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			1

			Who are the Romani People?

			THE ‘GYPSY’ BRAND:MASKS AND
				MISREPRESENTATIONS

			It’s a bright, sunny day in San Francisco,
				and a cool breeze is blowing from the bay onto Fisherman’s Wharf. The pier is busy, a
				bustling and buzzing tourist attraction, with its stalls of deep-fried seafood to the right and
				a line of shops selling bargain merchandise, from clothing to electronics and of course
				souvenirs, to the left. Three young girls, probably not older than fifteen or sixteen, are
				standing in the middle of the pavement. They wear their dark hair long and decorate it with a
				ribbon. They look slightly Hispanic, but they stand out because of their long skirts in bright
				colours – not the typical fashion you’d expect from Californian teenagers out to catch the
				vibe of the big city. As we approach, the girls turn their attention to us. In perfect American
				English – they’re certainly not foreign – they offer to tell us our fortune. Their base is
				a small folding table they have erected on the pavement. It’s a makeshift stall, covered
				by a big, light-blue cloth, and it can be folded and hidden away in a matter of seconds. Unaware
				that the potential customer whom they’ve approached is a linguistics professor who
				specializes in the Romani language, they exchange a few remarks between them in an idiom they
				know to be unintelligible to most outsiders. They are careful to downplay the casual switch of
				tongues, lowering their lips and turning their heads at an angle away from the tourists whose
				custom they are seeking. Nonetheless, their speech has given them away, if nothing else has.
				‘What language are you talking?’ we ask just to get confirmation and steer the
				conversation away from the offer of divination. ‘Greek,’ they say. But they are not
				Greek. They are Romani, timid to admit their true identity. They know that
				the word ‘Rom’ or ‘Romani’, which they use to refer to their people in
				their own language, is meaningless to most outsiders. They could say that they are
				‘Gypsies’, but that might scare the strangers away.

			Across the Bay, at the University of California
				in Berkeley, I have just been attending a seminar at the Department of East European Studies. I
				leave the building accompanied by a colleague, a distinguished linguist who has spent years of
				her career exploring the dialects of small tribes in remote locations around the world. We head
				towards the bus stop on Shattuck Avenue. On the way, just around the corner from the university
				campus, I notice a sign in front of one of the shops. It carries the illustration of a hand,
				ornamented with stars and various other symbols. A woman in her fifties stands in the doorway,
				talking to a young girl who has positioned herself outside. From afar, their clothes, their
				overall appearance and their gestures remind me of the Romani people I know in central and
				southeastern Europe. They have long, dark hair, fastened with a ribbon behind their head. They
				are wearing long skirts, holding burning cigarettes in their fingers and gesticulating
				exuberantly. They notice my stare, and as we come closer my greeting in Romani no longer takes
				them completely by surprise. They are fluent in the language, throwing in the occasional English
				‘all right’ only as they pause before articulating long sentences in their native
				tongue. Their men sell used cars, they say, while the women use the store premises to tell
				fortunes. Their families number several dozen in Berkeley alone. In reply to my question they
				state that their ancestors have been in the country for ‘one hundred years’,
				implying that there is no direct recollection in the family of immigrant grandparents.
				Generations born in the United States, and yet they remain unknown to their surroundings.
				Alongside the German-speaking Amish of Pennsylvania and the Yiddish-speaking Orthodox Jews of
				Brooklyn, they are among the few groups of Americans who have preserved their old language four
				or five generations after they made the journey across the ocean and began to call this country
				their home. My colleague admitted walking by this very shop on her way home every day over the
				past eighteen years, but to her all this was new and astonishing. An invisible minority in the
				middle of Berkeley.

			A number of Californian cemeteries contain entire
				sections with plots owned by Romani Gypsies. The gravestones go back almost a century, sometimes
				more. They tell an historical narrative that the fortune-tellers pretending to be Greek are
				quite possibly not even aware of. The oldest names on the graves are often Serbian – Nikolić,
				Marković, Jovanović – but in the next generation, the same family plots already show the English
				versions of these names: Nicholas, Marks, Johns. Like others pursuing the American dream, they
				valued the appearance of blending into the melting pot. But they remained the people they had
				been for centuries, with their particular dress, their own language, intact family and clan
				structures, and a preference for a certain portfolio of trades, which, however exotic, caters to
				the demands of those around them.

			The ancestors of these Romani people began
				arriving in America in the 1880s as part of a wave of eastern European immigrants. They joined
				the population of Romnichals – Romani families from England and Wales who had crossed the ocean
				already in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Some people estimate that the American
				Roms number around 200,000 today, perhaps even more. Their distinct sub-groups or
				‘nations’ include the Romnichals, the Kelderasha, the Rusurya or
				‘Russians’ and the Machwaya. The latter, quite possibly the largest Romani group in
				the western United States, derive their name from the region in which they lived just before
				leaving Europe – Mačva in Serbia. This explains the Serbian names
				on the gravestones. But the people are not Serbian, nor Greek. The Romani dialect they speak
				contains many Romanian and Hungarian words, and their customs are shared with Romani Gypsies who
				still live in Transylvania and with others who left that region in the middle of the nineteenth
				century. On the rare occasions when Romani Gypsies meet south Asians from India or Pakistan,
				they are astonished to discover that they can understand many of the words these people use in
				their own languages, such as Hindi, Urdu and Punjabi. There is thus a connection not just with
				eastern Europe – Romania and Hungary – but also with far-away India. A cosmopolitan identity,
				with a history of travels and a disguised appearance: who are the ‘Gypsies’?

