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KINGS WITHOUT COUNTRIES: 

PROBLEMS IN THE FORMATION OF 
A GYPSY NATIONAL IDENTITY— 

TERRITORIALITY, LANGUAGE, 
IDENTITY 

Timothy William Waters* 

The author examines the historical and contemporary 
obstacles to and opportunities for the development of a 
cohesive national Gypsy identity and argues that, given 
their marginalized place in European society, Gypsy 
communities could better position themselves politically 
and socially by developing a common sense of identity 
as strong as the undifferentiated, negative perception 
non-Gypsy societies hold of them. Elements of such a 
hypothetical program would include cultivation of a 
high, written form of Romany, development of educa
tional institutions to foster an intellectual elite, the spread 
of a common history of the Gypsy origins as an Indian 
people, and psychological identification with some as 
yet unidentified homeland. 

How could a hypothetical, would-be forefather of the Gypsy nation 
create a unified, cohesive Gypsy identity in Europe today? The 
question is important for both policy and theory. Europe is home 
to several million Gypsies, spread across the continent, but particu
larly concentrated in Eastern Europe. Though socially marginalized, 
they have a real impact on the larger society, often in ways that the 
larger society would rather they did not: Gypsies are fantastically 
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overrepresented in prison populations and unemployment figures, 
adding to the financial burdens on European society. Moreover, as 
European birth rates head toward sub-replacement levels, Europe 
needs to squeeze more production out of the same population. 
Finding ways to make marginalized groups more active in society 
will become more important. Since developing a cohesive national 
identity is one way of bringing Gypsies into the community of 
Europe, the parameters of such a policy deserve examination. 

More importantly, within the Gypsy communities, movement 
toward a pan-Gypsy identity is already evident: within and be
tween states, cultural exchanges are being formed, schools for 
Gypsies opened, and conferences held. Among fledgling groups of 
activists and intellectuals, one senses that a Gypsy identity is 
attainable and desirable. Without judging whether this is reason
able or not, we may still say that, if Gypsies are to seek a more 
coherent national identity, they should know what the possibilities 
and limitations are. 

The Gypsy communities are living laboratories for theories of 
national identity formation. Here is a "primordial group," with 
many of the characteristics that underlie the development of na
tions. Here, too, is a present-day experiment for theories focusing 
on the role of the written word and common myths in the birth of 
a national people. 

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESIS 
Gypsies are a highly disparate group. Culturally, they adhere to 
dozens of distinct patterns, often corresponding with that of the 
dominant ethnic group in the region. Language, too, is highly 
varied: most Gypsies speak the locally dominant language, often as 
their mother tongue, and cross-group communication is very 
limited (Fraser 1992, 12). 

Critically, there is only a weak sense among the Gypsies that they 
constitute a single people. Many do not use the word "Gypsy" to 
refer to themselves as much as to "other" Gypsies—those who are 
from a different tribe, speak a different language, or have a different 
traditional occupation. 

Nonetheless, shared characteristics exist. A common language, 
Romany, is found across Europe. Related social patterns have 
survived even among urbanized Gypsies. Most significantly, the 
Gypsies—however they see themselves—are despised, mistrusted, 
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and marginalized by the societies in which they live as Gypsies, as 
a monolithic entity. This persistent negative identity, is the best 
rationale for creating a viable, positive Gypsy identity, and the most 
likely vehicle for developing one. 

Thus, the argument is that, given their marginalized place in 
indifferent or hostile societies that do not distinguish between types 
of Gypsy undesirables, the Gypsy communities could better posi
tion themselves politically and socially by developing a sense of 
common identity as strong as the perception of commonality 
already held by the non-Gypsy societies. With common identity 
comes a common voice, a unified front in seeking whatever it is 
they might wish to seek. The important point is that whatever they 
might want, they could achieve it better as a single, stateless nation 
among nation-states, than as a vaguely identified assortment of 
disenfranchised individuals and groups. 

Because this paper examines a question of what could be, rather 
than what is, it employs a comparative framework. Lessons are 
drawn from the development of national identity among groups 
that shared some characteristics with Gypsies: Jews speaking 
different languages formed a common identity based on religion 
and the restoration of Hebrew; nomadic Lapps have articulated a 
common identity within and across national states. 

While no example fully matches the circumstance of the Gyp
sies, different experiences do suggest lessons for the Gypsies: 
cultivation of a high form of Romany; development of educational 
institutions to foster an intellectual elite voice and to spread a 
common history of the Gypsies origins as an Indian people; and 
psychological identification with some homeland as a "place of 
pilgrimage." 

Nationalism, Nation-State, and the National State 
A commonly accepted definition of nationalism is "an ideology 

which holds that the state and the nation ought to be congruent," 
thus state and nation are coequal.1 According to this definition, one 
observes that there are practically no nation-states in the world, 
since every state contains citizens from more than one nation, and 
almost every nation has members in more than one state. 

However, this observation is a function of the definition, and a 
very limiting one because it does not accord with the experience of 
the senses or logical tests. Is a state not nationalistic if it is not (or 
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not yet) a nation-state? Must nationalism be successfully imple
mented in order to be what it purports to be? Catalans agitated for 
recognition, but settled for strong autonomy in a weak Spanish 
state. Are Catalans, then, not nationalists? Although the Soviet 
Union sustained nationalist sentiment in some cases, exacerbated 
it in others (and, in Central Asia, created it), the Soviet Republics 
were not states by any stretch of the imagination. Our present 
definitions suggest that nationalism and the nation-state are 
epiphenomenonal, shadow concepts. 

