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The Roma people, often referred to by the derogatory misnomer of “gypsy,” are

an ethnic group plagued by (mis)representation in popular culture. Roma representations
in cinema, literature, journalism, and other forms of popular culture have perpetuated a
long history of Roma exclusion. This thesis aims to identify not only the many
manifestations of Roma (mis)representation, but also apply anthropological theory as a
means of analyzing the ramifications of such (mis)representations on the Roma people.
This paper concludes with suggestions for an anthropologically informed methodology of
representation, and hopes to challenge long standing stereotypes and misinformation
about the Romani culture.
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PREFACE: DIDIKAI GIRL IN THE SUBURBS
The term didikai is the Romanés word for a person born of multi-ethnic and only
partial Roma descent. In my case, I was born to a deadhead mother and a Roma father
thirty-five years her senior. They had a disastrously torrid union that only lasted into my
third year, and after that he was gone. My father’s Romani heritage became a part of my
familial cosmogony; what I mean is that my brother and I had an understanding of how
we came to be that was as much creation myth as it was genealogy. My mother remarried
when I was nine, and I spent my adolescence reconciling my two realities. The first was
of my early life of poverty, commodified metaphysics, and travel while my father was
around, and the second my more sedentary middle class life of suburban public schools
and a comfortable permanent address with my mother, brother, and stepfather.
My mother indoctrinated me with the mythology of my father, and for me, our
shared ethnicity was always just one more confounding element of an already very
confusing man. I didn’t know much about our heritage other than when adults found out I
was part “gypsy,” there was usually some reaction or disparaging remark. It didn’t take
me long to recognize the anti-Roma sentiment of most, and after a short time I stopped
mentioning it.
My father commodified our heritage as a part of his self-marketing agenda; he
was the Roma hermetic occult guru of more than one woman like my mother. He was and
is a fortuneteller among other things, and at the end of the day, I can see that advertising
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his “gypsiness” to hippies with romanticized ideas about what that meant was a way to
make some new “friends” and a few bucks. For my father, his tarot card reading and
other practices are his subsistence skill set. When I was an infant and toddler, he used
those means to keep my brother and I housed and fed. His readings were never
particularly lucrative, and his intentions (in fortunetelling at least) have never been
malignant. His assertion is that he does not offer his clients “the future, but rather the
truth.” Take that for what you will; I’m still unsure he’s capable of the latter, but I don’t
begrudge him for his efforts. My father’s means of making a living has become more of
the aberration than the norm in the American Roma community and it has always been
even more unusual that he provided fortunetelling services as a man.
In my academic pursuit of a more accurate understanding of my Roma identity,
what I find is that his attempt was to capitalize on a pervasive Western phenomenon: the
(mis)representation of the Roma. He recognized something, and regardless of how I feel
about his implementation of the knowledge, he was onto a notion that has become the
focus of my research. In general, the gadje (or non-Roma population) perceive of our
heritage in one of two ways. The first is with all of the overt discrimination reserved for
“gypsies,” seeing them as thieves and grifters. The second perception of the Roma is as
romanticized and sexualized free spirits, the way the Romani culture was appropriated by
the hippies of the 1960s and others before and since.
I can’t qualify my father’s decisions, either about his life or the way he has
decided to embody his heritage. The fact of the matter is, I don’t know the man terribly
well, and even in our few interactions in my adult life, understanding his motivations is
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something I cannot bother to aspire to. What I know is that being Roma has hurt him as
much as it has helped him, and he’s not unique in that regard. His family immigrated to
the United States to escape the Holocaust. They worked for an American circus in
exchange for passage, and subsisted off of fortunetelling and other stereotypical Roma
trades. This was the way being Roma manifested for him. The binaries between Roma
and gadje that allow for his lifestyle are the ones that shaped the experiences of his
parents and their parents before them. In this thesis, I will demonstrate how these binaries
impact the Roma experience both domestically and abroad, as notions of “Other” both
internal and external to the Romani culture are crucial to both identity and representation.
What interests me is where these cultural archetypes and representations come from, how
they are perpetuated, and how to make room for my own Roma identity that is both
informed by the past but autonomous of the stereotypes.
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INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE
“I’d say that the media and the arts, film and television particularly, are very important
for circulating images and, to some extent, stereotypes of race and race relations, of what
the meaning of ethnicity is in any society. In a sense, what the society knows about race
and what it feels about race do not exist outside of the way in which those subjects are
represented in the media. The Media are indeed constitutive of what we know and how
we feel, indeed how we feel about ourselves, and so I think that by looking at how race is
surfacing and how it’s being handled in the media at any particular time you do get a
profound insight into the shifting relations that are going on around race and ethnicity at
that moment.”
Stuart Hall, 1992
The ethnic Roma, often referred to as the ambiguously defined but generally
derogatory “gypsies,” are a culture that exists only in diaspora. The Roma are a people
without a nation or a formally established state. They exist under, but removed from, the
hegemonies of the varied powers they live among in Europe and North America. They
lack any formal political power or the refuge of any geopolitical boundaries. The culture
itself is clandestine, organization and tradition kept largely secret from those they live
among. However, for as little as the Roma divulge about their actual culture, they are an
ethnic minority frequently represented (or misrepresented) in media, cinema, literature
and performance. Ethnography on the Roma is somewhat scarce, considering the
frequency of their popular culture depiction. They are a culture defined and shaped by
performance and portrayal. The Roma are the symbolic “others,” often employed as a
literary device or a metaphor by those that represent them. They have been cast as the
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romantic icons of adventure, as charlatans and thieves, and often in binary opposition
with West. Where the Western world has portrayed itself as good, god fearing, righteous
and orderly, the Roma have been cast as having magical powers, a propensity for evil,
and as a palpable threat to the status quo. In literature we see manifestations of the Roma
as kidnappers, enculturating children to their imagined ways of wildness. In cinema we
see the horror subgenre of gypsy curse films, where Roma women (old and reminiscent
of fairytale witches) place hexes on their Western foes. In our own South Florida
newspapers we see the advent of the concept of “gypsy crime,” the perceived threat of an
ethnicity comprised of thieving grifters. In performance, we see many representations of
Roma “otherness,” particularly through circus performance in the American context and
fortunetelling, both of which exaggerate the aforementioned stereotypes. Although most
representations of the Roma project them as a powerful people who threaten society and
operate supernaturally, the reality is that they have been consistently disempowered and
oppressed for the majority of their recorded history.
If the Roma are a people so ostensibly socially excluded and politically
disempowered, how and why are they represented as the superhuman disruptors of order?
The perceived power of the Roma versus their actual power presents a strange
conundrum. Somewhere along the way, the perception of the Roma has diverged from
any reality, and their representations have been the primary agents of the pervasive
misconceptions. To what extent have the Roma begun to internalize these
misrepresentations in their regard to their concept of self? An analysis of the media is in
order, and a deconstruction of the representations said media conveys. Through this work
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we can attempt to answer why these representations of the Roma, by the societies that
reluctantly house them, have become so distorted and removed from ethnographic
accuracy.
For the sake of this thesis, an explanation of the nomenclature is required. When
referring to the ethnic group, or people themselves, the term Roma is used. When
referring to the culture and traditions or practices, this thesis employs the word Romani.
When referring to the language, this thesis prefers the terms Romanés or the Romani
language. Finally, in explanation of the relationship between Roma and the non-Roma
cultures, the term gadje is used to describe the Romani notion of the outsider or “Other.”
The term gadje is used in reference to anyone that is not of Roma descent, further
emphasizing the importance of Roma self-identity. Empowered with this Roma specific
vocabulary, this thesis will now explore both the historical and contemporary situation of
the Roma in Europe and domestically, focusing on how misrepresentation has further
ostracized an already excluded people.
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BACKGROUND: THE ROMA FROM PAST TO PRESENT, AND THE
EMERGENCE OF ROMANI STUDIES
In understanding how the Roma have been misrepresented, it is important to first
recognize who the Roma actually are, and their political persecution both past and
present. The preeminent scholar on the Roma has been, for the last several decades, Dr.
Ian Hancock, who is presently a professor of linguistics and head of the department of
Romani studies at the University of Texas, Austin. He is Roma and a major advocate for
the rights of the Roma the world over. He’s often asked to write the introductions for
collections speaking to the ethnic Roma, and describes their first presence in the West as
follows:
The Romani presence was first noted in the West in the
fourteenth century, and for five centuries afterward
Europeans were, with only one or two exceptions, baffled
by the newcomers. They gave these outsiders inaccurate
labels and misidentified their origins. The two most
common sources of the names for this group illustrate the
lack of understanding: the words Gypsy, Gitano, Gyphtos,
Sipsiwn, …Such a wide range of names makes it easy to see
that no firm or clearly understood notion of real Romani
identity was gained during most of the seven and half
centuries or so since they arrived on the European continent
(Yoors and Hancock 2004: 13).
Hancock notes how, from their earliest recorded presence in the West, the Roma were a
people misidentified and misunderstood.
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In the 16th century, the Roma were first correctly identified as a people of Indic
origin. Hancock explains that this first recorded account of Roma origin was published by
Sebastian Munster in 1550, and that this information was provided to Munster by the
Roma themselves. Throughout Europe and the Middle East there are multiple Roma
populations, all having the same ethnic heritage but taking on different names within their
different contexts. Hancock explains the most basic subdivision of the Roma people as,
“three major groups who have been labeled ethnic gypsies: the Rom of Eastern Europe,
the Dom of the Middle East, and the Lom coming primarily from Turkey and Armenia.
There is a linguistic connection between all groups, and the most common understanding
is that they are branches from the same migration that took the early Romani from India”
(Crowe and Hancock 2004: 3). Through glottochronology, or the means of using
language to determine migrations and linguistic departures from a root language, linguists
have been able to identify not only the clear linguistic relations of the three
aforementioned groups, but also affirm that Romanés has an Indic parent language.
Because the trajectories of the Roma have diverged since the original exodus from
India, estimated somewhere around 500AD, the language is often considered the ultimate
unifying element of the multiple permutations of Romani culture. Even the language
takes on multiple variations, having as many as sixty known dialects. For as long as the
Roma have been in Europe there has been some element of using Romanés in
combination with the local tongue. Since the Roma have made camp, if not home,
throughout Europe and North America, the language has been diversely modified in
accordance with country and region. Even in the late 1870s, Smart and Crofton were able

8

to identify at least six dialects in England alone, not including the dialects spoken by the
Welsh and Scottish Roma in the greater United Kingdom (1875). Smart and Crofton refer
to the Roma notion of a “deep Romanés,” and define it as the variety of the language that
contains the most limited admixture of English, or in other regions, the native language of
the land. Truly, it is the speaking of Romanés that primarily defines the people. The
Romani language is still something considered largely secret by the members of the
ethnicity. Speaking Romanés is, in many ways, a litmus test of ethnic authenticity for the
Roma.
The perceptions of the Roma have been dichotomized since their first arrival in
Europe, and these two contrary perceptions have followed the Roma to North American
and other parts of the world like a shadow. Hancock explains the paradox as follows:
Despite the evidence that the Romani core of direct
retention, genetically and historically, clearly demonstrates
descent from India, the general public maintains an
ambivalent attitude about who and what Gypsies really are.
The work of Mayall, in particular, deals with the duality of
this gadzikano perception, which sees Gypsies either as a
noble “Romany race” or else as “degenerate itinerants,” i.e.
as a racially pristine population aloof from mainstream
society, with its own language and culture, or as an
amorphous population of hobos and other vagrants open to
anybody, intent on avoiding the responsibilities of
established society. The reasons for this oddly disparate
understanding of the Romani population go back to the last
century, and have been accounted for by Mayall, Brown,
and Hancock, but they survive in the present day are and
are kept alive by writers of popular fiction and the media
(Crowe and Hancock 1991: 5).
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The perception of the Roma has always been twofold, either as a romanticized population
intentionally removed from the confines of a modern white society or, conversely, as a
collection of ethnically muddled undesirables, grifters, and illiterates. Neither perception
speaks to who the people are, nor do these hyperbolic stereotypes further the
understanding of the culture. In the 19th century, there were many British attempts at
creating a lexicon and written grammar of Romanés, and many of the scholars invested in
these endeavors felt as though they were championing the Roma cause in their overly
romantic portrayal of the people.
In 1875, for example, Smart and Crofton described the Roma in the following
way:
“Gypsies are the Arabs of pastoral England- the Bedouins
of our common woodlands. In these days of material
progress and much false refinement, they present the
singular spectacle of a race in our midst who regard with
philosophic indifference the much-prized comforts of
modern civilization, and object to forego their simple life in
close contact with Nature, in order to engage in the struggle
after wealth and personal aggrandizement” (Smart and
Crofton 1875:xvi).
Through the romantic descriptions of Smart and Crofton, and alternately the anti-Roma
propaganda and portrayals that are also explored in the scope of this research, we begin to
see a complicated binary emerge. This initial binary speaks to the opposing perceptions
of Roma identity, these perceptions apparent in Roma representations. As this
examination of the Roma progresses, additional binaries emerge, all of which contribute
to both Roma identity and the external perceptions of the Roma. Other binaries include
but are not limited to: the opposition of the Roma and the gadje or their concept of the
10