			In Berkeley, you can buy clothes in a shop called
				Gypsy Streetwear and have your hair done at the Gypsy Rose Hair Salon. Back in San Francisco you can pay a visit to Gypsy Jeans or, for more specific
				requirements, turn to Gypsy Rosalie’s Wigs and Vintage. The artistic can explore Trailer
				Gypsy Crafts or Gypsy Moon Design. Places to eat out include Gastro Gypsy and to find your way
				you might draw on the services of Trippin’ Gypsy Maps. Altogether there are over 350
				outlets in the San Francisco Bay area that carry the word ‘Gypsy’ in their title.
				The great majority, if not indeed all, are not managed by Romani Gypsies nor do they cater
				specifically for Romani customers. They just exploit the image.

			We have come to associate a range of attributes
				with the label ‘Gypsy’, which make it a puller-brand for fashion and design, exotic
				gourmet cuisine, exploration and adventure, music and dance, passion and soul-searching, and the
				Bay area is not the only region to embrace these images. But given its history, it is almost
				predestined to do so. An assembly point for immigrants, a cradle of jazz, the bastion of the
				hippie movement and a hub for software developers, it is constantly on the look out for the
				unusual, the passionate, the creative, the liberating, the spicy and often norm-breaking and
				defiant aspects of life. When popular music started to promote values of peace, love, fraternity
				and liberation in the 1960s and early 70s, numerous artists adopted the image of
				‘Gypsies’ into their songs. Cher’s track ‘Gypsies, Tramps and
				Thieves’ is one of the most famous. It tells the story of a young girl born on the road,
				whose parents make a living through healing and dancing. A video clip featuring the track, first
				broadcast on The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour in 1971, depicts the singer against the
				background of a wooden caravan and a tall campfire on a starlit night. The performance captures
				the romance of travelling and outdoor life, but also the complexity of relations with outsiders,
				who are curious and turn to the Gypsies for inspiration and comfort, but are at the same time
				suspicious and hostile towards them. Joan Baez writes and sings about ‘A Young
				Gypsy’ (1973), hinting at the upbringing of Romani infants, which is portrayed as being
				free of restrictions on adventurous outdoor activities and lenient on participation in adult
				celebrations. Jimi Hendrix sings of travelling, outdoor life by the open fire and a rebellious
				soul in ‘Gypsy Eyes’ (1968), and Carlos Santana hardly leaves out a cliché when he
				describes the caravan, the dance, the magic, the passion and seductiveness of
				the ‘Gypsy Queen’ (1970).

			Other artists and bands who have recorded tracks
				on ‘Gypsies’ include Duke Ellington, Tina Turner, the Grateful Dead, Lynyrd Skynyrd,
				Elton John, Deep Purple, Black Sabbath, the Moody Blues and Fleetwood Mac – in fact, the
				University of Toledo’s Library Exhibits Catalogue lists over 160 song titles, released
				between 1928 and 2004, which depict ‘Gypsies’. They include such tracks as
				‘Gypsy Princess’ and ‘Gypsy Queen’; ‘Gypsy Soul’ and
				‘Gypsy Feet’; ‘Gypsy Fiddle’, ‘Gypsy Forest’, ‘Gypsy
				Lullaby’ and countless more.

			Most Americans, as well as the majority of people
				in many European countries, know more about Gypsies from such portrayal in songs, stories and
				films than from real-life encounters. So entrenched is our fictional image of Gypsies that we
				often brush aside real-world ex periences as a mirage when they contradict the picture that we
				have absorbed and internalized. When I was a student at a university in northern Germany in the
				early 1990s, I had a part-time job as media relations officer with a Romani civil rights
				organization. I had met the president of this society at a public event and was impressed by his
				speech. Curious about his group’s work, I visited their office on a couple of occasions
				and heard about their campaign to prevent the expulsion of Romani refugees who had arrived from
				eastern Europe. I wrote up my impressions in a local political magazine and was then invited by
				the president to work with him on a regular basis.

			Several months into the job I received a phone
				call from a journalist working for the regional broadcasting station Radio Bremen. He told me
				about an experiment he had conducted. It was the summer of 1990 and the aftermath of the
				democratic revolutions that had overthrown the communist regimes in central and eastern Europe.
				The borders were now open and several thousand Romani Gypsies left their countries of residence,
				many of them trying to escape the rise in racist violence against their ethnic minority and
				growing discrimination in the competitive labour market of the new post-communist economy. Most
				applied for political asylum in order to obtain an entry permit to Germany. Some made a living
				by playing music on street corners, others by begging. The local press in Hamburg, the largest
				metropolitan area in northern Germany, reported an old ‘remedy against
				Gypsies’ that was adopted by shopkeepers in the surrounding small towns: they placed
				brooms outside their shopfronts, assuring customers and onlookers that these would scare away
				the Gypsies. The reporter from Radio Bremen decided to test the effectiveness of the remedy. He
				set off to a municipal residence that was occupied largely by Romani asylum seekers. When they
				came out to greet him, he showed them a broom he had brought along with him. To his surprise,
				the Gypsies didn’t run away in fear, but enquired instead whether he was there to offer
				them a cleaning job. Why, the puzzled journalist asked me, as an expert, did the Gypsies not
				behave in the way he had expected them to?

