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CARQOLSILVERMAN

Negotiating “Gypsincss”
Strategy in Context

The apparent paradox of American Gypsy cthuicity is examined, that is, how
Gypsies cultivate a distinct ethnic identity while appearing to dssimilate.
Boundary maintenance and boundary crossing arc cxplored in relation to
inmnovations in Gypsy culture. The non-Gypsy environment is not a threat to
Gypsy culture but a rich storchouse from which Gypsies creatively draw, adopt,
and interpret.

FOR YEARS, popular writers and even some scholars have predicted the assim-
ilation of Gypsics in the New World (Clark 1967; Esty 1969; Murin 1950; Pres-
ton 1975: Reeves 1890; Traverso 1958; Weybright 1938). Early works claimed
that Gypsy blood was gradually becoming mixed with non-Gypsy blood and
that land and housces were tying them to civilization: “The power of civiliza-
tion will by and by blot this people as 4 people from the carth™ (Reeves
1890:450). More recent observers claim that American Gypsics are “culturally
deprived” and that many Gypsies have disavowed their Gypsy heritage and
become non-Gypsies (Esty 1969:132). | have found, on the contrary, that the
modern American urban environment has cncouraged Gypsy ethnicity in very
specific ways. Among the AmcricanR\mW there
exists a culture that is vital and innovative, but that exitibits few signs of de-
cline or assimilation, defined as the disavowing of Gypsy culture and the loss
‘of Gypsy cthnic identification and institutions. The vitality of Gypsy culture
is shown by how few Gypsy children disavow their heritage, how few Gypsies
intermarry with non-Gypsies, how many Gypsics articulate distinct identity,
institutions, and folklore, and how steadtastly they maintain the Gypsy/non-
Cypsy boundary while innovating with cultural forms.

This article explores the dimensions of the negotiation of Rom ethnicity by
analyzing the dichotomy between Civpsy and non-Gypsy with reference to
boundary maintenance and boundar. crossing. Ethnicity is viewed as crea-
tively tied to boundary maintenance and boundary crossing in a situation
where the details of the culture are constantly changing (Ballard 1975:11-12).
Although many innovations have occurred in Rom culture, they do not point
to loss of ethnic identity; rather, change is a strategy of adapration to new en-
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vironments—both a strategy of manipulation of new situations and a creative
response to them.

American Rom are Gypsies who speak the Romarnes language, a member ot
the Indic branch of the Indo-Aryan languages. After leaving India in approx-
imately A.1>. 900, this nomadic group reached the Balkan Peninsula by the 14th
century. By the late 19th century, Rom were dispersed throughout Europe
and had begun emigrating to the United States. The current United States
Rom population is estimated at somewhere between 20,000 and 200,000 per-
sons (Cohn 1973: 27); more recent estimates claim twice as many. Census sta-
tistics are unrcliable because Rom do not usually report themselves as Gypsies
to census takers.

In the United States, there are three subgroupings of Rom: Kalderash, Mach-
waya, and Lowara. This article deals with the two most populous American
subgroups, Kalderash and Machwaya, which are homogencous enough to be
considered a single ethnic entity (Salo 1981:ii). Henceforth, the word Gypsy
refers to this population.' My ficldwork was conducted among approximately
ten extended families from 1974=79 in New York City, Philadelphia, Los An-
geles, and various southeastern cities. My role at various times was teacher at
a temporary Gypsy school. tutor, maid, babysitter, chaperone for unmarried
girls, photographer and houschold member. | was a participant in daily and
ceremonial life, including travel with a nuclear family.

Boundary Work

Any investigation of Gypsy cthnicity must begin with a discussion of
boundaries. As Fredrik Barth wrote, “The critical focus of investigation . . .
becomes the ethnic boundary that detines the group, not the cultural stuff it
encloses™ (1969:13). The Gypsy worldview is lodged in the dichotomy be-
tween insider and outsider, or Rom (meaning Gypsy, man, or husband; plural
Roma, meaning people) and gazhe (non-Gypsies, by implication, nonpeople or
subpeople: masculine singular gazhe, feminine singular gazhi). This dichot-
omy is summarized in Table 1. This table, like most binary models, is a gross
simplification of a vast number of subdivisions. For example, within the large
category Rom there are many finer distinctions regarding Gypsy groups
deemed to be less Rom because of some unacceptable behavior.? Similarly,
within the category gazhe, there are distinctions based on such factors as eth-
nicity, race, and social practices. (As an intermediary between Rom and gazhe,
I had a fluid status, depending on the situanon.)