However, if we argue that nationalism is an ideology which 
holds that the state ought to implement the nation's interests, and 
thus that the nation-state is a state constituted by (though not solely 
of) and operated for (though not solely through) the nation, we find 
that there are a great many nation-states. Most states, in fact, are 
nation-states, some (like Belgium or Finland) are binational states. 
By this definition, the attempt and implementation of nationalistic 
principles stand in closer congruence.2 Because the term "nation-
state" is widely accepted, I will use the term "national state" to 
define a state that exists for the nation, though it may contain other 
nations. I will also use "nationalism," but with the understanding 
that I do not mean the same thing by it. 

This distinction has consequences. If the common definition of 
the world fits, then other forces such as class, capital, and gender 
drive state choices, and national questions are epiphenomenonal. 
If the world is more akin to my image of national states, then 
national identity plays a more meaningful role in the choices of 
states. Gypsy nationalists could have "room at the margins," in that 
space where, by definition, a separate nation can exist within 
another national state. This is what Gypsies have always done: for 
a long time that vital margin of territory—the minimum necessary 
for survival of any human group—was held by Roms, paradoxi
cally, simply by keeping on the move. Gypsies found their living 
space on the edge of the road, on the wasteland fringes of industrial 
society, among the rootless of the great cities (Kenrick and Puxon 
1972, 214). 

Why not a State for the Gypsies? 
Traditional understandings of nationalism suppose that the 

nation will attain its own state; it would follow that Gypsy nation
alism would also eventually desire a state of its own.3 There are 
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obvious obstacles to a Gypsy state. Gypsies are dispersed, and no 
matter how the map is divided, in no sizable areas do they 
constitute a majority. All the lands they occupy are already divided 
into national states. Earlier national movements in Eastern Europe 
forwarded nationalist claims against imperial entities, but Gypsies 
would be forwarding a nationalist claim against other national 
states. Gypsies have missed out on the great European nationalist 
land rush; staking a claim at the start, hard as that proved, was easier 
than claim-jumping would be today. For the Gypsies to begin that 
process today would prove intolerable to those national states who 
have the good fortune to have put their birth turmoil behind them; 
simply put, the start-up costs of Gypsy statehood would be too 
high.4 Gypsy nationalism could not attain statehood. Is it then 
nationalism? My definition allows this, since it focuses on the 
interests of the nation, not on the state for its own sake. With the 
interests of Gypsies as a nation in view, Gypsy nationalism has 
attainable goals. I turn now to an examination of the interests of 
groups which have sought to possess kings without countries, 
nations without states. 

The Idea of the Homeland 
If the idea of a Gypsy state must be ruled out, can an effective 

national identity be created without a homeland? The physical 
resources of the homeland provide wealth, which translates into 
power to defend the nation's place among nations and to teach its 
children its history. In the homeland, generational consistency of 
culture and values can be assured. 

This suggests something far more important than the material 
advantage of controlling land. A homeland's greatest value is 
spiritual and psychological. Prideful members of the nation can 
say: Here, our way rules; here, things are as they should be, 
and>"—because no one tells them to do things a different way 
here, we are free. Spiritually, the homeland is a place of refuge.5 

This preeminence of the spiritual seems the only way to explain 
why some nations have sought to form states even when doing so 
is at odds with their economic interests, such as Slovaks in former 
Czechoslovakia. Nationalist appeal softens the pain of poverty, 
arguing that a poor but free nation is superior to a wealthy nation 
controlled by some other, as if to agree with Milton that "it is better 
to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven." 
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Heaven and Hell have as much physical substance as some 
homelands have had. Israel's location is no coincidence, yet for 
nineteen hundred years the idea of the Temple, a physical center to 
Judaism upon which the claim to Israel is based, was kept alive in 
ritual and story. Generations without experience of Palestine none
theless knew that the local synagogue was a stand-in, a shadow, 
because the one Temple belonged on one hill in Jerusalem, though 
no one they knew had ever seen it.6 Jewish nationalism was not a 
developed force throughout the centuries, but the idea of the 
homeland kept a disparate people united enough to allow that 
sense to be built upon by later nationalist movements.7 Before 1140 
Judah Halevi, a Spanish Jew, wrote of Jerusalem: 

Beautiful heights, 
Joy of the world, 
City of a great king, 
For you my soul yearns, 
From the lands of the west. 

My pity collects and is roused 
When I remember the past: 
Your story in exile, 
Your temple destroyed. 

I shall cherish your stones and kiss them, 
And your earth will be sweeter 
Than honey to my taste (Gilbert 1978, 11). 

It is reasonable to ask how necessary full sovereignty is. How 
much must the nation be in possession of its homeland to enjoy its 
benefits, or to enable a nationalizing elite to mobilize its people 
around the idea of that homeland? Must the territory function with 
limited sovereignty? 