			My boss at that time, the president of the Romani
				association, told of an experience that shows another way in which popular images of Gypsies
				colour our ability to digest facts and reality. As a political activist working to raise public
				sensitivity towards his people and their needs and interests he spent many years lecturing to
				various audiences about the life, culture, history and aspirations of the Romani nation. He
				always went to great lengths to describe the discrimination his people had faced through the
				ages, the suspicion they encountered, the persecution they suffered under various regimes from
				medieval times to the Second World War and the prohibitions and exclusions placed on them under
				communism and even in some western democracies. His narrative often startled and moved his
				audiences and left them ashamed of society’s present and historical misdeeds. At times he
				was challenged to respond to allegations of Gypsy criminality, of his people’s reluctance
				to send their children to school or of their lack of respect towards the norms and rules imposed
				by state authorities and institutions. His answers invariably showed both patience and
				eloquence. But on one occasion he was lost for words. ‘If it’s all as bad as you
				describe,’ asked an inconspicuous young man at the end of one of the lectures, ‘then
				why did you choose to become a Gypsy?’ His image of Gypsies had marked them as a mere
				lifestyle, a fashion, a brand.

			In San Francisco, the ‘Gypsy’ brand
				stands for bondless individuality and excitement. But the hippie fascination with Gypsies has
				its roots in the Old World. European society has been cultivating a fantasy image of Gypsies
				since the Middle Ages. When they began to disperse across the European
				continent in the late fourteenth century, the Romani people impressed settled populations with
				their alien appearance. They stood out through the fact that they lacked the day-to-day
				obligations and constraints perceived by the majority as essential components of
				‘work’, ‘discipline’ and ‘morality’. Yet at the same time
				they appeared to possess their own code of loyalty and honour, their own aesthetics such as open
				displays of colour and jewellery, and a passion for music, song and dance. They had an
				unintelligible speech that was perceived as secretive. They showed a tight-knit manner of
				achieving goals in a collective, which appeared to outsiders as a propensity to conspiracy, and
				a seemingly shameless admission to be needy and dependent on aid but also to possess
				supernatural, magical powers. These depictions have become fixed in a tradition of literature,
				theatre, poems, art and journalism as well as in social and political treatises of European
				societies, and have made their way from there to the New World. There is, quite possibly, no
				bigger paradox in our contemporary multi-ethnic societies than the fact that Gypsies are so
				close and so present, yet so little is known about them that fiction tends to override fact and
				fantasy often takes precedence over common sense.

			OF GYPSIES, REAL AND IMAGINED

			My first encounter with attitudes towards Gypsies
				in England was during a two-week holiday in the early 1990s. I was travelling on a rural road in
				Devon, where I hitched a ride with a young woman and her son of around ten years of age. We
				talked about the landscape, about the villages, the cattle markets and the tourists. I expressed
				an interest in whether there were any Gypsies in the region. There were some indeed, the woman
				said, though they usually came and went. One Gypsy boy had been her son’s classmate.
				‘Do you remember how he used to steal your things?’ she said, glancing through the
				driver’s mirror at the boy who was sitting behind her; though she was quick to add:
				‘But real Gypsies are Romanies; they don’t steal!’ This left me puzzled. She
				seemed to draw a distinction between ‘real Gypsies’ and ‘other Gypsies’.
				In what way were the Romanies more genuine than the ‘others’?
				Apparently, she was keen to defend the Romanies against a negative image. Yet she herself seemed
				to entertain a negative image of ‘other Gypsies’.

			The intricate web of labels and attitudes
				followed me several days later, when, visiting East London, I walked past a pub that carried a
				sign on its door saying ‘No Travellers’. I mentioned this to an acquaintance, an
				activist who was a member of one of the British Romani associations. Why didn’t his
				organization challenge such signs, so obviously discriminatory? It had tried many times to get
				the authorities and the courts to ban them, he replied. But in Britain, recognition as an ethnic
				group was afforded only to ‘Romani’ people. If a sign said ‘No
				Romanies’, then a case of racial discrimination could be made against the owners. But
				‘Travellers’, though considered by most people to be synonymous with
				‘Gypsies’ and hence with ‘Romanies’, was not recognized as an ethnic
				label. Excluding ‘Travellers’ would therefore not be regarded as discrimination in
				the legal sense. Of course everyone knew and understood that the sign targeted Romani Gypsies.
				But the law accepted only Romanies as a genuine heritage group, and that is perhaps what the
				lady in Devon meant by ‘real Gypsies’. The term ‘Travellers’ was
				ambiguous: it avoided singling out a group that enjoyed legal recognition as an ethnic minority
				and referred instead supposedly to a lifestyle, which everyone in Britain associated with that
				particular minority. This gave the pub owners discretion to turn away people who, based on their
				appearance, were assumed to be Romani Gypsies.

			In the autumn of 1997, British media reported
				extensively about a group of Romani families from the Czech and Slovak Republics who had arrived
				in the English port city of Dover and applied for refugee status, claiming that they were
				suffering discrimination in their home countries because of their ethnic background, and that
				the authorities there were unable or unwilling to offer them protection. The media seemed to
				treat their arrival as a major invasion. The Minister for Immigration gave interviews in which
				he promised to put a stop to the influx of these people, whose claims, according to him, were
				‘unfounded’. It struck me as rather exceptional that the minister was pre-empting
				the legal procedure; there hadn’t been time for the authorities to
				process the claims and to establish whether or not they were justified, yet at the political
				level there appeared to be an urge to deny their legitimacy. In the months and years that
				followed, the British government had agents posted at Prague airport, screening passengers whose
				destination was the UK and picking out those with a Romani appearance.