“other,” that of male and female Roma identity, and that of a Roma identity and Roma
representation through media. These multiple binaries are inextricably interrelated, and
act upon one another in the shaping of both the Roma identity and external perceptions of
the ethnicity. Simply, there is not only the binary of romantic gypsy heroes in opposition
to charlatan gypsy fortunetelling thieves which speak to the two most popular categories
of representation, but also a number of definitions through difference that arise within the
culture and its interactions with the outside world. The Roma are always defined in
contrast to the population they live among, sometimes romanticized and championed as
exemplified by Smart (1875), sometimes condemned and derided. Further, they are
always defined, by self and by those that encounter them, as an opposite to the gadje or
members of the outside world.
It is important to note that this ‘otherness’ or root binary structure is not wholly
imposed upon the Roma. As Hancock points out,
The overriding factor of ‘gypsiness’ is the firm acceptance
of the fact that the world is divided into Roma and gadze
(gadje), and it is this, above all else, which has ensured the
perpetuation of the Romani people. The division between
the two worlds is kept intact by cultural behavior and
verbal reinforcement. Non-Gypsies and non-Gypsy cultures
are seen as threatening to romanipe (“Gypsiness”) and to
be avoided. Opportunities are taken to point out to the
children unsanitary or disrespectful non-Gypsy behavior
whenever examples occur, e.g. television (Crowe and
Hancock 1991: 5).
In avoiding assimilation the Roma have maintained both their language and their culture
in the face of seemingly insurmountable adversity.
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Certainly, most readers are aware of at least one major instance of Roma
discrimination and genocide. During the Holocaust, though it was not the only time that
being Roma had been dangerous, the European Roma population was decimated. The
Roma were slaughtered alongside the Jews, homosexuals, handicapped, and others with
similar histories of being ostracized and persecuted. Robert Ritter, the “scientist” who
spearheaded anti-Roma propaganda during his time at the Eugenic and Population
Biological Research Station under the Third Reich, wrote that “hereditary criminality was
one of the ‘traits of the Roma race” (Barsony 2008: 2). In the fascist Europe of World
War II and the thirty years of propaganda that preceded it, the Roma were condemned as
the “Gypsy menace,” calls for the forced sterilization of “Gypsies” and “Half-Gypsies”
were published by the SS. The Nuremburg Racial Laws made marriage and copulation
between a Roma and a non-Roma illegal. At the onset of these published anti-Roma
sentiments the Roma were deported, and finally as many as an estimated half million
Roma were slaughtered (Barsony 2008). As we explore the literary and media-based
representations before and since Ritter’s bigoted declarations, it becomes apparent that
Ritter was not unique in his sentiments, and that these perceptions did not end with
WWII.
Despite the relative recency of the murder of over half a million Roma people in
Europe, the European continent has seemingly forgotten the lessons of the Holocaust,
continues to displace the Roma, and disregards the most basic rights of the people.
Throughout the last two decades a number of European countries have made headlines
for their expulsions of entire Roma encampments. In 2010, French President Nicolas
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Sarkozy faced worldwide criticism as he continued to expel the Roma people from
France, in an arguable violation of the 2004 European Union Directive of Free
Movement, which permits citizens of the EU to move freely throughout the countries that
comprise it. The French expulsions of the Roma were also questioned in terms of whether
France’s targeting of the Roma as an ethnic minority constituted as a violation of the EU
anti-discrimination mandates, which comprise the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. In
2010, BBC news reported that, “President Sarkozy says the illegal Roma camps threaten
to become shanty towns. He launched the crackdown in late July, calling the camps
breeding grounds for people trafficking, prostitution and child exploitation (EU Warns
France of Action over Roma, BBC: September 29, 2010).” If Nicolas Sarkozy feels
comfortable making statements of this sort to international news agencies, one can only
imagine the “anti-other rhetoric” that must imbue internal memos and statements made
behind closed doors. In 2009 alone, Christian Fraser of BBC News, Paris reported that
some 15,200 immigrants (primarily Roma) had been repatriated back to Bulgaria and
Romania by the French government. Repatriating a historically nomadic people back to
one country from another is bizarre, and speaks to an inherent disregard for Romani
cultural practices and traditions.
France is by no means alone in their agenda to forcibly expel the Roma from
within their borders. A search of international periodicals reveals that these forced
deportations and expulsions of the Roma are pervasive throughout the European
countries. In fact, the Roma are regularly subjected to a game of EU ping-pong, changing
hands between Eastern/Central and Western Europe. The apparent issue being that no
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European nation seems welcoming to their Roma citizens, and through forced expulsion,
racial profiling, and public bigotry they have attempted to rid themselves of their "gypsy"
problem. In Italy magazine, 2008, Romanian Defense Minister Teodor Melescanu told
the Italian people that they were being "too soft" on the Roma within their borders.
Melescanu declared that these Roma immigrants were and are giving a bad name to the
"real" Romanian immigrants living abroad in the EU. Melescanu said, "We will work
with Italian authorities to insure that honest Romanians are not hurt by Roma crimes and
to combat any anti-Romanian feelings or xenophobia spreading in the peninsula
(Romania says Italy is too Soft on Gypsies, ITALY: May 13, 2008)." The discrimination
he was worried about was that which might be detrimental to the "real" Romanians. He is
oblivious, or course, to the inherent xenophobia and racism in nearly everything he has
offered as statement in regard to the Roma, a population who comprise a significant
proportion of the nation which he is paid to represent. Per the article, the interior minister
of Romania was scheduled to meet with Italian government officials to discuss a
resolution to this "gypsy crime" problem in the coming months (Italy 2008). In reading
the inflammatory words of Melescanu one is left wondering, if Italy is being "too soft" on
the Roma, how are the Roma treated in Central and Eastern Europe?
In 2010, the Romanian Foreign Minister Teodor Baconschi was gently
reprimanded for publicly associating the Roma ethnicity with a propensity for criminality
(Romanian Foreign Minister Found Guilty of Roma Discrimination, Novinte.com:
November, 25 2010). This overtly racist sentiment it certainly reminiscent of "antigypsy" Nazi propaganda, though it is also not an unpopular sentiment given the actions of
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foreign governments in the last decade, and the overwhelming number of periodicals that
print the term "gypsy crime" readily, as though it would ever be appropriate to classify
crime in accordance with race or ethnicity. Ultimately, for Baconschi's very public antiRoma sentiment, he was given no more than a figurative slap on the wrist (Novinite
2010).
In 2010, digitaljournal reported, "Bogdan Aurescu, State Secretary in the
Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said that France has deported Roma people not on
the basis of crimes they have committed, but on the basis of the possibility that they will
commit crimes in the future." (Aurescu: France Deported Roma for 'Future Crime',
Digitaljournal: September 23, 2010) Ultimately, of the 500 deported at that time, Aurescu
claimed that NONE of the Roma deported had criminal records in neither Romania nor
France. These people were deported on the basis of racial/ethnic profiling, and not on the
basis of any actual patterns of criminal behavior. Additionally, "the Romanian State
Secretary said that the information provided by France shows that only 708 Romanian
citizens were imprisoned last year in this country, which represents 0.3% from the total of
foreigners accused of having committed crimes in France (Aurescu: France Deported
Roma for 'Future Crime', Digitaljournal: September 23, 2010)." Obviously, the
stereotype of the Roma as criminal is in no way substantiated by Roma people
committing a disproportionate number of crimes.
While crimes committed by members of the Roma community are exceedingly
referenced in a variety of reputable European periodicals, and are even referenced in the
local South Florida context (as this thesis will later discuss in depth), crimes against the
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Roma are published in these same periodicals far less often, if ever. Per the website,
Human Rights First, that tracks human rights violations worldwide, instances of hate
crimes against the Roma are consistently occurring throughout Europe with little neither
national nor international media attention. While the website deals primarily in
government enacted crimes of discrimination, the website acknowledges the following,
with regard to hate crimes committed in the civilian by civilian instance: “Police illtreatment is a priority concern of the Roma community that combines with other aspects
of state-sponsored and state-tolerated discrimination to create a climate conducive to
violence by ordinary citizens. In situations where local government and police officials
can act arbitrarily to violate the rights of Roma, others too expect to do so with impunity
(Human Rights First 2012) .”
In a sociopolitical climate where government agents, even with the highest of
rank (as can be seen in the comments of Baconschi and Melescanu), may freely make
ethnically charged condemnations of the Roma people, a political atmosphere is created
in which citizens may perpetuate the same racism without fear of legal repercussion.
Even more, when government agents are free to violate the basic human rights of a
minority group under their charge, these behaviors become more prevalent within the
population at large. These violations surpass the dangers of propaganda and rhetoric, and
violent manifestations of the discrimination occur. Human Rights First (2012) concedes
that even its own value as a resource is limited to recounting those human rights
infractions where agents of the state enact ethnically charged violence against the Roma
and are convicted of said offences, because these are the instances that are made public
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and are thusly traceable. The innumerable hate crimes that the organization cannot track
are those which do not get reported or tried. What the organization is able to do is recount
cases where governments have been convicted by the UN of police brutality, torture, and
similar mistreatment of the Roma.
In regard to instances in which the state acts in such a way as to violate the human
rights of the Roma, and subsequently allows other non-Roma citizens follow suit, the
aforementioned organization has the following to say:
The violence often occurs in an environment where local
political leaders speak openly of their desire to expel Roma
from their communities. Even as police and local public
authorities are often complicit in driving Roma from their
homes and seeking their relocation to other towns or cities—or
even their deportation—others holding national public office,
too, characterize Roma as outsiders who are less than citizens
and are unwanted. Many Roma are in fact immigrants from
within the newly expanded European Union or the nations of
the former Yugoslavia. Their presence in new places of
residence is often precarious—in particular when antiimmigrant bias turns to Roma as the scapegoat for broader
societal ills (Human Rights First 2012).
It is difficult to even begin to calculate the number of “ordinary citizen” perpetrated antiRoma hate crimes that occur throughout Europe, but this thesis will illustrate the
prevalence by naming only a few.
The following will briefly synthesize a number of past examples… 1) In 2007, six
Roma people were attacked by a gang of “skinheads” in Sofia, Bulgaria, four of which
were severely injured; when interviewed after the attack, the victims claimed they called
the local police, and the police refused to dispatch assistance (Human Rights First 2012).
2) In 2008, The Guardian reported that Italian sunbathers continued to swim and ignore
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the bodies of two young Roma girls who had drowned and were then laid out on the sand
under beach towels (Gypsy Girls' Corpses on Beach in Italy Fail to Put off Sunbathers,
The Guardian: July 20, 2008). 3) WomenAction, the website of a nonprofit focused on
defending women’s rights, published the reports of the Human Rights Project Sofia:
Roma Association, in 2000. The Human Rights Project’s report provides a list of crimes
committed against the Roma, including but not limited to the brutal murder of a mentally
handicapped Roma woman named Nadezhda Roumenova Dimitrova by four school aged
adolescents in 1999. In this instance, the woman who was a known disabled beggar was
beaten to death without provocation, with one of the perpetrators admittedly calling her a
“gypsy” while he kicked and beat her until and after her resultant demise. 4) The same
report indicates that in 1997, a Roma woman named Nedka Atanassova was out with her
eleven year-old son when she was attacked and beaten to death. Per the report, one of the
boys responsible for the murder “alleged that he attacked the woman, because she was
Gypsy.” In the case of Atanassova, two of the attackers were indicted; each only
sentenced to one year and six months under three years of probation. 5) Other accounts
published by the Human Rights Project include the case of Vesselina Yordanova, who in
1997 was told that the fetus she was carrying was dead, and that she would have to be
operated on. She was driven by a doctor and a nurse to a hospital in a nearby city, where
she was called “gypsy” and endured racism from other patients and staff while waiting
for treatment. Finally, rather than operate to save her, the medical professionals at the
hospital forced Yordanova to deliver the stillborn fetus. As a result of this discrimination
manifesting in improper care, she died during delivery from loss of blood (WomenAction
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2000). 6) In 2010, Amnesty International published that six Roma were murdered
between January 2008 and August 2009 in Hungary in a series of ethnically-charged antiRoma attacks that involved shootings and the use of Molotov cocktails. The victims
included women, children, and the elderly. Amnesty International states that, these
attacks “shows [sic] how shortcomings in the Hungarian justice system hinder the
prevention of and response to such attacks” (Amnesty International 2010: 1). These
instances provide only a snapshot of some of the atrocities endured by the Roma
throughout Europe today. When coupled with the forced expulsions of Roma people and
the destruction of Roma homes that so often also flies below the media radar (but
happens incessantly), a fairly clear picture of the Roma experience begins to emerge.
Despite the fact that the Roma continue to endure consistent political and social
mistreatment, the Roma people have been able to overcome much of this adversity, and
have made great strides in terms of their own political cohesion and declarations of rights
in recent decades. For the Roma, the second half of the Twentieth Century has been one
of increased political organization, empowerment, and a marked shift towards a
collective Romani “nation.” Perhaps, with their efforts, an end to the persecution of the
Roma is in sight. Despite the overt discrimination that have encountered, and the
appalling ways in which they have and continue to be stripped of their rights, the Roma
have refused to submit. Rather than submit, they have begun to create a new Roma
perception of self, and demand recognition on the global stage. Hancock explains this
shift in his conclusion to collection of essays entitled, The Gypsies of Eastern Europe:
In 1971 the International Gypsy Committee organized the
first World Romani Congress. This took place in a location
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near London, announced at the last minute due to threats of
disruption, between 8 and 12 April. The event was funded,
in part, by the World Council of Churches and the Indian
government; representatives from India and some twenty
other countries were in attendance. At the congress, the
green and blue flag from the 1933 conferences, now
embellished with the red, sixteen-spoked chakra, was
reaffirmed as the national emblem of the Romani people,
and the anthem, Dzelem dzelem, since sung at all
congresses, was adopted. This was a traditional Romani
song, with new words written for it by the late Jarko
Jovanovich (Crowe and Hancock 1991: 189).
In the decades since this first international assembly, the Roma have been able to selfdefine in a way never before possible. Additionally, the Roma have since attempted to
create a cohesive front in order to combat adversity, explore their heritage, and advocate
for the rights of the Roma people. The future of the Roma is not bleak, despite recent
persecutions and what they have historically endured. Regardless of their representations
as otherwise, younger generations of Roma are educated and interested in asserting their
futures. The challenge is in making the gadje aware of this strong Roma identity, and
helping them to reject the many misrepresentations still upheld in popular culture. It is
the assertion of this thesis that constant misrepresentation of the ethnicity contributes to
the discrimination and mistreatment of the population, and that illuminating such faulty
stereotypes will contribute to reduced ethnic tension and Roma persecution.
Until this point, the focus has been on the Roma in the European context, as
Europe is where Roma presence was first recorded and where many of the crimes against
the Roma continue to occur. However, Europe does not contain the entire Roma
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community. The Roma live in a myriad of contexts throughout the world, and North
America is no exception.
The history of the Roma in North America can be as difficult to trace as that of
their history in Europe and the Middle East. As a biographical aside, my father’s family
came to the United States in order to escape the genocide of the Holocaust, and was
provided passage by an American circus. Others immigrated either during the known
waves of European immigration or autonomously, and presently all Roma groups are
represented on the North American continent. In the following chapters, this treatise will
explore the misrepresentation and subsequent mistreatment of the Roma in the
particularly local South Florida context, and exemplify how media-driven discrimination
is not a particularly European phenomenon. Constructs of “gypsy crime” and the
perpetuation of Roma stereotypes and misrepresentations have followed the Roma, and
are traceable in every context in which the Roma presently live.