Recall my definition of nationalism: the desire of a nation to 
wield effective control over a territory.8 It follows that other nations 
can find some space within a national state, since equilibrium is 
possible at less than all-or-nothing. A nation could form around the 
idea of a homeland without impinging on the claimed territory of 
another nation. 
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A GYPSY HOMELAND? 
This conclusion has obvious consequences for Gypsy nationalist 
policy. The mere identification of a homeland, even India, might 
have a catalytic effect," focusing disparate cultural groups. A city 
such as Skopje might be declared the "capital" of European Gyp
sies, serving as a base for congresses and research. Even better 
would be cultural autonomy within some European state, such as 
Macedonia. 

The Effects of Regionalism 
Some obstacles to this goal might be mitigated in the future. The 

integration of the European Union (EU) has important conse
quences for sovereignty and the national state. The states of the EU 
will not disappear, but it seems increasingly plausible that they will 
cede important elements of sovereignty. 

The EU recognizes various historical and political regions of 
Europe, many of which are linguistically or ethnically based. These 
regions have a representative body and a degree of legal autonomy 
within the EU, if not always at home. In time the regions may 
become means of securing representation and access to power. 
The states will not fade away, but weaken somewhat, and the 
regions will become political forces in their own right. 

In this scenario there is an opening for Gypsy nationalism. Of 
course, these regions need not show any more willingness to grant 
cultural autonomy to Gypsies than states have. However, because 
these regions are not homogeneous—because they contain "non-
coregionalists some provision would be made for "cross-trans-
ferability of rights" between regions. It is difficult to imagine that 
Paris would agree to an autonomous Brittany actually restricting 
the rights of Frenchmen there. Instead, citizens of a region would 
retain certain rights even in another region. The region would be 
the legal point of reference, but the ethnicity that underlies that 
regionalism would be the rationale. 

Such a formula would reconceptualize the interplay between 
citizenship and territoriality. Rights would still stop at the frontiers 
of the EU, as they do today; however, within the EU, there would 
be an "unbundling of territory" with overlapping political alle
giances, in something of a return to the organization of the Middle 
Ages.9 Many of these unbundled allegiances may be based on 
national or ethnic claims. As Hasner cautions, 
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the great achievement of the modem state ... the primacy of common 
citizenship over privilege based on bloodlines... is being jeopardized 
both by the trend towards transnational de-territorialization and by 
the trend towards national, subnational, and ethnic 
reterritorialization.10 

In this context, Gypsy activists could claim a right to representa
tion, not on a territorial, but on a national basis, since the territorial 
nations—the regions—would in effect have carved out non-territo
rial rights for themselves. Gypsies could claim the fruits or territo
riality: cultural protection, educational autonomy, ethnic voting 
rights. Although consistency is not a hallmark of real political 
processes, it might well be difficult—more difficult than at present— 
for a regionalizing Europe to refuse such a claim. 

VOTING RIGHTS AND ETHNICITY 
Nonterritorial rights might include voting rights based on ethnic 
affiliation; these are in fact increasingly in use in Europe today. 
Consider the Lapps, or Sami, who live in an area divided between 
Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, and are a minority even 
within Lapland. Many Lapps are nomadic, and their traditional 
migrations cross state boundaries.11 Treatment of Lapps, though 
not as harsh as that of Gypsies, was hardly benign: forced integra
tion was policy and practice, especially in education, until World 
War II. Until the 20th century, the few Lappish books were mission
ary texts, and most Lapps were illiterate. 

In the late 19th century, Lapps showed signs of nationalist 
development: they studied at university, published secular books, 
and formed cultural clubs. Lapp dialects were standardized in 1913. 
Calls for political reform followed, but Lapps never seriously 
agitated for a state. Instead, Lapps carved out a political and cultural 
sphere with self-contained units in each state, which were also 
integrated across states. 

The intrastate sphere includes institutions supported by the 
states. Norway's Sami Parliament has limited cultural authority and 
consultative "first rights" on issues affecting Lapps. Norway is 
divided into 13 territorial constituencies in which only Lapps vote. 
Thus Lapps have ethnic voting rights even outside their homeland. 
The Finnish Lapp Parliament has only consultative rights, but since 
1991 it too has extended voting to Lapps in the south. 

At the interstate level, a Nordic Sami Council coordinates the 
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state bodies and consults the governments. How much these 
institutions have fostered a common Lapp identity, or are the 
product of one, merits investigation. We may speculate, however, 
that these institutions create incentives for individual Lapps to 
identify with the larger community, because real electoral access is 
available to those who do.12 

Although the Lapp successes have relied on the willingness of 
the Scandinavian states to develop an unbundled system, they do 
prove that autonomy is possible within the confines of the national 
state system. If the Gypsies cannot obtain an analogous system, it 
is because of political and historical circumstance, not because 
such a system is impossible. The best evidence is the progress 
Gypsies have already made: Hungary has recently revised its laws 
on national minorities, giving Gypsies ethnic voting rights:13 