Gypsics view the world of the gazhe as not only separate but also inferior
and polluting. The only extended contact with non-Gypsies occurs in the eco-
nomic sphere, where self~<employed Rom provide for non-Gypsies various
goods and services, such as used cars. body and fender repair, and fortunc-
telling. Profit is procured from these exchanges.! The scparation between
Rom and gazhe is grounded in the taboo system, which concerns polluting or




Silverman) Negotiating “Gypsiness" © 263

Table 1. Dichotomy between Rom and Gazhe

Rom Cazhe
1. Superior 1. Inferior
2. Clever 2. Guilible
3. Clean: maintain Rom taboos 3. Dirty, polluted (marime); unaware of
taboos
a. Sourcc of health a. Sourcc of discasce
b. Modest and chaste b. Promiscuous
4. Mcember by birth (at least onc Rom 4. Both parents gazhe
parent)
5. Speak and understand Romanes 5. Do not speak or understand Romanes
6. Adhere to Rom kinship and social 6. Lack Ron: kinship and social
arganization organization
7. Self<mployed 7. Work for others
8. Derive profit only from outsiders 8. Derive profit from their own kind
(gazhe)
9. Abide by kris (Rom court) 9. Abide by gazhe auchoridies
10. Nomadic (as the ideal, have freedom to ). Tied to location
travel)
1. Flexible in organization of time 11. Adhere to schedules
12. Display Rom physical appearance and 12. Do not look or act like Gypsies
nonverbal behavior
13. Display Gypsy material culture (dress, 13. Do not display Gypsy material culture

houses, jewelry, cars)

defiling persons, objects, foods, body parts, and topics of conversation.*
Cleanliness is associated with Gypsiness, males, superiority, health, lucks, and
success. Pollution is associated with non-Gypsies, Gypsy women., discase,
death, bad luck, and failure. Gazhe are by definition polluted because thcy are
ignorant of the rules of the taboo system.

The center of ritual purity is the head, more specifically thc mouth. The
lower body is considered marime (ritually unclean, polluted), and everything
associated with it is potentially defiling (i.c., genitalia, inappropriate sexual
activity, bodily functions, the bathroom, clothing touching the lower body,
and topics of conversation alluding to sex and pregnanc y). Strict washing reg-
ulations are enforced (c.g., separate towels, soaps, and washbasins for the two
body zones). In addition, objects from the environment are classified as to mar-
ime status; for example, mops and brooms are marime. Anything entering the
mouth, such as food, or anything touching the head, like a pillow, is carcfully
screened. The most potent-danger of pollution emanates from the woman's
lower body. A woman can deliberately defile a man by touching him in public
with an article of clothing from her lower body (c.g., a slip or stocking). Ap-
propriate sexual activity, that is, in private within marriage, is acceptable, yet
it too 1s tinged with shame. Although the act of public defilement by 2 woman
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rarcly occurs in actual fact, the knowledge that it conld happen is sufficient to
exercise the resulting fear. When a man is defiled, he himself becomes marime
and is excommunicated, that is, cut off from commensality and sociability
with other Gypsics. This is the greatest shame a man can suffer. The only way
marime can be revoked is by convening a kris, an arbitration council composed
of respected men.