21

PORTRAYAL OF THE ROMA: FROM REPRESENTATION TO
(MIS)REPRESENTATION

Representation of the Roma in Ethnography and Journalistic Exposé

In Gypsies: The Hidden Americans (1975), Anne Sutherland begins by explaining
what is often considered the precarious position of being Roma in the new world.
“Approximately every twenty years someone predicts that the Gypsies are a dying culture
and laments that the old ways have gone and that the future is bleak for the Gypsy.
Usually, these predictions are based on events that make traditional occupations difficult
or impossible, and the cultural repercussions of the economic situation are felt to be farreaching. First it was ‘education’ that would bring the end of Gypsies, then radio, and
now television. What next?” (Sutherland 1975: 1). Sutherland reminds us that the Roma
are a resilient people, forever challenged by the societies that envelope their communities
and the technology that changes the shape of Roma subsistence. The “Gypsies,” by any
account, are not going anywhere. Many outside of the Roma community, especially in the
United States, may not even be cognizant of their Roma neighbors, but the presence of
the Roma is consistent throughout the continent.
Sutherland (1975) spent two years conducting ethnographic research with a
Lowara (particular Roma sub classification) kumpania (traveling group) living in
California. She identifies that the primary income of this kumpania was derived from
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welfare and migrant farm work at the time, but explains that in situations where
fortunetelling income was permitted that this group of Lowara would generate income in
that way. Of the some three hundred Roma in the kumpania that she studied, many
traveled as often as sixty percent of the time. In light of this, Sutherland made note of the
necessarily mobile nature of the groups tents (1975). By the time Sutherland was
conducting research in the 1960s and 1970s, she notes that many Roma had already
settled into more permanent residences and communities, but this particular kumpania
was especially traditional in their living situation.
As addressed earlier, the Roma maintain internal cultural binaries in addition to
those that arise from their contact with gadje. The concept of marime is important within
the group that Sutherland studied and the Roma in general. Marime is the Roma word for
pollution, and is often applied to both women and gadje. Through her ethnography, a
clearer understanding of Romani culture emerges. The somewhat rigid Roma taboo
system and constructs of gender are rarely understood by gadje, and while these
understandings are crucial to the Roma experience, they are almost never an element of
Roma representation in popular culture. Sutherland provides an incredibly divergent
account of the Romani tradition than that which the gadje assume to be familiar. As we
later explore the American perception of a free-spirited and sexually liberated “gypsy”
woman (as appropriated by the hippies), we find there is almost no foundation for this
perception in the Romani tradition. The Romani tradition maintains a somewhat rigid
gender construct, and through the examination of pollution taboo, there is evidence of
gender hierarchy. Certainly, there is enough to be said in that regard to constitute an
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entirely different but equally engaging body of work, but that is not the focus or within
the scope of this treatise.
Through Sutherland’s analysis of the Roma group in California, and as is asserted
by her introduction and title, the Roma were and continue to be very much a part of the
American ethnic composition. Despite the reality that no culture is static and the Roma
must face changes, the core Romani tradition and language remain strong in the
American context and elsewhere. While the Roma have certainly undergone cultural
change in each of their many national contexts, through a tradition of hermetic isolation
(Hancock 1991) many core cultural values remain largely intact.
While not technically an ethnography, Isabel Fonseca, a journalist hailing from
Columbia and Oxford Universities, published Bury Me Standing in 1995. Her text was
intended for a popular audience, not the anthropological community, but through
journalistic methodology, she elucidates a present day Roma experience in Europe.
Without the protocol of an ethnographic framework, she conducts fieldwork similar to
participant observation. Fonseca interviews and lives amongst Roma families throughout
the eastern part of the European continent, and attempts to contextualize their lives and
tell their stories. While the book is written for a popular rather than an academic
audience, Fonseca does an excellent job of recounting the current social and political
struggles of a number of Roma communities. She also explains the history of Roma
persecution since “the Devouring,” which is the term used by the Roma to elucidate and
title the massacre of so many Roma during the Holocaust. While Fonseca’s text may not
be the best account of the Romani culture in general, the real value of her work can be

24

found in her incredibly personal offerings of the Roma experience through the eyes of her
subjects. Unlike the limited number of ethnographers who had worked with the Roma in
the past, she offers the stories of a number of individuals, rather than providing a gestalt
account of any singular Roma society.
Where accounts of Roma culture and experience had formerly been either the
fodder of academic texts not generally offered to the popular audience, or alternately the
distorted depictions of the Roma through literary and cinematic representation, Fonseca
offered something novel to her readers. Unfortunately, her text and even the
endorsements on the book jacket are peppered with the term “gypsy” rather than the
preferred nomenclature; however, the attention that Bury Me Standing offered to the
Roma struggle in Europe is something to be commended. Her text, a national bestseller,
offered a depiction of Roma character that her audience had most likely never
encountered before. She presented the Roma through the character studies of real people,
and thusly allowed the Roma the empathy they have so often been denied. If nothing else,
Fonseca made the American audience aware of the social problems faced by the Roma,
as well as the persecution they endure in contemporary Europe.
Fonseca offers individual accounts of Roma women just married, their social
dynamics within their extended families, and elaborates on the sex and body related
taboos that contribute to the female experience, as was mentioned prior. As a woman,
Fonseca is granted access into the lives of the Roma women she interviews and lives
with, and is able to convey their personal relationship with their culture. That insight is a
major strength of her work. Given that the Roma are traditionally hermetically removed
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from the society of the gadje, and women’s roles are typically marked by contrast to
those allotted to men, Fonseca’s work becomes even more potent. Additionally, with
journalistic tenacity, Fonseca gained access into the offices of Eastern European law
enforcement in order to collect their accounts of the Roma situation. Finally, she speaks
with the gadje that live either amongst or in close proximity to Roma communities, in
order to demonstrate the pervasiveness of the discrimination that the Roma face.
Fonseca also spent time in the Transylvanian capital of Meircurea-Ciuc, where
she spoke to a local prosecutor about a number of violent attacks in the region on the
local Roma over the last several years. Many of the attacks involved setting fire to Roma
homes, some of the fires proving fatal. In the smaller neighboring village of Casin, one
such attack had left 160 Roma homeless and two dead. As Fonseca collected accounts
from Romanian citizens during her fieldwork in 1990-1991, she found that each
Romanian interviewed recounted these attacks in the same way. According to Fonseca,
the Roma themselves were not granted this “citizen” status or any associated rights
because they were consistently denied official documentation, regardless of having been
long settled in the area. Each of the gadje that Fonseca speaks with provides an account
in which the attacks on the Roma are explained as retaliation of some kind. The recurring
declaration of the Romanians was that these attacks were not “ethnic conflicts,” but rather
personal conflicts that had gotten out of hand. Regardless of the fact that all of the
instances of forced expulsion though the burning of settlements had only victimized the
Roma, and thusly all of those killed in the intentional fires were strictly Roma as well, the
Romanians questioned were denied that any action against the Roma was ethnically
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driven. The local law enforcement, civilians, and prosecutors claimed that these were not
“ethnic conflicts” in their interviews, regardless of the fact that it had always been
Romanian villagers who had killed or committed acts of arson against their Roma
neighbors that Fonseca inquired about (Fonseca 1995).
In the town of Casin, Fonseca speaks with a Romanian woman about the Roma
whose homes had been incinerated only recently. The woman decrees, “they [the Roma]
are vermin” and her sentiment is not unique to Fonseca’s text or the myriad of other
sources of popular opinion on the Roma in Eastern Europe (as seen in the articles printed
in: Dijitaljournal, WomenAction, Novinte, etc.). Fonseca’s accounts of rampant racism
paint a terribly clear picture of what life is like for the Roma, not only in the
Transylvanian region of Romania, but in Eastern Europe at large. The gadje sentiments
about the Roma seem incendiary, and the exclusion of and violence against the Roma is
neither prosecuted nor acknowledged by the government and local communities. The
Holocaust has ended, however the deportation, slaughter, and discrimination against the
Roma of Europe has not.
(Mis)Representations of the Roma