In communist Hungary, Gypsies were an "ethnic minority," whereas 
others such as Germans and Slovaks were "national minorities" with 
greater rights.14 The new minorities law of 1993 seeks to reconcile a 
civic definition of citizenship with assurances that minorities can 
participate either as 'regular' citizens or as members of an ethnic 
group. The law defines minorities as: any group with at least 100 years 
of residence in Hungary and with its own language and culture 
[T]he choice of identity is voluntary It declares that minorities have 
a right to set up their own cultural and heritage organizations 
including local and national self-governments, ensuring their cultural 
autonomy. ... [A] national and ethnic minority fund be set up within 
a year to assist the minority self-governments. (RFE/RL Daily Report, 
8 July 1993, 6) 
Of interest here are the local and national self-governments with 

state funding and authority over cultural and educational affairs. 
These self-governments have a territorial basis, overlapping with 
other local governments for majority citizens. The new law also 
adds 13 seats for minorities to Parliament, for which the minority 
must field a national list.15 

In this system there are clear incentives for Gypsies to develop 
a more cohesive identity. The local self-government system, based 
on territorial units, does not distinguish between types of Gypsies, 
encouraging cooperation between different groups. The parlia
mentary changes provide even stronger incentives for cohesion. 
With only one list, all candidates have to compete for all votes. 
Inevitably, compromises will have to be made, encouraging the 
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political integration of the various groups, which would come to 
recognize that their interests were served, not by Beas, Romungro 
or Olah, but by the whole Gypsy community. 

The Hungarian voting system, though new and untested, sug
gests a pattern that Gypsy groups are pursuing: the creation of 
common identity at the state level as an essential element of the 
pan-European movement. They have followed this pattern before. 

GYPSY NATIONAL IDENTITY: THE HISTORICAL RECORD 
In addressing the possibilities for a rising Gypsy nationalism in 
Europe, it is useful to ask if Gypsies have demonstrated national 
sentiment in the past. If so, we may speak, not of a rising, but a 
resurgent nationalism. We are not looking for the lost kingdom, 
merely signs of life before our day. Such signs—though few and 
tentative—do exist. 

Miloslav Hroch identifies three stages in the growth of nationalist 
movements: cultural and literary activity; pioneering militancy and 
politicization of the elite; and mass mobilization.16 Gypsy "nation
alism" in the 19th and early 20th centuries engaged in considerable 
activity characteristic of the first stage, some—more sporadically— 
of the second, but none of the third. There was a Hrochian 
retrogression among the Gypsies at mid-century, such that today 
they are back in the first stage, tentatively pushing toward the 
second. 

First Contacts 
The origins of the Gypsies in India have been established by 

scholars, but Gypsies themselves had lost that knowledge. Nomad
ism did not encourage retention of a common cultural heritage. 
Rather, Gypsies adopted elements from the cultures whose territo
ries they passed through. Thus the first record of Romany in 
England, published in 1547 as an example of "Egipt speche," 
includes words borrowed from Greek and Romanian.17 

The arrival of the Gypsies provoked a strong reaction. Their first 
appearance in Germany, at Hildesheim, was recorded in 1407; the 
first anti-Gypsy law was promulgated in 1416 (Hancock 1991a, 11). 
Little attention was paid to variations among Gypsies, who were 
mistaken for Egyptians18 or Turks. "[E]asily identifiable as a 'foreign 
element'. . . [they] were quickly singled out as enemies of the state, 
possibly spies of the much-feared Ottoman Empire."19 Thus Euro-
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peans viewed them as threatening, and, significantly, as alien and 
undifferentiated. A negative identity was established at first con
tact. 

Such identities need not be exclusively negative, if a group can 
establish itself, by virtue of its alien identity, as the sole provider of 
some service.20 Gypsies occupied such a position, thanks to their 
specialization in certain trades. The benefits for group cohesion did 
not always outweigh the costs of the method employed, however, 
because Gypsies occupied a very particular niche indeed. Begin
ning in the 13th century, they were held in slavery in the Romanian 
provinces. General emancipation was not completed until 1864 
(Crowe 1991, 66-67). 

Crowe speaks of the "social death" of Gypsies during enslave
ment, and indeed, the identity of Gypsies was reduced to a shadow 
or negation: Gypsies were what Romanian peasants were not. The 
movement to emancipate Romanian peasants was cast in contradis
tinction to the Gypsies: landlords have been in the habit of selling 
serfs Cvecini)like slaves (robi), treating them like Gypsies (Crowe 
1991, 61-64)." The burden this endemic attitude would place on 
later Gypsy organizers should not be underestimated. 

Until emancipation, Gypsies had no collective opportunities to 
undertake the process of cultural activity, political agitation, and 
mobilization that Hroch describes. Thus timing was critical. Gyp
sies were emancipated after the last great national claims had been 
declared. They had spent the critical centuries of European nation-
building in the social death of slavery. 

Emancipation 
With emancipation, Gypsies had greater possibilities for organi

zation. In 1879 a conference was convened in Kisfalu, Hungary, "to 
discuss ways to achieve Gypsy political and civil rights throughout 
the Continent. Though ridiculed in the press, it stimulated a greater 
sense of ethnic identity." (Crowe 1991, 68) 

In the interwar period, the first signs of a Hrochian third stage 
appeared: mass participation. An All-Russian Union of Gypsies ran 
80 collectives. Calls for a Gypsy homeland appeared (though it is 
charitable to say they were not given full attention); these showed 
influences from Zionism s calls for a Nachtasyl in Uganda or 
Argentina (Halperin 1969, 128 and 154). 

