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European policy and practice towards Rom

AQCI 3 – Constructing the ethnic Gypsy. Themes and approaches

1. Quotation: “Issues relating to the nature of identity, identity formation and its development and evolution, counter-identities, change over generations, national differences, varied experiences and the elusiveness of self-identity are problems which cannot, indeed must not, be simply ignored or swept away in pursuit or defence of some mythical or mystical essential whole.”(Mayall 2004, 243)

2. Argument: Most Gypsiologists agree with the claim that Romani identity exists and that the Roma form ethnic group, which is distinct to others. Several approaches were developed to find out the characteristics which generate this ethnicity. These characteristics might be for example the probable Indian origin, which is not totally reliable and additionally imprecise, as the Roma mixed with the host societies over the centuries. Another characteristic might be descent or ancestry, which is also insufficient as being a Rom means more than being born as one. Values, culture and the way of life is also important, whereas these factors vary widely among the Roma living in different areas. Maybe the state of mind could be used to identify Roma, but this might be also diluted, as in times of persecution some Roma gave up their state of mind in order to avoid persecution whereas others experienced strengthening of their in-group feeling to stress their differentness. 

3. Question: The question which remains unanswered in the text is the question about identity itself. It might be as difficult to define the Roma identity as it is hard to say, what identity in general means. Is it static or changing over time? Where does it come from? Are we born with an identity, do we achieve it in socialization or can we even choose it?

4. Experiential Connection: During my stay abroad I learned a lot about the feeling of identity. Before I came to Prague I felt European, as I liked the idea behind it. Now in Prague, where I am confronted with so many different cultures, European and Non-European, I recognized that I am German, as differences are sometimes greater than I thought before. On the other hand I have been to the United States and I felt very European there and maybe if I went to the Near East, I would feel just Western. So I think identity is not that easy to define, as it strongly depends on the point of view.

5. Textual Connection: “Likewise Romani ‘culture’ as such, understood in abroad sense, is not a unique and isolated entity, in spite of characteristic elements, but rather arises out of and is a response to the nature of the symbolic relationship between Roma and the wider majority communities on which they have always depended for their livelihood.” (Guy 2001, 5) Guy stresses here that there is something like basic characteristic elements, which describe the Roma identity, but on the other hand he admits, that the Roma identity arose from interplay with the host societies.

6. Implication: I do not know how to define the Roma identity, but in my view two points are therefore quite important. First, a Rom must be free to choose the Romani identity, when he feels like that. He must not fear persecution or discrimination due to this choice. Second, identity is a feeling which must be defined from the inside of a group and from the outside. A one-sided approach is imprecise and insufficient for the claim to a certain identity.
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