			Once again I found myself asking how this could
				be reconciled with anti-discrimination laws. It was true that these Romani people were Czech and
				Slovak citizens and therefore not subject to UK laws or the protection they offered against
				racial discrimination. But other Czechs and Slovaks, those with a European appearance, were
				allowed to travel to Britain unhindered. Here were people leaving the countries in which their
				families had lived for centuries because they did not feel safe. They were heading for the UK,
				where they thought that safety was guaranteed. Yet discrimination caught up with them even
				before they managed to board the plane to reach their destination. In defence of these measures,
				politicians said they had to prevent the realistic threat of a tidal wave of Romani immigrants
				who, they claimed, if given the opportunity, would swamp the UK. In fact, just a few years
				later, in 2004, the Czech and Slovak Republics joined the EU. Their citizens, including the
				Roms, have since enjoyed freedom of travel and freedom to relocate within the EU, including to
				the UK. Some came to live in Britain, but there was no mass immigration and no tidal wave. Media
				and politicians alike had engaged in pure scaremongering.

			The reality of Romani fears and insecurity caught
				up with me once again on one of my first visits to a caravan site occupied by Romani Gypsies in
				the north of England. ‘When my children misbehave,’ said the father of a family,
				‘I say to them: “Stop that, because if they see you behave like that they might
				deport us!”’ We sat in silence for a moment, and then he added, ‘But they
				can’t deport us, we are British citizens!’ Centuries in this country, yet the fear
				of being seen and treated as outsiders still prevailed. His family had lived in Britain longer
				than the family of the then serving foreign secretary and longer than the managers of many of
				the largest banks in London’s City. Yet he was raising his children to fear deportation by
				their own government to some unknown destination. I thought about how this fear was likely to stay with his children until their adolescence or even beyond, to be passed
				on to the next generation when they raise their own children.

			In the northwest of England, the A66 passes
				through Appleby in Cumbria. Once a year, a fair is held in the town and the surrounding hills.
				It’s called the Appleby Horse Fair and it is widely celebrated in the area. In the days
				leading to the fair, in early June, road signs on the M6 motorway heading in the direction of
				Appleby warn motorists to look out for horse-drawn wagons. Thousands of Romani Gypsies and Irish
				Travellers attend the event. For five or six days their caravans fill the green fields that
				overlook the town and traditional horse-drawn wagons race through its main street, under the
				railway bridge and down towards the river, where the horses are allowed to bath to the cheers of
				the crowds and under the supervising eye of uniformed officers from the Royal Society for the
				Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. The locals sell lemonade along the road and charge visitors a
				hefty fee to park their cars for a few hours on one of the nearby meadows. Tourists stroll among
				the market stalls and have their fortunes told behind one of the signs that advertises the
				services of an accredited ‘real Romani Gypsy’ clairvoyant.

			The road to Appleby and the small towns and
				villages nearby are generally known as the ‘Gypsy Trail’. Local bookshops tend to
				have a whole shelf devoted to picture books and adventure stories that feature Gypsies. Quite
				tellingly, the ‘Gypsies’ bookshelf is usually accommodated either in the section on
				‘Landscape and the Countryside’, or sometimes even under ‘Nature’, side
				by side with books about the region’s flora and wildlife. In the English countryside,
				Gypsies are considered to be part of the natural landscape, to be enjoyed and admired for their
				colourful liveliness and their predictable, cyclical behaviour.

			Like that of Appleby, the annual Gypsy Horse Fair
				in the town of Stow in the Cotswolds has a long tradition, one that goes back to the fifteenth
				century. Walking among some 10,000 regular visitors, almost all of them British, you cannot
				escape the impression of being surrounded by a very different culture. The gesticulation, the
				accents, the fashions and the bartering at the many stalls are all very different from the
				everyday scene at an English country market. Towards the end of the one-day
				event, young girls and boys gather in segregated groups to face one another in the town square.
				To the outsider it seems an almost primordial form of courtship. But the group offers protection
				and at the same time encourages its members to set aside their inhibitions and make the most of
				the little time that remains before sunset to fix their eye on a potential partner whom they can
				look forward to meeting again when the families set their caravans in motion in a few
				months’ time and head for the next scheduled gathering, somewhere in the English
				countryside. For 500 years Romani Gypsies have been taking their business to Stow, regulated by
				a Royal Charter. Yet the local shopkeepers are reluctant to join the celebration. With the
				exception of a single family-run café facing the fairgrounds, whose owner announces proudly that
				she adores her Romani customers, all the shops appear abandoned on the weekday on which the fair
				is held, carrying a uniform sign: ‘Closed for renovation; open again tomorrow’.
				After 500 years, they still fear the Gypsies.

			My first visit to a Romani caravan site in the
				north of England was at the invitation of a man who had phoned and asked for advice on learning
				the Romani language. His relatives used it, but only in isolated phrases, he said. Having become
				aware of the language spoken by Romani immigrants from eastern Europe and the similarities it
				had with his own family vocabulary, he was keen to explore it further. I suggested books; and
				perhaps I could help organize a summer school. ‘But our people don’t read,’ he
				said. Here was a middle-aged man in twenty-first-century Britain who admitted that he and his
				community peers were factually illiterate. We decided to meet to discuss putting together a
				teach-yourself audio CD for Romani. I invited two of my students along, and we drove north.