Romania saw the greatest Gypsy activity. Gypsy journals were 
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published—Neamul Tiganesc(The Gypsy Family), GlasulRomilor 
(The Voice of the Roma) and O Rom—and the short-lived General 
Association of Roma in Romania advocated a national holiday 
honoring Gypsy emancipation, as well as "a library, a hospital, and 
a university for Rom." The association convened a Gypsy World 
Congress in Bucharest in October 1933. It "opened with the theme 
'United Gypsies of Europe', [and] adopted a program that advo
cated efforts to stimulate Gypsy ethnic consciousness in league 
with greater demands for national minority rights" (Crowe 1991, 
69). 

A pattern appeared in the interwar period that has been revived 
in the postwar era: a two-tiered approach, with state-level and 
interstate-level organization. The more significant activity was in 
organizations representing Gypsies within states. The many calls 
for a homeland by the "royal" Kwiek family in Poland had less 
impact than the coalition of diverse Gypsies who identified with 
this otherwise dead-end idea. Modifying Hroch, the Gypsies set 
about attaining national cohesion within each national state, as a 
prelude to and engine of the 'international national movement', 
Pan-European Gypsyism. 

Collapse 
By the 1930s, real progress was being made toward a Gypsy 

consciousness. However, the rise of the Fascist states and the 
Porajmos, the genocide against the Gypsies, snuffed this move
ment out. The anti-Gypsy reaction developed in tandem with the 
Gypsy movement. A conference on "The Gypsy Filth" (Der 
Zigeunerunrat) held in Swabia in the late 19th century proposed a 
system "whereby bells would be rung in villages as a means of 
signaling [the Gypsies ] presence" (Hancock 1987, 103). By the 
1930s, strict regulation was imposed on Gypsies, and increasingly 
imaginative proposals exhibited a perverse symbiosis with the 
Gypsies own initiatives: about the time the Kwieks were petitioning 
Mussolini for a homeland, Le Temps reported, under the rubric 
"Gypsy Island," that "the mayors [in Oberwarth, in Burgenland] 
have endorsed a proposal ... to examine the establishment of a 
Gypsy colony on one of the Polynesian islands."21 

By the end of the 1930 s, the Nazis abandoned such notions and 
embarked on the extermination of the Gypsies as the only ethnicity 
besides the Jews slated for immediate destruction.22 Estimates place 
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the Gypsy victims of Nazi genocide at 200,000 to 500,000; perhaps 
one quarter to one half of Europe s Gypsies were executed.23 Gypsy 
national movements were devastated; the few Gypsy intellectuals 
were wiped out. Gypsies in Germany were afraid to come forward 
because pre-Nazi laws still in effect would have consigned them to 
detention centers (Liegeios 1986, 93). The Nuremberg trials paid no 
attention to the Gypsies; reparations were not offered. 

Revival 
In the West the Gypsy national movement revived and pursued 

its agenda after the war. Western Europe was more disposed to hear 
such appeals after the excesses of the war, though resistance and 
indifference persisted. The World Romani Congress succeeded the 
defunct Bucharest Congress (Kenrick and Puxon 1972, 211-212). 
The organization persuaded the Indian government to acknowl-
edge Gypsies Indian origins, thus establishing a claim to a home
land. Gypsies obtained permanent consultative status at the UN in 
1979. 

Eastern European Gypsies were frozen out of such movements 
by the communist states. Despite the resurgence of anti-Gypsy 
rhetoric since 1989, the fall of communism is a positive develop
ment for Gypsy nationalists, who now are free to organize in the 
areas of greatest Gypsy concentration. 

Perhaps it is simply too dangerous to organize the Gypsies at all. 
The history of reaction is a cautionary tale for would-be nationalists: 
if Gypsy unity is seen as encroaching on the rights of established 
nations, strong, even hostile resistance may result. Gypsies, having 
missed out on the chance to stake a claim in the nation-state land 
rush, might be better off lying low, in a cultural and political sense, 
than risking a showdown with powerful proprietors. 

This caution is not an ultimate objection, however, for the 
situation in Europe has changed. The reaction to Gypsy nationalism 
was only part of a larger wave of aggressive fascism which is now 
discredited; it was not a direct reaction per se. Moreover, most 
European states have had relatively stable borders since the war. 
The changes since 1989 have been conducted along recognized 
internal and external borders, except in Bosnia. The national states 
of Europe, or at least the short list of contenders, have been 
decided, and those states are showing an increasing proclivity for 
regional cooperation that should mitigate their more aggressive 
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tendencies toward minorities. If this is true, we may expect that this 
time a rising Gypsy nationalism, while unwelcome, would not meet 
with so harsh a reaction. 

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE 
Mihail Kogalniceanu, the emancipator of the Gypsies, predicted 
that the Romany language would die out, since "in becoming 
civilized, [Gypsies] will experience new concepts, and not retain so 
defective a language" (Hancock 1987, 47). Yet, despite strong 
linguistic assimilation, the "defective language" survives as one of 
the most important cleavages among Gypsies. There are over 60 
major dialects of Romany and group distinctions are often related 
to language differences. Perhaps half of all Gypsies speak a Euro
pean language instead of Romany. 

