millennia - ‘Frenchness’ is a creation of the 19th and 20th centuries - and indeed is, in part, a historically contingent creation that could in certain conditions fall apart - see Britishness if the SNP get their way. {Rob has comic accounts of Descartes being unable to communicate in French 60 miles out of Paris and resorting to Latin before he gets to Lyons..etc etc]. So - for the Rom - given the right institutional conditions it would be quite possible to create a national (translational, maybe) identity but this would be a creation of the political sphere, just as Israeli identity is a political creation and not the expression of the essence of ‘Jewishness’ whatever that might be - even as the only basis on which ethnicising Israeliness can ‘work’ politically is by claiming that it is the expression of “Jewishness”. These loose senses of affiliation and distinction are extraordinarily labile as others in this list have noted re pan-Arabism and pan-slavism and as scholars of modern India have also noted.
In fact there is a phrase used by the scholar of Indian populists nationalism, Tomas Blom Hansen, that i` often go back to : Talking of the ‘culture’ that is central to nationalist politics, the exclusive, clearly bounded phenomenon described by all of Herder’s descendants , he suggests that this ‘Culture is yesterdays politics naturalised, depoliticised, decontextualised and re-authored as truth and authority’ - in other words a product of social and historical dynamisms and not the expression of some underlying classificatory division of humanity into different groups.
However, I would also stress, that in contrast to the post-modernist take on this, most of us who subscribe to what is basically a Durkheimian account of what human sociality is about, do not think that this is all a matter of random choice, or that ‘anything goes’. So, to take Yaron’s question as to why scholars of Brooklyn Jewish families are not welcomed into a community of scholars of Romany populations: a) from an anthropological point of view ‘identity based’ scholarly divisions are indeed counter productive (we will learn as much from comparing how Brooklyn Jews and Parisian Rom negotiate identity in 2014 as from comparing Parisian rom of 2014 with Parisian Rom of 1814); but b) given that political institutions organise around these ‘ethnic/national’ type labels it makes practical sense to combine the knowledge of those who specialise in this area and trust that the best amongst them will be fully cognisant of Brooklyn-Jewish/ Cape-Town hybrid etc, studies, so the existence of this network is, for me, not driven by a truly academic as a pragmatic logic…
So - consistently, I trust - I don’t think that there is any academic merit in programs like Jewish Studies, Romany Studies, lack (British) studies, Scandinavian studies etc etc -  even if there can be practical merit (e.g. in European studies training people who want to work in EU institutions …). I know there is demand for such - and some say that these can be the means to mainstream issues that are casually left out of the curriculum and that may be and if so they may well be justified - but in terms of advancing human knowledge I am not persuaded that this frame is productive.
It may well be that beyond this level of debate there is a bigger difference: for those of us working in the Enlightenment tradition the ‘social' is ultimately the problem - inequality, unequal power, access to public space etc etc; for those in the Herderian tradition culture remains the big question… how can different ‘cultures’ co-exist in the same political space. For those of us in the former tradition, these ‘cultures’ are rather more epiphenomenal than for our colleagues… And of course if you work on language then - unless you take a fairly radical Chomskyian view - then qua language discontinuities loom large. (I wonder, however, if you do sociolinguistics whether you would find that continuity over borders is as important as discontinuity as in the famous Wolf/Cole text, The Hidden Frontier).
It has been a pleasure to read these exchanges.

It is striking that there are some apparent trans-historical continuities - for instance the idea that humans live in ‘groups’ which share some sort of common substance (identity in modern parlance) - or are as anthropologists used to say ‘corporate’, that is share in some senses ‘one body’ - and this makes it possible to talk across historical time-frames and the forms that sociality takes in different parts of the world.

Yaron Matras
Date: 26 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Michael's note is very clear and inspiring, yet it remains contradictory: as a functionalist, I would posit that everything we do is pragmatically driven, and so that pragmatics are not beyond analysis, but rather a method of analysis. Pragmatics provide us with a way to carry out an enquiry into how we act in pursuit of our goals.
Michael seems to suggest that his commitment to a network on 'Roma/Gypsy studies', and by extension his readiness to engage with an EU policy on 'Roma/Gypsies', is not based on the fact that there is a definable category of 'Roma/Gypsies', but rather because the existence of a network and policy needs in this field offer interesting opportunities for discussion beyond the classification exercise itself. This is an honest admission that he -- and perhaps all of us -- are simply exploiting the image of 'Roma/Gypsies' to various ends. These ends can be purely scholarly in nature -- such as an opportunity to reflect on whether boundaries among peoples, cultures, or languages are real or imagined; or, if one were to take a somewhat more cynical approach, we might view them as  career facilitating in nature -- such as the opportunity to join an advisory board, to give a lecture, or to author reports for the Council of Europe.
I am currently finding myself in a somewhat comparable situation in another field. I am co-editor of a volume in preparation, with a leading academic publisher, on 'Jewish languages'. I don't believe that there is such a thing as 'Jewish languages'. But many contributors have answered the call, and the volume gives me an opportunity to state in my editor's introduction that I don't believe that there is a category of 'Jewish languages' (i.e. any meaningful features that such languages share among themselves, which are not also shared with other, non-Jewish languages) -- an opportunity which I might not have had in such powerful form without the volume.
So perhaps we come together under the umbrella of 'Roma/Gypsy studies' because it gives us an opportunity to assert that there is no such thing as a Roma or Gypsy nation or culture, and that indeed the Roma are no different from non-Roma, and that in that sense there are no nations or fixed cultures altogether? Perhaps we are just here to explore how our view of the Other inspires us to view ourselves? That would be neat, because in a way it would resemble the traditional fascination of European societies with Gypsies as 'children of nature' who tempt us to question the reasoning behind our own social order and moral codes; a kind of Victorian novel about how being kidnapped by Gypsies is a realisation of hidden desires.
But that still leaves us with the question of how we should advise policy bodies: Should we tell the Council of Europe that they should go on maintaining a 'Roma, Gypsy and Travellers Division' in order to make the point that there are no shared policy interests for a group that is so defined? Can we really persuade policy makers to indulge in our intellectual exercise, or do we have a duty to advise them that the category is merely 'imagined' and therefore no concrete policy measures can be drafted or implemented to address its needs?
Léon Grimard

Date: 26 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Yes, now I understand, it all comes maybe from your functionalist perspective; reading the penultimate paragraph of your comment, I just don't understand you, as nobody since the beginning of this debate have never said anything like that in any way. All that people were talking about is priority given the dynamic complexity of social groups, and the need for scholars to embrace these complex thoughts and minds; but you seem to be having much difficulties with complexity, and a lot of tendency towards categories and catégorisation.

Since I have followed the debates on this forum, I never usually participated because most of the time you were turning them into negative, sterile, acrimonious exchanges, gave me absolutely no desire to engage, and moreover, made me question my adhesion to this network. For the first time I have found a very positive, interesting, and mostly respectfu intellectual debate. 

You seem particularly obsessed by this minor task of policy makers counselling; you probalbly spend too much time with these simplistic minded people, and forget the basic truth about social sciences: they are in fact, very complex and do not go well with narrow-minded policy-makers.

Ciprian Necula
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Indeed, a challenging discussion! As all ethnicities, Roma is a construct. However, I have some difficulties to image my ethnical group as imagined community, because...I am real :)
So, please, see the difference between ethnic group and ethnicity, last being an assumed symbolic representation. 
Moreover, at the Council of Europe there is no Roma, Gypsies and Travellers, but 'Roma and Travellers'. So, who imagines what? Why something assumed by the ones entitle to assume their own representations should be questioned by...and now, who are we? A community of scholars working on the same subject from different perspectives, branding our product?

(Shall we let know the German government and international institutions, such as NATO, that German nation does not exist, as it is just an imagined community, with different groups etc?)

Prof. Vintila Mihailescu told me once: 'if you cannot find an answer...change the definition'. So, here we are, at the concepts of defining us and our 'product'.

Yaron Matras
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Ciprian's comment underlines precisely the point I've been trying to make over the past couple of weeks, which is that Roma are clear about their ethnicity, and so there is no room to question that ethnicity.
But to be fair to the point that Michael is making, Ciprian's remark about 'should NATO decree that there is no German nation' of course reveals just how volatile 'nations' in the political sense are. Look at 'former Yugoslavia' -- a nation that was dissolved despite geographical coherence and strong historical ties and political sovereignty.
I admit to confusion on the CoE's label; this was caused by the fact that just yesterday I attended a RomEd training session in Manchester, where the official title was indeed 'Training Roma, Gypsy and Traveller mediators'. Acert, which led the event, reported that they had deliberately changed the label to be inclusive in the UK. Which again shows how there is no fixed concept in the Council of Europe and among its contractors in regard to the target population.
Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Michael Stewart’s mail is really brilliantly written piece which for us is an excellent illustration of an orientalist approach and of creation of imagined realities. 

We cannot understand why Michael is attributing to us positions to which we, according to him, adhere and then refutes and disproves them. Only one small detail is missing in this brilliant chain, that indeed we have never expressed opinions he ascribes to us, including in our publications.
We do not know who and when claimed that the classification implies an "underlying, constant and almost biological substrate" of social and cultural phenomena and that each classification meant renouncing the historical dynamics (to put that in Michael words: “Elena and Veselin’s comment … proposes that in social affairs there is an underlying ‘substrate’ of natural kinds that we are dealing with - kinds that can be classified independently of their sense of themselves, of their history - or the ’social and cultural dynamism’, that is to say, history..), but these are definitely not our words or ideas. In any case, we (BTW as historians by education) never and nowhere denied the social and cultural dynamics, on the contrary, always in our texts we are underlining (including on the examples from the field-researches) that in deed this is the historical development, which produces the existing now (sic!) socio-cultural realities, including the various Roma communities. And to prove that the classification exists also among Roma, subjected to the distinction "we - they", seems unnecessary, especially since on that were focused most of the previous mails in current discussion. 

P.S. Michael's approach (to presuppose what his colleagues are thinking and writing, without reading their works, and to stigmatise them with labeling) is no surprise to us, especially after in his recently published article he quoted our publication, which we never wrote, but we didn’t find mentioning of at least one text we really wrote. Maybe we're fans of the old school, but we can discuss only with people whose views we know and are expecting from them the same. In the absence of such a relationship, we do not see any point in continuing this discussion.
Michael Stanzer
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Dear Yaron, dear All,
Concerning "German" nation,
As a personal sample: I am myself half Slovenian, half German heritage, my citizenship is Austria(n), where I was born and socialized. As feeling Slovenian (nation) very strongly - I have no closer vicinity to Serb rsp. (former) Yugoslavian state.
Please note: According to latest ethnogenetic researches all people living in area of central Europa are of the most mixed in the world. First scientific studies on this issue have been made in late 19th at a sample of about 4 Million(!!!)  German students by Virchow (who was told to be a racist by the way) giving evidence for big variety. Today we have proved evidences by several neurogenetic researches like: http://www.eupedia.com/europe/neolithic_europe_map.shtml
Please keep in mind, "German" is not the same meaning as "Deutsch". Germans are an indo-arian tribe with roots in Ukraine and Scandinavia mainly living in all areas north of Frankfurt. Other differences: Deutsch (Language) is different (sc Benrath-Linie) in North and South, Germans are mainly protestants, Süddeutsche are mainly catholics, a.s.o. Germans are in general quite different looking (taller, slim heads,...) then Süddeutsche.  Süddeutsche (like Bavarian, austrian rounder heads, short necks...) of Celtic heritage mainly. http://www.archaeolingua.hu/about.html
High German language was born in the north (Göttingen, Hannover, Kassel) not in the south! "Deutsch" means "common language", but languages are very often a political issue because of various reasons. Alternatively just have a look to Switzerland where 4 different languages unite a nation of Celtic heritage today.
What a nation concerns, please compare with Kurd nation living in at least 4 different countries today, or Cherokee nation without an own state. Even Jews had now state before Zionism got successful because of Auschwitz, unless they have ever been a Nation (lat. natio = born). http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nation living in sc. Diaspora.
In my opinion a Roma nation exists, at least since leaving India, esp. as they all understand the same language (romani ćhib), living together in a typical manner and have common traditions like Maximoff´s "Les Ursitory" described (more the less).
Roma and Gipsy are of same heritage from India. Travellers, Tinkers and Jenische and similar, are different of European roots. Anyway, to cooperate in EC and other institutions is a political issue and of political need, this all should be clarified but also supported as much as possible.
P.S "Deutsche Sprache" in Wikipedia:
Die althochdeutsche Form „diutisc“ begann seit dieser Zeit das mittellateinische „theodiscus“ zu verdrängen; es setzte sich jedoch nur zögernd durch. Erst um 1090 (imAnnolied aus dem Kloster Siegburg) wird „diutisc“ auf Sprache, Volk und Land angewendet:
„Diutschin sprechin, Diutschin liute in Diutischemi lande.“
(„Deutsch sprechen, deutsche Leute in deutschem Lande.“)

Michael Stanzer
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
Sorry for previous German issue, this is the correct url:
http://www.cell.com/current-biology/abstract/S0960-9822%2812%2901260-2
Ian F Hancock
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?
I presented this paper at a meeting in Geneva some years ago, and so it has dated references, but some of its content may be relevant to the ongoing discussion, since the voices heard have mostly not been our own.  It is reproduced in D. Karanth, Danger! Educated Gypsy (Hertfordshire UP, Hatfield 2010, pp. 273-279).”Our need for internal diplomatic skills”.

Diplomacy is defined as “the management of international relations by negotiation; the method by which these relations are adjusted and managed by ambassadors and envoys; skill . . . in the conduct of international intercourse and negotiations.” While the assumption was that we met in Geneva to discuss diplomacy between Romani and non-Romani agencies, I want to take a step back and address issues of diplomacy solely within the Romani world.

A diaspora people, we as Romanies exist in a great many distinct groups and are both geographically and politically dispersed. We have become fragmented by complex social and historical factors, with far-reaching consequences—thus the above definition from the Oxford English Dictionary (Onions, 1968: 514) must apply equally well to us: we must be able to talk to each other before we are in a position to talk to anyone else.

At present, different Romani organizations representing different interest groups meet with various non-Romani agencies to address mutually agreed-upon issues. However, the Romani groups involved in each situation do not and cannot speak for all Romanies everywhere. They represent either their own shared agenda (eg, rights of the child) or their own group (eg, human rights training of Roma in Sweden). They do not speak for Romanies as one global people.

This, of course, is to be expected and is not what I am addressing here. What I want to focus on is why, even within such single-topic contexts, we find it difficult to find common ground amongst ourselves. I was in Stockholm not long ago, where at least five different Romani groups resident in Sweden had come together to discuss Roma-related issues; the lack of cooperation amongst them almost led in one case to a death threat. More recently still, I was in Saint Louis, Missouri, where nearly 3000 Roma have settled, part of a much larger population of some 45,000 Bosnian refugees in that city. They must deal with hostility from the non-Romani Bosnians, with learning English, with finding jobs and establishing homes. Yet, they exist in three distinct groups, who maintain their separateness and distinctiveness from each other despite sharing the fact of being a minority within a minority in a new land. At one of our international meetings, the Romani delegates from one particular country sat outside the conference hall angry and threatening to leave because they could not understand the Vlax dialect being used in the presentations.