			We had been told the caravan site was hidden away
				from the road, on the outskirts of a small town, and we later learned that this is typical of
				all Romani sites. They are invisible to outsiders, much like the internal world of the Romani
				people who reside in them. We agreed to meet at the entrance of a nearby stadium, where our host
				would be waiting in his car to lead us to the site. But there was a very long line of cars in
				front of the stadium when we arrived, many of them with lone drivers waiting, apparently, to
				pick up friends or family, and we had no description of our host’s
				vehicle. How would we recognize him? As we crawled slowly along I examined the drivers one by
				one, and my eye finally caught somebody who resembled a person I knew. Was it one of the members
				of a Polish Romani family I had befriended some years ago, or did he just look like one of the
				Romani men I had met in Germany? There was no doubt that this person, a total stranger, had a
				‘Romani appearance’. And indeed, he was our man. But what is a ‘Romani
				appearance’? There was no recognizable dress fashion, no distinctive jewellery or
				hairstyle, and yet there was something very familiar. I have heard people deny that there is
				such a thing as a ‘Romani look’. These are usually people who feel offended when
				others make sweeping generalizations about other nations. Surely they have a point. But those of
				us who have spent much time with the Roms know that we often, even if not always, recognize them
				even before we hear their Romani speech or learn about their family affiliation. And of course
				the Roms can pick out one another in a crowd, too.

			Family members surrounded us when we arrived at
				the site and I was in for a surprise. Romani women in the communities I was familiar with always
				wore long skirts, so I had asked my two female students to do the same as a sign of respect for
				Romani traditions. Their fellow students usually wore jeans to university, and on an evening out
				in the city centre you would see them in very short skirts, so the two young women looked quite
				odd in the long skirts. But they had made the effort so as not to offend our hosts. Yet at the
				caravan site almost all the women were dressed in shorts or tight trousers. This was a very
				different kind of Romani community. Their home was a caravan. Some of the families occasionally
				pitched a specially decorated caravan at fairs, and the women used it as a shop to tell
				fortunes. The Romani people I knew from central and eastern Europe spoke Romani, but lived in
				houses. The women wore traditional long skirts and headscarves, but they never engaged in
				fortune-telling. Here in the northern English countryside, the Romani Gypsies lived and
				travelled in caravans, but spoke their very own form of accented rural English with just the odd
				Romani word here and there. The women on the site wore shorts and trousers, but made a living
				telling fortunes. Which group was the Gypsy stereotype based on? Which group
				could best match the romantic image of old traditions kept intact?

			ALL IN A NAME: THE SOURCES OF A LANGUAGE AND
				PEOPLE

			Words have special powers when we use them as
				labels. They help us divide the world into categories. This gives us the comforting feeling that
				we can map, index and understand the complex reality that surrounds us. But when it comes to
				Gypsies, the labels seem to play tricks and the mapping exercise yields a kaleidoscope rather
				than a smooth pattern. My friends at the caravan site and their people who frequent the annual
				horse fairs use the term ‘Romani Gypsies’ to capture their separate heritage. Their
				government recognizes them as ‘Romanies’, yet in popular perception they are
				‘Travellers’ because they live in caravans. They feel attached to a language that
				they know their ancestors spoke and of which they can recall only several dozen words, and they
				feel attached to the people who enter their country as immigrants from eastern Europe speaking
				that same Romani language, in which they refer to themselves as ‘Rom’.

			In order to understand the Romani people we must
				first sort out the labels. The terms ‘Rom’ and ‘Gypsy’ are a key to a
				long story of conflicting images and representations. ‘Rom’ stands for the insider
				perspective. Until recently, few outsiders were even aware of the existence of this name as the
				self-designation of a people. Today it is broadcast more publicly and we have come to associate
				it with something ‘genuine’, ‘recognized’ or ‘politically
				correct’. It is even used by the Romani fortune-tellers at Appleby market and elsewhere to
				brand their market stalls as ‘authentic’. The label ‘Gypsy’, by
				contrast, stands for the outsider perspective. It represents an image that is not always
				coherent with reality but which fuels our imagination. In this way it helps brand our own
				passions as exotic and spicy. It is often so remote from reality that many Roms despise it and
				refuse to be associated with it. Yet some, such as my friends at the English caravan site and
				the folk at Appleby fair, have embraced it and see no contradiction at all in calling themselves
				‘Romani Gypsies’. Both labels have a history and a story to
				tell. Understanding the labels is a key towards understanding who the Romani people are, and how
				we as outsiders perceive them.

			The girl fortune-tellers I met in San Francisco,
				their ancestors who immigrated from Serbia, the president of the association in Hamburg and the
				refugees from Romania who were interested in a cleaning job – they all belong to a people who
				speak a language that they call Romanes. In that language, they call themselves Rom or Roma.
				They describe objects and practices that are typical of their own culture and society as
					romano or romani, and in some communities they refer to their distinctive set
				of values and practices as Romanipe or Romanía. For many centuries, outsiders
				who were not part of the Romani community had little or no knowledge at all about the Roms. Even
				the name that they use to refer to their people remained unknown except to a small number of
				individuals, among them academic researchers and Christian missionaries who showed a particular
				curiosity towards Romani language and culture. In recent decades Romani activists and
				intellectuals have launched organized efforts to explain more about themselves and their
				community to the outside world, and many outsiders have begun to take a more intense interest in
				them. The term Rom or Roma now surfaces in media reports, in government documents and in
				scholarly references – a token of an emerging public appreciation that this minority, just like
				other ethnicities and interest groups, deserves to be known by its own self-appellation.

			So why do we call these people
				‘Gypsies’, and where do our images of Gypsies and the Gypsy brand come from? One of
				the key features that defines Romani identity and culture is the Romani language. Dispersed
				among many countries and living in tight-knit and closed communities, different Romani groups
				speak different forms of the Romani language. They have different accents, they sometimes use
				different words, and they very often blend into their own language expressions and phrases from
				the various languages spoken around them by their non-Romani neighbours. But on the whole, these
				dialects of Romani are closely related and most Roms can understand one another when talking in
				their native tongue.