Because 2 woman's lower body is the source of the most potent pollution,
both men and women enact a ritualized proxemic and kinesic code vis-a-vis
cach other. The sexes are segregated at any public event, and 2 woman mon-
itors her movements so that she does not pose a threat to males by appearing
physically or symbolically higher than they. Thus she docs not step over or
through male territory or intrude in the public domain dominated by men.
With this claborate system of classification and behavior, it is not surprising
that Gypsics consider non-Gypsies to be rulcless, orderless, promiscuous,
dirty, inferior, and totally undesirable. This view is substantiated not only by
avoidance codes, but also by oral tradition.* Gazhe who enter the home are
provided with their own cup, plate, and silverware. Thesc objects are marime
and are often treated with disgust: a six-year-old child warned his sister,
“Don't use that glass—ygazhe drank from it.” One Gypsy woman remarked
to me. “1 used to be crazy. | was so particular about being clean. T used to carry
my own glass around in my bosom, ¢venat weddings. 1 still drink from paper
in a restaurant. | don't use their forks. | use my hands. Their plates arc okay
because they didn't touch their mouths. Sometimes I imagine that they go to
the bathroom and don't wash.™ Similarly, | monitored my own change in sta-=
tus from suspect outsider to tolerated insider by how I was trcated vis-a-vis
the taboo system. At first [ was served on marite dishes, but slowly, as |
learned the rules of appropriate behavior. this trecatment was reversed and |
was warned to stay away from the marime dishes lest | become ill. On one
occasion while traveling with a family. the mother introduced me to our
Gypsy host as her daughter. Subscquently. the host expressed interest in me
a5 2 bride for his son. The father, frightened that the host was too serious and
wishing to avoid carnest marriage negotiations, quickly changed my status to
gazhi tutor. In order to prove [ was not worth marrying, he told the host that
I drop towels on the floor and step over them, and use the same cloth to dry
my face as my body. All of this was untrue, but he had to expose my ignorance
of romania (Rom traditions) to prove | wasa gazhi, and thus undesirable.

The criteria for membership in the group Rom deal, then, primarily with
demonstrable behavior after descent has been established (Salo 1977:38-39).
One must not only be born Rom to be Rom; one must also act Rom, that is,
display romania to other Rom. Displaying Rom social organization involves
abiding by lincage (vitsi) affiliations and obligations, age and gender roles,
marriage customs such as brideprice. and kris decisions. If a Rom disobeys the
decisions of the kris, he is formally relegated to outsider status (marime) for a
certain amount of time. The impact of public opinion enforces kris decisions.
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1 a more general sense, the kris, by monitoring deviant behavior, helps to
naintain Rom traditions and the Gypsy/non-Gypsy boundary.

Although the Gypsy/non-Gypsy boundary is the cornerstone of Gypsy eth-
sicity, there is a great deal of movement of people, goods, and idcas across this
soundary. In fact, Rom survival depends on crossing this boundary to nego-
4ate a viable niche in the greater non-Gypsy milicu. Successful interaction
with non-Gypsies is crucial for survival because Rom depend cconomically
ind materially on non-Gypsies. When Gypsies interact with non-Gypsies,
they have various motives for influencing the impression received. To a law-
yer, they may be interested in demonstrating their credibility as American cit-
izens: to a welfarc worker, their victimization as an afflicted minority; to a
restaurant audience, their flair with music; toa fortunc-telling customer, their
spirituality. Switching among these roles has made Gypsies expert in the arts
of “imprussion management’” (Silverman 1982). Morcover, it is often neces-
sary for Gypsies to submerge their Gypsy ethnicity entirely, because it is a
social stigma. Gypsies pass as Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Greeks, or other eth-
nic groups to avoid harassment by gazhe authorities such as landlords, tax of-
ficials, truant officers, welfare workers, and the police; and to obrtain housing,
jobs, and welfare.

Passing involves adopting the personal front of a non-Gypsy, including ap-
pearance, demeanor, language, names, and government papers. For example,
when looking for an apartment, one Gypsy woman dressed likea non-Gypsy:
she used pale makeup to lighten her skin, she wore a blonde wig, she took off
her traditional head scarf, and she wore an “American” dress, which was
shorter. more tailored, and more subdued in color than her usual clothing. In
addition. she spoke only English, not Romantes. More than once, I was sent to
procure rental housing for Gypsy familics. “Tell them you're sisters, you're
Jewish, and give them your name. Tell them your grandmother does some
sewing business in the house. Don't tell them where we live. They're preju-
diced against Gypsies.” In this casc, a non-Gypsy contact was used as a front
(Silverman 1982:382). Furchermore, I was often warned not to tell the neigh-
bors, the fortune-telling customers, or the local storckeepers that the family
was Gypsy. | was cven warned not to tell the maid for fear she would quit.
“Don't tell the customers we're Gypsies. They don't trust Gypsies. Say we're
Greek.™

