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Roma are far from being a homogenous group regarding culture or identity. Instead, they are constantly
and actively involved in the construction of their own cultural identity, be it a sub-ethnic identity or a coll-
ective Romani identity. Group identity is negotiated and reconstructed in the daily life of the community
members and is shaped by the socially relevant factors that they share in a certain time and place. Romani
self-ascription is further shaped by the internal visibility or invisibility strategies which determine their re-

lation to the wider society to a large extent.

CULTURAL IDENTITY

According to the Italian anthropologist Leonardo Piasere, Roma
fall within the so-called polythetic category, meaning that they,
as a group, cannot be defined based on individual cultural fea-
tures but on the combination of a large variety of features. These
cultural features include the languages and Romani dialects
spoken by them, their way of life, cultural traditions and fam-
ily organisation. The flexibility of this concept has allowed, over
the years, the inclusion of a wide range of groups and subgroups
with different cultural backgrounds under labels such as “Roma”
or “Gypsies”, which Piasere describes as “fuzzy” and vague.

As pointed out by the Norwegian anthropologist Frederik
Barth, the objective similarity between social groups is not as im-
portant as the socially relevant factors and traits that are selected by
the members of the group to mark their belonging. Although the
principle of ancestry, as a self-ascriptive mechanism that ensures
the continuity of the community, is relevant among the Roma, it is
not sufficient to account for the complex and dynamic processes
of their identity formation. In this sense, group membership is de-
termined not only by kin relations, but also by the factors that are
socially relevant for the members. Similarly, the Romanian anthro-
pologist Catalina Tesar notes regarding the Romanian Cortorari:
“Birth alone is not sufficient for qualifying someone as a proper
Cortorari. A person is expected to uphold a moral code of conduct
in order to be regarded as a complete Cortorari” (Tesar 2015: 12).

THE VARIOUS WAYS OF BEING ROMA

The concept of Romanipen (called also Romanipe, Romipen, Ro-
mimo) is perhaps the most useful to synthesise the complex notion
of Romani identity. As argued by Elena Marushiakova and Ves-
elin Popov, the term — sometimes translated as “gypsyhood”— does

not refer to a certain set of social and cultural characteristics and
components but to a social and cultural behaviour pattern which
may have various forms in the different Romani communities. Ro-
manipen thus embraces a wide range of social norms and values
that are important in the life of a particular community. A similar
concept based on the notions of what is and what is not Romani ex-
ists in some form perhaps among all Roma, including communities
which have no specific word to label it.

This flexible concept enables the Roma, who have lived
under the constant pressure of the dominant society, to preserve
the symbolic boundary between inside and outside, that is be-
tween Roma and non-Roma, as well as between one’s own spe-
cific group (our Roma) and other Romani groups (other Roma).
The notion of “our Roma”, however, does not necessarily de-
note a Romani sub-ethnic group that is defined as speaking the
same language or Romani dialect and sharing a common history
and way of life. It may well refer to members of an extended
family or to people living in a particular Romani settlement.
On the other hand, the “other Roma” differ at least in some of
the above characteristics. This often results in their Romani au-
thenticity being contested by others. Following this, there are
no cultural practices that we can consider intrinsically Romani.
There is only a combination of multiple cultural practices that
are perceived as specific to a particular group in a certain time
and place, and that are used to distinguish between the different
Romani groups.

The cultural specificities of Romani groups are largely
shaped by the intensive cultural exchange between them and the
dominant societies. Cultural symbols, practices, customs and
beliefs are systematically selected and borrowed from those of
the non-Roma, and re-modelled to become romanes (Romani-
like). As pointed out by the anthropologist Judith Okely, Romani
groups do not simply passively “copy” the beliefs of the domi-
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O Romimo, kodo le manusensa-j de pa ternimo zi po phurimo.
O manus, sar barol opre, dikhel taj sitol maj but peske Dade-
star taj peska Datar, le Romane Sokdsa, o Viseleto taj maj but
i Romani vorba, save apal voun, sar barol opre kidel sa opre
taj apal sar phurol, vezetij le maskar le Rom, kadejj hod’ te
pasolin andej Rom. (...) Romale, po Dejl mangav tume, taj pi
svunto Marija, vezetinen o Romimo, ke feri kadejj Saj phenas
hod’ sam Rom!

nant society. Instead, they act as “bricoleurs”, which means that
they adopt some cultural elements while rejecting others. This
way they create a powerful mixture of cultural elements with
irregular forms. Moreover, the variety of cultural features and
their mixture is largely influenced by the wider dynamics of so-
cial, political and historical changes. In particular, phenomena
such as industrialisation, urbanisation, technological innovation,
fluctuation and expansion of markets as well as the spread of
new religions have shaped the traditional practices of different
Romani communities in different ways.