Yet the modernist conception that language may create a nation 
where none exists provides an avenue for developing a unified, if 
not unitary Gypsy nation. By consciously creating a standard 
literary dialect, other nationalists have created linguistic uniformity 
where none previously existed. This allows the transmission of 
cultural symbols and the sharing of values, which build a commu
nity, not merely of language, but of myth and symbol. Let us look 
at the example of Hebrew. 

The Revival of Hebrew 
The Zionist movement relied in no small part on the revival of 

spoken Hebrew, which was a "dead language" much like Latin.24 

Indeed, the spoken language was essential to the creation of a 
unified body of Jews, not only able to communicate, but also 
identified and identifiable through their language. A Jewish lan
guage was needed. 

Yiddish or Ladino might have served. Both were closely identi
fied with Jews, and had wide currency. Both were living langauges, 
adapted to modern life. However, both had restricted appeal since 
they were already identified with a particular subset of Jews: 
Yiddish with Mitteleuropa, and Ladino with the Spanish diaspora. 
These languages already served the purposes for which Hebrew 
was ultimately ordained: they defined a people.25 Their definitions 
were too narrow because they did not include all Jewish people— 
the peoples they would have formed would have been Yiddish or 
Ladino Jews, not simply Jews. Because Zionism sought to build a 
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single Jewish consciousness out of many Jewish identities, it 
needed an ethnic lingua franca not tied to any one of them, though 
present in all. 

The success of that linguistic program is well known. Hebrew is 
the language of Israel, and Jews throughout the world consider 
familiarity with Hebrew an important part of their identity. Given 
that it contributed to the unification of worldwide Jewry and thus 
the creation of Israel, the resurrection of Hebrew may be Zionism's 
greatest achievement. 

Prospects for Romany 
The program for Gypsies would seem clear, in light of the 

successes of other created and remembered languages.26 The 
Sanskrit-related Romany "language-field" is the obvious candidate 
for nation-imagining language, a pater linguisticus. Familiar to all 
the groups, it is not the sole linguistic resource of any. All Gypsy 
groups speak some other language too, and thus Romany would 
not be identified with any one group. 

A standardized version of Romany would have to be promul
gated by combining elements from several fields or dialects into a 
compound version.27New vocabulary would have to be invented. 
Most importantly, a standardized version might disproportionately 
benefit certain Gypsies : Eastern over Western, literate over illiter
ate, settled over nomadic. These points have not escaped Gypsy 
activists. Consider this assessment of the linguistic agenda pre
sented at the Third World Romani Congress in Gottingen in 1981: 

It cannot seriously be believed that the unification movement is 
unaware of the divisions now separating the Romani population. . . . 
This, and standardization of the language is of vitalc oncem to members 
of the World Romani Congress. Aspects of this ... may be summarized 
thus: 

1. Because of historical and contemporary factors . . . which 
continue to divide the Romani-speaking populations, there are today 
a great many widely differing dialects. . . . 

2. Perhaps the greatest obstacle in achieving political and cultural 
unity is the lack of communication among the various Romani 
groups. . . . 

3- [Plrogress toward reunification would be more easily made if a 
common dialect were available to all groups. To quote Sarkon, e 
dobinda la shibake ketanemaske s'o paso o angluno karin le 



Kings without Countries 39 

ketanimastesarekh nyamo, the achievement of linguistic unity is the 
first step toward unity as a people. 

4. No single dialect spoken anywhere is so close to the common 
protoform that it may be adopted without modification. In other 
words, whatever dialect will be chosen will have to be adapted to a 
more internationally acceptable form, especially lexically. 

5. [TJhe propagation of such a standard will be very unevenly 
achieved. Settled, already literate Rom, such as predominate in 
Eastern European countries, will have a far better opportunity to 
acquire the standard dialect. For illiterate and nomadic Rom the task 
would be much harder. 

6. Not all Rom everywhere will ever leam, or be disposed to leam, 
such a dialect. This will create a 'linguistic elite consisting of those 
who have learned the new international standard" (Hancock 1981, 
15-16, emphasis original). 

NEGATIVE IDENTITY AS BURDEN AND TOOL 
Two important questions arise: What would vastly different Gypsy 
groups gain from a common identity, and why should they not want 
to maintain their separate identities? Gypsies themselves are very 
aware of their differences—sometimes to the point of referring to 
themselves as a particular tribe, and to all others as "Gypsies." Yet 
there is one sense in which Gypsies are indeed very much alike. 
Gypsies—however they consider themselves—are uniformly de
spised, mistrusted, and marginalized by the societies in which they 
live as Gypsies, as a monolithic entity. 

Most Europeans, though vaguely aware that Gypsies have tribes, 
do not distinguish among Gypsies. Of course, this is also true for 
other groups. An Englishman speaks of "Italians," but barely 
distinguishes between northerners and southerners, while an Ital
ian can give an exacting typology of Italians by region and tempera
ment—Sicilians, Calabrese, Piedmontese—yet knows only that 
"Englishmen" are "cold and stiff." 