Naming is another strategy that Gypsics use in passing. Gypsics use a mul-
tiplicity of common American names o avoid visibility; there are probably
hundreds of Gypsies named John Miller. When a truant officer enters a home
looking for John Miller, six boys may answer to that name, hopelessly con-
fusing the case. A Gypsy family may list their apartment under onc namg, the
telephone number under another, and the fortune-telling business under yet
another. Because many urban Rom are seminomadic, addresses change con-
tinuously. This multiplicity makes Gypsies hard to identify and trace, pro-
ducing precisely the effects the Gypsies seck. In Western socicty, a name is an
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indelible mark that rarely changes. For Gypsies, on the other hand, changeable
American names arc a strategy they use to remain invisible, concealed, and
untraccable.

When dealing with non-Gypsies. Gypsics may somcetimes perpetuate and
exaggerate the common gazhe stereotypes of themscelves. Gypsy fortune-tell-
ers advertise themselves as spiritual, psychic, religious, foreign, crotic, and
exotic healers, gifted with supernatural powers (Silverman 1980, 1982). Gyp-
sies encourage this stercotype not only because it promotes business by ful-
filling gazhe expectations, but also because it serves to conceal the in-group
culture. In effect, the outside world is presented with a surrogate Gypsy cul-
turc. Furthermore, Gypsics perpetuate misconceptions such as the “King of
the Gypsies,” a title deliberately used to inflate the power and romanticism of
the Gypsies and to sccure privileges. An clder male said, “Any Gypsy who
enters a hospital is automatically a King. They get better treatment.” Another
Gypsy related, “There's no such animal in the Gypsy race as King. . . . It's
just some persoa who wants to be glorified. But you go to the newspaper
morgues in New York and get old papers and every time a Gypsy died he was
King. There has got to be 1000 Kings. . . . He could have been penniless.
didn’t have a dime, but when he died he was King. . . . That's just garbage.™
In effect. the “*king™ holds no absolute authority within the community; he is
a public relations man whose main task is negotiating between non-Gypsy
governmental authorities and Gypsics.

For some groups, cthnicity involves the proud public presentation of dis-
tinctiveness. Nancie Gonzalez writes that ethnicity is the conscious cognitive
construction of an identity for the individual and the group out of traditional
cultural symbols, “a self-conscious idcological framework which glorifies and
crystallizes the new collectivity™ (Bennett 1973:3). The Gypsy case, however,
shows that cthnicity is a great deal more complex than glorifying the collec-
tivity. A large part of Gypsy cthnicity consists of concealing rather than dem-
onstrating cthnic identity at appropriate times. Demonsirating, hiding, or ex-
aggerating one's Gypsiness is socially situational. There has been, however, a
tendency to study Gypsies context-{ree, that is; as an isolated, bounded group.
This tendency reflects the conyentional concept of an cthnic group which im-
plies that members have moru frequent and intense contacts with each other
than they do with outsiders (Levine and Campbell 1972:4). While this may be
true, cthnic groups, especially Gypsies, engage in much formal and informal
intcraction across the boundaries that scparate them from nonmembers. Any
discussion of Gypsy ethnicity must account for the rich interplay between
Cypsy culture and non-Gypsy culture. Rena Gropper claims that non-Gypsics
are part of the Gypsy sociocconomic system (1977:9). To extend this argument
further, they arc also part of the Gypsy cultural system, as viewed from two
angles. Firstly, the Gypsy's socioeconomic relationship with the non-Gypsy
gencerates a huge repertoire of cross-boundary folklore, as shown by passing
and cxaggerating stereotypes. As Richard Bauman suggests, “The contrasting
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identities of the participants are directly relevant to the structuring of the sit~
uation. . . . The difference in identities,\got necessarily sharing, can be the
base of folklore performance” (1972:34-33).