			Romani is a language of Indian origin. It remains
				closely related to the languages of India, as a comparison of basic vocabulary can easily demonstrate: Romani words such as pani ‘water’,
					sap ‘snake’, kan ‘ear’, pandž
				‘five’, rat ‘night’, mačho ‘fish’ and countless others are practically identical to the
				corresponding words in Hindi, Punjabi, Gujarati and other languages of India. Linguists have
				also been able to analyse the grammatical structures of Romani and point out the way in which
				they derive directly from the grammar of older languages of medieval India. Languages rarely
				travel from one continent to another without a migration of people. It is inconceivable that a
				European population simply took up the study of an Indian language in late medieval times and
				adopted it as its everyday domestic speech form. Nor is there a historical record of an Indian
				invasion that would have forced some Europeans to take on a foreign tongue. The Romani people
				speak a language that is related to those of India because their ancestors emigrated from India
				to Europe in the Middle Ages and because they maintained their separate identity as a group,
				with language figuring as a central component of their distinct culture.

			The self-appellation Rom resembles
				‘Romania’, a country that has a sizeable Romani minority. But this similarity is
				coincidental. There is also no connection with Rum – the Ottoman designation for Byzantium or
				western Anatolia and its capital Constantinople. Like the language, the name Rom is of Indian
				derivation. It goes back to the name of a social caste called Ḍom. Members of this caste are found in various regions of India and they speak
				different Indian languages. Their common characteristic throughout history was their
				specialization in certain trades, mainly services such as tool-making, cleaning and seasonal
				agricultural labour. The status of the Ḍom and their occupational
				profile were tightly regulated by the Indian social caste system. They did not own land and they
				frequently migrated from one area to another in search of employment opportunities. The
				emigration of various groups of Ḍom from India is well attested,
				and groups carrying similar names, speaking Indian languages and specializing in a similar set
				of trades can be found as far north as central Asia and as far west as the Middle East and the
				Caucasus. Their group names reflect their origin: Ḍom, Ḍum, Dom and Lom. It is the same word from which Rom derives.

			Alongside the Indian core of the Romani language
				there is a strong component from Greek, which testifies to a prolonged period of coexistence with Greeks, over many generations. Linguistic analyses give us some insights,
				although it is not possible to establish the precise dates or the precise length or intensity of
				contact with Greeks. Languages often borrow words from other languages for new concepts or
				objects – such as ‘philosophy’, ‘coffee’ or ‘banana’. But
				words that have basic, everyday meanings are borrowed much more rarely and usually only in
				situations where the entire population is bilingual. Romani has Greek terms for concepts such as
				‘tomorrow’, ‘again’, ‘backwards’, as well as
				‘flower’, ‘road’, ‘grandfather’ and ‘bone’, and
				for the numerals ‘seven’, ‘eight’ and ‘nine’ among many
				more. These and other Greek words are found in almost all Romani dialects regardless of the
				country in which they are now spoken. This gives us an indication that the Romani language was
				more or less uniform during the period in which it was spoken in proximity to Greek, in all
				likelihood during the Byzantine era, roughly between the tenth and fourteenth centuries. It is
				likely that the Roms formed a single minority population whose various communities interacted
				with one another frequently and intensively. Had this not been the case, it is likely that the
				Greek language would have left different traces in the speech of each and every Romani
				community. We can therefore conclude two things. First, the Roms spent a prolonged period of
				many generations in the Byzantine Empire, during which they had a stable relationship with the
				majority, Greek-speaking population and were integrated to such a degree that they were all or
				mostly bilingual in Romani and Greek. Second, the Roms formed a tightly consolidated community
				within Byzantium, despite being geographically dispersed and in all likelihood split into family
				clans.

			In Byzantium, and later throughout the Balkans
				and southeastern Europe, the Roms were perceived as an immigrant race from overseas. With no
				indication of any collective awareness of their own Indian origin, nor any historical record of
				their immigration route, they were associated with the non-European civilization that was at the
				time most famous and most mystical – that of Egypt. The earliest known records of the Roms, from
				the thirteenth-century Byzantine capital Constantinople, refer to them as
				‘Egyptians’. In Greek they are still known as Yifti, derived from the medieval Greek
				word Ægypti ‘Egyptians’. Fourteenth-century sources from Bulgaria refer to
				them as Agoupti or Gupti, and Ottoman Turkish sources from the sixteenth
				century onwards name them consistently Kibti, also meaning ‘Egyptians’. The term
				made its way into western Europe, accompanying the migration of the Roms to these parts.
				Safe-conduct letters carried by travelling Romani clans in fifteenth-century Transylvania,
				Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain and later Denmark identify them as originating in a
				mysterious region called ‘Little Egypt’. In an almost literary improvisation on the
				same concept, some chroniclers of the time call them Pharaoneans. Spanish, Hungarian and English
				edicts from the sixteenth century continue to refer to them as ‘Egyptians’, the term
				eventually taking on shortened versions such as the English Gypsy and the Spanish
					Gitano.