While the overt and often violent manifestations of Roma discrimination seem to
require the most attention, this thesis advocates the notion that the misrepresentation of
the Roma is a primary contributor to the misunderstanding of the ethnicity, and the
resultant discrimination. This thesis will later discuss how both identities and
misrepresentative stereotypes arise, but for now it is necessary to recount the many ways
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in which the Roma have been portrayed. The Roma have been, and continue to be
represented in film, literature, performance, music, propaganda, journalism, and art. Ever
since their appearance in Europe in most cases, or the advent of the medium (such as film
and literature) in others, the Roma have been employed as metaphor, both positive and
negative.
As will be discussed in a forthcoming chapter, local South Florida print media has
addressed Roma representations through multiple articles written by New Times journalist
Bob Norman. In his work he attempts to oust local “gypsy” criminals, condemns the
profession of fortunetelling as a form of criminal extortion, and represents the Roma in a
very particular way. While Norman’s work represents a stereotypical and criminal Roma
to his readers, he is certainly not the first to (mis)represent the Roma. The following
portion of this thesis reviews some of the many representations of the Roma through
varied media over the last two hundred years.
In American popular culture, the 1960s were a time of large scale cultural
appropriation of “gypsiness,” especially in music. Recording artists like Stevie Nicks of
Fleetwood Mac identifying as a “gypsy,” Van Morrison and his songs featuring caravans
and gypsies, Leonard Cohen (1992) imagining himself “some kind of gypsy boy,” Cher’s
memorable Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves (1999), and so many others painted a
romanticized caricature of what it meant to be Roma. The Roma ethnicity was used as
metaphor for a free -spirited hippie lifestyle, and portrayed as something hedonistic, free
of the confines of American social values, something sexy, and something mystical.
Embodying the word “gypsy” was fashionable, though that did little for the actual Roma.
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Today we see the emergency of “gypsy punk” with bands like Gogol Bordello paving the
way for a new Roma representation. Gogol Bordello incorporates a number of traditional
Roma instruments and even phrases of Romanés. Unlike the appropriations of the 1960s,
the front man is of partial Romani descent or didikai; alas the success of the band has
again made being “gypsy” fashionable while doing little to further the cause of the
ethnicity.
Some representations of the Roma have been more devastating than appropriating
the world “gypsy” for fashion. In Back Where They Belong: Gypsies, Kidnapping and
Assimilation in Victorian Children’s Literature (2010), Jodie Matthews articulately
explores the “gypsy kidnapping myth” as employed in Victorian era children’s literature.
She posits that this pervasive myth of gypsies kidnapping gadje children, and the
alternately used myth about gypsy children been taken in and saved by non-gypsy
families, did more than perpetuate stereotypes. She explains how the myths were used to
reaffirm the cultural values of the Victorian era and assert to young children their moral
obligations and place within society. She goes on to explain that this allegorical use of the
gypsy was utilized to maintain Western order and may speak to “underlying anxieties
about the legitimacy and naturalness of that [social] structure” (Matthews 2010:137).
This representation of “gypsiness” exemplifies the binary relationship between Roma and
non-Roma, and offers insight into where some of the stereotypes we see later, particularly
in cinema, may have arisen.
Films have contained “gypsy” characters since the inception of the narrative
device. Given that the medium itself is relatively new, the history of a racially charged
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gypsy depiction is as long as that of film industry itself. That the Roma lifestyle runs
counter to the cultures it lives among, violating so many Western taboos and earning
magical associations both through practice and rumor, the shroud of mystery that
surrounds the true Romani lifestyle has been the fodder for an entire subgenre of films.
The “gypsy” has been cast alongside monsters in cinema, most often depicted as stranger
than witches, akin to vampires, and comrade to werewolves and the like. Famously
played by the likes of Bela Lugosi in The Wolf Man (1941) and Marlene Dietrich in near
blackface in her film Golden Earrings (1947), these early works are most valuable in
determining the scope of the distortions of Romani culture.
Beginning in the late 1980s, there were a number of films released that spoke to
the Romani culture with empathy, and most crucially, from the Romani perspective.
Tony Gatlif is the famous Roma director who gave us films like Latcho Drom (1993,
American titled Safe Journey), a film that tells about the Roma migration from northern
India. Artistically, and through almost no dialogue, Gatlif shows the central role of music
in the Romani culture, the anachronistic history that the Roma maintain, and draws
attention to the ways in which the Roma have always performed for those that otherwise
despised them, finding a limited acceptance through music and dance. The implications
of the film, even without dialogue, are radical and lingering.
Five years before the release of Gatlif’s Latcho Drom, a gadje was asserting
himself as a pro-Roma filmmaker. Emir Kusturica’s Time of the Gypsies (1988) has been
lauded not only for its artistic merits but as one of the first attempts at humanized Roma
characters. While it is clearly wrought with romanticized misconceptions of Roma life,
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and Kusturica does indulge in a magical realism unsurpassed, Kusturica’s Romani are not
the caricatures of films past. Both Gatlif and Kusturica have released other films about
the Roma, Including Gatlif’s Gadjo Dilo (1997), and Kusturica’s Black Cat, White Cat
(1998). These films and filmmakers heralded a new era in the cinematic realization of the
Roma, but even in their more favorable depictions of the Roma, questions about the
issues of representation arise.
There have been infinitely more derogatory depictions of the Roma in cinema
than positive, and these films have shaped both the external perceptions of the Roma and
the way the Roma view themselves. What are the foundations for this stereotype, and
what do the films actually mean for the people they claim to be about? Moreover, how is
the new era of cinema made by both the Roma and those who live among them (like
Kusturica) both similar and dissimilar to the racist representations that preceded them?
When issues of identity are later addressed, the weight of depictions both positive and
negative will begin to unravel. At this point, it should be noted that all representations are
in some way relevant to the formation of identity. As identity and perceptions shift and
change, it is as a result of the representations available.
The Roma see limited positive exposure through cinema. While the number of
films that contain dangerous “gypsies” placing curses, “gypsies” being generally
backwards, and the many other varied negative portrayals is incredible, the number of
films that speak to the Roma culture in an honest and “accurate” way are limited, should
they exist at all. Even the portrait of Romani culture as painted by the filmmakers within
the community often succumbs to using negative “gypsy” stereotypes. In examining the
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cinema that speaks to Roma identity rather than outside perceptions, we can see that
racist notions have in many ways been pervasive enough to damage the Roma notion of
self.
It is not surprising that these damning stereotypes have seeped into the mindset of
those both internal and external to the Roma community. American cinema has a long
history of creating “gypsy” stereotypes best categorized with other horror characters.
There is the vampire, the werewolf, the zombie, and the “gypsy.” A thieving
fortuneteller, a savage conman, a dangerous and vengeful old woman scattering curses,
the “gypsy” has very much been cast as the “other,” and a frightening “other” at that. In
early films like The Wolf Man (1941), featuring a “gypsy” Bela Lugosi, or Golden
Earrings (1947), starring a sexually promiscuous and sultry Marlene Dietrich as a
“gypsy” female lead, the viewer sees the sometimes romanticized and other times horrific
image of what it means to be Roma in the mind of the audience.
What might be most surprising is that the misrepresentation of the Roma has
gotten worse over time. In the last twenty years we have seen films like Borat (2006),
Thinner (1996), and Drag Me to Hell (2009) by Sam Raimi. The “gypsies” in these
movies are beyond socially undesirable, they are displayed as putrid, evil, murderous,
toothless, and lazy. So truly nightmarish are these representations of an already socially
oppressed and universally excluded people, that it is no wonder the contemporary
perception of the Roma is so distorted. Being Roma has been portrayed as something
shameful, and the Roma identity remains under siege by popular culture.
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Roma Performed: Roma in the American Circus and as Fortunetellers

Up until this point, the performance of the Roma identity has been examined as it
exists in the film industry and has been appropriated by popular culture personalities.
Performance of Roma identity is not only limited to the non-Roma arena however.
Performance is central in the Roma tradition itself, and in particular, performance is
central to Roma interaction with the gadje. This Roma performance and ritualized
interaction most powerfully manifests as fortunetelling. In A Subtle Craft in Several
Worlds: Performance and Participation in Romani Fortune-telling (1987), Ruth Elaine
Andersen explains, “In the United States today, fortune-telling as a traditional occupation
is the cultural property of one ethnic group in particular: the ‘Rom,’ as they call
themselves, or ‘Gypsies,’ as they are popularly known (Andersen 1987:3).” In her
introduction, Andersen goes on to explain fortunetelling as follows:
It appears to have been part of the cultural baggage that the
Rom carried with them when they left India, and to have
survived because of its portability and marketability—
among other reasons. Since the Rom have maintained
fortune-telling as a major activity for generations, it is a
reasonable hypothesis that it is important to them, a part of
their culture in significant ways, and that it is significant
also for the large society in which they live (Andersen
1987:5).