Sccondly, Gypsies not only interact with gazhe culture, they also freely
adopt and adapt many aspects of it, redefine them and incorporate them into
their own culture. In spite of the sanctions against intimate social contact with
non-Gypsies, Gypsies adopt numerous non-Gypsy cultural traits, such as
clothing, music, language, and occupation, without becoming gazhe. These
“extrinsic” cultural traits, as defined by Milton Gordon, are products of the
historical vicissitudes of a group’s adjustment to its local environment, and are
external to the core of the group’s cultural heritage (1964:79). The traits in
themsclves have no meaning; rather, their use determines their significance.
Ethnic identity, then, does not depend on cultural diversity per se, but rather
on the assignment of social meaning (Blom 1969:74). Michael Mocrman
claims that the specific cultural baggage that goes inside 2 boundary is a su-
perficial variable, subject to differing interpretations by members and non-
members (1974). For example, if we take an isolated cultural trait, such as
gaudy. opulent home furnishings, we find Gypsy taste coinciding with Italian-
American, Greek-American, and Yugoslav-American taste. As an ourtsider we
may sce few distinctions, but to Gypsics, their furnishings are part of what
defines them as Gypsies. The issuc is not the degree of objective difference but
the social significance attributed to any similarity or difference (Kirshenblate-
Gimblett 1983:44). For the Gypsy, then, distinctiveness or gazhe origin of
traits are irrelevant. :

In the past. some observers of Gypsy culture have naively labeled gazhe cul-
ture as “the enemy’™: “This time the enemy comes in sheep’s clothes, not at-
tacking with claws but with all the tcmpmtio?ms of gazho culture. Television
and movies, socialized medicine, and consumer goods—all these may finally
accomplish what five centuries could not™ (Esty 1969:138). Esty ignores the
fact that Gypsies could not survive without their supposed “enemy,” the non-
Gypsies. The surrounding culture is not a threat to Gypsy culture but a rich,
ever-changing storchouse from which Gypsies draw and adapt, and with
which they interpret and create. Television, for example, rather than being a
tool of assimilation, is a great asset for Gypsies in gaining cultural information
about non-Gypsies. From the media, Gypsics learn about the psychology, cus-
toms. and material culture of the gazhe. This information is used in tailoring
services for the non-Gypsy, such as fortunc-telling. and is also used in the pro-
cess of adapting to new non-Gypsy environments.

Innovation as Stratcgy

in bemoaning the supposed assimilation of Gypsies in Amecrica, many ob-
servers have misunderstood the function of change in Gypsy culture. They
have mistakenly equated change with disappearance and placed a negative con-
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notation on the entire concept of change. Titles like
Today's Gypsics™ and “Vanishing Vagabonds™ yicld statements such as “'the
signs of change are there. Small and subtle as they are. they are a very real
source of worry to the older Gypsies™ (Clark 1967:200). Viewing change as a
negative force is not limited to Gypsy studics, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gim-
blett points out for folklorists as a whole: “Folklorists have tended to view
change negatively, whether it occurs on a small scale . . . or on a large scale,
such as when a community migrates or becomes urbanized. . . . Few folklor-
ists have studied change as a positive force, either with regard to the rolc folk-
lore plays in implementing change or to the stimulus that sociocultural change
provides not only for the persistence and revitalization, but also for the crea-
tion of folklore™ (1979:109-110).

Change has indced occurred in Gypsy culture, but it does not necessarily
signal assimilation unless the worldview, lodged in the scparation between
Gypsy and gazhe, disappears. Innov.tions in areas of culture such as housing,
travel patterns, occupation, and acquiring non-Gypsy languages, signal crea-
tive adaptation to sicuations of perpetual cultural contact. These areas of Gypsy
life have been changing for centuries and will continue to change, becausc,
traditionally, these cultural zones have been open to innovation. Change oc-
curs not only because it is incvitable, but also because it is the fundamental
adaptive and creative strategy of Gypsy survival in non-Gypsy settings. Fur-
thermore, innovations in certain cultural arcas serve to foster conservatism in
other areas of the culture, such as worldview, the taboo system, and the belief
system. :