 It is this divisiveness that I want to concentrate on, because it causes us the most problems. I repeat, before we can talk to the rest of the world, we must be able to talk to each other. In order to talk to each other, we must know who we—and each other—are: what separates us and what we have in common. Are Roma one people? The fact that we met in Brussels and are here today in Geneva - from many different parts of the world - is an indication that we are now treated as though we were, regardless of how we have been traditionally seen.
Who’s in Charge of Identity?
The definition of Romani identity rests in many hands, though hardly in our own. The media, and even some academics, regard it as based solely on social behaviour. Like Cher with her 1971 hit song “Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves,” in a recent issue The New York Press referred to “hoboes and gypsies” as if they were same thing, and The New Yorker magazine wrote about “assertive women: female scholars, priestesses, gypsies, mystics, nature lovers” (Boyer, 2006: 36), evidently assuming that all of those labels refer to behaviours or occupations. One academic specializing in Roma, Professor Ralph Sandland of Nottingham University, says the word Gypsy “is merely a job description” (1996: 384), while The Centurion: A Police Lifestyle Magazine defines Gypsies as “any family-oriented band of nomads” (Schroeder, 1983: 59). The Romani Archives and Documentation Centre in Texas receive the Google Search links to “Gypsy” in the press every day. For January 23, 2006, the Centre received four items: one dealt with moths, one with Broadway chorus-line dancers, one with an Irish soccer team, and the last with recreational vehicles. Not one of them had anything to do with Roma.
The academics and folklorists who recognise an ethnic identity have, nevertheless, set their own limitations, traditionally wanting us to be illiterate and living under the hedges in order to be authentic. Even the great Paspati maintained that “it is in the tent that the Gypsy must be studied, and not in the villages of the bastardized sedentary Gypsies” (188: 14); his contemporary, Pischel, too believed that “the Gypsy ceases to be a Gypsy as soon as he is domiciled and follows some trade” (1883: 358). This would disqualify most of us, and it is clear that educated, settled Roma pose a problem. The Czech sociologist, Jaroslav Sus, claimed that it was an “utterly mistaken opinion that Gypsies form a nationality or a nation, that they have their own national culture, their own national language” (1961: 89). The former sub-editor of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society mocked the same notion as nothing but “romantic twaddle” (Vesey-Fitzgerald, 1973: 2). Dora Yates, former honorary secretary of that organization, asked “except in a fairy tale, could any hope [of a Romani nationalist movement] ever have been more fantastic?” (1953: 40). Yet another member, Werner Cohn, wrote in his book The Gypsies that we have “no leaders, no executive committees, no nationalist movement . . . . I know of no authenticated case of genuine Gypsy allegiance to political or religious causes” (1973: 66) - and these are the experts. A firm denial of the nationalist movement also originates with the Gypsy Lore Society. One member, Jiří Lipa wrote:
To be exact, there is no one Gypsy culture nor one Gypsy language. . . . If in the process of looking for native assistants and for training them [the gypsilorist finds that] literary talents should appear, so much the better. . . . [I]n reality, however, it is mere toying, a waste of energy and material means which are not abundant for Gypsy studies. While a missing attribute is being artificially contrived, which is supposed to make the Gypsies an ethnic minority in the conventional sense in the eyes of wishful thinkers and bureaucrats, irreplaceable values of Gypsy culture are being lost in our time. (1983: 4)
The question of who speaks for us is one constantly addressed. Although sympathetic to our position, a non-Romani took it upon himself to “forgive” a non-Romani Auschwitz survivor for anti-Roma statements made in his book (Weiss, 2007). At The University of Texas in April, 2007, the promotional flyer for a conference on Romani women in Turkey entitled Reconfiguring gender and Roma (“Gypsy”) identity through political discourses in Western Turkey noted that “Rom and non-Rom men’s voices speak for Roma women,” though the “reconfiguration of Roma identity” in this presentation was made on our behalf by a non-Romani woman, and not by a Romani herself. In a new book on world music, the passages on Romani music are illustrated by two non-Roma Balkan music specialists (Naylor, 2006: 89-90). A week-long “Gypsy” conference at The University of Florida in March, 2007, consisted mainly of singing and dancing and dressing up by various non-Roma, but included no Romani participation. When they were questioned in this regard, the response was that they “couldn’t find any Gypsies.”  They have since received a complaint from members of the Miami Romani community.
So Who Are We?
While some of the earliest Roma told the Europeans that we had come from India, this fact was not generally known, and was eventually forgotten even by our own people. As a consequence, a great many incorrect, and sometimes bizarre, hypotheses gained currency. Some gadže have written that we originated from inside the hollow earth, or on the Moon, or in Atlantis, that we were the remnants of a race of prehistoric horsemen, were Nubians, or Druids, or even that we were a conglomerate drawn from the fringes of European society and that we artificially dyed our skin and spoke a made-up jargon for the purposes of plotting criminal activity.
The problem I am focusing on here is that we ourselves are as uncertain about our origins as is the general gazhikano population - and that uncertainty serves only to sustain the universal Hollywood image. Some of our own people have said that we are Berbers or Jews or Egyptians, or were a presence in the Roman Empire, thus giving the stamp of legitimacy to such claims. It is the very existence of this nebulous identity that has contributed to the ease of its manipulation.
In my book We Are the Romani People I complained that degrees have been awarded to graduate students whose theses and dissertations were supervised by committees the members of which had no expertise whatsoever in Romani studies. An article that appeared in a published collection of scholarly essays about Roma in 1999 maintained that “whether Gypsies originate in either Egypt or India is a matter that has not been settled” (Esplugas, 1999: 43). Since 1997 at least three “Gypsy” courses have been established at different American universities by faculty who have no qualifications in the area, who have never met any Romanies, and whose list of readings contain non-academic and misleading titles. Books and articles about Romanies number in the tens of thousands, but practically every single one of them has been written by an outsider—and most of those by people who have never actually met any Roma in their lives. It would be hard to imagine a book about modern-day Poles or Slovaks being taken seriously, had it been written by someone who had never visited Poland or Slovakia and who had never met anyone from those countries.
Recent scholarship is forcing a serious re-examination of our origins. My own sociohistorical and linguistic work supports genetic research conducted by Kalaydjieva and others, who found that “confirming the centuries-old linguistic theory of the Indian origins [of Roma] is no great triumph for modern genetic research,” but that “the major, unexpected and most significant result of these studies is the strong evidence of the common descent of all Gypsies regardless of declared group identity, country of residence and rules of endogamy. . . . [T]he Gypsy group was born in Europe” (2005: 1085-6).
This European perspective is fundamental to the discussion. Three hitherto unconsidered aspects of the contemporary Romani condition rest upon the facts of our history, and must be acknowledged if we are to understand our problems of identity and in-group communication or lack of it.
First, our population has been a composite one from its very beginning, and, at the beginning, was occupationally, rather than ethnically-defined;
Second, while our earliest linguistic, cultural and genetic components are traceable to India, Romanies everywhere essentially constitute a population that acquired its identity and language in the West (accepting the Christian, Greek-speaking Byzantine Empire as linguistically and culturally “western”).
Third, the entry into Europe from Anatolia was not as a single people, but as a number of at least three smaller migrations over perhaps as much as a two-century span of time.
Together, these account in large part for the lack of cohesiveness among the various groups self-identifying as Romani, and for the major dialect splits within the language. We might see each major post-Byzantine group as evolving in its own way, continuing independently a process of assimilation and adaptation begun in northwest India. Thus, the descendants of those held in slavery until the 19th century, and those whose ancestors entered Spain in the 15th century are today very different. The former - the Vlax Romanies – were heavily influenced genetically, culturally and linguistically by Romanian and the Romanians; the latter—the KaléRomanies—were influenced in the same way by Mozarabic and Spanish, and both populations have, furthermore been separated by more than six centuries. Any originally acquired characteristics each group might still share, which constitute the genetic, linguistic, and cultural “core of direct retention,” are greatly outweighed by characteristics accreted from the non-Romani world. The reunification (or more accurately unification) movement urged by such organizations as the International Romani Union or the Roma National Congress seeks - as I do myself - to emphasize the original, shared features of each group, rather than those acquired from outside which separate them. Yet, for some, that original material is now scant, and creating for them any sense of a pan-Romani, global ethnicity would require the kind of effort that is, sadly, very far down on the list of day-to-day priorities and, pragmatically, would be difficult to instigate. It also calls into question the legitimacy of the exclusionary and subjective position taken by some groups who regard themselves as being “more Romani” than others.
Accommodating Our Dual Heritage
The extent to which our “Asianness” should play a part in the discourse is a matter of some debate. We are unique among world populations in having the Indian ingredients in our early makeup come together in the West; we are both an Asian and a Western people, but with no Asian experience or (hardly any) presence. Mirga and Gheorghe have noted that some of us “eagerly affirm [our] European roots and heritage and consider [our] Indian past as irrelevant to the current Romani causes and claims” (1997: 22); while Šaip Jusuf said his feelings of affinity with India were so intense that he refused to recognise that we belong to any European country (Sharma, 1976: 29-30). The late Matéo Maximoff (1994) stridently claimed that if you did not speak the Romani language you could not claim Romani identity.
In a very real sense, we are as European as anyone else. “European” is not a nationality or an ethnicity; Europeans are composed of a multitude of these. “European” does not mean being originally from a part of Europe; if that were true, the Saami and Hungarians and Finns and Estonians would not be Europeans. Having a country is not a qualification; if that were true, then the Basques, the Catalans, and the Frisians would not qualify.
While the knowledge of our Indian origins is important, just as it is important for any nation to know its own history, it is not a body of knowledge kept in mind on a daily basis. In fact, most of us do not even know about it and some of us do not believe it when we first hear about it. When skinheads carry placards that say “Gypsies Go Back to India” this is an informed but unrealistic bigotry: European Romanies regard Europe as home, not India. Our own spokespersons, who believe we should refrain from bringing too much attention to our Indian connection, argue that if we stress our non-Europeanness, it will merely serve as justification for those who would like us to leave. In any case, in light of the details about our history that are now emerging, we may not even have begun to be an ethnic population until our ancestors reached the West, and the time spent in Europe and beyond accounts for practically the entirety of the Romani experience.
Despite the emphasis on Europe, it is important to remember also that we are a diaspora people found all over the world; we are a global population, with between a quarter and a third of our total number outside of Europe, particularly in the Americas.  The exclusive focus of Romani-related organisations on populations located only in Europe fails to acknowledge our existence internationally. With the constant (especially post-communist) migration of members of European Romani families to North and South America and to Australia, and with the tremendous increase in the use of the Internet, contacts linking us around the world will continue to grow.
At our follow-up meeting in Geneva, a document was circulated that I found entirely relevant to our own situation. It was the text of an interview by Eugen Tomiuc (2006) with the Chairman of the British Muslim Council for Religious and Racial Harmony, Dr Abduljalil Sajid, part of which is worth reproducing here:
Muslims are a multifarious and multifaceted people throughout the world, and Europe is not separated from the world. Muslims are divided, as all human beings are . . . and Europe is also divided. We didn’t come here as a monolithic, collective group in Europe. We all are coming from different backgrounds and we all have to cement our differences and work out together what are our issues, common challenges, common problems, and how we can bring a common approach to deal with those challenges. That will be our strength. I think we can form a permanent body of European imams—councils. That would be a great strength. There we can debate our issues and bring common resolution to those issues to the whole world, and especially to the European people that we are going to be our partners in faith, in belief, and in citizenship. And you have nothing to fear from the Muslims of Europe. [Regarding my identity as either] a Muslim in Europe or as a European Muslim, I’m both. I consider myself a European Muslim. My identity is in my geography, my area, but I myself also consider that my first and foremost duty is to the identity of my faith, believing in God. So I am a Muslim in Europe as well as a European Muslim. I do not see a contradiction in either of these two terms, and we should not be asked and forced to choose one against another. We can be both.
Everything that Sajid maintains for Muslims in Europe (a good many of whom are in fact Roma) also holds true for us. While not linked by a common religion, we share a common origin, but we are divided as the result of many factors, above all physical separation and lack of education. Both have kept us from taking charge of our place in the global community. This is now changing. Our leaders and representatives from all parts of the world are able to meet in person or communicate via the Internet. More scholarly works on our history and socio-political situation have been published in the past twenty years than ever before. Courses in Romani studies are being offered at the highest level, and educational grants for young Roma are now a reality. We have what we need to improve our situation, and to speak for ourselves in the international forum. But before we can be fully equipped to do that, we must speak to each other.
Thomas Acton
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: ‘Roma’: a misnomer?

I promised myself I wouldn't contribute to this debate before I was ready to do so comprehensively, but the temptation to do so here overwhelms me. 

Of course SOME Roma are "very clear" about their own ethnicity, as are SOME unthinking people of every ethnicity. And I have sympathy for people who choose to live their whole lives constrained in a little cardboard box of their own construction, playing, working, marrying  and acting politically only with those who share their own limited mindset and prejudices. But I empathise with Nicolae Gheorghe asserting that people have not only a right, but may be forced, to play with their identity in a world that is always changing the rules. and I'll follow Brian Belton in believing we have a duty to go on questioning identity and prejudice to the very limits of our capacity for reasoning.

Of course, at one level, Yaron does know this; hence his qualification in the second paragraph. I'll try to address the aetiology of his confusion when and if I do manage to write an overall comment.

Judith M Okely
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: Politics: solidarity or conflict
Thanks Ian for a superb overview.

I found that there was solidarity among usually rival groups, such as Irish Travellers and English Romanies, when confronted by the intrusive Police. They were united in a shared crisis against the 'enemy'. When a Gypsy or Traveller betrayed another to the police, this was the worst crime.
As for policy influence, our joint authored book 'Gypsies and Government Policy in England' (1975) DID recognise the Gypsies' preferences. I chose the title. My original employer had first believed Gypsies wanted assimilation but, thanks to the accumulated ethnographic data, changed her mind. Some of this is in my interview in 'Anthropology Today' December 2011.
However, as I discussed in my unpublished Eric Wolf lecture, in Vienna 2006:
'Ethnographic knowledge has the power to transform: it may also be ignored, blocked or misappropriated.'
It depends so often on the political climate.
Under Labour in the late 1970s in the UK, there was finally a political recognition of Gypsies' preferences for caravan dwelling and self employment. (see the AT). Later, under John Major the Conservative leader, all this was reversed in 1994, abolishing the duty to provide sites. It was hypocritically suggested that Gypsies buy their own land, knowing it was near impossible to get planning permission.The multi-million pound eviction from Dale Farm, soon after the election of the Coalition government, was also a symbolic political statement by the Conservative minister. The site, he insisted, was 'sacred' Green Belt land. Actually, it was a highly polluted former scrap yard. By contrast, since this and other evictions of Gypsies and Travellers, there has been considerable successful and profitable lobbying from Building Firms and rich landowners to build multiple housing all over the 'green belt'. These groups repay the powerful with voting loyalty and party funding.
Thus we intellectuals can indeed influence policy IF the politicians want to listen. Many of us, of ALL groups and ethnicities, lobbied against the 1994 legislation, outside the House of Commons, to no avail.
Yaron Matras
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: Who's 'We'?
I agree that Ian very nicely summarises many of the issues, especially those around Dual Heritage (some might prefer: multiple heritage).
Where his essay poses more questions in relation to our recent discussion than answers is, however, his sense of 'we': When Ian says 'we ourselves' -- who is he referring to?
It's a serious question, to which I'd really like to know the answer -- from Ian, if he wishes to share it with us, or from others who might have strong feelings about what 'we ourselves' means in the context of our discussion.
I'll offer a few possible interpretations that might lend themselves to the reader, and would welcome comments:
1) 'we ourselves' are individuals who come from a family background where people are engaged in a family-based service economy, often itinerant, such as showmen or fairground people, regardless of language, country of residence or origin, or particular customs or beliefs;
2) 'we ourselves' are people who live in caravans, or have lived in caravans in the past, or whose family relations live in caravans, regardless of language, specific trade, or country of residence;
3) 'we ourselves' are people whose families regard themselves as 'Roma' and who speak the Romani language in their homes across most generations, and who on that basis might be inferred as being ultimately of Indian origin;
4) 'we ourselves' are people who agree with Ian, and who may or may not have made an effort to learn the Romani language as adults as a way of expressing their connection with the Romani political movement;
5) 'we ourselves' are those who, on the basis of their family background, might be labelled 'Gypsy' or 'tsigan' or 'çingene' or 'ghajar' by others: Roma, Irish Travellers, Azerbaijanian Luli, Sudanese Halab, Turkish Abdal -- in other words, 'we' are those who are labelled 'they' by 'them' (and who may adopt 'they' as self-ascription);
6) 'we ourselves' are those who have taken active steps to tie their destiny to that of the people whom others regard as 'Gypsies';
7) 'we ourselves' is an open category, based entirely on self-ascription; and so if I, or Judith Okely, or Michael Stewart, or others, wish to be part of Ian's 'we ourselves', then we can simply self-ascribe to that category on the basis of our own declaration, without any pre-requisites or 'objective' or 'essentialising' criteria;
8) 'we ourselves' are all those whom Ian chooses to include as part of his 'we ourselves', and therefore subjectively defined by him on the basis of his own personal feelings of affinity and affiliation with others; 
or a combination of any of the above?
Sam Beck
Date: 27 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?Yaron,

With all due respect, so what?”

Judith M Okely
Date: 28 March 2014
Subject: Who's 'We'?
Self-Ascription is NOT merely an individual choice as Barth makes VERY, VERY clear.
Again the problem with 'Area studies' where the MOST cited article in the 1970s in Social anthropology and ethnic studies throughout Europe, if not the USA, is parodied or unknown, namely, Frederick Barth's 'Introduction' to his edited 'Ethnic Groups and Boundaries' 1969. Thanks to Will Guy for alerting me to this key text.
Barth's definition of self-ascription re the English Gypsies is explored in Chapter 5 of Okely's 1983 monograph. Descent was adopted as a minimal condition, alongside other self-selected but changing criteria.
This author might have been able to say 'WE', if only she had followed up the family rumour that, on her mother's side (Stockers), there are Cornish Smugglers where one had married a Spanish Gypsy. My site neighbours in the 1970s responded to this excitedly: 'That's why you've come BACK to us. It’s in your blood'.
Here is the principle of descent, though expressed differently from a Norwegian professor.