The primary permitted societal niches that have been allotted to the Roma in the last
several hundred years are that of the circus performer and the fortuneteller. These two
performed roles are interrelated of course, the fortuneteller once being the circus staple,
though fortunetelling now often favors permanent establishments with legitimate
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business registrations. While there have been moves to criminalize the enterprise of
Roma divination since the time of circus affiliated palmistry and tarot-reading, and there
continues to be an anti-fortunetelling movement today, there a number of registered
business entities in the United States that provide such services, and in turn pay taxes on
their revenue. The criminalization of this performance is worth acknowledging, but the
symbolic importance of this ritualized exchange is even more pertinent.
During the performance of the fortunetelling ritual there is evidence of a symbolic
exchange that extends beyond that of monetary reward for information. During the
fortunetelling ritual, there is an apparent exchange of power that can be best decoded by
Victor Turner (1969, 1974, 1982, 1988), as it relates to ritual, and Pierre Bourdieu
(1972), as it relates to reciprocity of exchange and the transmission of power. In the
subsequent chapter dealing in the anthropological analysis of Roma representations, these
theoretical analyses of fortunetelling will be further examined. At this point, what should
be acknowledged is that during the performance of the fortunetelling ritual, traditionally
performed by Roma women exclusively for the gadje or non-Roma patron, money is
offered in exchange for information. The Roma, in the mind of the gadje at least, are the
possessors of the sacromagical commodity that is knowledge of the future. For this
commodity of information, or service, money is paid. On the superficial level, one can
easily determine what is being bought and sold, regardless of whether or not one believes
the commodity is actual or imagined. The interesting element of this enterprise arises in:
1) the conditional acceptance of the Roma by the gadje in this regard, 2) that the Roma
performer is the party in control of the exchange, or the one who possesses the power,
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and 3) that in this regard the Roma are able to capitalize on a similar stereotype to that
has been employed in cinema as a means of misrepresentation at best and oppression at
worst.
Some contemporary American Roma refer to the practice of fortunetelling as
“advising” instead of as a practice of predicting the future, and it is not the intention of
this manuscript to convey that the performance is intended merely as a con or a scam of
the gadje, as we will see that one South Florida journalist often claims. Rather, it happens
to be a service that Roma women are perceived as being uniquely capable of providing,
and a service that the gadje community has traditionally been interested in paying for.
The legitimacy of fortunetelling, and its value as either therapeutic, a form of
entertainment, or otherwise are irrelevant here and will not be discussed. The relevance,
anthropologically, is in the impact of the ritual and the perceptions it generates of the
Roma community. Whether this phenomena can be explained through a history of the
Roma being able to capitalize on the misfortune of their imposed exotic “Otherness” and
thusly mysteriousness, or explained simply as a vestige of a Roma role in a historic Indic
caste system remains unclear. However, it is apparent that fortunetelling has been a part
of the Roma tradition throughout their recorded history in the West, and that the practice
continues to this day.
The transmission of power through magic has always been a part of the Roma:
gadje dynamic, and it is crucial to examine it in order to generate any meaningful
discourse on Roma interaction with the outside world. Fortunetelling is a performance
that is inherently powerful, though having power is the aberration for the Roma who have
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been traditionally disenfranchised through performance and representation, as has already
been addressed. Not to further confound the issue, but fortunetelling is also a role in
which traditionally only women are cast, and the gender dynamics in the Romani
tradition generally do not empower woman over the man. Thus, fortunetelling can be
interpreted as the defense and the weapon of those who most require it. Fortunetelling
allows for a role reversal, and its performance is an important catalyst in an underlying
power exchange.
Clearly, the Roma relationship with their concept of gadje or “other” is both
unique and complicated. Additionally, fortunetelling is not the only time in which the
Roma identity is performed for this same audience of outsider. As mentioned earlier,
incipient Roma fortunetelling in the United States was tied to the early American circus
tradition. In literature we see mention of the Roma in affiliation with the circus,
particularly antiquated children’s literature (Matthews 2010; Smith 2008), but in addition
to these hyperbolic and metaphoric uses of the Roma in the circus to convey literary
agenda, the correlation is also historic. While some Roma engaged in the fortunetelling
ritual while traveling with the early American circus, there are additional circus
affiliations for the historic Roma.
The Roma history as it relates to the circus began in the 14th and 15th century
when we see a historical increase in the Roma population in Europe. Many groups of
Roma had migrated to Europe, already established in their tradition of performance.
Musician and animal trainer were popular professions, and Ursari Roma earned their
name through their reputation and traditional abilities as bear trainers, or “bear-leaders”
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(Schneeweis 1989:94). While bear training is not the work of most (if any) present day
Ursari, many contemporary European circus families are of Romani descent. During the
rebirth of the American circus in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a number of Roma
families immigrated to North America. As mentioned earlier, my own father’s family
came to the United States in order to escape the genocide of the Holocaust, and was
provided passage by an American circus. During the Second World War, American
circus dynasties are reputed to have paid for many Roma passages to the United States. In
order to avoid Nazi extermination, some Roma families were able to obtain transportation
by boat in exchange for future work. Today most Roma have immigrated and continue to
immigrate under non-circus related circumstances, but there are several Roma-Americans
who can trace their family lineage back to turn of the century and depression era circus
performers, and I am among them.
Unlike during the performance of the fortunetelling ritual, there is less power
wielded by the Roma during the circus performance. As the early circus tradition
marginalized many of its performers as freaks and those to be gawked at, bear training
and other circus related performances exacerbated notions of “Otherness,” and in many
ways counteracted any power derived through the fortunetelling exchange. To be
relegated to the arena of the strange and the bizarre, or perceived as the traveling
attraction, certainly provides a point of origin for the filmic and media driven
representations of the Roma today, and contextualizes many of the prevailing
misconceptions. While today’s American and European Roma are no longer working (for
the most part) as circus entertainers, the stereotype has remained, and the associations
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with the former perception have contributed to Roma discrimination. Again, Bourdieu’s
work (1972) illuminates both the phenomenon and the implications, both of which will be
addressed shortly.
The ritual performance of both fortunetelling and circus performance are
something more economic than sacred. Roma performance of music is similar and
particularly prevalent today, especially in Europe. In the cinema of aforementioned Roma
director Tony Gatlif, we see Roma musical performances at both Roma and gadje
cultural events, particularly weddings (Gatlif 1993, 1997). Again, these performances
indicate a suspended moment of ethnic-tension between European communities and their
Roma counterparts, and are of interest in terms of the work of Turner and Bourdieu
(Turner 1969, 1974, 1982, 1988 and Bourdieu 1972).
The Roma community is traditionally hermetically removed from that of the
gadje, for reasons of self-preservation in the face of persecution, and because of cultural
taboos associated with the gadje and pollution (not to apply too functionalist an
interpretation, but these taboos may serve the same purpose of self-preservation). The
acts of performance, ranging from the intimate and private act of fortunetelling to the
public spectacle of musical performance at a wedding, or historic bear-training
demonstrations, present a unique paradox for the Roma. There are moments of Turneresque liminality that arise during the performance, that eliminate taboos, and bring the
Roma and the gadje together. It is only during these moments that we see both sides
release their adamant cultural divisions and interact without (at least overt) animosity.
For the Roma, performance results in either submission or dominance, and there
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is a power exchange occurring in all three forms addressed. Whether that power is strictly
economic, social, sacred, or some combination, they all require a theoretical perspective.
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JOURNALISTIC REPRESENTATIONS IN SOUTH FLORIDA: “ANTI-OTHER
RHETORIC” AND THE LOCAL “GYPSY CRIME” MYTH UNRAVELED
Media and its discourse are often the agents of cultural perceptions. In the
instance of the Roma, or ethnic “gypsy” population of South Florida, portrayal through
what Elisabeth Le has termed the “spiral anti-other rhetoric” has shaped popular
perceptions of the people to a great extent (Le 2006). In Le’s text, she examines how
media is often imbued with a political agenda, an agenda which may be met through the
identification of an enemy. Through a methodology of Mediated Discourse Analysis
(MDA), she aims to show how social identities, and even alliances and oppositions are
shaped by media representations. These agents of media shape perceptions through
rhetoric, or persuasive discourses, and the rhetoric creates “collective memories” about
the way things were/are/have happened. In Le’s study, she examines the print media in
three countries (France, America, and Russia) in order to research media portrayal of
foreign policy, and how concepts of “Otherness” are created in each context. Within the
timeframe of the end of the Cold War, she was able to determine the way all three parties
had generated their respective notions of “Other” through media, and how these print
portrayals have shaped a public perception.
The same theoretical and methodological framework applies to the instance of the
Roma in South Florida, specifically the media’s creation of “gypsy crime” as a
classification for ethno-specific misconduct. Certainly, her references to “Otherness” and
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“anti-Otherness” apply, as the Roma have been cast as counter to the dominant South
Florida cultures, just as they have been in every other context examined to this point.
Le’s discourse on media rhetoric illuminates this very specific example of Roma
(mis)representation in the most local context available.
The danger of text or visual media portrayals of culture, especially when media is
used to refer exclusively to journalism, is that it is received by its audience as an exercise
in “realism.” The binary of “self” versus “Other” that these media sources create is
perceived as “true,” despite the fact that the binary is not only constructed, but often a
primary tool of public manipulation. The media constructs meanings for actions and
objects which are either consumed or rejected by the public. In Public Modalities:
Rhetoric, Culture, Media and the Shape of Public Life (2010), Daniel C. Brouwer and
Robert Asen explain that the “public exerts a powerful force in our everyday lives, with
significant symbolic and material consequences. The idea of a public may foster
camaraderie among its members, and may spur hatred of non-members” (Brouwer and
Asen 2010:1). Certainly, manipulating the public to see the Roma community in a
particular way has had its ramifications, though determining the extent of the damage is
more difficult than identifying its existence. What has the local South Florida media and
its employment of “anti-other rhetoric” meant for the Roma of our own community?
Firstly, an examination of what has been said is in order. Local journalist Bob
Norman, who has written extensively about “gypsies” in South Florida over a period of
about ten years (at least, more extensively than any other local journalist) began his
career of “gypsy crime” journalism with an article entitled The Double Life of Nick the
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Cop, published in the New Times in 1998. In this first article, Norman sought to expose
Roma cop and self-proclaimed “gypsy crime” specialist John Nicholas Jr. Norman
depicts “Nick the cop” as a conniving “gypsy” who has in fact infiltrated the Palm Beach
County Police Department while really working for the “Other,” or gypsy side. Nick the
Cop (Norman’s first villain) has since resigned from his position and left the state. In his
article, Norman weaves a tale of Nick being born into a family of “gypsy criminals,” only
to claim to reject that life and devote his career to exposing gypsy criminal activity
instead. However, the plot thickens as Norman depicts Nick as still being heavily
involved with the “gypsy crime” families in the local area, and not to be trusted.
It all began when Nick the Cop was featured on Dateline as a detective and expert
guest on a show exposing the “sweetheart swindle” scam in South Florida. Norman
explains sweetheart swindles as follows, “The scam is nothing new, just slick and
slippery Gypsy women making old men fall in love with them before taking the victims
for everything they have (Norman 1998).” Norman explains that Nick was never a
detective, but rather a deputy not formally involved in “gypsy crime” at all. Dateline cast
Nick as its expert on the issue, and misidentified him as having higher rank in the police
department; this mistake on Dateline’s part is employed by Norman as evidence against
Nick the Cop’s character. Even in his article, Norman notes that labeling Nick a detective
was the Dateline’s mistake, however he explains this error as follows, “Nicholas didn't
misrepresent himself to Dateline, Hansen says. It was the show's mistake. But it serves as
a particularly appropriate lesson from a show regarding Gypsy swindles: All is not what
it seems (reference).”
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Clearly, Norman’s “journalism” is imbued with a very strong opinion about the
“gypsy” character. This one sentence, quoted from the same article, articulates Norman’s
sentiments, “Nicholas has walked a razor's edge, playing about in both the closed Gypsy
society, where the double-cross is standard and the truth is hard to come by, and in the
equally treacherous and closed world of law enforcement, where cynicism, distrust, and
suspicion are tools of survival” (The Double Life of Nick the Cop, Bob Norman:
December 1998, emphasis added). Norman is working with the prevalent Roma and
gadje binary in two ways: 1) that of cop versus gypsy and 2) that of a lying gypsy
population versus the (presumably) honest remainder of South Florida. Norman’s “antiother rhetoric” does not stop there, however. One of Norman’s major informants about
the devious agenda of Nick the Cop was another law enforcement agent, of Florida’s
Delray Beach, Detective Jack Mackler.
After this first article, Norman seemingly abandoned his crusade for some years,
until following up with Gypsies, Cops and Thieves in 2006. This article, with a title
acting as some weird homage to Cher’s own Roma (mis)representation in her song
Gypsies, Tramps & Thieves, Norman revisits one of the other law enforcement agents
that Norman had first used to condemn John Nicholas, Jr. By the time of this second
article, Detective Jack Mackler had since resigned from law enforcement, having been
accused of taking bribes from thieving “gypsies” himself. Norman uses Mackler’s
downfall to again address the dangers of his notion of a Florida cop/gypsy conspiracy.
Norman tells that each of the cops (Mackler and Nick) were working for two opposing
“gypsy crime families” in the area.
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The story of the rise and fall of these former members of local police departments
is not the fodder of this research however; it is the way Norman speaks on the Roma
people in general that exemplifies how dangerous this type of rhetoric can be. In his
article on Mackler, Norman says the following:
What makes somebody a Gypsy? Well, the Rom is a race
of people, sanctioned as such by the United Nations. The
band of vagabonds left India more than four centuries ago
and has been pretty much on the move ever since. The
culture is based on duping the hell out of gadjes, their name
for non-Gypsies, with fortunetelling cons, roofing scams,
automobile rip-offs, and other schemes perfected over the
years. And any bunco cop in the country will tell you that
Florida is their promised land. Most of those palm-reading
shops along the roads of the Gold Coast — there are 29
such establishments licensed in Broward County alone —
are filled with Rom dreaming up fiendish ways to get into
your bank account.
Gypsies live in a rigid, ultrasecretive society complete with
territories and arranged marriages. And they squabble. Oh,
do they squabble. To settle their disputes, they have their
own courts overseen by leaders called Rom Baros, or Big
Men. Once born into this treasure- and trouble-strewn life,
few leave it (Gypsies, Cops, and Theives, BobNorman:
January 5, 2006).
The underlying sentiments in Norman’s work are obvious and require little elaboration.
The melodrama of these two former police officers is employed, by Norman, as a
warning; the warning is for the public in regards to the Roma. His message is clear;
gypsies have a propensity for criminality and are not to be trusted. Let the reader be
reminding of Ritter’s condemnations of the Roma under the Third Reich, when he wrote
that “hereditary criminality was one of the ‘traits of the Roma race’” (Barsony 2008).
Most will agree, the message of both bodies of work is similar, even if one’s agenda is
clearly more extreme.
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In other articles Norman revels in the arrest of local Roma fortunetellers, speaks
out against perceived Roma charlatans, and seeks to expose what he conceptualizes as a
gypsy problem in our local community. Norman exploits the ethnographic literature
available to tell his tale of an innate gypsy criminality, in that he has clearly done some
research into Roma identity in preparing his publications. However, he uses that
information to appear as expert in his declarations. From the perspective of the audience,
Normal appears to know about the local social structure of the Roma, is aware of their
Indic point of origin, and thusly is accepted as expert on “gypsy crime” as well. He uses
the extant research on the people to assert authority as a knowledgeable party, and uses
that information to shape a starkly anti-Other discourse.
Norman employs rhetoric to depict a manipulative and subversive Roma
character. The act of fortunetelling, for Norman, is clearly an exercise in extortion. He
identifies South Florida as a goldmine for the corrupt Roma, full of an affluent elderly
population, waiting with their checkbooks in hand for one con(wo)man or another to
come and trick them out of the fortunes they have squirreled away.
Norman’s work may have an obvious anti-Roma sentiment, but it arose as report
of and in reaction to the informal local Gypsy Crime Task Force. The meaning being,
Norman is not the only one who adheres to the notion of “gypsy crime.” In Psychic
Charlatans, Roving Shoplifters, and Traveling Con Artists: Notes on a Fraudulent
Identity (2007), Alexandra Oprea makes note of a number of state specific examples of
legislature that criminalizes traditional Roma subsistence, such as fortunetelling. One
such ordinance from Kansas city is cited as follows:
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It shall be unlawful for any person for pay to tell or pretend
to tell fortunes or reveal or attempt to reveal future events
in the life of another or by means of occult or psychic
powers, faculties or forces, clairvoyance, psychology,
pschometry, spirit-mediumship, prophecy, astrology,
palmistry, necromance, cards, talismans, charms, potions,
magnetism or magnetized articles or substances, oriental
mysteries or magic of any kind or nature…(Oprea 2007:34
citing Kansas City Ordinance 10-14).
As we have discussed before, these practices are nearly exclusively the “cultural
property” of only one American ethnic group (Andersen 1987), and thusly such laws
contribute to the criminalization of the ethnicity. Oprea quotes Barry Fisher, an attorney
who has worked with the American Roma as saying the following in regard to the
criminalization of fortunetelling and the implications for the Roma, “ These laws have
often been used as a means of excluding or marginalizing the Roma people” (Oprea
2007:34).
Oprea also cites that, “Contemporary manifestations of this presumed criminality
are understood by police department ‘Gypsy Divisions’” (Oprea 2007:36). Palm Beach
County has its own informal Gypsy Crime Task Force, which has been addressed in local
publications including but not limited to Norman’s. On the next page, an email sent out to
the community watch members located within Delray Beach, Florida by a member of the
Delray Beach police department, indicates an instance of exactly what Oprea and others
are discussing.
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Figure 1. Email from Delray Beach official, as sent to the Lake Ida Community Watch in
January 2012
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Does Norman’s “spiral of anti-other rhetoric” really shape the perceptions of the
Roma community, after all, the New Times is not the New York Times, or does it simply
mirror a wider reaching extant xenophobia in the area? In fact, the New York Times ran
an article in written by Robin Pogreblin in 1999 which speaks to this issue: A Police Sting
Cracks Down on Fortunetelling Fraud. In the article Pogreblin states that “while the
police say that fortunetellers today are mostly Gypsies-a people who originated in India
and came to the United States by way of Europe—who pass the tradition down through
their daughters, the approach some of them use is hardly noble” (1999). The point being
that these anti-Roma sentiments are more than pervasive. They surpass lesser local
periodicals, infiltrate police departments, and appear in even the most respected of
national newspapers. Certainly, police department recognition of “gypsy crime,” and
their release of warnings to the community it its regard has some impact in terms of local
perception of the ethnic group. The media, of course, reaching a wider audience then
memos such as the one included, have a wider range of influence still. The best
explanation of the impact of the rhetoric put forth by Norman and other journalists, local
police departments, legislative bodies, and others may be best explained through Gupta
and Ferguson’s Culture, Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology (1997)
where they describe Stuart Hall’s explanation of how identities are formed as follows:
The Crucial Insight is that the subject is not simply affected
by changing schemes of categorization and discourses of
difference but is actually constituted or interpellated by
them. As Stuart Hall has suggested (cited in Watts 1992),
rather than posit an essential temporal stability and
continuity of the subject, we might better conceive of
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identify as a “meeting point”- a point of suture or
temporary identification- that constitutes and re-forms the
subject so as to enable that subject to act (see also Diprose
and Ferrell 1991). It is in this way that we bring together
identity and subject formation with the question of agency
(Gupta and Ferguson 1997:13).
Media, rhetoric, representation, etc. are agents of depicting identity, but their ability to
construct identity is limited in the sense that they provide only a temporary definition.
The temporary impositions of identity allow for subjects to act, but do not forever
describe. Norman has condemned the Roma in his community, and it allowed to him to
act on his agenda of creating a hyperbolic narrative. While Norman exploits the Roma to
tell his saga of cops and “gypsy” robbers, the police, too, have perpetuated this stereotype
and false Roma identity. The perceptions of those that read Norman’s work, or those
recipients of the email seen in the prior figure were no doubt shaped by these
(mis)representations. The good news being, that these opinions can and will be shaped
again. Hopefully, future representations will offer said audiences a less discriminatory
agenda, though historically the Roma have been deprived many fairer representations.
Gupta and Ferguson go on to say that, “Identity and alterity are therefore
produced simultaneously in the formation of ‘locality’ and ‘community’. ‘Community’ is
never simply the recognition of cultural similarity of social contiguity but a categorical
identity that is premised on various forms of exclusion and constructions of otherness”
(Gupta and Ferguson 2010: 13). Given that explanation of the way in which “Otherness”
arises, and in this case has been applied to the Roma, it is (in part) through defining the
Roma as something “Other” that the remaining local community defines itself. Further, it
is not only through the exclusion of the Roma, but the identification of the additional
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“Others” of our local area, that South Florida society (and all other societies, for that
matter) defines. Through this, the (mis)representation of the Roma becomes more
explicable, though still despicable. As media employs rhetoric to create identities, define
and imagine groups of the “Other,” and shapes prevailing understandings of people, the
mechanisms and dangers of rhetoric avail themselves. We become empowered with some
understanding of how and why these sentiments and stereotypes arise, and through that
understanding can attempt to challenge the (mis)representations themselves.
In an interview entitled Race and the Cinema: An Interview with Stuart Hall and
Paul Gilroy (1992) conducted by Lizbeth Goodman, the British cultural theorist Stuart
Hall says:
I’d say that the media and the arts, film and television
particularly, are very important for circulating images and,
to some extent, stereotypes of race and race relations, of
what the meaning of ethnicity is in any society. In a sense,
what the society knows about race and what it feels about
race do not exist outside of the way in which those subjects
are represented in the media. The Media are indeed
constitutive of what we know and how we feel, indeed how
we feel about ourselves, and so I think that by looking at
how race is surfacing and how it’s being handled in the
media at any particular time you do get a profound insight
into the shifting relations that are going on around race and
ethnicity at that moment (Goodman 1992:108 quoting
Stuart Hall’s interview).