SPECIFIC CULTURAL FEATURES

To speak about cultural specificities within the Romani society,
one must start with the cultural heritage shared by all Roma. But
can we find such cultural features that are present in all Romani
groups? Is it the division of the world into “we”, the Roma, and
“the others”, the non-Roma, or the ability to adapt to the chang-
ing environment while preserving the Romani identity, or the im-
portance of the extended family and the mutual support among its
members, or the belonging to a wider kin group, or the existence
of patrilineal marriages, or the respect towards the elderly and the
memory of the deceased, or the concepts of honour (pativ), shame
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A Lovara Rom explains the concept of Romimo in his biography (Stojka and Pivon 2003: 7)

The Romimo accompanies the Rom during his whole life. The
man grows up, looks at and learns from his father and mother
about Romani customs, clothing and, most importantly, the
Romani language, which he acquires in his childhood, and he
makes use of it among the Roma when he gets old, so that he
is accepted in the Romani society. (...) Roma, I beg you in the
name of God and the Virgin Mary, lead your lives according to
Romimo, because only then we can say that we are Roma!

(ladz) and ritual purity? The vast majority of these cultural fea-
tures are indeed present in all Romani groups, albeit in different
forms. Nevertheless, these questions are still to be answered.

It is much easier to list at least a few cultural specificities
within the wider Romani society. For instance, knowing that reli-
gion has a considerable impact on culture and vice versa, it is not
surprising that the religious practices (rituals, festivals, funerary
and matrimonial services, etc.) and beliefs of the Catholic Roma
are similar to that of the Catholic non-Roma, or that the religious
practices and beliefs of the Muslim Roma are similar to that of
the Muslim non-Roma, and so on. For example, the baptism is an
important ritual for the Christian Roma, as is the circumcision of
sons for the Muslim Roma. In some Romani communities mar-
riages are arranged, and bride price is paid, while in others there
are marriages by elopement, or a combination of the two forms.
The so-called “Romani court” (kris), which is an institution en-
trusted with solving community-internal disputes, exists only
among some Romani communities while in others the blood
feud or the mediation process are used for conflict resolution.
There is also a great variability regarding the way of life, music,
dance, cooking, clothing, oral literature and many others. Thus,
when dealing with the culture of Roma, one should never over-
look its complexity.

Barth, Frederik.1969. Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social Organization of Culture Difference. Boston: Little Brown and Company.

Hiibschmannova, Milena. Romanipe (Rombase: http://rombase.uni-graz.at/)

Marushiakova, Elena. and Veselin Popov. 2016. Roma Culture: Myths and Realities. Munich: Lincom Academic Publisher.

Okely, Judith. The traveller-gypsies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Piasere, Leonardo. 1995. Comunita girovaghe, comunita zingare. Napoli: Liguori.

Stojka, Peter and Rastislav Pivon. 2003. Nas zivot - Amaro Trajo. Bratislava: sd studio.

Tcherenkov, Lev & Laederich, Stéphane. 2004. The Rroma. Otherwise known as Gypsies, Gitanos, Tsiganes, Tigani, Cingene, Zigeuner, Bohémiens, Travellers,

Fahrende etc. Volume 1: History, Language, and Group. Basel: Schwabe.

Tesar, Catalina. 2015. Begging: between Charity and profession. Reflections on Romanian Roma’s Begging Activities in Italy. In: Tauber E. and Zinn D. (eds.)

The Public Value of Anthropology: Engaging Cristical Sicual Issues through Ethnography, Bolzano: Bolzano University Press.

COUNCIL OF EUROPE

© Council of Europe. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
translated, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
(CD-Rom, Internet, etc.) or mechanical, including photocopying, recording

ROMA AND TRAVELLERS TEAM
www.coe.int/en/web/roma-and-travellers

or any information storage or retrieval system, without the prior permis-

sion in writing from the Publishing Division, Directorate of Communica-
tion (F-67075, Strasbourg cedex or publishing@coe.int) http

CONSEIL DE L'EUROPE

[I'Olna n 1} PROJECT http://romaniprojekt.uni-graz.at

w.coe.int