			A separate name, Tsigan or
					Cigan, began to appear in the Balkans in the fourteenth century. It accompanied the
				description of the same people labelled elsewhere as ‘Egyptians’: family clans
				travelling in groups of typically around one hundred persons, who are described as dark-skinned,
				with foreign appearance, colourful clothing, and having artistic skills and crafts. Although
				individuals belonging to these groups, usually their leaders or spokesmen, were sometimes
				referred to by their first names, the self-appellation Rom is practically never cited and it
				appears that chroniclers of the time were entirely unaware of it. Beginning in the fifteenth
				century we find texts – from Germany, Spain, England and Turkey – that not only describe the
				people but also include sample phrases in their language. They provide us with unambiguous proof
				that the people referred to as ‘Egyptians’ or ‘Tsigan/Cigan’ were indeed
				the Roms.

			The term Tsigan took on a variety of forms in
				different languages: Greek, Latin, Turkish, Italian, Russian and German all have labels for
				Gypsies that are based on this word. We know that the term was often interchangeable with
				‘Egyptians’. The two appellations appear in connection with descriptions matching
				the same people, and in some documents both names are actually used together. An order issued by
				King Vladislav II of Hungary in 1500 refers in Latin to Egiptii seu Cigani meaning
				‘Egyptians or Cigans’. A late medieval edict in Italy, the declaration of the Synod
				of the Diocese of Syracuse from 1651, refers to ‘Aegyptians, who are known in the vulgar
				language as Zingari’.

			A tradition has established itself in texts about
				the early history of the Roms, which associates them with a religious sect, the Melchisedechians
				of the province of Phrygia in western Anatolia. These are referred to in Medieval Greek sources
				as Athingani (Athinganoi in the Greek spelling), meaning
				‘Untouchables’. The basis for the association of this group with the Gypsies is the
				superficial sound resemblance between the Greek appellation and the word Tsingan or Cigan,
				especially its Latin form Acingani. The other link, supposedly, between the two groups
				is their social image. The term ‘Untouchables’ suggests that the Melchisedechians
				were social outcasts and that their status therefore resembled that of the lower-status castes
				in India. In fact, the Melchisedechians were assigned this name because of their religious
				practices, which forbade them to touch other human beings who were not part of their group. The
				likely historical link with the Indian Ḍom suggests that the
				ancestors of the Roms may have belonged to the untouchable sects before leaving India. But we
				know next to nothing about the scale of the Roms’ actual integration and social
				participation in Anatolia and the Greek provinces during the Byzantine period. There is
				therefore no historical evidence at all for any connection between the Roms of the Byzantine
				Empire and the sect of the Melchisedechians or Athinganoi. In fact, a letter written by the
				Patriarch of Constantinople, Gregorios II Kyprios, who reigned between 1283 and 1289, mentions
				taxes that are to be levied on the ‘Athinganoi and Egyptians’, implying
				that they were two separate populations.

			The sound similarity between the two names,
				Athingani and Acingani or Tsingani, is in all likelihood coincidental. In fact, it is likely
				that the label Tsingani had its origins not in Greek, but in the Turkish word Çingene.
				There are many Turkish words in the Greek language. Those that begin with the sound ç
				in Turkish often start in Greek with ts: Greek words such as tsai
				‘tea’ and tsanta ‘handbag’ have the Turkish equivalents
					çay and çanta. The Greek word Tsingan for ‘Gypsy’ could easily
				derive from the Turkish Çingene following exactly the same pattern.

			While the origin of the Turkish appellation
				Çingene remains unknown, there is indirect evidence that the Roms had contacts with the Turks
				long before they arrived in Byzantium. In the Balkans, the Romani word for
				‘Turkey’ is Koraxaj (pronounced ‘ko-ra-hay’), which appears to
				derive from the name of the Karakhanid Turkish dynasty that ruled parts of central Asia during
				the tenth and eleventh centuries. Many historians speculate that it was the establishment of
				Seljuk Turkish reign in Anatolia in the tenth century that brought the ancestors of the Roms and
				of other populations of Indian origin to the region, as artisans, craftsmen and providers of
				various support services to the Turkish armies. The circumstances under which the Roms separated
				from the Turkish legions and settled in Greek-speaking Byzantine society remain unknown, but the
				linguistic evidence suggests that immersion with the Greeks was much more prolonged and
				intensive than the earlier contacts with the Turks: there are hardly any Turkish words in the
				Romani dialects spoken outside the Balkans, but the Greek influence, as described above, is
				prevalent. Nevertheless, it appears to have been the Turks who first introduced the appellation
				Çingene to the region.

			The word then made its way across the various
				tongues of the peoples of Byzantium and neighbouring territories. Among some populations, the
				meaning of the label was modified and it acquired some very particular negative connotations. In
				Romanian, the word became synonymous with ‘slave’ because the first Roms who arrived
				in the Romanian principalities Wallachia and Moldavia were slaves brought from the Bulgarian
				territories south of the Danube in the fourteenth century. In eighteenth-century Germany,
				law-enforcement agencies took an intense interest in monitoring and controlling the movements of
				various nomadic groups. The German term Zigeuner became a generic designation for
				travellers and vagabonds of various origins, ethnicities and cultures. It continues to evoke
				associations of lawlessness and wandering in the language today and is therefore avoided by most
				Roms in public references to their community. In sixteenth-century England and Spain, laws were
				passed threatening to punish people ‘associating with Egyptians’, indicating a
				perception that Roms were attracting followers among the local population. In England today, the
				popular notion ‘Gypsies and Travellers’ or ‘Traveller Gypsies’ groups
				together different communities in a single category.

			A confusion of terms has thus arisen in almost
				all European languages. On the one hand, ‘Gypsy’ refers to a very specific
				population – the people who call themselves, in their own language, Rom, and
				who were referred to as ‘Egyptians’ in earlier documents. On the other,
				‘Gypsy’ (and its various equivalent terms in other languages) is taken as a way of
				describing certain social characteristics that were associated with the Roms, but also with
				other populations: slaves, foreigners, and especially travellers and migrant nomads.