There is reason that this thesis begins with the quote above, and its reiteration is useful
here. The way in which a society portrays race or ethnicity is, in a great many ways, the
way in which said ethnicity or race exists in the mind of a society. Norman and others are
not only perpetuating sentiments about the Roma, but also reflecting the sentiments
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already in place. (Mis)representations of Roma in cinema and other realms of popular
culture may also be understood in this regard. The Roma are represented in the way that
they are understood, and they are understood in the way that they are represented.
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APPLYING ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORY TO ROMA REPRESENTATIONS
In order to unravel the meaning of Roma representations and performances two
theoretical approaches are employed. The two theorists that this thesis uses to analyze the
many Roma (mis)representations are Pierre Bourdieu and Victor Turner. Bourdieu is
employed to explore the symbolic violence inherent in Roma interaction or interface with
the larger society through both Roma performance and (mis)representations of
criminality. On the basis of Bourdieu’s work, some explanations will be postulated in
regard to unequal reciprocity as a possible cause and enabler of this symbolic violence as
experienced by the Roma. Additionally, Turner’s theory in regard to performance as
ritual will be employed to analyze the role of performance as ritual for both the Roma and
in the larger gadje society.
Analyzing representations à la Bourdieu
These (mis)representations, often graphic and despicable, are more than media
perpetuated stereotypes. They are examples of a “symbolic violence” inflicted on the
Roma by their Hollywood, journalistic, political, and literary counterparts. In order to
fully understand the implications of symbolic violence committed against the Roma, first
one must examine the meaning of Bourdieu’s term, and then consider it as applied to the
explanation of how the Roma have been both physically and symbolically subjugated in
the past. In Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972), Pierre Bourdieu discusses how there
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are two ways in which dominance is asserted by one agent or group of agents over
another. The first way that dominance is asserted is through an overt physical violence,
this type of violence is immediate in the results it inspires; similarly its efficacy is often
limited to the immediate temporal state. The Holocaust provides a fitting example of the
overt violence suffered by the Roma. The violation of the most basic human rights of the
Roma in modern Europe, as explained earlier, also speaks to this type of overt and
tangible violence. The second type of violence that lends itself to domination is symbolic
violence. Symbolic violence is the violence that occurs covertly, in order to maintain the
structures of hierarchies and oppression. The authority of any hegemony is, by nature,
something imposed and thusly fragile. It is through acts of both symbolic and physical
violence that hegemonies often maintain their status and power. While physical violence
may be obvious, symbolic violence is much more challenging to identify and combat.
Arguably, because it is a hidden hegemonic mechanism, it is also the more powerful type
of violence.
The many (mis)representations of the Roma that this manuscript addresses are
themselves symbolically violent: they assert an imagined superiority of one group over
another and systematically exclude the Roma “Other.” However, it is the position of this
thesis that the potential impetus for this represented disdain for the Roma arises from an
issue of reciprocity.
Often, symbolic violence manifests itself in the form of the simplest performative
challenge of a gift exchange, particularly one where reciprocity is impossible. Ultimately,
the agent that is unable to reciprocate in the exchange becomes perpetually indebted and
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subservient. Plainly, when something is seen as being given by one party and not
reciprocated by the receiving party, an imbalance in power is generated. While the
exchange will involve something tangible like goods or money, what is really being taken
and forfeited is power. According to Bourdieu, “A gift or challenge is a provocation, a
provocation to reply.” If one party cannot “reply” in equal measure, they must forfeit
power in lieu of tangible capital (Bourdieu 1972: 12). The exchange operates on a
symbolic level and Bourdieu calls the power being transferred the symbolic capital or
prestige. While both exchanges (the physical and the symbolic) are occurring
simultaneously, the physical represents only the observable immediacy of the complex
happening taking place; below the surface, these “challenges” are the way power is
traded, taken, forfeited, or dominance maintained. Racism, sexism, and ethnic
discrimination can be considered in light of this theoretical approach. Certainly, having
explored the many different representations of the Roma thus far, we can see that power
is being taken and dominance asserted through representation: visual, literary, musical, or
journalistic. How can we explain the unequal reciprocity that Bourdieu identifies as being
at the root of symbolic violence of representation?
In the instance of the ethnic discrimination faced by the Roma in Europe, we can
consider how the two groups, the dominant or European group and the politically
subservient Roma group, often engage in the challenge of exchange. The most obvious
instance would be that of land: the Roma have none and the countries they travel within
must “allow” or “give” them the space in which they live. For example, consider the
previously mentioned expulsions of the Roma in Sarkozy’s France. The Roma are
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regularly forced from their homes and encampments throughout Europe, and this
leverage by European nations over the Roma is surely symbolically and physically
violent. Through this giving and taking away of land, the power dynamic is perpetuated.
The Roma are seen as only taking in regard to the “gift exchange,” their retributions
unwanted or unrecognized. In requiring something from these national entities, they are
engaging in a large scale exchange in which they cannot be equal party. As complicated
as this may seem as a purely theoretical argument, in practice the European Roma are
without a nation or place, and they are powerless in the face of the national powers that
alternately allow land and take land away. Due to the fact that Roma have been denied
citizenship (as seen in the review of European periodicals over last ten years), are without
a nation, and one of their major sources of income has been criminalized. The Roma are
not in a position which affords them the ability to reciprocate. For all of these
disadvantages, they become further ostracized per Bourdieu’s analysis in that they have
only their limited power to give. The cycle is self-perpetuating, and there are, of course,
other examples that can be explored.
The Roma and the Western world of the gadje have different forms of capital at
their disposal when they engage in the exchange. The West has physical capital in the
form of land, money (namely social welfare), property, education, and social institutions.
The West also has symbolic capital at its disposal in the form of government, media,
discrimination, and fear. Interestingly enough, the only capital maintained by the Roma
and recognized by the West is that capital constructed through the (mis)representations
discussed. The only recognized bargaining chips of the Roma are magic, fortunetelling,
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and other projected evils. The Roma are unusual in that even their limited symbolic
capital is one largely imagined by their oppressors. While (mis)representations have
certainly generated stereotypes of the Roma and contributed to their exclusion, there is an
argument that the artifice of their mysterious magical powers may be something that they
have had to employ. The Roma are unable to participate in reciprocal exchange in
tangible capital due to a history of oppression and disenfranchisement. If the Roma are
perceived as in possession of the commodity of magic and knowledge of the future,
enterprises like fortunetelling are wise.
Like issues of reciprocity involving land, social welfare systems create a similar
construct. They are challenges presented where reciprocity is impossible, and through
these channels, all power is forfeited. To elaborate on this real life example, one of the
biggest complaints by Eastern Europeans about “gypsies” is that they take advantage of
the welfare system in countries where Roma communities exist. Discriminatory
condemnations of “gypsies” abound, depicting the Roma as having innumerable children
and trying to exploit the government for money. In terms of Bourdieu’s explanation of
the challenge dynamic, the Roma are forfeiting power in accepting a gift that it is
impossible to reciprocate. While it is something that the Roma are incessantly accused of,
and ultimately a common excuse for the discrimination against them by its perpetuators,
this receipt of needed aid on the part of the Roma is politically useful and even beneficial
to the dominant social group. That the Romani are often in a situation of overt
social/financial need because of covert methods of oppression, they are kept politically
subservient in the social and economic dynamic. They are accepting the gift challenge,
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and failing to reciprocate per Bourdieu. It is more than a cycle of poverty; it is a selfperpetuating cycle of oppression. For example, social structures like segregated public
education systems force Roma children to learn removed from nationals, and offer a
lesser education. Lesser education and opportunity sometimes leads to economic
ineptitude requiring social welfare. Depriving Roma of citizenship (as recounted by
Fonseca, 1995, and in the many periodicals cited in this thesis) also contributes to a lesser
socioeconomic standing. This system of limiting opportunity and condemning the result
perpetuates the problem of reciprocity in countries like Hungary and Bulgaria.
Where those Jewish people victimized by the Holocaust, the Japanese-Americans
interned in this country during WWII, and the Native Americans, to offer a few
examples, have been paid in monetary or land-based reparations for the atrocities they
have endured, the ethnic Roma have largely not been granted access to the same benefits.
While Germany did make provisions for Roma victims of the Holocaust, the following
has been published in regard to actual access to reparations:
For the first several decades following the end of the War,
the main program under which Roma were eligible for
compensation was Germany’s BEG. However, until the
1980’s, Roma were confronted by technical, and more
importantly continuing racial obstacles which prevented
the majority of claimants from receiving German
compensation (Holocaust Victim Assets Litigation: Swiss
Banks 2000:102, emphasis added)