Michael Stewart
Date: 28 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?
Yaron,

“I don't believe that there is a category of 'Jewish languages' (i.e. any meaningful features that such languages share among themselves, which are not also shared with other, non-Jewish languages)”.
Exactly!

Indeed I do not believe there is a category of English or British people  (i.e. any meaningful features that members of this category share among themselves, which are not also shared with other, non-English/British people and likewise for ‘The Roma') - APART from the possibility that due to geography, institutional, market and political and local histories there might be some distinctive features of the social structure of life in Britain (and among Romany populations). I am very happy to concede that there may also be some distinctive features of the way speakers of some languages perceive the world (at least if you accept the Steven Levinson type modified linguistic relativism) - and indeed research on these kinds of claims in a bilingual environment sounds like an interesting project. But from an anthropological point of view I find the category people or culture, as used in the strong sense, unhelpful and tend to see them as second order reflections of other social processes (as in the Gellnerian account of nationalism) [or as a colleague once suggested: it is not nations that make Europe but Europe that has made nations…, if you see what I mean, transforming existing cultural material and differentiations into national difference]. 

In the case of Romany populations I don’t want to deny patterns of cultural differentiation that commonly crop up among Romany speaking populations, among the descendants of such who no longer speak Romany and sometimes also among others who share ‘Romany’ social/economic niches. But that does not for me lead to talking of ‘The Roma’ - I suppose mostly because I don’t see the evidence that the origin of the Romany language has grounded shared social forms; any more than I buy the idea that modern day Hungarianness is shaped by the Siberian ancestry of their language . 
I do think that the diversity of Romany lives even within one country is as important as the connections between their experience. To take a simple example - a colleague of mine visited the Romany speaking families I know in Hungary. She has worked for 15 years or more with so-called Magyar Cigany (Romungros as they are rather perjoratively called by the Rom…). This outstanding ethnographer just noted how entering ‘my’ community was like walking into another world. The Romungre she works with spend all their lives cultivating their distinctive sense of what it is to be a human - different from the Magyars and from other ‘Gypsies’ as they call them but still she is at home culturally in a simple way in their world - not in the day she spent among the Roma. Their political structures are far more easily assimilated into Hungarian state patterns. Not so the Roma.  

So I am far from denying that there are patterns of cultural distinctiveness to be found in the world. What I don’t think is that these are the expressions of deep essential features of the social order (and of course I may be completely wrong…. I concede the Herderian view has many attractions and great intellectuals attached to it).

That said there are several other reasons for me saying happily that I research among Roma. 

1) The people I know call themselves Rom - and in my ethnographic work I try to avoid ever suggesting I am talking about ‘The Roma’ really beyond these people and their networks - occasionally up to a Hungarian Romany speaking level. 

2) They speak Romany (see above) and other considerations of a linguistic-cultural sort

3) and this concerns the network - since there is a body of civil servants and others who propose ‘Roma policies’ they might as well benefit from the insight of people who know and research among the targets of their action. I personally don’t feel like telling them who to target - that is up to Romany leaders. But if they have a policy that targets inclusion of the victims of segregation into mainstream schools then I probably have some expert knowledge which might make total failure less likely. I do think the world would be better if there were really good social and cultural support policies for the disadvantaged and ethnic distinctions were not the basis of social policy… So, unsurprisingly (!) I find the British compromise of robust anti-discrimination legislation and weak promotion of multiculturalism a happy balance of French republicanism and Hapsburg multi-culturalism. BUT I also completely understand why Romany activists - in the absence of representation and acknowledgement in such programs - demand they are ‘recognised’ as a distinct voice. 

4) And this brings me to the final reason - all these people called Roma etc (and others who Yaron would not include for perfectly coherent reasons, and whom I for partially different reasons would also not call Roma) are labelled Zigeuner by the majority and this profoundly affects their lives. And there is a bunch of work to be done there - deconstructing prejudice etc etc, and books like Yaron’s recent one take that on head on (even if I disagree with some of the terms of reference he adopts, nation etc.. the difference between us are small compared to the difference between us and the rest of the world).”

Yaron Matras
Date: 28 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?
Just a quick response on the linguistic angle in Michael's posting:
1) The interest in Romani-speaking populations as a coherent target group is not based on the INDIAN ORIGIN of the Romani language but rather on the contemporary affinity of varieties of Romani to one another (despite differences, they are at least as mutually comprehensible as varieties of German, if not more so). So the comparison is not to the Siberian origin of Hungarian, but to the fact that Hungarian speakers living in Hungary share a language with Hungarian speakers living in Austria and Romania.
2) I don't think anybody would nowadays take seriously the suggestion that a shared language points people to a shared view of society or a common way of perceiving the world; rather, the idea is that a shared language is in itself a key aspect of shared culture, i.e. not an instrument to view the world in a similar way, but a shared practice in its own right.
Michael Stewart
Date: 28 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?Yaron,

Thanks for these clarifications.

Yes indeed to both. 

Sam Beck
Date: 28 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?
Yaron,

In the US the people who are considered "black", even "Black" may have no language in common, but nonetheless, they are seen as belonging to one group.  They are African descendent.

It's not always about language.

My son, adopted from Brazil with skin color we call "cafe ole" when asked for his identity he does not identify as black, but Brazilian.

Michael Stewart
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: Who's 'We'?
Dear Yaron,

I would be interested to discuss further how this works as below: 

Because I would assume that for the most part, and even quite recently, most Romany speakers in CEE did not often encounter Rom from very far away and probably rarely from what is now legally called ‘abroad’. I can see that the shared practice of creating modern literary Romani, while chatting on the internet for example, is indeed a shared practice that is one of the kinds of things that can ground a sense of communal identity of the sort that underlies nationhood in Anderson’s sense of an ‘imagined community’ (the point, Ciprian, being made that nations are more imagined than any other form of community but that this is what all societies are - a form of ‘imagined’ (i.e. socially represented) connection that links otherwise ‘animal’ individuals. All social orders are a matter of imagination’ in this view (see Durkheim) and pace Anderson who erroneously thinks this is a feature of the modern world. 

I can also see that lots of the activities that international activists engage in are also creating new forms of ‘shared practice’ and Romani is a crucial part of that. And over time with the appropriate institutional support (museums, ethnic registration forms, schools, political parties and so on) this will or could create a new form of Romani connectedness. George Soros’ NGO institutions are hard at work trying to do just this. But, for instance, the ‘ordinary’ Rom of Debrecen in eastern Hungary have not had much shared practice with the ‘ordinary’ Kelderas Rom of Paris in quite a while (I take an example that is favourable as it were to the community point of view - if we were to talk of the Manouches the time scale would be even greater… though I do accept [and this is why I ask the question] that there are affinities between the Manouches and the Rom of Debrecen and - as Patrick Williams pointed out at a GLS conference about 11 years ago - they would recognise each other if they met (in a hospital A&E in Berlin), for example, as ‘another kind of Rom’). 

So - how do you suggest the Romani nation has been created (sustained maybe?) through sharing language and other shared practices? Or, why do you call this kind of mutual recognition ‘nationhood’? I would agree that there is a kind of mirror version of the wary mutual recognition that members of different social classes of a ‘nation-state’ afford each other when they bump into each other abroad - a recognition of commonalities but not an expression of the ‘imagined community’ that is a nation. [I am of course aware - described it - of how Rom who had no familiarity with each other in Hungary and communist Eastern Europe more broadly used to help each other out when they were ‘abroad’ - on the open road - because they are Rom, but I would have put that down to the ‘state of siege’ among Hungarian Rom of that time [and sometimes elsewhere as in Luc de Heusch’s account, ‘blitz spirit’ in UK English] rather than an enduring sense of nationhood. 

I said in the earlier mail that Rom could of course form a nation. What I meant was that it would be possible to turn one of the standard critiques of Anderson on its head and say that ‘given the Roma are no more solidarity and communally minded than any nation really is in practice’ [the willingness to die for king and country is far more loudly proclaimed in memorial than in the trenches where the rifle at the back of the ‘tommy’ going over the top plays an unsung role] they are in fact as much of a potential ‘nation’ as ‘the French’ were 200/250 years ago and all they lack is the institutional forms to enforce ‘Romaniness’ [conscription in times of war, school enrolment etc.]. 

So, I wonder if the important values you listed in an earlier email are insufficiently precise to demarcate off this population from others:

"Last November the Romani project at the University of Manchester hosted a public debate and cultural event on Roma identity. We had a guest from Serbia -- the Romani musician and activist Daragan Ristic, and a guest from Sweden -- Romani teacher and writer Angelina Dimitri-Taikon, and young Roma who are resident in Manchester attended, some of them of Romanian and others of Czech, Slovak and Lithuanian background.
After the event, a group of some 15 people assembled in my office and discussed the experience. They agreed that they all felt a sense of affinity with one another, as 'one people'. The most obvious indicator of that was that they could share a conversation in Romani, but also that they shared manners and respect (such as allowing the more elderly to speak first, and adding appropriate phrases of respect when others mentioned their children and grandchildren). They also all agreed that they have nothing in common with Irish Travellers, when the topic came up.”

I would suggest that the thing they really have in common in this case is language - and this is a massive and hugely powerful resource - a force for enormous cultural inspiration and a source of potentially wide-ranging cultural imagination (see the history of nations), so not to be dismissed. There are also cultural values that these Rom share as you suggest - attitudes to the elderly, ideas of gendered behaviour probably, and probably quite a bit of other ’stuff’ -  but aren’t these also shared with many of the Balkan peoples from whom so much of their grammar was taken over? (And indeed with the Irish Travellers with whom they share no historical connection at all?).  If you read Jill Dubisch for example on Greek villagers of the 60’s and 70’s it sounds very much like Romany families we know. [Which is not to say that the ‘Rom are just Greeks’ - you could say the opposite just as logically!].

I know that it is plausibly argued by some anthropologists that just as there are language families there are families of culture - culture areas in which enduring features of human sociality tend to be cast in a certain idiom. You might contrast African societies which are so often imagined in terms of lineage and descent with Polynesian societies which are understood around idioms of co-residence and houses and European societies where idioms of forms of productivity/economic function seem to take such a determinant role. In this sense the Rom seem to me to be full square Europeans - the idioms of society are wholly European - they are part of that conversation that goes on in Europe - indeed the self-definition of so many Rom as traders, as self-employed etc. seems in this sense to be a thoroughly European ‘gesture’...

Iren Wilkinson
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Whilst I do agree that language is a very important and an essential instrument in creating any kind of community, as an ethnomusicologists I am really surprised how music, art, dance and other form of communication are underestimated in most of the discussions in Roma creating a kind of community among themselves. With various festivals, the internet, and other musical sources boundaries that have been kept for long between various Roma groups are overcome by manifold ways not least by incorporating into each other’s music from other Roma communities or even non-Roma communities. Music, which was the first public ‘language’ of most Hungarian Roma politicians, is often a road to a kind of unity that are already working in practice before it became noticed by the analysts while verbal discourse still may maintain the differences, or indeed, instrumental to create differences between various Roma communities as well as Roma and non-Roma communities. 

Sam Beck
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Michael,

What you say in your own way makes a lot of sense to me.  The idiom of a Romani nation, indeed, is European. The question I have is how did that come about?  And perhaps this is what Yaron is pointing at.  We are looking for a unity that does not exist.  However this does not mean it should not be.

Martin Kovats
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
“Yaron wrote: Should we tell the Council of Europe that they should go on maintaining a 'Roma, Gypsy and Travellers Division' in order to make the point that there are no shared policy interests for a group that is so defined? Can we really persuade policy makers to indulge in our intellectual exercise, or do we have a duty to advise them that the category is merely 'imagined' and therefore no concrete policy measures can be drafted or implemented to address its needs?”
Politics creates a new form and meaning to Roma through the politicisation of Roma identity. Michael is right that ‘the Roma’ could become a ‘nation’ or political ‘people’, but we are a long way from that and it is questionable if that would be a good thing. At present the existence of a ‘Roma people/nation’ is just an abstract, aspirational claim.

What is different about our times is that ‘Roma’ people themselves are now active participants in the public/political discourse about Roma.  The politicisation of Roma identity will be a part of politics in Europe for a long time. Unfortunately, Roma people and activists are very weak and have little influence on the discourse about themselves compared with other, more powerful interests. Roma activism has huge potential and will grow in strength over time, a process supported by wider political, economic and ideological tendencies towards separate ethnic governance and the devaluing of citizenship.

This creates a huge problem for Roma activism – does it effectively promote equality of opportunity or segregation? Does it challenge racism, or contribute to the racialisation of politics? It also creates intellectual and ethical problems for scholars who contribute to the conceptualisation of ‘the Roma’. We could spend years developing definitions of Roma, producing macro data, transnational representative and governance structures etc. (much easier to do than resolve structural poverty and unemployment or winning the anti-racist argument).  For nationalists the institutionalisation of the ‘Roma people’ may be an end in itself, but for those who value equality and social cohesion, such an approach may be an obstacle.

Politics is just one aspect of life and of all things ‘Roma’, but I suggest it is an increasingly important one. We cannot stop the politicisation of Roma identity (it is too useful for a range of interests), only try and influence its development.  Maybe the best way forward is to emphasise smaller scale interventions to maximise accurate knowledge (about the target group and context) and accountability, rather than attempting to construct a top-down, transnational (politicised) Roma within which local activities take place.

David Scheffel
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Indeed, and it is this politicization of identity which Roma share with other peoples/nations/ethnic groups that have been molded through decolonisation. That's why quibbling over parallels with Germans or French is less productive than seeing the Roma as members of a larger category of formerly colonized subjects. Here it is surely the shared experience of oppression and outright subjugation that provides the kind of (Durkheimian) solidarity required for such 'imagined communities'. This has been amply documented for American Blacks, Native Indians ('First Nations' in Canada), and dozens of post-colonial nations and pseudo-nations all over the world. What Martin calls 'racialisation of politics' could be usefully seen as part of the 'indigenization' phenomenon that's making a mark on the contemporary (again, primarily de-colonized) world - while some of us might prefer the more traditional term 'parochialism'. Anthropologists (followed by political scientists) have been studying this for decades. Some of the more instructive demonstrations of the dangers of 'identity politics' come from post-apartheid South Africa where the quest for (national, tribal, community) purity has led to a de-facto reconstitution of apartheid in the form of witch hunts.
Yaron Matras
Date: 29 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
But it's not really about various different people - Irish Travellers, Azerbaijanian Luli, Bulgarian Roma - getting together and uniting in a fight against colonisaiton, is it? It's more about academics and politicians defining them as one group, based not on an anti-colonial agenda or struggle, but rather on the images that have been entrenched in majority culture of them as a particular category of Others. So in fact, uniting 'Gypsies, Roma, Travellers' under one umbrella is a perpetuation of colonisation, not a liberation from it.
Margaret Greenfields

Date: 30 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Dear All - I've not entered the fray deliberately until now as been working away and have barely had time to keep my head above water with my own activities over the last 3 weeks let alone frame a careful and intelligent response to the erudite discussion emanating from the list members. Hence a relatively short comment which is not especially nuanced and will doubtless be subject to criticism....

At risk of sounding trite but speaking as perhaps one of (as far as I know) the very few policy/legally trained members of this lists I think it is worth remembering that by its nature social policy is essentially both an academic study and a professional field which consists of the design and delivery of practice based interventions with the explicit intent of maximising social good and developing/refining systems by which wellbeing may be promoted.

As such, picking up on a comment I noted in an earlier email we are inevitably working with large 'sets' of people or 'problems' and definitions of the characteristics of those impacted are necessarily broad-brush. I personally have no difficulty (in the way a medic will use a surgical tool or drug to attempt to alleviate pain rather than want to ask precisely how the tool was conceptualised and designed) with using 'general' policies which relate to those experiencing poverty or racism etc and which are not exclusively targeted at Roma/Gypsy/Traveller peoples (howsoever these communities are defined). Such broad-brush policies have there place. However having identified a broad community of peoples [let us for the moment refer to these communities as Roma] who are subject in the main to wide-spread discrimination and racism, policy makers and legislators have in addition developed a set of policies [more condition-specific tools if you will] aimed at providing additional protection for these groups who can be brought within the enactments/formulations. 

As such I would be very concerned indeed if academics - particularly those from other disciplines who may be less familiar with the creaking but far-reaching impact of tinkering with policy development - were to propose that a practice based  'category' should be dismantled and other definitions - which may leave some communities who are structurally excluded outside of statutory protections - are used to replace the perhaps linguistically and culturally challengeable but useful term 'Roma' (and in the UK context 'Gypsy and Traveller').

Speaking as a practitioner (currently working to complete a report -  co-produced with Gypsy/Traveller researchers - for the UK Department of Health which is focused on the need to ensure that health and social care providers enhance the environmental living conditions of those communities various defined as Gypsies and Travellers and if necessary may face legal requirements to do so) I find the idea that we should begin to dismantle admittedly loosely connected but potentially effective and definitely meaningful policies a conceit I can well live without - as doubtless can those people and NGOs I've been interviewing, working alongside and talking to on a daily basis who are dealing with individuals living in often appalling conditions without access to water or sewage, or who are supporting Roma migrants living in over-crowded accommodation with dodgy landlords who will not make repairs and merely threaten eviction if such legally required claims are made. 

