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Week 5

The impact of European policies on Romani identities

This week we will discuss the process of contemporary transformation of Romani identities within the framework of recent European policies concerning Roma. While the practical effect of various European policies on the material, legal and social-political conditions of Roma has already been widely studied, its impact on the Romani identity formation remains largely neglected. It is, however, a very important issue, since Romani identities represent a very dynamic and complex process, the part of which are the international strategies concerning Roma. Nicolae Gheorghe’s concept of ‘ethnogenesis’, understood in a slightly altered way as a conscious attempt toward achieving for the Roma the accepted status of a politically organized, non-territorial (transnational), ethnic-national group (Gheorghe 1991: 831), will be taken as a starting point. We will examine to what extent the existing European policies facilitate Romani ‘political nationalism’, i.e. the political organization, representation and participation in political life, and to what extent they contribute to the establishment of a  common space in which people of different ethnicity could co-operate in solving their problems, without allowing the differences between them to become the predominant issue which would exclude communication. We will discuss whether in such a space, where ‘culture moves to politics’ (Gheorghe 1991: 842), political homogenization protects cultural heterogeneity or perhaps the process of ‘politicization of ethnogenesis’ leads to the abandonment of ethnic identity as a part of Romani agenda.

In other words, we will focus on whether, within the framework of European policies, Roma can be—to follow Gheorghe once again—‘a political people in the Greek sense of this term’ (Gheorghe 1994: 5), which means the members of a polity, who share political membership, and whose identity is defined in a legal, not ethnic, sense (Habermas 1992). We will then discuss whether indeed some European policies may contradict this ideal by promoting an ethnicity-based politics (Kovats 2001: 103) and whether the ideal itself is viable, taking into account the problem of  legitimation of Romani politics (i.e. whether Roma do exist ‘ethnically’ before they are politically represented) and the problem of Roma aiming at achieving  a transnational status of European nationality (Barany 2002: 269), which may require a pre-political foundation of ‘who are the Roma’.

To this end we will review the list of the components of Romani ethnicity, including ‘descent, ancestry, kinship and marriage patterns, language, social organisation, taboos, political organisation, employments and economic organisation, nomadism, codes of morality and…a particular state of mind’ (Mayall 2004: 220) to see which of them, apart of being intellectually constructed by non-Romani intellectuals, may have now become ‘politically (re)constructed’ by Romani activists to serve as instruments of Romani politics.

Required readings: 

( Mayall, David (2004). Gypsy Identities 1500-2000. From Egipcyans and Moon-men to the Ethnic Romany. London and New York: Rotledge. Chapter 8: Constructing the ethnic Gypsy. Themes and Approaches.
( Barany, Zoltan (2002). The East European Gypsies. Regime Change, Marginality, and Ethnopolitics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 7: The International Dimension.

Optional/Recommended readings:

( Mirga, Andrzej and Nicolae Gheorghe (1997). The Roma in the Twenty-First Century: A Policy Paper. Princeton: Project on Ethnic Relations.

( Gheorghe, Nicolae (1991). "Roma-Gypsy Ethnicity in Eastern Europe". Social Research, Vol. 58, No. 4.
( Gheorghe, Nicolae (1994). "Gaining or Loosing Together: Roma/Gypsies and the Emerging Democracies of Eastern/Central Europe". In Human Right Abuses of the Roma (Gypsies). Hearing before the Subcommittee on International Security, International Organizations and Human Rights of the Committee on Foreign Affairs House of Representatives. One Hundred Third Congress, Second Session, April 14, 1994. Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office.

( Habermas, Juergen (1992). "Citizenship and National Identity: Some Reflections on the Future of Europe." Praxis International 12: 1.