			POLITICS AND POLITICAL CORRECTNESS

			This latter image of Gypsies as a chosen
				lifestyle, as a social rather than an ethnic attribute, has become so entrenched that some
				regard the introduction of the label ‘Rom’ not as a way of referring more accurately
				to the Romani people, but as a mere politically correct reformulation of the popular concept of
				Gypsy. As a result, we find an array of contradictory labels and definitions employed in the
				media and popular speech, as well as in legal documents and political resolutions. In 2004, the
				European Commission’s Directorate-General for Employment and Social Affairs issued a
				report on ‘The Situation of Roma in an Enlarged European Union’. In the preamble,
				the authors explain the terminology they use to refer to the Romani population:

			
				At a number of points in this study, the term
					‘Roma’ or ‘Romani’ is used as shorthand for the broad umbrella of
					groups and individuals. In no way should this choice of terminology be taken as an endorsement
					of approaches aimed at homogenising Roma and other groups perceived as ‘Gypsies’ in
					Europe or at eliminating the rich diversity among Roma, Gypsies, Travellers and other groups
					perceived as ‘Gypsies’.

			

			The Commission is almost apologetic about choosing
				to use the term – ‘Rom’ or ‘Roma’ – that they themselves employ to refer
				to their own people in their own language. It takes the trouble to emphasize that in fact, it is
				not limiting its comments to the Romani people, but extending them to a variety of other
				populations, which are known to most Europeans under a collective but rather vague term –
				‘Gypsy’. Since the fall of communism, European institutions have taken an intensified interest in the situation of the Romani minority, especially in
				the countries of central and eastern Europe. But ambiguity in the reference to Roms is common in
				European reports and resolutions of this kind. In April 2011, the Council of the European Union
				issued a communication entitled ‘An EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies
				up to 2020’. Its goal is to set out policies for the social inclusion of the Romani
				minority. This document, too, contains a clarification of terminology:

			
				The term ‘Roma’ is used – similarly
					to other political documents of the European Parliament and the European Council – as an
					umbrella which includes groups of people who have more or less similar cultural
					characteristics, such as Sinti, Travellers, Kalé, Gens du voyage, etc. whether sedentary or
					not; around 80% of Roma are estimated to be sedentary.

			

			Note the contradiction: on the one hand, the
				Council uses the term ‘Roma’ as a wholesale designation for different populations
				who supposedly have a similar ‘culture’; it does not specify what these similarities
				are, but at least two of the sub-groups named, the ‘Travellers’ and the Gens du
					voyage or ‘Travelling people’, are characterized by a nomadic lifestyle, and
				one can infer that it is this kind of lifestyle that the Council suggests is shared by the
				various groups belonging to the umbrella ‘Roma’. Yet in the very same statement we
				are informed that 80 per cent of Roma are not nomadic at all, but sedentary. So what
					are the cultural characteristics that are shared by these different groups? The
				Council of Europe’s Commissioner for Human Rights sheds some light on the issue of
				terminology in a statement on ‘Human Rights of Roma and Travellers in Europe’ from
				February 2012:

			
				The minorities labelled ‘Roma’,
					‘Gypsies’ and ‘Travellers’ in fact comprise a multitude of ethnicities
					and distinct linguistic communities, heterogeneous groups that are viewed as a unit primarily
					by outsiders.

			

			Here, a distinction is suggested between the
				outsider perspective, which groups different ethnicities together, and the insider perspective
				of the populations themselves. ‘Gypsy’ is a concept that has been created and shaped
				by outsiders. Although the statement suggests that it is synonymous with Roma, in fact the two
				designations do not always overlap. As we saw before, Roma is the self-appellation of a population whose ancestors immigrated to Europe from India, speakers of a
				language that they call Romanes (Romani). While some Roms travel, the majority, as the Council
				of the European Union correctly points out, are sedentary. They are found in dispersed
				communities all across Europe and in the Americas.

			The identity of the Roms as a people is difficult
				to conceptualize if one’s understanding of nationhood is bound to territory, national
				sovereignty and formal institutions. We tend to think of a nation as having a land, a state, an
				official language and a recorded history. Regional minorities, too, have an area – a district or
				a province that they can call their own, and perhaps also some form of self-government. Both
				nations and regional minorities have at their core a population that has maintained its base in
				a particular territory for generations and centuries. Most modern nations have recently
				developed, or are in the process of developing, from a largely agricultural society where work
				was based in the home, to an industrialized and increasingly urban society in which people rely
				on training and employment outside the home.

			The Roms present us with a paradigmatic dilemma.
				They have no fixed territory but are dispersed. They have no tradition of agriculture or
				ownership of land, and even in urban settings their choice of occupation tends to be distinct
				from that of the majority. Rather than having a territorial base or allegiance towards the
				symbols and institutions of a particular state, what defines Romani identity is a distinct
				language, a set of values and beliefs, a form of family organization and a particular outlook on
				the relations between their own community and the outside world. In this view of the world,
				outsiders, whom the Roms usually call Gadje, are a source of income and are in control
				of resources and the overall organization of society. The daily challenge facing the Roms, at
				least in historical perspective, is how to maintain contacts with outsiders in a way that would
				allow the Roms to make a living, for example by carrying out skilled services that are of use to
				the Gadje, while at the same time protecting their own community, family structures and
				spiritual values.

			The Roms are not the only population that defines
				itself primarily through kin structures, strict
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