The broad-brush nature of definitions of Roma people may not be popular with all or many on this list but when I'm dealing with someone on the roadside or who is able to utilise policy enactments to improve the situation of themselves and their families I will use every tool in the box to do so and feel that political debates of this kind are a luxury which needs, until the key barriers to decent standards of living and protection from violence are overcome, to be left well alone until or unless those Gypsies, Travellers and Roma (to use the common UK terminology) who are directly affected come forward and say that they feel that policies do not reflect their needs and should be unpicked and re-designed.  

Like Yaron and others I work very closely with increasingly politicised, highly educated and extremely sophisticated Gypsies, Travellers and Roma colleagues, attend All Party Parliamentary Groups (APPGs) where the communities debate these very topics with each other, parliamentarians and policy makers and others and I find this greatly to be desired. I would be very happy to 'do myself out of a job' and see Roma/Gypsy/Traveller policy makers, academics and lawyers working in my stead but until that time and until I hear the voices of the communities with whom I work on a daily basis asking for these definitional changes to occur I personally have significant doubts as to the value of this exercise of deconstruction of definitions, particularly given that the communities in question have a very clear idea of their own identities and in UK terms at least are constructing a shared and highly strategic political identity to bring about enhanced practical solutions. 

For those of us working in policy contexts in the UK it is impossible not to know that the very terms Gypsies, Travellers and Roma have been agreed by community activists in their current format after having engaged with the imposed political categorisation drafted by Government bureaucrats. Debate and lobbying by community activists has ensured that the terminology has been altered over time to recognise the diversity yet commonality of interest between the various communities who are strategically working together as required, and attending APPGs, National Federation and other meetings to fore-ground key areas of practical concern which impact on well-being and daily life.

In conclusion, whilst policy has an inevitable overlap with legislative enactment (i.e designed to deal with macro level issues) although individual cases typically explore the micro-impact on individuals, the precise definitions of those groups or categories 'caught' within policy formation will vary by nation state and - if local authorities are charged with implementation - at a regional level. Accordingly, whilst the intent is to deal with a major social issue I tend to feel that despite the flawed nature of sweeping definitions which colleagues from other disciplines identify as unfit for purposes - it is worth speaking directly to community members impacted by exclusion, lawyers and policy practitioners to consider the value of existing regimes. Once something is dismantled is is very difficult, if not impossible to reinstate it, and whilst debates may continue in comfortable offices, the lives of people living on the margins can be disrupted and damaged.  

(And in my very quick check-in and out of the message stream I have to say I've found this an enjoyable and interesting debate not least because it has made me realise now much of a practitioner I still am when compared with my academic colleagues).

Yaron Matras
Date: 30 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
These are very interesting points and I think it would be valuable if the cited "voices of community members" could somehow be referenced -- not necessarily in the academic sense of referencing, but referred to more specifically -- because obviously there are different experiences here. Who are the community activists in the UK who are reported to have got together to forge a shared lobbying group for 'Gypsy Roma and Travellers'?
I'm not sure what the precise borderline is between academic and practitioner: I worked for a Roma NGO for seven years before becoming a full-time academic, and as an academic I've been coordinating a project that has an outreach component in a Roma community, and so I am in effect the line manager of three Roma outreach workers. But whatever my credentials are, I have never once met Roma who told me that they felt that they were the same people as Travellers; and even the English Gypsies whom I know (who call themselves Romani Gypsies) emphasise that their culture and that of Travellers are "completely different". At the same time, every time I witnessed encounters of Roma from different countries -- and I've been witnessing these regularly since 1988 -- all involved agreed that they were one people, despite subtle difference.
So in my experience, practice reinforces -- indeed, inspires -- my academic instinct to 'de-construct' the vague and undifferentiated category of 'Gypsies, Roma, and Travellers'.
Margaret Greenfields

Date: 30 March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Very quick response as deadline on report edit to meet...

I agree completely (see comment in my longer email below) that people have a very clear distinct identity as a member of a specific group (Gypsy/Traveller/Roma in our UK context and of course the sub-groups and dialects within such broad headings) and don't all claim to be identical but my point was with regard to the strategic usefulness of broad categories which enable communities/policy/legal/academic teams to collaboratively engage with specific problematic areas.

A quick list of the groups who were involved in such initiatives as the APPG and who are attending/working together in contexts such as the Travellers Aid Trust convened community for meetings/conferences - most recently in February 2014 http://travellersaidtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/BOOKING-FORM-Printer-friendly.pdf - note the discussion convened by community members on the need for a 'shadow report' to Parliament will include (in no particular order):

Roma Support Group

ACERT

Equality

The Traveller Movement

Friends Families and Travellers

National Federation of  Gypsy  Liaison Groups

The Gypsy Council

One Voice for Travellers

As many smaller community groups and individuals from across the Regions and Countries within the UK

Many of these groups are actively represented in terms of liaison with and advice to CLG, DH and other Government Departments and thus are linked through the APPG  for Gypsy, Traveller and Roma affairs. 

Next week for example 8th April there will be various activities around Parliament and I'd draw to the attention of those interested, the following EDM -

WORLD ROMA DAY

· Session: 2004-05

· Date tabled: 04.04.2005

· Primary sponsor: McNamara, Kevin
· Sponsors:
That this House welcomes the 35th World Roma day on 8th April and sends greetings to seven million Roma, Gypsies and Travellers throughout Europe and the many others around the world whose forebears have struggled against centuries of exclusion and discrimination; celebrates the benefits of a rich and diverse cultural heritage; notes the proud record of public service of Roma, Gypsies and Travellers carrying out community work, working in schools and hospitals, working in or with the police and serving in the Army services; and urges the Government to seek the broad support required domestically and throughout Europe to promote social inclusion and ensure that Roma, Gypsies and Travellers may be treated as equal members of society and encouraged to play a full and active role as citizens.

as well as the launch on the 8th April in Parliament of the PATRIN  (specifically Romany/Gypsy on this occasion) history project sponsored by the Roma, Gypsy, Traveller APPG - demonstrating how an over-arching political configuration can also support a community-specific event...

Ps.  Perhaps indeed rather than labelling myself as a practitioner instead of an academic I should say that I suspect it is my specific practice background and configuration (using broad-brush concepts and practices) which differentiates me from colleagues who may be more concerned with the particularity of groups - although I also fully acknowledge that "good law can make hard cases".. most importantly however throughout this debate I remain reassured that we are all seeking to mitigate discrimination and racism whatever our preferred tools and mode of discourse.

Sam Beck
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Yaron, 

Your example of academic/practitioner is an example of how these borders are permeable.  Do you want hard lines of demarcation?  I am also wondering if you are using the GB case to generalize across the landscape.

Yaron Matras
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Thanks to Margaret for the additional information. I note that the call for a conference on 'Gypsy, Traveller & Roma Communities' last February came from an initiative called 'Travellers Aids Trust'. I am not familiar with the background, but I wonder to what extent individual activist groups are 'shadowing' -- this word actually appears in the document itself -- the labelling and categorisation practices that have established themselves among government, practitioners, academics, and before that, the Gypsy Lore Society, in Britain, rather than 'organically' coming up with a 'strategic category' of their own; or perhaps the better way to put the question is this: Does it appear to individual representatives of Travellers and other groups strategically attractive to align themselves with 'outsider' categories in order to gain attention and recognition and to benefit from existing structures and attitudes?
Just as an example, Rudko Kawczynski, President of the ERTF, told me how the Council of Europe insisted back in 2004-2005, when it negotiated a contract with the organisation, that the representation of Roma at the Council of Europe should adopt the word 'Travellers' into its name - hence European Roma and Travellers Forum - against the plans and wishes of the initiators of the ERTF. Kawcyznski and his colleagues agreed, for 'strategic' reasons; but the strategy was, to align themselves with a category that had already been in use by the Council of Europe, inspired by the documentation produced by Jean-Piere Liégeois and others. It was not a bottom-up, community-based or insider categorisation, it was community representatives reluctantly adopting the categorisation set by others in order to gain acceptance and recognition from those others.

Margaret Greenfields
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Thanks Yaron for this secondary and important question and also the example provided. I think this is best perhaps answered by those community activists themselves who are members of this list - a hugely important question - but in terms of strategic effectiveness I can see why  groups and individuals may wish to align themselves with pre-existing terms and in so doing be able to draw upon and influence policy and legislative formation - a process (obviously in the widest sense not in relation purely to Roma peoples) which in fact forms part of the core curricula in post-grad Policy courses (I taught for a number of years a module on 'the policy making process' at Master level where we explored this very situation in some depth). This is inevitably a very 'potted' response to this question which doesn't reveal - as I don't think it is my role  to do so and indeed I may not be party to many discussions - the internal debates and alliances between and across Gypsy, Traveller and Roma groups in the UK and decisions made on lobbying practices and/or when differences of opinion or alternative advice on how policies should be formed. Inevitably this will shift at times but in the main there is a degree of close working as far as I can see in relation to core issues - see further indeed the TAT panel review at the House of Lords in 2011 - report on the website where various groups gave evidence to parliamentarians and policy makers.  
Responding now to the more precise questions (where I can help):

The Travellers Aid Trust was formed in 1986 - I was in fact one of the founder Trustees as were others associated with NCCL as 'Liberty' the legal and human rights organisation was then named - and initially worked with generic 'Travellers' (often festival going New Travellers facing evictions and policy violence). In time, as a direct result of approaches by individual Gypsies and subsequently Irish Travellers seeking legal advice and support as aided in its development by the subsequent close association with Friends, Families and Travellers (founded in the late 1990s) the organisation became the only registered charity at that time which gave direct grants to Gypsies, Travellers and Roma whilst we had the money to do so. In addition, constituent groups and Trustees (who come from differing communities) are often active in NGOs and policy practice. The TAT mission statement consists of supporting all of the above communities and individual members of the community experiencing hardship and eventually as the small pots of money ran out - all of my own royalties from books for example go to the 'small grants' arm of the organisation - we have become more of a broker for funders and engaged very closely in supporting community led policy engagement. 

In the 1990s, TAT as at that point one of the only groups working with all  of the distinct communities - was one of the agencies who supported the London Gypsy and Traveller Unit, Friends Families and Travellers and the Irish Traveller Movement in hosting and managing the  Gypsy, Traveller Law Reform Coalition which was a community led and managed activity which aimed to increase policy and legal representation of Gypsies and Travellers in the UK. That configuration was initially called the Gypsy Law Reform Coalition and the title was changed in response to lobbying by Travellers who wished to have their distinct identity recognised - a move which has since reoccurred with Roma populations in more recent years in policy/political contexts. The change of terminology was indeed recognised politically too prior to Irish Travellers being recognised in law as a distinct cultural and ethnic group protected by the Race Relations Acts. 

The Coalition which subsequently folded when members felt it was not functioning as they would wish as such collaborative groupings often do -  re-emerged in a different configuration as the Romany Gypsy led 'Federation' and again parties to the former Coalition are also active in the strongly community led APPG. All of these activities  initially emerged out of the mid 1990s Cardiff Law School groupings and meetings hosted by lawyers and practitioners which brought together community activists to debate issues of concern to themselves and to seek to work in partnership with policy/legal practitioners to bring about substantive change. At that time the Cardiff meetings - forerunner of the Coalition activities aimed at supporting site building and ensuring recognition of different ethnicities and cultural practices alongside the need to engage with core policy areas such as education, health and anti-racist activities. That at least is my recollection of the events and whilst there will be different variants and narratives depending upon those to whom you speak, that we are mainly still speaking to each other and working alongside each other does I feel say something - although not as tellingly as the fact that the issues of concern remain largely the same with the roll-back in state support and the gains made during the previous political administration in many cases falling by the way-side in the light of severe cut-backs in services. From my point of view however, despite the various histories of cooperation and at time conflict which have occurred one of the most important aspects as that was largely initially a Gorja melded consortia working alongside feisty community activists many of whom were becoming more publically politically engaged for the first time after a lifetime of challenging racism and evictions on a personal level - is now over-whelmingly fronted by Gypsy, Traveller and Roma activists who lead by example and increasingly by highly qualified and skilled community members who are able to draw upon (where they feel necessary or desirable) the skills of people like myself. In that way I hope that my work and that of the teams I work with means thatwe gorje/gadje are useful tools in the box possessed by community members, including the many dynamic young leaders are coming to the fore.

I should also have added to the list of community groups the very active and astute Leeds GATE (Gypsy and Traveller Exchange) apologies for missing them and doubtless many others off my hastily drawn up list in response to your question Yaron.

Apologies to non-UK partners who are bored by this recital but I hope it helps to clarify some of the background.

Yaron Matras
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
What fascinates me about this account is the realisation that 'self-ascription' can be a by-product of outside ascription: non-Roma/Traveller/Gypsies set up an initiative to support a 'diversity' of communities; in so doing they are no doubt guided by their own images which lead them to lump together various communities in one category (Bengali immigrants, for example, and African-Caribbeans, were not included in the TAT remit); individuals from the targeted communities then take up the offer for support, and eventually integrate into the structure and help 'front' it, creating the impression that there is a shared Roma/Traveller/Gypsies community, or indeed forging such a community -- or at least, one of activists -- in the process.
To use terms similar to the ones proposed by David Scheffel: colonial categories are imposed on colonial subjects, who then adopt them as their own as part of their struggle for decolonisation.


Where does that place the phrase 'we ourselves'?”
Sam Beck
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Read Gramsci on hegemony and others on counter-hegemony.
Margaret Greenfields
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
And finally, the issue arose because of communities who were NOMADIC at that point in time - the key element of shared identity being moved on, beaten, children removed into care, evicted, and I literally spent time with people dying at the roadside as a result of being unable to access medical care. That perhaps is one of the main issues of difference in the UK context from broader more sedentarised people. If being part of a group who worked to try to challenge those brutal scenes - taking place in the context of Thatcherite policies makes me a coloniser so be it - I'd not live myself if I walked away when I had opportunities to engage and make a difference. If I hold up my hands and say 'can't do it' sorry you've not self-ascribed in the right way what does that make me?

I really can't keep up this dialogue at this point - perhaps arrogantly I feel I have more important things to do at this point given the emails from a community group asking where are my comments/amends to a policy report which is due with the commissioning government department tomorrow.

David Scheffel
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
A good example of this "self-ascription as a by-product of outside ascription" can be seen in the adoption of the self-ascription 'First Nations' by Canadian aboriginal groups. These entities don't constitute 'nations' in the sense of imagined communities' since they are based on shared kinship. But by now it's a matter of prestige but also reflection of colonial-era labeling, as in "Indian nations". Perhaps the concept 'colonisation of the mind' is useful here, but I agree with Margaret that political expediency should be taken into consideration.

Yaron Matras
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
So, the original TAT category was based on nomadism and the practical problems that nomads faced; fair enough.
But now, the organisation is seeking to integrate into its activities Roma from Eastern Europe, who are not nomads, but migrants (as we saw in the call for the February event, which Margaret forwarded).
Where does the affinity between NOMADS and Roma migrants come from?
Jean Luc Poueyto
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Following our discussion and, in particular, Michael Stewart’s remarks (with which I agree), I’d like to add the following:

Benedict Anderson focuses on the place of literacy in the rise of the idea of national identity. In terms of our discussion, I think that writing is fundamental to the construction of such categorizations (Goody).

Beginning at the turn of the 19th century, as the types of classification systems, that were previously used for natural science began to be applied to people (M. Foucault,Les mots et les choses), the classification, based on writing, of human groups acquired a performative effect on the scientists, the politics and the behavior of bureaucracies. As opposed to classification based on the use of spoken language, this type of categorization, as it was presented, was no longer a flexible framework for discussing human culture but rather an exercise of power with dreadful results for many. Here I am thinking of the works of Foucault, E. Said (and, for example, those of JP Chretien, C.Coquio on the Hutus and Tutsis) but primarily, in the current discussion, about the way that the Rassenhygienische Forschungsstelle—directed by Ritter with the help of Eva Justin—used restrictive categories such as these to decide the fate of so many, who were grouped accordingly and eventually massacred.

As scholars, researchers, political thinkers, we are stuck within this inherited framework and its historical uses, a framework that is very difficult to change. The French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari proposed a different model, called the “rhyzome”, that describes the way that plants such as strawberries are linked. In this model there is no discernable origin or central place of power; each element is connected with others, which are in turn connected with others, in a network of dynamic relationships. This is in sharp contrast to a strict classification system that provides no place for the complexity of human culture.