The difference is that, though Italians and the Englishmen know 
their own tribes diversity, they too share in this undifferentiated 
vision of oneness. They see themselves as Sicilian and Italian, 
Liverpudlian and British, because they remind themselves—in 
sport, school, in reading newspapers, and in voting—of their larger 
identity. The territorial state is the key. It constantly reminds its 
people, didactically and by example, who they are. Moreover, that 
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state can remind other states of who its people are. Through trade 
and propaganda, Italy creates Europe's image of Italy, in accord 
with its self-image.28 

The Gypsies lack these resources, and so when they are lumped 
together by the rest of Europe, their practical identity—the one that 
interacts with the outside world—becomes wholly ascriptive and 
received. Their own images of themselves have little relevance to 
the world, which treats them as a monolith. Europe views them as 
one, and because Europe does not like what it sees (or thinks it 
sees), it treats that one Gypsy as a threat, a pariah. 

How does Europe even know it is looking at a Gypsy? Negative 
identity rests upon theories of primordialism and ethnic markers. 
For example, some groups are less likely to be assimilated due to 
skin color. The Gypsies, upon arrival from India, looked quite 
different from the natives; it was easy to identify them. Some 
intermarriage and assimilation has occurred, and many Gypsies 
can pass as white—doubtless even more white people are blissfully 
unaware of their Gypsy genealogy. On the whole, however, mark
ers such as skin color and facial features serve remarkably well to 
identify a group—and isolate it. Where the desire to isolate it breaks 
down, assimilation can be rapid.29 

Where it holds, individuals may assimilate, but the group will 
remain identified, as a whole, by the majority. A similar process may 
be identified in the relations of blacks and Native American to the 
white majority. Whites ignored the differences among blacks from 
different parts of Africa during slavery, and summed up their 
appreciation for the myriad Native American cultures with the 
notion that the "only good Indian is a dead Indian," leaving little 
room for differentiation on this side of the grave. 

Pariahs into Gypsies 
Thus a negative or ascribed ethnic identity can be asserted 

through such markers. It is also the vehicle by which a broader 
identity could be further developed within the Gypsy community: 
a conscious recognition that the outside world thinks of and treats 
the many Gypsy groups as one. These groups share a common fate, 
and have suffered a common lot. There is no better recipe for group 
cohesion. 

Blacks from dozens of cultures formed, under extreme pres
sures, a much more homogeneous group of American blacks—the 
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common bond among these groups was their common suffering 
and their common, ascribed, negative identity.30 Native Americans, 
too, have adopted a dual-level identity. Many have strong affilia
tions to their tribe and, as the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
demonstrated, a sense of common identity based upon common 
experience. Blacks and Native Americans were treated as unitary 
entities; they rationally responded by creating an image of them
selves that mirrored what had been ascribed to them. 

What would a Gypsy nationalist have to do to create a more 
active identity? The most obvious course would be to foster this 
sense of common suffering. The most compelling example of that 
suffering is the Porajmos. This is what the World Romani Council 
has emphasized: one of its five main sub-bodies deals with Holo
caust reparations. In Hungary, a memorial to the Gypsy Holocaust 
victims was recently erected. Gypsies have also sought, and even
tually received, representation on the U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Council. 

Representation and reparations have value beyond the petty 
power they bestow on Gypsy functionaries; they establish a univer
sal claim of suffering around which a people can form. This 
message has not been lost on other groups; it in part explains the 
hostile reaction of some Jewish groups to Gypsy demands for 
representation on the Holocaust Council, since the symbol of 
suffering, and the homeland, might be vitiated if shared.31 These 
groups have recognized the connection between love of the 
homeland and the bond of suffering, the greater power of grief in 
the national memory, as Renan put it—a power greater than 
triumph. Since 1945 the Jewish homeland has been Auschwitz as 
much as Israel. 

It is the symbolic value of suffering that is most important. 
Gypsies lack a territorial base from which to operate, but their 
suffering may have produced a homeland, the camps, and a 
common history, the Porajmos. 

Alternatives 
It is possible that efforts at a common unifying identity could 

have a negative effect by threatening the diversity of present 
identities. The cultural and material gains arising from a unified 
identity might be offset by losses of diversity. There is no full 
rebuttal to this objection; some loss is inevitable because change is 
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inherent in the process of identity unification. However, the Gypsy 
case may suffer less from a loss of diversity than other national 
groups, because a Gypsy identity would not be predicated on 
accession to real territory, and consequently would not make the 
same demands for homogeneity of the populace required by state-
building nationalisms. Where no state is to be built, uniformity need 
not be complete. The Gypsy identity could be weaker than the 
identity of a nation-state, and therefore more tolerant of regional 
variations. 

Notes 
^Gellner (1993,3), for example, shows how nationalism can be benign and 

even beneficial, and nonetheless follows this definition closely, concluding 
that "the problem of nationalism does not arise for stateless societies/' 

Breuilly defines nationalism as a political movement seeking or exercising 
state power and justifying its actions by asserting that the nation has an 
explicit character, that the interests and values of the nation should have 
priority over all other interests, and that the nation should be as sovereign 
as possible. 