What the Roma have had access to, to a larger degree, are other forms of welfare and/or
government need-based assistance. These monies, not being seen as response to earlier
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injustices in the eyes of the larger society, lack recognized counterbalance in the forum of
the symbolic gift exchange.
This symbolic violence against the Roma, as often reduced by members of the
dominant group as a simple inequity in gift receiving, is indicative of something far less
obvious. This cycle of discrimination, poverty, and illiteracy perpetuates the
corresponding acts of requiring welfare. These disadvantages, particularly in Europe, in
turn do force some to resort to criminal activity. In light of an inability to gain an elevated
social status by legitimate means, which demonstrates how inexorable the implications of
this mode of dominance can be, what crime is actually committed by the Roma (and not
fabricated through rhetoric) speaks to a cycle of poverty and exclusion, and in no way
reflects an innate criminality.
The larger societies in which the Roma live misconstrue this symbolic exchange
and the Roma position within their economy. The large societies seem to believe that the
Roma are simply receiving government aid; what is not so visible is that the entirety of
the economic power dynamic arises from the way the Roma have been treated since their
arrival in Europe. The Roma have had their rights taken away, suffered insults to their
dignity and violations of their basic human rights, and were and are deprived of safety in
the nations they call home. Both during the genocide of the Holocaust and presently,
being Roma can be a precarious position. The Roma, by in large, have not benefited from
the same reparations as other Holocaust victims, because their discrimination is ongoing
and their exclusion prevents it. They were never made land-based reparations, though that
might have been to their benefit given ongoing deportations and expulsions. The Roma
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have been enslaved by unconsciously agreeing to play into the game of dominance
through exchange. It seems unlikely that they ever even had a “choice” in the matter.
It is through representation that this inequity in exchange is made plainly visible.
While symbolic violence is often that which we do not see, visual and literary
representations illustrate the Romani social position. While Victorian children’s literature
illustrates the exchange of power as the kidnapping of children, cinema and other
representations show the same with depictions of the Roma wielding magic as their
weapon against the West. The representations seem to empower (though it is clearly an
evil power) the Roma, but they actually reflect a lack thereof. Through these misleading
representations, the Roma could not possibly be seen by the audience as a people
exploited and robbed, they are offered as characters more than able to participate in the
exchange, in fact, they are expressed as the “bad guys.”
Analyzing representations à la Victor Turner

The Roma are both romanticized and ostracized, but rarely merely accepted. Their
interaction with the gadje world is performed, and thus it is a relationship that is very
dramatic. It is through performance that the Roma are allowed within the confines of the
larger societies in which they exist, but it is also through these performances that they act
out their exclusion and assert their difference. Finally, it is through the representation or
performance of the Roma identity by non-Roma (namely Hollywood and the other agents
of popular culture) that Roma exclusion and misconception is reinforced.
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Victor Turner is most famous for his multiple texts speaking to ritual and/of
performance (Turner 1969,1973,1974,1982,1988). Performance, as defined by Turner,
can easily encompass not only that which we traditionally conceptualize as such, but also
cinema, literature, and media. Interestingly, while the Roma were not the cultures focused
upon in Turner’s ethnography, Turner had a special connection to the Roma. During his
childhood, following the German bombing of England, the Turners briefly lived in a
Roma encampment when finding a permanent home proved impossible (Deflem 1991).
Though Victor Turner did not write about the Roma, and focused primarily on his
fieldwork in Africa to exemplify his anthropological theory, it seems likely that his time
among the Roma may have influenced his later work. The Roma are a culture governed
by performance and ritual, and his early exposure to them would have had some lasting
impact.
Victor Tuner’s volumes on performance and anthropology speak to how the ritual
manifested itself in three forms: the social, the religious, and the aesthetic. All of these
elements of life and culture are in actuality performances. The performances are the
representations of culture, the transmitters of culture, and the self-reflexive generators of
culture. The ritual, truly the culture performed, is a rich anthropological source. The
analysis of these rituals, rituals being more than simply the religious or the sacred, reveals
the larger values of a cultural tradition. It is through the nuance of performance that
“cultural truths” are unearthed or revealed. Through the performance, the culture
provides itself a moment of what Turner calls honesty; it orchestrates a discourse (either
direct or indirect) about itself. It is through this discourse that the performance is often
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the catalyst for cultural change or a stabilizer and reviver of a culture in flux. Whether it
is cultural change or cultural assertion that results, the symbolic not only represents the
culture, it also drives it. Both the Roma performances of culture (as addressed in
fortunetelling, circus performance, and musicianship) and performances of the Roma
identity by Hollywood and other non-Roma agents of the narrative, are thus ritual that
serve to both create notions of identity and reinforce social dynamics (or potentially
disrupt them).
Through the ritual of performance, the structure of society is suspended and the
workaday cultural demands on a performer are relaxed. According to Turner, even time
occurs differently during the liminal moments of a performance. During the performance,
Turner posits that the truth of a society becomes apparent to those that participate, and the
liminal state of the actor allows for a unique realm of revelation both for herself and for
her audience. The revelation of the performances of fortunetelling, circus roles, and
ceremonial musicianship speak to power, and as has been addressed, reinforce Roma
social standing. The revelation of the performances of Roma identity by gadje address
similar power structures, acknowledge prejudices, and allude to an fear of, or xenophobia
in regard to the Roma.
In the realm of performance there is the distinction between the great performance
(the grand spectacle or the circus) and the small or private spectacle (the clandestine
performance of fortunetelling or divination). In many ways the great spectacle of circus
performance represents a forfeit of power, an association with a social class seen as
subhuman and freakish. In this way, the “gypsy” caricature in cinema is similar, as it
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causes the audience to make a myriad of associations between the Roma and other
mythical creatures. The Roma were gawked at as circus performers; the Roma are
gawked at as horror film bastardizations. They are clustered with the strange and the
abominations, acting as the absolute “Other.” In short, the Roma have been cast as the
most vastly foreign imaginable. These performances of Roma “Otherness” reveal the
discriminatory sentiments of the larger society and reinforce division, as Turner shows
that performances often do.
The private fortunetelling performance counterbalances that submission to
“Otherness” with the power of foresight, the superhuman ability to predict and
manipulate another human’s future and destiny. There is a duality in these two Roma
performances. They are metaphors for the roles of the Roma in both the North American
and European context. The Roma are a people feared due to (mis)representation and
superstition, but also a people severely mistreated and discriminated against in the reality
of the political and the mundane.
The Roma accept money from the gadje to perform for them. For many Roma, the
performance of “gypsiness” for the gadje audience is a way to subsist. Of course, other
Roma do not engage in either performance at all. The film industry, novelists, musicians,
and journalists buy and sell in the market of “gypsiness” too. For some reason, this
(mis)representation has been in high demand, and many have capitalized on it, and
through that perpetuated the image.
The Roma persist in a state of liminality within the societies that they live on the
periphery of. The relationship that they maintain with the gadje is precarious in its give
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and take of entertainment and rejection, of joy and of fear. Somehow, “gypsiness” has
become dangerous, profitable, exploitative and bizarre. Both the Roma and the gadje
engage in the construction and performance of “gypsiness,” and while both groups have
profited to vastly different extents, it is only the Roma that suffer from it.
Structure and Anti-structure