In trying to understand the people I observe in my fieldwork—the Manouches of the south of France— and applying this model, I notice first their strong links to their restricted nuclear family; second, their links with their (ever-changing) extended family; and finally, their less obvious links with gadje, often from the lower socioeconomic classes, with whom they share friendship, play sports, enjoy marriages and feasts, and so on, as well as share a similar economic situation. These various and complex relationships exist outside of any rigidly defined identity. Moreover, these links do not extend just as a synchronic axis, but also a diachronic axis. That means that each Manouche I know built his own identity at the crossroads of a continual field of interactions. Some of them depend on the cultural, social, economic environment, and the result is that the behavior, the religious beliefs, the food, the music... even the language can always change by intercultural actions and be very flexible. But other ones involve him in a imagined common past, the one of the “dear departed ” that he shares deeply with his close and also extended family. That is why I think that such a strong identity always escapes from any kind of strict categorization and leads to a constant misunderstanding with any form of political or administrative institution.

In conclusion, I find that the issue we are discussing is primarily an epistemological problem that has been linked to political actions with horrendous consequences. I believe that we must, in concert with the people we are trying here to talk about, build new models that are both scientifically satisfactory and less open to political manipulation.

David Scheffel
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
I agree that political engagement (including contribution to social policy) is important, and I admire your dedication to and knowledge of this domain, Margaret (if I may...). At the same time, it is useful to practice some debunking from time to time, because if academics don't do that, who will? We are expected to ask uncomfortable, provocative and even seemingly reactionary questions, because the only alternative to a diversity of opinions is what Germans aptly call "Gleichschaltung" (imperfectly translatable as involuntary unification). Whether it's in the name of Nazism, Marxist-Leninism or NGO - spearheaded political correctness, it's dangerous. I have seen 'engaged' North American anthropology deteriorate because its practitioners are no longer allowed to ask critical questions about the people and groups whose de-colonisation (if I may use that word again) they helped bring about. Adam Kuper extends that circle of intellectual paralysis to other parts of the world when he says that anthropology has become ‘‘the academic wing of the indigenous rights movement’’ and ‘‘our ethnographies . . . worthless except as propaganda’’. So, while I agree that some of the hair-splitting that has been going on in this discussion may seem redundant, I would rather endure that than face a rigid party line drawn by a few anointed opinion makers.

David Scheffel
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Actually, if we take Roma migrants from Central and Eastern Europe, some of them may be former nomads, and most of them would have been labeled (here we go with ascriptions again...) at least 'crypto-nomads' by communist and even post-communist regimes. Although itinerancy was outlawed in most (all?) socialist countries in the 1950s/1960s, socialist-era Roma were believed to perpetuate certain behavioural and even cognitive traits associated with 'nomads', and these 'urges' had to be kept in check through appropriate policies. That's why temporary labour migration was frowned upon (as opposed to permanent moves), and it's also how authorities accounted for (and to a large extent accepted) the limited engagement of Roma in agricultural pursuits. It simply wasn't in their 'nomadic' blood.

Margaret Greenfields
Date: 30March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Good point – thinking backwards, I seem to recall that it was contacts and requests made by Roma organisations and individuals/Traveller Education Services etc. for access to the small grants programme which was/is when we manage to top up the coffers again - the only direct access grant for individuals which requires minimal paperwork and a simple form of support from community groups to access. For example TAT has assisted in helping women leaving situations of DV, children needing school uniforms, washing machines for elderly carers on sites and replacements cost support for trailers burnout during racist attacks.

The need to support Roma in dire circumstances and representations/debates with other Gypsy/Traveller groups re similarities of interest with Roma re the shared history/linguistic/cultural similarities (and histories of persecution) between Romany communities and Roma meant that we simply began to work with Roma migrants too a few years ago – so I’m not sure how much further that brings the debate..

PS. Thank you David for these measured and thoughtful remarks re: the use of provocative questions which are a reminder in some circumstances to retain both a scholarly and practitioner hat if such can be worn simultaneously. Also Jean Luc for your very helpful and interesting comments re ‘rhyzomes’. The point you make in relation to Manouche social inter-connectedness with the communities from lower socio-economic backgrounds amongst whom they live map across perfectly to the findings (based initially on pure policy work which then mutated into a research project over several years as we repeatedly found evidence of patterns in differing localities) from the studies by David Smith and myself into housed Gypsies and Travellers.

Yaron Matras
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
We seem to be moving toward a realisation that Roma are categorised together with Travellers/Nomads at least partly because they are or were "believed to perpetuate certain behavioural and cognitive traits".
Back to my point from a couple weeks ago, I wonder if this is what forms the basis or at least the background to the assumption that 'Roma' should be used as a 'generic and pragmatic umbrella term' for diverse populations, or whether this is what motivates the setting up of a policy division on 'Roma and Travellers'.
Gabriel Balanescu
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Dear all,
In 1856 in Romania, the last Roma slaves were gaining their freedom and as you all know, the Romanian Roma are known by the association of their occupational trade with their name, for example Iron workers, Silver Workers, Brick makers etc. Nicolae Gheorghe was once stating that "In Romania there are no Roma people to speak of, rather there are families, communities, kindred groups (Cafeneaua Civica 2013) ".
The slavery period meant also that a lot of the Roma were dispatched, by their owners, in order to satisfy a particular or seasonal need for the respective trade. One example of a thorough analysis is provided by the work of Viorel Achim, Gypsies in the Romanian history. In his book, Achim advances the idea that many of the tools produced for agricultural needs are in fact the product of the Roma ethnics groups, in particular the Fierarii. We find the same idea portrayed in many other such studies that indicate that the art-crafts provided by the skilled Roma were in fact filling a need which was not covered by the Romanian production. If we consider the land attachment, through serfdom, of the Romanian peasantry we can indeed consider that the Roma artisans have benefited from some degree of freedom of mobility and might have contributed to the perception of desired nomad-ism. They were indeed able to carry along their product where the product was needed. However, the term “nomad-ism” must take into account that social changes which took place in peasant revolution of 1907, which provided peasants with land, did not create a similar opportunity for the Roma, they were not given land nor were they assimilated to the areas where they were developing their trade. With the fall of communism and inherent property restoration the Roma did not receive any land for they were never given land. Some have managed to successfully sue the state and national bank for the confiscated gold. What I am attempting to get at is that elusive notion that it is "in their blood" to be nomadic whereas historical and present social context might provide a better explanation both for what we perceive as nomadic in the Romanian Roma. Today, we see more and more Roma migration just as response to difficult social conditions, at times almost an entire village will relocate, such as the community in Calarasi, studied by our colleague Ciprian Necula, and which community is localized in one of the many camps in Naples. It is rather difficult to consider them as acting out their "blood call" when in fact they are seeking better life conditions. The Calarasi community returns often and the result of migration is reflected by the improved living conditions of the community at home.

Sam Beck
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
David,

I think that you may not understand the nature of American engagement efforts.  These are not uncritical.  The cirques happen within those populations where anthropologists are working.  These may not be visible to people on the outside.  It seems as if you assume that policy decisions can only come from academics in collaboration with external groups or groups who see themselves as the "leadership."  Adam Kuper is the anthropologist who years ago at an international conference suggested a stronger division of labor within anthropology where theorists would lead the pack while having others go out and collect the data for them.  Academic elitism remains elitist.  Engagement anthropology is in part an attempt to provide resources to vulnerable groups in their struggle for justice.  This does not mean giving up a critical voice.  The critique just happens somewhere else.


Sam Beck
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Thank you Gabriel!  There are very specific responses to local conditions that generated specific sociocultural characteristics.  Romanian Tigani/Roma are a great example of why they were unable to turn to agriculture even if they could.  The migratory habits of Roma may be explained in part based on crafts production.  Any one locality could only purchase/exchange a limited amount.  There are exceptions, especially near or in urban settings.  

Not far from Brasov there was an enclave of Tigani basket makers who during communism practiced gardening on plots allowed for home consumption.

Judith M Okely
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
As an anthropologist, I would confirm that Adam Kuper's views are NOT accepted by all in the discipline.His negative views on the fight for indigenous land rights and the crucial consequences of the anthropologist's positionality are contested. I will refrain from the specific details.

Ian F. Hancock
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: Group perceptions
It’s worth considering transgroup (Romani to Romani) perceptions in the discussion as well.  Here in central Texas there is a large Romani population that consists of several distinct groups, in particular Romanichal (some of which families are in Thomas Acton’s Surviving Peoples book), the established Vlax families (who were lucky enough to meet Nicolae Gheorghe and Ioan Cioaba when they stayed with me in the past---one of Cioaba’s daughters lives  in Austin too) and the more newly-arrived European Roma.  The extent of social interaction amongst them is negligible.  There is one Romanichal/Vlax marriage locally, and occasionally Romanichals will join a kumpaniya on a big job but only temporarily.  Romanichals are called Boyash or gipsulya/djipsulya by the Kalderash and Machwaya, who are called Turks by the Romanichals.  In Houston there are some marriages between Romanichals and (actual) Bayash, the latter gravitating to the Romanichal families because they don’t speak Vlax Romani and can’t participate in various Vlax social functions.  If there are any negative attitudes, they are generally within the same group (there are two opposing bare in Austin for example) or between those who are Born Again and those who aren’t.  But the overarching perception amongst the different groups is that at some level there is some kind of shared identity: ask a Kalderash about this, though, and he’ll say no, the Romanichals are different,they’re ‘not us;’ but ask him if the Romanichals are gazhe, and he’ll say no, they aren’t gazhe, but they’re not us.  Ask the Romanichals if the Kalderash are gawjas, they’ll say no, they’re not gawjas, but they’re not us.  Not what we are, bot what we aren’t.

There is an Irish Traveller community north of Austin too, Micheal McDonagh and Robbie McVeigh visited them some years ago, but they are regarded as gawjas/gazhe and there is no interaction with them whatsoever. They are called Gypsies in the media nevertheless.”

Sam Beck
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: Group perceptions

That's amazing!
Judith M Okely
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: Committed intellectual
Dear All,
Here is a wonderful example of a committed intellectual who is now a top professor in Belfast who sees no contradiction in using his skills for political Justice. I met Phil Scraton in the 1970s when he was engaged in studying racism against Irish Travellers. Later, after YEARS of determined research, he is the main author of the report which finally demonstrated the conspiracy re the Hillsborough football disaster when many Liverpool fans were suffocated by overcrowding, (directed into unsuitable stand by the police), at a match in Sheffield. The authorities claimed the deaths were caused by drunkenness and blocked ambulances from the pitch. Over 40 might have survived, if given medical assistance. The police statements were changed. They even claimed other fans robbed the dying when actually trying to help them.
Today is the first proper investigation into cause of deaths.
It is thanks to a determined scholar who read the multiple 'doctored' statements etc that the bereaved can gain justice for their children, relatives and others. Phil did not wait for suitable mega grants and Ivory Tower accolades.
Yaron Matras
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: Group perceptions

Hypothetically, if the Council of Europe were to get involved in central Texas, then they too would lump together the various Romani groups with the Irish Travellers and call them all 'Gypsies' - just like the local media do - or perhaps call them all 'Roma and Travellers', just to appear politically correct, but still group them together.
So the challenge for us, as academic 'specialists' who try to provide input into policy making via this and similar channels, is whether we think that kind of practice is justified or useful, or indeed whether we should care or simply accept existing structures such as the 'Roma and Travellers Division' as they are, and hope that at some point or other they might provide us with a free meal or a trip to Strasbourg.
I personally take the dichotomy that Ian presents very seriously, and I believe that it is precisely this kind of introspection that should inform the structure of policy deliberations and policy drafting, to the exclusion of established practices that are based on a perpetuation of traditional images of 'Gypsies'.

Sam Beck
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: Group perceptions

I've been trying to get my physician colleagues to put "race" into the rubbish. They won't because it is a standard used by policy makers.  There is no scientific evidence for race, racism yes, but not race. I think that your suggestion to disaggregate "Gypsies" for policy distinction is a worthy cause, but most likely more like spitting in the wind.

David Scheffel
Date: 31March 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Two brief clarifications:
1. I do hope it's understood that when I referred to nomadism being in the blood of Roma, I was paraphrasing assumptions held by communist-era officials. I agree, of course,  that much of the factual itinerancy that existed in the past was a response to socio-economic conditions.
2. My critical remarks about engaged anthropology referred to North America (not "America" as understood by Sam) and were meant to include Canada where I live and work as an anthropologist. While I am certainly not an expert on the situation in the United States, it seems that quite a few U.S. anthropologists have been expressing similar concerns. For a recent assessment of the impact of  'political correctness' on American anthropological research see "The Ethics of Anthropology and Amerindian Research" edited by Richard Chacon and Rubén Mendoza (Springer, 2012).
The reference to Adam Kuper is "The Return of the Native" in Current Anthropology, 44(3):389-402.
Thomas Acton
Date: 2 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Some Roma migrants ARE nomads. Interestingly, however, the Chergashe/Serbaya Kalderasha, seem to be regarded by hardline sedentarist Roma nationalists with pretty much the same disdain and sometimes fear that they regard "Travellers".
So the more interesting question is where does the affinity between Yaron and the "Travellers are nothing to do with us” ideology comes from.  I promise I will eventually get round to addressing this, and use it not as an attack on Yaron specifically, but as an example to illustrate the processes of the formation of the whole range of scholarly attitudes to Romani identity that have been exhibited in this sprawling correspondence which sometimes makes me feel I'm right back in the 1970s.

Sam Beck
Date: 2 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Hostilities among nomadic groups are often based on turf and access to limited resources.  Among endogamy practicing groups, it prevents out marriage and group resources remain in the group.


Jean Pierre Liegeois

Date: 2 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Dear Yaron,
Some days ago, after a long mail about the same topic, I wrote that I would not write again, and that many other Network members are welcome to participate. Anyway, as my name is mentioned in your message, and as I think important to open a variety of information in this already complex issue, I shall write a few lines.
First of all thanks for giving me such an important role in the choice of the name of the ERTF. It would be nice for an academic to have such an influence, but it is not the case.
1 - Here we have several different issues which are interlinked, and your ERTF example is challenging: we deal with the names (Roma, Travellers, Gypsies); but also with the possible role of academics or experts in decision making and decision taking; but also with the characteristics, dynamics and strategies of the different bodies of international institutions, to mention only three topics, because there are several other ones;
2 - One must have in mind that the international institutions are what their Members (Member States) wants them to be; the European Commission, or the Council of Europe Secretariat, are executive bodies. In the case you mention, as far as we can know by analyzing many documents, the ERTF name was decided after long negotiations between Member States, because a common agreement had to be reached in order for the ERTF to be created. Therefore, when you say that Rudko told you "how the Council of Europe insisted", I suppose that during those contacts the secretariat had to implement the decision of the Members States;
3 - In this case expert or academic influence had no room and role, it was a sensible diplomatic issue and conciliation at Member State level through their permanent representatives; maybe some expertise was used by some of the Member States, and this refers to my point here down about covert expertise, but it does not mean that this expertise had influence; 

4 - More complex: There are 2 official languages at the Council of Europe, English and French. "Travellers" was not mentioned in the French wording for ERFT; the term was "Gens du voyage" which (I published extensively about that) is only a French administrative category which appeared in the seventies, and has several important functions in the French political context; it does not mean "Travellers", and not even "nomads" since in France the administration speaks about "Gens du voyage sédentarisés", but that was part of the mentioned negotiations, and the ERTF was finally attributed this labelling. Still today, after 9 years, the name is "Forum Européen des Roms et des Gens du voyage". It is not "Voyageurs" (Travellers). I do agree with you that such an aspect can be far from the plans of the initiators (the Congress of Local and Regional authorities in 1993 and
Mrs Hallonen, president of Finland, who made a key proposal in 2001; cf. also the different previous projects and tentatives of Roma NGOs in order to establish a European Roma body, see Roma in Europe chapter about that and the book I mention in the following point);
5 - The names or labels used by national and international institutions are changing from time to time; you have an approach in The Council of Europe and Roma, 40 years of action, which gives an overview since 1969 (the same overview should be done for the UE, because it is a very practical tool, as there is no institutional memory). It is necessary, as I mentioned for the negotiations about ERTF, to go deeper in the analysis, to read a lot of preparatory documents, comments from the Member States, historic and linguistic variations between several versions of each text, etc. in order to try to understand the reasons of one choice or other, and you can find sometimes discrepancies between representatives of the same Member States in the different institutions, for example the European Council and the Committee of Ministers, between the European Parliament and
the Parliamentary Assembly, etc. 