This actually happened: postwar proposals for a Romanestan, "a territory 
that would serve as a refuge in the event of persecution" were forwarded 
by Ionel Rotaru, and in Tito's Yugoslavia an autonomous region in 
Macedonia was considered. Earlier proposals called for a Gypsy state on 
the Ganges, in South Africa, or in Italian Abyssinia. Nothing ever came of 

^ them, and it is doubtful they were even seriously considered. 
See Gellner (1993): "The infrastructural investment made in [high culture] 

^ can be relied on to perpetuate [those cultures]" (p. 122). 
Renan's observation that "where national memories are concerned, griefs 
are of more value than triumphs, for they impose duties, and require a 
common effort" suggests that the lack of a homeland may be more 
powerful for unity than its possession: a nation seeking to regain a 
territory draws its strength from the idea, not from the real estate. Gypsies 
have never had any land to lose, but if they could be made to feel as if they 

^ had, as Zionists felt about Jerusalem, the national principle could operate. 
Some actually saw it: Jewish settlements remained, and at the end of 
Crusader rule, 300 rabbis from Flanders and Provence travelled to 
Palestine to help build up the Jewish communities (Gilbert 1978,12). 

Gellner (1993,107) also notes that "in the diaspora, the Jewish religion 
referred back to Jerusalem," adding that this reference had no territorial 
base to back it up, and thus was a reference to the idea alone. 

The phrase "and that territory should encompass all the nation," is the 
corollary, usually applicable, but not always. Some nationalists may be 
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satisfied with less. Such people exist; present definitions of nationalism do 
not have a place for them. 

^Ruggie (1993) calls the EU a layered, "multiperspectived polity" (pp. 171-
172), and gives examples of alternatives to the territorial state system that 
need not be territorial (extensions of kinship rule), fixed territories 
(nomadic control of rights of passage), or exclusive (feudalism's overlap-

^^ping sovereignties). 
See Hasner (1993, p. 53). For ethnic groups that lost the nation-state land 
lottery, jeopardizing that achievement through deterritorialization is 
another way of saying "second chance." 

"^Some Lapps have always been sedentary, highlighting both a difference 
between Gypsies and Lapps, because Lapps can claim a territorial base, 
and a similarity, because the Lapps are several different peoples, who 
mostly share a 'common plight. 

"^Horowitz (1985, chap. 2) discusses the utility of ethnic affiliations. 
"^See Helsinki Watch, 1993, pp. 14-20. 
*^The logic being that Gypsies have no homeland or mother country. 

The first mandate requires 3,000 votes and each additional mandate 
30,000. 

16 Noted in Hobsbawm 1990, p. 12.1 adopt Hroch's idea to my stated 
definition of nationalism. 

"^See Fraser 1992, pp. 11-12. The book was Andrew Borde's Fyrst Boke of the 
Introduction of Knowledge. 

"^Hence the name. The other common form—Zigeuner, cigany, tsiganes— 
derives from the Greek athinganoi, a heretical sect, a misidentification with 
less than positive connotations. 

19 Guglielmo 1992, p. 50. Their nomadism did not endear them to the 
^ ̂ peasantry or townsfolk either. 

Jews and Armenians dealt in money, not simply because of proscriptions 
against usury, but because they were culturally different—they isolated 
the "oath-dissolving contagion" that money represented in a barter 
system. They had an identification imposed from without, but one that 
efficiently maintained the unity of the group. See Navari 1981, p. 26; and 
Gellner 1993, p. 103. 

21 "Gypsy Island," he Temps, 20 January 1933, quoted in Hancock 1987, p. 62. 
See also Hancock 1991b, p. 14. 

22 In 1938, the National Socialist Party declared the Gypsy question to be 
"mit Bestimmtheit eine Frage der Rasse." A certain number of Gypsy families 
were to be spared and kept in a compound, for study by anthropologists. 
Kenrick and Puxon (1972, pp. 183-184) estimate nineteen thousand deaths, 
while Huttenbach (1991, p. 45) estimates five hundred thousand. See 
Huttenbach (1991) for surveys of the Porajmos; see Laszlo Karsai (1992) for 
a study of the Holocaust in Hungary. 
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24 Linner (1984) discusses the relationship between Hebrew, the Hebrew 
^^Press and Jewish nationalism in the context of Jewish Messiariism. 

See Anderson (1991, pp. 84-85) for an indirect example on the develop
ment of German as a "particular-national" language, which selected out 

^German speakers as a discrete and favored group. 
The actual spread of a national language is not as important as its psycho
logical value: Nynorsk, an official language of Norway, is a conciously 
created compound of several dialects. Italy became a national state even 
though a majority of its citizens did not report Florentine Italian as their 

2^native dialect or language until the 1970s. 
See Gellner (1993, pp. 44-48) on the tendency toward a unitary form of the 

281fngua8e-"[Officials felt that... [Gypsies] had neither a protective state, a history, 
nor a culture and civilization through written languages to justify their 

^claims to minority rights" (Crowe 1991, p. 69). 
The catch-22 of Gypsy nationalism is the relationship between education 
and assimilation: Gypsies have ironically avoided assimilation through 
their very marginalization. When they have had the opportunity, how
ever, they have demonstrated some tendency to assimilate, and better 
educated Gypsies do assimilate more readily than uneducated ones 
(Crowe 1991). 
Kenrick and Puxon (1972, p. 214) say Gypsies were "the first Blacks in 
Europe, and they are the last to raise their standard and seek emancipa
tion." Descendants of blacks with various African identities forged a more 
homogemeous identity under pressure. 
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