In the work of Turner, we see that within any culture there is a structure, which
accounts for the ordinary and the secular, and an anti-structure, which accounts for the
symbolic. Anti-structure is achieved through the liminal points in a performance, and it is
anti-structure that constitutes the generative core of a culture. During the performance a
person passes from the structural, through the anti-structure, and then is reintegrated into
the structural. The anti-structure is an anarchistic and magical lapse in normalcy. Most
members of a given society exist within the structural realm when not engaged in
performance; however, there are certain members of a society that remain in a suspended
state of liminality or anti-structure. These liminal figures are the agents of culture, a role
Turner considers shamanic; these agents are the poets, the philosophers, the actors, the
artists, or the creative agents of cultural generation and change.
To a certain extent, the Roma are often the progenitors of anti-structure, and
fulfill the artistic role of the liminal figure to which Turner speaks. When they enact the
performance of fortunetelling in particular, a primary interface between the Roma and the
gadje, they possess the anti-structural abilities of divination, healing, and the typically
shamanic. In the instance of fortunetelling, the Roma assume a role of liminality and
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governance over the anti-structure.
Additionally, the Roma are also employed in (mis)representations to depict the
anti-structure , or opposite, of Western society. When a Roma character is given magical
powers in a cinematic or literary representation, they exhibit the moment of anti-structure
in the performance of the narrative. As Turner’s work has often been utilized by the
theater community, the ritual of performance that constitutes a play or drama is the same
as the filmic ritual of performance. In theater, or in the parallel dramatic display of a
sacred cultural ritual, this progression from structure, through anti-structure, and back, is
ultimately what we might call “the narrative arc.” Those non-Roma entities are the agents
of structure, operating in accordance with the rules of science and nature. The cinematic
and literary depictions of the Roma as magical entities provide the anti-structural device
to the narrative.
Structural life keeps the members of a society separate according to the structural
divides of class, age, and sex. During the anti-structural moments of a performance exists
what Turner calls “communitas,” or the moment of togetherness where rules seemingly
evaporate, roles are reversed or ignored and the actors enter into a state of communion.
These are the moments of equalizing, of honesty, of personal passage, and even cultural
change. The moment of “communitas” between the Roma and the gadje occurs during
any of the instances of the Roma performance of culture. During fortunetelling, the
musical performance, and even during circus performance, the Roma and the gadje
suspend imposed divisions and engage in the aberration of interface. While the two
groups typically maintain distance, these ritualized performances allow for a brief but
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powerful moment of “communitas.” Turner postulates that these moments are what Max
Weber would probably call “the sacro-magical structures of consciousness (Turner
1969:132).”
In many ways, the Roma are relegated to a “sacromagical” existence as result of
their stereotypes and (mis)representations. They are seen as agents of the anti-structure,
even when not engaging in the performance of culture for the gadje. As anti-structure is
explained as a liminal moment, operating beyond the confines of social order, and thus
without hierarchies, rules or expectations, so are portrayed the Roma. Of course, we
know from the discussed ethnography that this is not the case, and that fortunetelling
exists primarily as performance and not as metaphysics; however, the Roma perform this
role and cinema and literature portray something similar. When the Roma are
(mis)represented in cinema or literature, they are cast as the agents of anti-structure,
disrupting the innate and orderly structure of the West. As yet another insistence of
“Otherness,” the anti-structure of Roma (mis)representation is the ritualized
reinforcement of the larger societal behavioral expectation. The Roma are the antistructure, the binary of the daily structure. The Roma do what the larger society should
not.
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Figure 2. Diagram of Victor Turner’s “Ritual Process”
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Metaphor

Metaphor becomes an important consideration when discussing Turner’s
explanation of performance as ritual. According to Turner, cultures are dynamic through
the metaphor of performance, and it is performance that allows for the future of a culture.
Metaphor is the use of something “known” to define and describe something unknown.
All philosophy, cultural values, and even science are derived from certain root metaphors
that give yield to all of their defining elements. Anthropology, per Turner’s example, is
based upon a lexicon speaking to its own root metaphor.
The metaphor that is often used for culture is that of an organism; this can be seen
in the words we use when describing a culture. We use terminology that is traceable back
to this organic metaphor when we use words like kin, gender, generation, innate,
immanent, or inherent. All of these words, Turner explains, come from the “IndoEuropean root GAN” and its Germanic cognates (Turner 1974). The root word means
nature, or even more literally, to be born. Additionally, terms such as genesis, growth,
and development are all words of Greek origin speaking to life and nature. Those words
are coupled with death related terms, in a linguistic binary. The death terms include:
decadence, degeneration, pathology and sickness. The Greek word of origin for these is
physis, meaning growth. This root metaphor places culture within the realm of living
organisms, where culture does not explicitly belong. The metaphor exists because of
certain parallels, but from the onset, our discourse on culture comes from an allusion to
something that it is not. In that way, our words used to describe culture can be as
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inherently misleading as those applied to the Roma.
At other points in anthropology, the prevailing metaphor was of culture as a
machine; this was something equally abstracting and potentially misleading. Building
from these abstractions, as scientists, we try to act as technicians of the precise. Turner
quotes Max Black as saying, “perhaps every science must start with metaphor and end
with algebra; and perhaps without the metaphor there would never have been any
algebra” (Turner 1974: 25). The understanding of metaphor in anthropology is crucial,
because it speaks to the inarticulate nature of our discipline and language in general.
When defining and exploring culture, we are at the onset creating literature, using
linguistic devices and making comparisons on the basis of parallels and not sameness.
We see this shift from the metaphorical to the mathematical, from the poetic to the
precise, or even from the liminal to the mechanical in science in general. Ultimately, our
discipline is something innately artistic; our discourse itself is performance more than
calculation.
Certainly, definition through opposition applies to the metaphoric use of the
Roma in (mis)representation. The imposed binary of Roma versus gadje, or hegemony
versus “Other,” act in exactly the way that Turner describes. Both in practice, as seen in
the instances of ethnic persecution and divide in Europe as cited in an earlier chapter, and
in metaphor through performance, the difference is constantly exacerbated both by the
Roma and the larger society. Of course, as Turner contends, the metaphors and binaries
are evidence of imprecision and imposition. The notion of “Other” being a construct of
Orientalism (as first proposed by Edward Said in 1979), the binary an example of false
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and constructed dichotomies, Turner shows how the division itself is performed and
through that, fictive.
For Turner, the metaphor is also the liminal moment in the performance of the
scientific ritual. It is the moment of transition from the known and into the unknown. Our
understanding rests upon the chaotic and imprecise allusion to what a known thing was;
we do this in order to try and claim what an unfamiliar something is. Turner calls
metaphor “transformative” and able to create a “fusion… between two realms of
experience (Turner 1974: 25).” In the instance of the Roma and their relationship with the
gadje, it is clear that metaphor may also inspire divisions. Metaphors are what Turner has
called a “complex metaphysics.” Metaphors represent an interaction between that which
they compare, like Roma and gadje or anthropology and an organism. Metaphors are
indicative of an innate dynamism between two worlds. Just as culture is not static, neither
is the relationship of the components of a metaphor.
Liminality

Victor Turner’s liminality speaks to the discontinuum in cultural time where
performance exists. Liminality resides in the moments of transition that disrupt the
continuum of the mundane daily routine of life. In Turner’s approach, there exist
punctuated pauses of sacredness, the suspension of the real, and moments of something
closer to the fantastic than the normal. These liminal moments comprise the antistructure. Interestingly enough, these moments can be regarded with either reverence,
fear, or some combination of the two… just like the Roma.
Merriam-Webster dictionary (2004) defines liminal as, “adj. of, relating to, or
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being an intermediate state, phase, or condition : IN-BETWEEN, TRANSITIONAL,”
and while the application as an element of Turner’s anti-structure is clear, the definition
also seems to speak to Roma representation as it has been explored in this these. The
Roma are (mis)represented as either devil or divine, or sometimes IN-BETWEEN or
straddling the two. They are (mis)represented as the liminal moment between the ancient
and the modern. They are regularly placed (through representation) in a precariously
liminal position between the stark and simply binary posed by good and evil. They
perform in the liminal when they allow for their limited interaction or interface with the
gadje through the performance of fortunetelling, for example.
The performance of the ritual, of prayer, of the spectacle, and of the dramatic
creates a punctuated moment of freedom from the normal cultural ties that bind (values,
taboos, and norms) in which the culture and the actors may self reflect. In these sacred
moments of reflexivity a culture is able to truly reveal itself, even its most covert
sentiments. Anxieties about the natural or unnatural nature of power structures are
revealed, and the social structures that uphold these fragile dynamics are reinforced.
Thus, a fear about the “Gypsy” is expressed through journalism or narrative, and the
means of oppressing them is explained and affirmed. Performance is the literature of the
collective, the voice of the culture revealed. Through performance and representation we
see the manifestation of the xenophobia of the West, and the Roma used as a tool to
justify the Western power.
Turner speaks to the potential violence of any performance in his works, in that
performance disrupts and assaults the mundane. In this case, perhaps the violence of the
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Roma identity (mis)represented and performed is that it does not challenge the accepted
hierarchies or group relations. These (mis)representations are violent in terms of the
stereotypes they perpetuate, and the misunderstandings they uphold. In Turner’s
interpretation, the violence of performance is generally self inflicted and reflexive, and
perhaps there is some element of that in the performance of fortunetelling. However,
Turner’s primary analyses and theory speak to the internal rituals of performance, and not
to instances where one dominant culture ritualistically performs the exclusion of another.
When the violence of performance is imposed from the outside, it may be even more
damaging.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis examined a vast assortment of (mis)representations and performances
of the Roma culture. Different manifestations of cultural information had to be
interpreted in accordance with their contexts, and through an array of theoretical
analyses. Of course, an audience derives different information and cues from works of
ethnographic intent than those offered within the context of popular culture, performance,
or media. Each type genre of representation required separate but related discourses in the
completion of this treatise. Ultimately, it seems that both the performance and
(mis)representation of the Roma identity for an audience perpetuate many problems
relating to stereotypes and cultural misinformation. Both the Roma and the gadje have
capitalized on these stereotypes to certain extents, but only the Roma have suffered them.
Representation influences culture as the agent of stereotyping, as the internal
catalyst, as the symbolic ethnographic (mis)informant, and as the moment of reflexive
discourse. Representations of culture that arise from both within and about a people are
important to understanding the way that a culture both perceives itself and is perceived.
An examination of the power exchange evident in representations clarifies the potential
implications of a culture portrayed.
The process of interpellation, as explained by Louis Althusser, speaks to the ways
in which ideologies and representations are in fact constitutive of a subject. Interpellation
transforms the individual into a subject, governed by the ideologies reflected in
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representations. It is through this mechanism that representations cannot be extricated
from identity. Interpellation positions the individual as the subject of a narrative of the
hegemonic agenda, it exerts the power of the dominant group over that which it
represents, and allows for the reproduction of said power distributions. Moreover,
through Althusser’s notion of interpellation, the subject begins to recognize themselves
within the ideology offered through representation (Althusser 1972). Interpellation not
only creates a perceived Roma identity, but also contributes to a Roma sense of self, per
Althusser’s argument.
My analyses of extant representations of Roma identity speak to both the
journalistic and the narrative, and perhaps reveal how little difference there is between
the two. This look at the lasting visual, literary, and performed depictions of the Romani
tradition, particularly in the 20th and 21st century, offers some insight into how
stereotypes may have evolved, the ramifications of those stereotypes on the Roma people,
and the ways in which representation can exacerbate “Otherness” or otherwise perpetuate
exclusion. Through these analyses, the history of the Roma as a literary device and visual
metaphor were discussed and traced though their many permutations.
At its essence, this thesis attempted to challenge the power structures that
(mis)representations perpetuate. In accordance with one of the most ambitious aims of
anthropology, it seeks to discredit the pervasive (mis)understandings of any culture, not
just the Roma. Hopefully, it offered a discourse on the dangerous meanings often derived
from representation, and created a more informed and cautious audience.
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