6 - this brings me to another consideration important in this Network brain storming about the role of academia : in those bodies you find overt expertise (for instance academics and other experts preparing publications which are, by definition, public and visible) and covert expertise (producing confidential reports); this last one has usually much more impact in terms of decision but avoids criticism as it is not known, whereas the first one is visible, calls the attention, and remains open to criticism; and both may be manipulated by different stakeholders in the political field; 

7 - the links and logical developments between academic expertise and political outcomes would deserve a long and in depth analysis; some of us, members of this Network, could do it, having a firsthand experience. For instance we could mention the first European survey commissioned to scholars by the EEC (now UE) in 1984, which ended, after several steps which have to be analysed, by the adoption in 1989 by the Council (now European Council) of its first Resolution about
Roma issues (the text is still applicable - the second such Resolution was adopted 24 years later, at the end of 2013 and broadly presented by all the stakeholders, including the Press Office of the Commission, as the first one, because of the lack of memory mentioned before);
8 - Other considerations should be developed, but I shall add just one point : the juridical outcomes of the choice of one term or another are most important; it has importance for the "interpretation"
and therefore implementation of key texts for National Minorities, for example, but also for Human Rights (see the judgments and comments about Roma, Travellers, Gypsies... issues from the European Court of Human Rights). Here too academics should play a role. Another question that you raise is important "Does it appear to individual representatives of Travellers and other groups
strategically attractive to align themselves with 'outsider' categories in order to gain attention and recognition and to benefit from existing structures and attitudes?"  Strategies are political necessities. "Roma" was accepted during the 1971 Congress, nowadays (not yesterday and maybe not tomorrow) in France the Federation of about 35 Roma, Gitans, Voyageurs... NGOs are
under "Tsigane" name, but I shall not develop any more here. Several sociologists, including Thomas Acton and myself have published quite extensively about this question since the seventies; it is important to take into account the different findings and for the new generation to update the knowledge. 
Judith M Okely
Date: 2 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Sam,
This is exactly the case between the Irish Travellers and English Romanies in my former fieldwork locations. And when all are criminalised, the toughest win. What sites remain are now no longer occupied by the English who are now housed against their will and many deeply depressed. They still prefer a form of nomadism which they do NOT stigmatise. 

Yaron Matras
Date: 3 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
The discussion of the past couple of weeks on categorisation (‘Roma: a misnomer?’) has been one of the most challenging and illuminating in the short history of the Network. We’ve read different opinions and perspectives in contributions from some of the leading colleagues in the field. Below I would like to share my own preliminary conclusions from this discussion.

Why should we engage in a discussion about definitions of peoples and populations? Few of us, I’m sure, would take it upon ourselves to ‘classify’ or categorise individuals or even communities. But as members of an academic forum we are justified and indeed required to define the scope of our shared field of interest. And when policies at national or trans-national level target a particular population, then the need arises to identify that population. For these reasons, the discussion on who we mean when we refer to ‘Roma’, ‘Gypsies’ or ‘Travellers’ is a legitimate and a necessary one.

Linguists can distinguish populations based on their language, but multilingual communities make this a dynamic rather than strictly linear exercise.  When ethnographers describe customs such as funerals, marriage, or dress codes, they are in effect defining community boundaries on the basis of shared culture. Linking various communities under one category such as ‘Gypsies and Travellers’ implies that they share elements of culture and so that culture can be used as a categorisation grid, though everyone knows that cultural practices are not static. Self–ascription allows boundaries to be permeable and respects individuals’ own sense of identity, but we all agree that people cannot randomly self-ascribe as ‘Roma/Gypsies’ (at least in most cases); for this reason it is not enough to say ‘we ourselves’ without defining whom we mean.

If descent is to be added to the equation, then the question ‘descent from whom?’ cannot be avoided. The attribute ‘nomadic’ does not explain why we include the Luli beggars of Uzbekistan but not the Kyrgyz herders of Kazakhstan. It also conflicts with the self-perception of groups like the Sinte, who strongly resent being depicted as nomads. If we opted for ‘historically nomadic’ then the sedentary Roma of the Burgenland would qualify just as much as the Karaim of Lithuania. ‘Service economy’ fails to capture the difference between the Halab blacksmiths of Sudan and the Jewish goldsmiths of Yemen. And if we went consistently with ‘descendants of slaves’ then we would be lumping together the Kalderash of Minnesota and the African-Americans of Delaware. A tempting categorisation is ‘those whom others define as Gypsies’ -- but surely that would contradict self-ascription as well as, potentially, descent.
Even meta-definitions of the label are problematic. The somewhat poetic depiction of a ‘mosaic’ or ‘kaleidoscope’ pretends that groups come and go as they please, when in fact it is the analysts and policy-makers who include some, and exclude others from consideration. The notion of a term that is ‘generic and pragmatic’ begs answers to the questions ‘generic of what?’ and ‘pragmatic to serve what purpose’?

For a study of populations, all this is unusual. Academic disciplines that center around particular population groups (rather than universal, or conversely just local elements of culture and practice) tend to resort to clear and consistent categorisation criteria: region, as in Balkan studies; language, as in Turkic studies; country, as in American studies; gender, as in women’s studies; religion and related traditions, as in Jewish studies; sexuality, as in queer studies; and so on and so forth. Romani/Gypsy studies are different in that they bring together not only interest in diverse populations, but also diverse criteria for defining them. Consequently, all kinds of individuals fall under the remit of Romani/Gypsy studies: Yifti musicians in north-western Greece, a Scottish academic who is reported to be related via one of his parents to Travellers, Jenisch families in southwest Germany who operate fairground rides, a Latvian immigrant in London who works in a bank and whose family language is Romanes, and many more. One would struggle to fit this kind of diversity into the portfolio of any other culture-based discipline. The paradigm of Romani/Gypsy studies appears to be truly unique.

Where does this paradigm come from? Historical policies certainly played a role. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, western European law enforcement agencies lumped together different populations whom they regarded as a threat to social order mainly because they were not or not entirely sedentary. Earlier, in the Balkans, populations of slaves and serfs were collectively treated as outcasts. Similar practices can still be seen today. In Italy, for example, ‘Roma’ are often equated with ‘nomads’ and are therefore assigned to housing in temporary or tightly managed ‘nomad camps’. There are numerous other examples. Throughout history, literary and artistic depictions of ‘Gypsies’ have mirrored these policies by creating images that aggregated nomadism with a propensity to crime and exotic ‘otherness’.

But I think there can be little doubt that the paradigm first gained academic credibility with the establishment of the Gypsy Lore Society in the late nineteenth century. Critique of the early Gypsylorist tradition stretches from claims that its scholarly interest in the Indian origins of the Romani language amounted to an attempt to ‘exoticise’ Gypsies, and on to accusations of outright racism on the pages of its journal. But if there really was such a thing as an identifiable ‘Gypsylorist’ paradigm, then it was surely the desire to share an interest in diverse populations who were classified as ‘Gypsies’ on the basis of a plethora of criteria including their trades, their portrayal by outsiders, their relations to one another, their treatment by the law, their everyday language, their artificial in-group vocabularies, similarities in their dress and origin legends, and more.

The Gypsy Lore Society was a British creation. By 1907 it had 151 members, 118 of whom were British. There is little doubt that prominent nineteenth-century literary figures such as John Clare, Jane Austen, Charlotte Brontë, George Elliot and of course George Borrow made a key contribution toward promoting popular interest in Gypsies in Britain. A fascination with the cultures of Britain’s colonies in India fuelled interest in the historical roots of the Romani language. This curiosity was complemented by an awareness of century-old links between Romani Gypsies and Scottish and Irish Travellers in the British countryside itself. British Gypsylorists thus developed their characteristically defining pre-occupation with romantic-literary images, Indian origins, and the travelling lifestyle of diverse communities.

Much of Volume 1 of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society (1888) is devoted to essays on the language and folklore of Romani-speaking populations in various locations, as well as to surveys of historical archive materials pertaining to ‘Gypsies’. But there are also essays on itinerant musicians and labourers in Darfur, on horse-dealers in Anatolia, on the songs of Italian fortune-tellers and on the secret vocabularies of the Irish ‘Tinkers’. It was the Gypsy Lore Society that first brought together scholarly interest in diverse populations under a single umbrella. Forging the ‘kaleidoscope’ is the true and unique legacy of the Gypsylorists.

This Gypsylorist paradigm was continued in the works of British scholars like Thomas Acton and Judith Okely. Both promoted the idea that the study of ‘Gypsies’ requires an acknowledgement of diversity. Both put the links between Romani Gypsies and indigenous Travellers in the foreground. Inspired by their teachings and activism, a younger generation of researchers in Britain has now embraced the notion that ‘Roma’ is not the name of a particular ethnicity but a ‘generic and pragmatic’ label that can be used to lump together different populations on the basis of a variety of classification criteria. Jean-Pierre Liégeois inspired the Council of Europe to adopt the same paradigm into its political agenda –- first in an attempt to address the education and housing needs of caravan-dwellers, then in an effort to embrace the political aspirations of Roma for representation and protection from racial discrimination. From there, in the early 1990s, it spread to the European Commission at a time when western governments were haunted by fears of increased Roma migration from the East, prompting initiatives to tackle inequality in the origin countries. Once again, the fear of people on the move gave rise to a dedicated interest in ‘Gypsies’, now pragmatically labelled ‘Roma’ -- a process that some authors have referred to as the ‘Europeanisation of the Roma issue’. Both organisations are still struggling to define who they mean, swaying between attributes like ‘nomadic’ and ‘sedentary’, ‘more or less similar’ and ‘rich diversity’, ‘Sinti, Kalé’ and ‘perceived as Gypsies’.

A testimony to the extent to which the Gypsylorist legacy remains entrenched particularly in Britain is the fact that education authorities have established a category ‘GRT’ (‘Gypsies, Roma, Travellers’). Guidelines issued in 2009 by the Department for Schools in England define the ‘Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller community’ as including:

• Gypsies

• Scottish Travellers or Gypsies

• Welsh Gypsies or Travellers

• Roma

• Travellers of Irish heritage

• Showpeople

• Fairground families

• Circus families

• New Travellers

• Barg or canal-boat families.
One struggles to identify a general common denominator. It seems that ‘Gypsies’ in the above sense is pretty much everything that moves and is not ‘mainstream’. Missing, to my great disappointment, are ‘Descendants of Yiddish-speaking peddlers who used to sell lamp shades door to door and had no permanent domicile’; if that sub-category were included, then I too could self-ascribe as ‘GRT’. Alas, no such interest group figured on the agenda of the Gypsylorists and so it has escaped their legacy in the present-day institutional configuration of British politics, education, and academia.

I will therefore conclude with a different kind of self-ascription. When I took over the editorship of the then ‘Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society’ in 1999, I moved to change its name to ‘Romani studies’. This was an attempt to guide the forum toward the model of more established culture-based disciplines. But at the same time I had to take into consideration not only the fact that the journal remained the property of the Gypsy Lore Society, but also that it had a tradition of serving as a broad discussion platform. This practical consideration -- to retain a tradition -- led me too to embrace a ‘generic and pragmatic’ interpretation of ‘Romani studies’ in the particular context of the journal, where I believe it is justified and productive.

I am less convinced that I can see the benefits of arbitrary categorisations when it comes to the level of policy and policy-related expertise. If different populations have different self-ascriptions, needs, and aspirations, then what we need is diversity in expertise as well as in policy. The idea that there is or can be expertise in ‘Gypsies, Roma, Travellers’ or a single integrated policy that targets this diversity of populations is surely more of an attempt to accommodate traditional external images than a reflection of reality. Where local interests combine, as in the struggle of both Romani Gypsies and Travellers to resist eviction from Dale Farm, then coalitions of different groups are of course natural and beneficial. But on the whole, the supposedly ‘non-essentialist’ approach to a ‘diversity’ of populations unified under one single category seems to me to come at the expense of a genuine recognition of Romani ethnicity. It denies those who share a language, a history, and many values and customs -- those who have always, long before the Romani Congress of 1971, felt part of the people they called ‘Rom’ -- a chance to represent their own interests in a way that is de-coupled from the fictional, literary and romantic images that majority society continues to entertain of ‘Gypsies’. It is for this reason that we should question the political trajectory of the Gypsylorist paradigm and its adoption by European policy institutions.

Sam Beck
Date: 3 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Yaron,

Are you saying that only those groups who identify as Rom should benefit from policy?

Thomas Acton
Date: 3 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Now we're the Gypsylorists! Now I've heard everything. But diabolically cleverly argued, I must admit.

Who is "we"? Oh Lord, do we have to explain everything!?!

Margaret Greenfields
Date: 3 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Dear Yaron/All,

A brief note - in passing -  which doesn't deal with the majority of these elements raised (and I appreciate and find interesting your discussion Yaron of the broad categories of people/activities included under the rubric of Gypsy/Romani studies)  but I wanted to respond explicitly to the point re use of GRT  as an administrative category.
In the UK context following debates at wide-ranging meetings/residential events such as the February one I posted on last week - this acronym has more recently been challenged and Romani and Traveller groups are asking various UK Government departments to use the terminology Gypsy, Traveller, Roma in recognition of the historical period during which the communities came to prominence in the UK. This is gradually being effected. Interestingly the inclusion of Roma as a group within the formation is of relatively recent origins I seem to recall this coming into being during the late 80s-early 90s in response to migration flows and at the time asking why this should be. I was advised - can't remember who by - that the inclusion of Roma was precisely because of the historical/cultural and linguistic connections betweeen Romani and Roma populations and as such it was felt that education specialists may have some point of linguistic or cultural knowledge/contact with children with whom they came into contact. Roma are therefore often perceived as the bolt on to existing categories of communities protected or 'caught' in policy terms. 

The comment about mobility and nomadism being the key similarity between the groups mentioned in your list is precisely the point I made the other day - state policy was focused on working with/controlling (perhaps the more accurate description) nomadic Gypsies/Romani/Travelling people. The precise formation of legislation has been challenged and chipped away at by case law and incremental policy change in the UK to ensure that those members of the Romani and Traveller communities who gave up nomadism as a result of harsh policies were included within the (albeit limited) protections afforded by the various planning circulars (mainly the Housing Act 2004 and Circular 1/06) and included in GTAAs with regard to cultural preference/needs etc. Prior to that time despite being recognised as ethnic groups housed Gypsies and Travellers were largely treated as de-ethnicised in policy terms which caused the most immense distress. 

As such, in the UK context there are twin processes and categories - protection as ethnic minorities - which has come later to Roma but on the heels of the battles fought by and on behalf of Travellers and Romani Gypsies - have been inextricably entwined with 'right to roam' and planning legislation to the extent that we have semi parallel regimes - that under planning which incidentally uses the 'small g' gypsy in all legislation and policy - and focuses explicitly on nomadism as a way of life - thus including the occupational travellers included in the list you give - and the Race Relations Acts which uses 'Gypsy and Traveller' (capitalised) and  focuses on people of a particular heritage and culture. 

Interestingly a major point on which many planning cases for sites hinge is on the heritage and historical background of many Romani and Traveller applicants with individuals typically being required to obtain statements from relatives, professionals and others who must state that they are aware of the ethnicity of the individual involved as well as requiring that they produce photographic evidence of their ancestors in typically 'stereotyped' situations involving caravans, horses etc... Roma are of course exempt from these requirements until or unless they seek to apply for 'gypsy status' (in the planning context) a situation which the practitioner part of me will await with immense interest as a person without a family history of nomadism despite having impeccably traced Romani/Gypsy ancestry cannot therefore be 'passed' as a Gypsy for site purposes. Even more interestingly which will doubtless make some people's blood boil more recent policy statements and administrative data sets now refer to Traveller sites rather than Gypsy sites..

A report I've very recently worked on (respondents living on Gypsy sites and who thus had 'gypsy status' ) asked respondents to self-identify by ethnicity - interestingly around one-third of people whom I would personally have identified as Romany Gypsies selected "English Traveller" or "Traveller" out of all of the options available or the free-text categories... 

Thus would we say that someone who self-identifies in this manner and yet who can prove their ethnicity and history back several generations is excluded from the categories of Roma?

I'd stress again that the vast majority of Romani Gypsies I've encountered are very very vocal on the fact that they are NOT Roma (any more than they are Irish Travellers) despite similarities of language, culture (with Roma) and in the case of Irish Travellers, similar accommodation and site struggles which as you rightly identify means that there is a commonality of interest and experience. 

I'd also like to say that I take exception with the claim (as I understand your point) that nobody who has policy expertise in one area/with a single community can have in another - I personally have always - until very recently in only then relation to  areas of law and policy in which I have specialist knowledge which cuts across cultures/group labelling ie family law and health/housing legislation and policy - referred any enquirers pertaining to Roma onto those who specialise in working with Roma peoples - not least because I don't have the linguistic skills to communicate with clients/service users from those populations as well as only limited cultural understanding. 

Further to that point - in relation to 'culture' I tend to say I know  little (other than what I've been taught by Gypsy/Traveller people over the years of practice) pertaining to the distinct cultural practices or language etc of  specific communities. However when it comes down to site provision policy, anti-racist and anti-discriminatory policies and the implications of these in relation to accessing health or education/commissioning services etc and inputting into drafting/reporting on these elements I know - in my opinion - rather a lot. As such I feel able to provide input and comment on these areas in relation to both Gypsies and Travellers and potentially/in some contexts - Roma accessing universal services. Similarly, in terms of sound research which supplies information on the policy/service delivery needs of the communities - I'd argue that the only sound research and policy input is that which incorporates the views and opinions of communities in question and is co-produced by and with community members and yet is based on hard evidence which supports the policy advice put forward. 

To engage in co-production and use that as a basis for such activities becomes a possibility whether one is working with Roma, Chinese Hassidic or other types of informants as long as linguistic understanding and shared definitions and terminology are agreed upon advance and there is a very thorough background review and access to knowledge on pre-existing policy/legislation etc.

A longer reply than intended but that is my two-pennorth for now... off line over the weekend so please excuse lack of responses to any follow-up to the above until early next week.

PS - I'd also point out that some people (myself included) joined  the GLS after stumbling across it a number of years into practice and thinking - ah nice to meet others working in similar fields who are regarded as just as weird and perverse for wanting to work with and support Gypsies and Travellers perhaps it offers sources of advice and mutual support - as such I watch the periodic ritualised blood-letting amongst  people involved in Romani studies with horrified awe sometimes and rather feel it is worthy of a paper in its own right - in no other professional field of academic endeavor/practice which I pass through - mainly law and policy inevitably  -  have I ever seen this before.

Sam Beck
Date: 4 April 2014
Subject: RE: 'Roma' A misnomer?
Roma Summit live streaming now from Brussels 


A picture is worth 1000 words.

Judith M Okely
Date: 5 April 2014
Subject: The principle of descent 
Dear All,

In the well-established study of kinship in social anthropology, the 'principle of descent' is not vague but very specific. Genealogies are crucial and mapped out among peoples. They can also be recited and recorded by non-literate peoples, whether matrilineal, patrilineal or cognatic. Look at Meyer Fortes 'The Web of Kindship among the Tallensi' (Ghana) or the kinship studies by Lenka Budilova and Marek Jakoubek among the Gypsies of Slovakia. It is NOT an amateur set of random wish-fulfillments, as suggested below. Again we find the problem of area studies. There are still laddish stereotypes that even post war UK (especially female) anthropologists are racial profilers. 
Rehfisch was a 1950s pioneer in arguing that Scottish Travellers (then self-ascribed as Tinkers), had to point to at LEAST one parent of Tinker descent to claim membership. If s/he married a Flattie (their equivalent name for Gaje), then the children could claim ethnic membership but NEVER the spouse. This was exactly what I found among English Romanies in the 1970s and after. The incoming spouse remained a gorgio though had to prove even greater respect for beliefs and pollution observances.

The extent to which a people recall and celebrate genealogies far back into earlier generations varies across the world and does not depend on literacy but oral history. The Tallensi could recite genealogies through many generations. Where there is land inheritance, genealogical evidence is important across the globe. Among the semi nomadic English Gypsies, genealogy recitation went back perhaps to great grandparents, not further. In the immediate past, it was crucial to know whether persons were cousins. Marriage between the latter was taboo. One such marriage in my area caused ostracism. Yet I recall one ex-policeman asserting that the Gypsies in the area were all 'intermarried' and 'incestuous'. But the incest taboo is one of the few human universals. This same near racist stereotype is as strong as the claim that all 'Others' are cannibals. (Arens, 'The Man Eating Myth').
Among some cultures, cousin marriage may be the preference. An anthropologist in Oxford has engaged with the ethical and genetic problems of repeat cousin marriage among one migrant (Non Gypsy) minority in Southern England.
Thus the principle of descent is not a vague term to be banded about at whim. The people themselves have highly sophisticated interpretations of kinship strategies. Anthropologists have studied this for over a century.

Thomas Acton
Date: 7 April 2014
Subject: RE: The principle of descent 
I seem to remember Meyer Fortes as the guy who introduced the concept of fictive kinship, and his pupil Peter Townsend gently suggesting this may be shaped as much by class as genealogical imperatives. I'm afraid I taught MF as an example of structural functionalism as a dead end in social science, but also as a demonstration of how Talcott Parsons was mistaken in thinking that social anthropological structural functionalism was the same as his own functionalism within which structure was an outcome rather than a cause of function. This could be relied on to enrage interactionists, whether they were relying on Haralambos or Giddens for their knowledge of what other people wrote.

When scientific racism was the conventional wisdom, it is not altogether surprising that individuals misrepresented/constructed more acceptable versions of their own descent in the same way that racist historians and "national" historians even today practice the same economy of the truth with regard to group descent.

Incidentally, Yaron is wrong in thinking the Gypsylorists did not include Jewish peddlers in their purview. The late Herman Arnold, still publishing in the JGLS 4th series, was convinced that the degenerate culture and language of the Jenisch was caused by the intermarriage of Romani and Jewish peddlers.

Of course both and Okely and myself are to some extent shaped by the paradigm of classical Gypsylorism, because we both had, in rather different ways, to define ourselves against it.  But simply to identify thesis and antithesis is a rather misleading account of this dialectic, which instead of producing a synthesis, seems rather, as Matras updates his quest for the true Roma, the ones he knows personally, to be a reversion to the original thesis. But respect to Yaron for his chutzpah in getting the accusation of Gypsylorism in first.  Must have taken nerves of steel and an iron disregard for countervailing evidence.

Judith M Okely
Date: 7 April 2014
Subject: The principle of descent 
Thomas,
You also are caricatured: Acton 'BAPTIZES the adversary as 'Gypsylorist'.
Okely was caricatured as follows:

'The CONSTRUCTION of an abstract adversary, termed "Gypsiologist" by Okely turns the argument into a self-righteous CRUSADE' (Matras 'The Role of Language' 2004, p. 65) and "Okely has COINED the term(s) 'Gypsiologist'" (ibid p.75) (my emphasis)
As revealed by the Liverpool library on line, Okely NEVER invented the label, let alone as abuse. It existed in the 1950s if not earlier. In contrast to Willems on a VERY specific Dutch group, Okely never denied Indian links. Even the quotes selected from Okely contradict the assertions which, only last month, were repeated by a phd student at a London workshop. Why was this book ever nodded through by Liverpool University Press with such defamation?
Contrary to my CRUSADING zeal, I have cited with respect, many contributors to the GLS. But we are told: Okely 'ignores two centuries of serious scholarship' (Ibid p.65). I cite TWELVE of TW. Thompson's articles from 1910 to 1930, two by R. Cotten 1954, 1955, and Acton in 1971 (a LOT of reading through multiple volumes in Liverpool and S. Kensington libraries which my employer permitted only during 4 weeks of annual leave).
Note the specialist language. For my sins, I WAS baptised and brought up Christian. I've just ordered one of 'The Great Courses': "The Era of the Crusades". Must learn about ancestors who murdered and pillaged, with whom I am now permanently linked.
Yaron Matras
Date: 8 April 2014
Subject: The principle of descent 
Interested readers can find the discussions of quotes from Okely alluded to in her message here: http://languagecontact.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/YM/downloads/Matras,%20Y.%20%282004%29%20The%20role%20of%20language%20in%20mystifying%20and%20de-mystifying%20Gypsy%20identity.pdf
and can of course view them in full context by looking up the original texts, and judge for themselves.
The Collins dictionary defines 'crusade' as "a vigorous and dedicated action or movement in favour of a cause", and designates the historical reference to the 'Crusades' as just a 'former' us of the word. I think it is quite clear that my use of the term with reference to Okely's writings is in line with the first, not with the second (former) reading. In asking members of this list to believe that my intention was to brand her as a descendant of the Christian Crusaders, Okely is of course making reference to my Jewish background and turning that into part of her argument; I trust that members will know how best to interpret such a reflex on her part.

Christian Brueggermann
Date: 9 April 2014
Subject: RE: The principle of descent 
Dear colleagues,

This debate is really interesting and helps me understand discussions and struggles we have to deal with. My file about this exchange contains over 30.000 words and I really enjoy being part of this network. I would like to underline that critical approaches to each other’s readings are extremely important to understand, to move ahead and to suppose new ideas and analytical approaches. I thus very much acknowledge the way in which people point to inconsistencies and challenges. Recently, the debate gets very personal. I suppose that the issues/arguments should be put in the first place with reference to the literature / the names of scholars (if necessary at all) in brackets.

Since having read a book review by Victor A. Friedman (citation below) I have always been referring to Roma as Romani-speaking or formerly Romani-speaking groups. At the same time I have been always referring to the Council of Europe (http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/romatravellers/default_en.asp) when citing estimations about the number of Roma living in Europe. Having read the discussion I assume that the number provided by the Council does not only refer to Romani-speaking or formerly Romani-speaking groups. It seems that I have thus repeatedly cited an estimation that does not correspond to the group I was writing about. What estimation would you refer to?

 

In some recent West European historical and anthropological literature, confusion has arisen between the use of ‘Gypsy’ as an ethnic label to refer to Romani-speaking or formerly Romani-speaking groups (who may or may not be peripatetic) and the second usage, which is more social than ethnic and does not have a firmly deniable linguistic basis. Members of some groups of Gypsies in this second sense have secret lexicons that are not independent languages. Some historians and anthropologists have become so confused by these two usages of the term ‘Gyspy’ as to assert that Romani is merely a lexicon, not a language, and that there was no migration of speakers of Early Romani to Europe from India but rather that peripatetic peoples passed Indic lexical items from one group to another along trade routes.
 

(Romani: A linguistic introduction. Yaron Matras. 2002. Cambridge: Cambridge. University Press. xiv + 291 pp. Åí50.00. isbn 0-521-63165-3 (hardback). Reviewed by Victor A. Friedman)

Thomas Acton
Date: 11 April 2014
Subject: More on misnomers: a response from the village clown

When I reacted to Yaron Matras’ first 14th March response to O’Nions query about generalisations by saying “Here’s the RNC line”, he responded “And here’s the village clown”.

Whoops! Sorry!

Perhaps I should have written:

“It is interesting how this nuanced and carefully qualified response from Yaron reflects the fruitful exchanges of ideas he has had over the years with Rudko Kawczynski since he first worked for his organisation in West Germany at the end of the 1980s, as together they struggled to translate the experience of Roma migrants from the then state socialist bloc into advocacy which would effectively defend them from anti-immigrant rhetoric.”

There! Let no-one say I am not capable of raising the tone when I’m put on the spot.

But the point of my jest, which goes beyond politeness, was to signify unease that although Yaron’s remarks are a lot more carefully formulated and generally acceptable than the rather schematic line which Helen O’Nions brought to our attention, it is still, for all that, a line.  It was forged in the heat of a different debate as a simplification of unresolved issues, and so doesn’t quite fit the different existential questions O’Nions formulated, leaving us almost as uneasy as before.  And the discussion that has gone on since, sucking in those who had resolved to stay out, and no doubt with half-a-dozen finely-honed interventions coming in even as I struggle with this one, shows that unease has not gone away, even though the increasing fine-tuning and complication of detail mask the underlying begged questions.

Why?

Maybe we should start with points subsequent e-mailers have questioned? Probably more significant than the obsession with who did or did not coin the terms porraimosand sa-mudaripen is Matras’ naturalisation of the term “nation”. In the conceptual world of this line, and actually, most of the lines taken by subsequent contributors to the debate there are recognisable things called “nations” and collectivities either are, or are not, nations. To deny people “nationhood” is a prime insult, to be avoided at all costs. Most of our colleagues seem to think that whether collectivities are or not “nations” can be disputed on the basis of evidence. A huge variety of older writings outside of Romani Studies have been adduced, from the attempted objectivities of Stalin to the historically conditioned social subjectivities of Benedict Anderson, to bring certainty to a debate. But the very intractability of the debate indicates that certainty is unlikely ever to emerge.

So – let us give up worrying whether the set, of all ideas about the criteria for individual humans being members of particular sets of humans, is a member of itself or not. [It is, and so is the idea that it is, and the idea of the idea that it is, which is why the interminability of the debate is a logical necessity not a regrettable contingency. Yaron’s quest for the rules which can resolve debates about categorisation is as doomed as Betrand Russell’s before him.] Let us instead try to understand how the lines, narratives like Yaron’s story of the Romani Gypsies, emerge from the human situations, whether Roma or Gaje (or possibly neither), that the definers, the story-tellers, find themselves in.

As Yaron’s recent book for “the general reader” tells us, Yaron first went to work for a Roma organisation in Germany in the late 1980s. This was a Polish Lovari Roma organisation led by Rudko Kawczynski which differentiated itself from the Verband Deutscher Sinti und Roma, led by the Sinto, Romani Rose, which organised the Third World Romani Congress  in Göttingen in 1981, and subsequently gained very substantial status and subsidy from the West German government, and left the IRU.  The VDSR emphasised the status of Sinte as a longstanding German national minority, and supported the German government’s attempts to stem the immigration of Roma from Eastern Europe. This was very clearly contrary to the interests of the migrant Roma supporters and clients of Rudko.

Rudko attended the 4th World Romani Congress in Serock, Poland in 1990. Though strongly urged there by Ian Hancock and others to accept office in the International Romani Union, he declined and returned to Germany to start the Roma National Congress. Although this was clearly in competition with the IRU, it was spun as having a complementary role.  Where the IRU was international, inclusive and world-wide in scope, the RNC was to be national, and focused on Europe, and in particular on defending the position of migrant Roma in Western Europe.

This was a time when the policy of the European Union was going through a 180 degrees shift. Throughout the 1980s European institutions and West European national governments had gradually responded to the campaigns of the IRU and its local affiliates to legislate for the improvement of the Romani populations of Western Europe. Most of these did not call themselves Roma, despite that 1971 proclamation of the first, pre-IRU, World Romani Congress run by the CIR and the Gypsy Council that the word “Roma” would henceforward cover everyone.  The two small 1971 Roma delegations from Eastern Europe, and small Roma groups from pre-1914 migrations, especially in France and Scandinavia, seemed to feel that this privileging of their own ethnonym was entirely proper, and only their due in respect to their superior authenticity. The culmination the campaign spearheaded by the IRU and its scholarly buttress, the Centre de recherches tsiganes in Paris, led by Jean-Pierre Liégeois, were the now largely forgotten EU Council of Ministers Resolutions of 22nd May 1989 which set out a programme which makes current EU policy look insipid. 

Those resolutions have been forgotten for a reason. The fall of the Berlin Wall on 9th November 1989 meant that neither anti-Roma racism and violence in the East, nor migration to the West, would henceforward be restrained by Communist authoritarianism. West European leaders fairly soon realised that making things better for Roma in Western Europe was the very worst way of discouraging immigration from Eastern Europe. The Resolutions of 22nd May were quietly buried.

One can understand, and sympathise, with the rage that Rudko, despite his public unflappability, must have felt with the demonization of Roma migrants in the 1990s, and the laggardly way in Eastern Europe which the Gypsy organisations of Western Europe, and the relics of the Romani nomenklaturas who had now taken over the IRU, responded to this new situation. He even privately expressed anger at Yaron leaving his work in Germany to take up a university post in England, though he soon came to see the long-term advantages of this. His public political response, however, was a Machiavellian masterstroke.  Instead of criticising the treacherous, racist leaders of the West European nation-states for breaking their 1989 promises, (after all, he was still busy sucking up to them!) he turned his fire on the man who did as much as anyone to secure those promises, Jean-Pierre Liégeois, blaming him for the ineffectiveness of his policy interventions, and wasting the money that should have been given to Roma organisations.  And of course, the European establishment, politically incapable of delivering on the promises they had made earlier, were not at all averse to seeing such criticism of the CRT and the IRU.  Eventually, in one of the murkiest episodes of European Romani politics, the CRT had all European funds removed from it and shut down. Although no public statement has been made, Yaron has not been shy to claim the role of principal accuser in this affair.  I have no doubt that Yaron absolutely believes in the truth of his accusations; but anyone who thinks about why Liégeois, who had long been knowingly pushed by the European bureaucracy to meet increasingly tight report deadlines by doing whatever it took, could have been asked to collaborate with the notoriously punctilious academic ally of his greatest critic, will suspect a set-up. 

Rudko has rigorously and wisely refrained from publicly criticising other Roma, Gypsy or Traveller leaders, as far as I know. But, then again, he doesn’t have to, as Yaron could be trusted to go after his rivals among the Romani intellectuals in the IRU and elsewhere.   Nicolae Gheorghe and Andrei Mirga were criticised as elitist, Ian Hancock as unscholarly. After the foundation of the ERTF in 2004, Rudko emerged as clearly the most senior and influential Roma politician in Europe, radical but diplomatic, robust in negotiation, but willing to do business in the end. His double-act with Yaron in defence of Turkish government policies at the 2012 GLS conference showed the old alliance still intact.
Their paradigm of Roma identity has been forged during their struggles with the VDSR and the IRU. It is narrow, because it plays to the self-conception of Rudko’s core constituents, the people whose support they must retain, and whose world-view they have elevated in their minds to the authentic truth about Roma and those whom “their” Roma other. Their position is, in fact, the intellectualisation of that process of othering. Perhaps their conviction of their own rightness and the simple-minded wrongness of other peoples’ views can be seen in the following from pp.216-7 of Yaron’s new “popular” book ‘I met lucky people’.
“At the headquarters of the European Commission I took part in a meeting with senior European officials who asked academics to advise them on various aspects of Romani society and current political aspirations. When my academic colleagues and I emphasized that one must distinguish between Romani people, travellers and various other minority groups, the reply from one of the division heads present was : ‘To us they are all the same.’”
Yaron has attributed a similar experience to Rudko, as he allegedly only half-willingly accepted that the name of his ERTF alliance, constructed as negotiating partner for the EU would be the “European Roma and Traveller Federation”. This whole debate will have served as an indirect message from Rudko: “Hey! I didn’t really mean it.”

European bureaucrats are of course well aware they are dealing with a variety of populations. They are simply declining to run a discriminatory anti-discrimination programme, and are supported in that by most Roma, Gypsy and Traveller leaders who are aware they need the support of each other and just their immediate clients.  This has of course led to a general discourse of Roma etc. identity which could be described as an unstable cognitive dissonance, which Roma, Gypsies and Travellers, juggling marginalised private consciousness with mainstream ideologies have always found easier to live with those gajo academics, especially those with a positivist epistemology.

What I have called “an unstable cognitive dissonance” is of course very similar to Liégeois’ picture of a dynamic kaleidoscope.  And in the course of this e-mail discussion, Yaron has had to accept ever more complicated refinements, which acknowledge the enormous variation in groups. Many if not most English Romani Gypsies, contrary to Matras’ (and, indeed Liégeois’) assertion and Rudko’s apparent belief, do call themselves Travellers.

The line on identity that has evolved from the interaction of Matras’ political and academic experience is in itself neither dishonest nor dishonourable, even if it is occasionally naïve (and sometimes disingenuous when he is teasing his opponents!). To assert that Matras’ picture of Roma identity is shaped by his particular interactions with Roma is not to distinguish him from other gaje. of course the pictures that I and Liégeois, and come to that, Okely and pretty well all of the contributors to this thread draw, are shaped by our interactions with the Roma, Gypsies and Travellers etc. that we know.  Hancock and others complain of Gaje who try to define them; but what they have also to acknowledge is that the gaje who do this are almost always drawing not just on stereotypes, but interactions with particular Gypsies, Roma or Travellers with whom they have formed relationships, and then mistakenly feel that such experience enables them to answer the unanswerable question “What are Roma etc like?”

As the intractability of that question became more and more apparent, Yaron increasingly falls back on his question about the logic of the situation; if the European Roma policy has to be directed towards a particular set of people, then one has to draw a boundary around the set of people to whom that policy applies, otherwise very European could claim its benefits.  Why stop with Irish Travellers, he asks rhetorically; why not Luli beggars from Uzbekistan?

The practical answer to this, of course, is that there are no Luli in Europe. But suppose there were.  Suppose next week Luli arrived in the EU, telling tales of woe in Uzbekistan, and trying to build caravan sites in the Pas-de-Calais, or cultural centres for Indian diasporas in Stockholm or panhandle in Hyde Park.

We know what would happen.  The authorities would react in anti-immigrant shock and horror, and the Roma, Gypsy and Traveller organisations would be split down the middle.  Some would say: “These are our brothers, engaged in the same struggle as us, we must act together in solidarity.” Others would say, “These are interlopers, trying to take away from what we won by our struggles; Let them fight their own battle in their own country. They don’t look like us; they are nothing to do with us.”

This would happen, whatever the ethnic identity of the immigrants.  Coalitions, as Max Weber tells us are constructed from a mixture of status-solidarity and perceptions of common economic interest; and the broader they are the more likely they are to win. The bigger “we” triumphs over the lesser “we”, partly by making sure that the smaller “we”s continue to think of their needs as sectional, minority interests.

Rudko’s approach springs from his own early experiences. To the German Sinte leaders he was an interfering interloper. To other West European Gypsy politicians he was a fast-talking immigrant house-dweller, to be brought on-side like other sympathetic outsiders. To the Romani nomenklatura in the East he was at best just another street politician from  the west (like, where did he go to university?) and at worst the kind of Rom mafioso the party had always warned them against. His identity politics did not spring from nowhere; it was a counter to the first generation of the new Romani/Gypsy politics, emphasizing the creative and transforming potential of Roma migrants, and the legitimacy of their interests when everyone else seemed to be conspiring to pathologise them.

Rudko was aware, however, that he, too, had to gain allies and build a coalition. Just as the Verband Deutscher Sinte swiftly added “und Roma” to its title, so he added “und Sinte” to his German organisation’s name. He did not, however, challenge the embeddedness of the VDSR in the German nation-state machinery, but rather sought to gain recognition with European bureaucracies, which could seek best practice in different European states, and challenge them to do better. He also did not, however, emulate the increasingly threadbare claims of the IRU to represent all Roma. Rather, he positioned himself as representing one organisation among others, willing to work together with others with different constituencies. Yaron assisted him to formulate eloquent and  convincing analyses, in language the officials could understand, which seemed to offer the European bureaucracies a way out of their interminable failures to call into being a stable and responsible Romani negotiating partner through some kind of federal structure. By the time the European Roma and Traveller Federation were formed in 2004, the IRU had effectively no choice but to become one of its partners, acquiescing in Rudko’s chairmanship. West European Gypsy and Traveller organisations scrambled to become part of an alliance with stable, long-term European funding. For the last ten years, Rudko has stood at the apex of the complex structure of Roma, Gypsy and Traveller politics as it faced the complex challenges and dangers of EU enlargement.

That period is coming to an end.  The rich West European states who dominate the EU were merrily deceived into thinking that the measures of reform they enforced upon Eastern Europe would keep the Roma at home, in their places. But hundreds of thousands of Roma have joined the flow from East to West. Gajo politicians and the gutter press have fixated on the beggars and the camps, not noticing the numbers who have quietly established themselves, built businesses, gone to school, graduated from universities, often concealing their Roma identity, glad that the local gaje actually have a different set of Gypsy stereotypes which enables them to escape notice. So far from being the poorest of their communities, most of the migrants have actually been the people with drive, and aspiration, leaving behind (but also sending remittances to) others in an increasingly disadvantaged situation. They are grateful to be in Western Europe, uncomprehending of the historic West European Gypsy struggles, somewhat repelled by what they see as the “My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding” lifestyle and see the desperate struggles of the people they left behind as the chief priority of any organisation.

The denunciation by Rudko and the ERTF of the Roma Summit of European politicians earlier this month may show that the existing negotiating partnership no longer holds good. And if the time has come to recapture his earlier radicalism, whose interests could be the engine of a new coalition alongside the migrant Roma who have always been the heart of his movement? Is it the fragmented Gypsy and Traveller communities of the West, or the threatened, impoverished and far more numerous Roma communities to the East, increasingly disenchanted with the fading Romani nomenklatura? So – no more diverting grants from them to over-indulged Travellers!  There is still mileage to be wrung from the old “We are the true Roma” claim.

Huub van Baar has shown, perhaps better than anyone, how European Roma identity is a negotiated process. We may be embarking on a period of re-negotiation, which may explain why this e-mail thread has brought all the old gajo arguments about Romani identity bubbling to the surface again. As the argument proceeds its participants reach increasingly nuanced answers, and are increasingly deferential to the Roma, Gypsies and Travellers they know, thus lessening the sense of unease that impelled Helen O’Nions to start this e-mail thread. But have all these contributions actually helped her, as her message of thanks suggests, understanding why there was that sense of unease?  I think not. Because the effective answer would be not keep trying the produce the right generalisations about Roma identity, but to stop generalising about it altogether. 

It is curious that when Yaron writes about the Romani language, he seems to understand this. His magnum opus, ‘Romani, a Linguistic Introduction’ proceeds by a comparative method , telling us that this dialect does X, while that dialect does Y and another does Z, and so we gradually perceive the central tendencies of Romani without any need to specify the boundary as to what is or is not a Romani dialect. Yet in his recent “Policy Briefing” squib, we read the bald statement “Roma society is organised in extended families.”

Really?  Gaje don’t also have extended families? Yaron must surely have come across gay Roma, single mums, and nomadic Romani nuclear families that only see their relatives at fairs and race courses or slavas and the kris. Romanya is a (variously practised) set of values, not an ethnicity. Marime Roma are still Romani even if they have been “thrown out of the community” (sometimes the throwing out is mutual.)  Irish Travellers are not gaje, and Romanichals are not Beash, just because some Roma think they are.  Of course they can define them as such, but it isn’t a helpful categorisation.

So my answer to Helen O’Nions’ original question remains simply that the text which she cited is over-generalised and tends to treat definitions as facts, which is the conclusion to which, more or less, she comes, herself. My fear is that this correspondence has tended to entrench its participants’ tendencies to treat generalisations and definitions as facts. We all need generalisations and definitions. We can’t react to any personal or political dilemma without deciding what line to take, what narrative to use to make sense of it; but when we start treating those lines as facts, as uncomplicated truth, that is when judgement becomes prejudice.

Earlier this week I was hailed by a Big Issue seller, a Romanian Rom whom I had not seen for two years. He asked why I no longer passed that way, and asked after my family. I told him of a new grandchild, and he showed me his first child, a ten-day old son, on his mobile phone. He was no longer sharing a room with 15 other guys, but had his own room, with his wife and son. He was still working every hour he could, Pizza flyers as well as the Big Issue, and anything his oldest brother (who had been here 25 years) could put his way. His brother had ten children, and he sent them all to school, doing well, and his son was going to do as well as them. And what, he asked me, was happening in the world of Professors, and Romani organisations?

I thought of trying to summarise this e-mail thread, but decided to tell him about the foundation of the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Police Association in the UK, and what I knew about the English Gypsy and Czech Roma family backgrounds of its two leading members, and how they were not like the isolated police “experts” of the past, but idealists determined the police should serve the whole community, so that no-one, in the police, or wherever they were living, should be afraid to say who they were.

As I spoke, his smile broadened. I had been speaking to him in Romani (which I used to have to do, when I first knew him).  He replied mostly in English, showing me how much his English had improved. But he interrupted my account of how the GRTPA were trying to show Roma etc could be police officers like anyone else with the approving exclamation “Ame sam normalne manusha!”

 

What did he have in common with the English Gypsy, and Scottish and Irish Travellers fighting for sites in my home town of Brentwood? Or come to that with Luli beggars or Jewish pedlars? Everything! We are all human beings. He was a young man, just embarking on the great adventure of parenthood and I was a grandfather on the cusp of second childhood.  But “Ame sam normalne manusha!”  Who are we? You may never work out the answer; we keep changing it!  But I’ll tell you this: we are everywhere.

Yaras Matras
Date: 11 April 2014
Subject: More on misnomers: a response from the village clown

More on misnomers: a response from the village clown

So now, thanks to Thomas Acton, we know that the common denominator for 'Roma, Gypsy, Travellers' is that they are all human beings. That's a relief, if it wasn't for the outlandish conspiracy theories which I would be tempted to believe if I didn't know for a fact that I had no part in the fantastic deeds that Thomas ascribes to me, such as conspiring with Rudko to undermine the IRU or Jean-Pierre Liégeois' centre, or conspiring with the Turkish government against the EU. Such utter nonsense, entrenched in cheap gossip and miserable hearsay.

Thomas Acton
Date: 11 April 2014
Subject: RE: More on misnomers: a response from the village clown

I can understand how, at his rarefied level, Yaron, like Sheldon Cooper, might find our common humanity a rather implausible abstraction. But we still love him.


Thomas Acton:
Date: 14 April 2014
Subject: RE: CRT
Dear Yaron,

In your e-mail below, you wrote:

“Your comments from earlier today suggest that I took responsibility for being a 'principal accuser' and further suggest a link between my alleged accusations and the withdrawal of funds from CRT, and further that this alleged connection was politically motivated.”

You ask me to make a retraction “in time for Pessach”.

I am happy to make it clear that I did not intend to suggest you had knowingly or deliberately engaged in any conspiracy against Liégeois or the CRT, and if such a meaning can be read into what I wrote, I am happy to retract it, and to apologise fully and unreservedly for any hurt or offense caused. I would go further and say that no one who has known you for any length of time would suppose you to be even capable of such dissimulation. Moreover I can confirm that the account you’ve given below is what you told me in private discussion, and what I have heard you repeat at intervals in discussion with others at various times over the past ten years. I am happy to leave it to others to judge any implications it may or may not have for the honesty of any of the parties, or whatever part the events you recount may or may not be thought to have played in the downfall of the CRT. My apologies again if I misjudged the tone of your conversations.

What I meant to suggest, rather, is that, given your punctiliousness and incapacity for dissimulation, the course of conduct which you outline in your e-mail below would have been utterly predictable.  If one is to suspect anyone of having set anyone up, it would be whoever suggested to Liégeois that, within a time-frame that would have undoubtedly been very tight, or almost impossible, he should have sought you, or could have presumed upon you, as a collaborator. In that case, of course, whoever would have been setting Liégeois up, would also, in a sense, have been setting you up.  But as you say, in the absence of hard facts, that is entirely a matter for speculation.

I should also say, that when I first heard the account you give below, I repeated it to Liégeois, and requested that he give me factual background so that I could mount a public defense of him, as I had previously when he was criticised by Patrick Williams.  He made no response. In fact the only time I can remember having a question so comprehensively and blankly ignored was when, as a young man I asked an old English Gypsy man what he thought of Judith Oakley’s theories on the uncleanliness of women. If pledges of confidentiality were part of the resolution of the CRT affair, then Liégeois has observed them absolutely. Never in public or private have I heard or seen him make any comment on the matter. Perhaps this is one of those matters where, like the affair of Carmona’s doctorate, the full facts will never reach public scrutiny.

Nonetheless I am glad to hear of your 2012 discussion with Liégeois, which you say was to the satisfaction of you both.  I would dearly like to have heard that discussion. I wonder whether the presentation of yourself and your university as victims in the matter led Liégeois to give further details, or whether he just nodded gravely as you spoke.  Did you retract any accusation of dishonesty? Or did you just graciously forgive him? In any case it would have been something to see Liégeois abandon his usual animation and empathy and put on his rare poker face.

Before closing I would also like to make as gentle as possible a response to the suggestions, made most recently by Margaret Greenfields and Judith Okely, that the tone of our exchanges has been too robust, and that we should refrain from accusations of dishonesty, or personal or religious bias. But if one believes one has a well-supported accusation of dishonesty to make, it is surely only right that it should be brought into the open, to be tested in public, rather than left to fester in silence. The pain is worth it. Peace and reconciliation, restorative justice, can only be built of people say what they think. As Proverbs Chapter 27 says, “An open rebuke is better than a secret love”.  In fact the whole of that chapter is relevant to our discussions.

Margaret Greenfields’ own recent research shows the relevance of faith communities to community action for Gypsies, Roma and Travellers.  It is not sustainable to think that any religious system of ideas should be exempt from criticism, or omitted from the hermeneutics of anyone’s overall intellectual positions.  You may think me sanctimonious, but I’d rather be thought that than be an evasive Tony Blair “not doing God”. And I cannot see why anyone would regard your association with Rudko as something in itself shameful, or exempt from public comment and analysis.

I did not start writing the e-mail of which you complain in retaliation for being called “the village clown”. In fact I think you have a perfect right to use such an epithet, and acknowledge, after reading Jonas Odocha’s essay on the role of village clowns using humour to make hidden or suppressed truths clear to their fellows in the Nigerian countryside, there may be some grains of truth in the description. I wrote what I wrote because I felt that the truth I was trying to express by my one-liner, about the position of a particular statement within an overall ideological continuity, might not be well understood. I hope it is now better understood.

Your friends – and even more your opponents - may wish you would become less acerbic.  I think we have to accept this is unlikely to happen. We can only expect of people what their character and capacity allow. To draw on my own religious tradition once more, I have always thought of you as being rather like John Bunyan’s “Mr Valiant-for-Truth” in Pilgrim’s Progress.  We may disagree from time to time about what the truth is, but I would not have you any less valiant for what you believe to be the truth.  I apologise again for any hurt and offence caused, and asks you to forgive me.  Perhaps the hurt was not entirely unintentional, and perhaps I cannot absolutely promise that such a situation will not happen again, but still I ask you to forgive me.  And if this letter in some way further infuriates you, I hope you will reflect on it, and see that is not the intention, and, a third time, I ask you to forgive me.

P.S. I regret the first version of this letter, which I finished at 1pm, must have been trashed, rather than sent. I apologise that the reply misses your deadline, and I hope the text will survive the moderation which Laszlo has written he is now going to impose upon my communications!
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