Successful adaptation and creative utilization of change can be seen by ex-
amining several areas of recent innovation: urbanization, decline in nomad-
ism, change in means of travel, change in occupations, and multilingualism.
Urbanization has been regarded by some observers as a sign of lost ethnicity:

To them it must be terrible. not merely to live cooped up in a city, but to see their old trades and
skills become absolete and many of their customs dic out under the pressure of modernity, They
cannot be assimilated into cthe gazho population—this being neither desired by the gazhe nor by
themsclves——nor arc they able to live in a way that Gypsies should live. They are still separate
from the people around them, but city life. the movies, and television (which a few, but fortu-
nately not very many, possess) mean that they can no longer naintain the isolation from the
gazho ways that they uscd to preserve in their camps. [Traverso 1958:136-137]

It is a misconception that Gypsics are miscrable today because they live
“cooped up" in cities. Yet the romantic stercotype persists that formerly Gyp-
sies traveled freely and joyfully in picturesque caravans camping under the
stars, while today they suffer from being relegated to urban streets. In the lit-
eraturc we find statements such as: A good part of the appeal of the Gypsies
for him [Charles Leland] was the fact that they were to be found near water,
woods, and rocks—in such lovely places of beauty. How different it is today
when the Gypsies are found in the ugliest sections of the city slums™ (Esty

‘Destiny Is Closing inon -
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1969:126-127). In actuality, Gypsies have always voluntarily passed through
cities, finding business plentiful and convenient in the urban environment.
They have sometimes scttled in lower-class neighborhoods because the Gypsy
way of life may not be tolerated in upper~class arcas and the fortune—telling
business tends to be poor, if not altogether illegal. In the United States, busy
shopping strects offer Gypsies more freedom and the greatest business advan-
tages. They meet the requirements of a good business location, accessibie
shopping, and an area containing a sizable customer population (Silverman
1982).

Historically, urbanization and sedentarism are related processes that arose
in response to the changing social and economic conditions of the early 20th
century. Up until the 1930s, the Rom traveled extensively in small groups dur-
ing the spring and summer months, and camped in larger groups outside
towns and cities during the winter (Gropper 1975:18). After the Depression,
however, Gypsies moved into the cities to take advantage of welfare and relief
programs. Nomadism was also somewhat curtailed by gas rationing during
the Second World War (Gropper 1975:20). Today most American Rom live
in city storefronts (ofisi), which are also used for fortune-telling, or in houses
or apartments near their ofisi.

The Rom have adapted extremely well to urbanization. Their used-car and
fortune-telling establishments tend to thrive in urban environments. Rules of
territoriality have arisen to deal with the problem of competition for fortunc-
telling customers in arcas of dense Rom population. In New York City, for
example, a three-block rule was in effect during the late 1970s, stipulating that
no ofisa could operate closer than three blocks of an existing ofisa without the
consent of the Rom involved.”

Due to urbanization, the physical (but not the emotional) distance between
Gypsy and gazhe has narrowed significantly. Prior to the 1930s when Gypsies
camped outside cities and traveled in caravans, contact with tortune-telling
customers (and non-Gypsies in general) was soughtin non-Gypsy territory on
outings to the city or by setting up a booth at a carnival. Today, customers
enter Gypsy territory for readings. A curtained-off “reading room™ has
emerged, which is the Gypsy/non-Gypsy interface. This space is manipulated
by the fortune-teller in constructing her image and establishing her credibility
(Silverman- 1982).

Increased contact with gazhe has also created new possibilities for the per-
formance of and advertisement for fortunc-telling. Handbills are distributed
on buses, subways, and ac busy street comers. One Gypsy woman always
gives 2 handbill to her taxi driver and to the nurses and aides in che hospitals
she visits. Another remarked, I like to go and pay bills at the telephone com-
pany because there are lots of people there. [ pass out [hand-|bills in line."
These opportunities are scized because Gypsies are so attuned to making con-
tacts in the non-Gypsy world.

American cities have, then, become havens for Gypsics. Those Rom who
live in small towns ("in the sticks™) are otten ridiculed by urban Rom. Not
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only is their gazhe customer pool small. but they arc isolated from the socia-
bility of other Rom; this is nearly equivalent to cultural stagnation in a socicty
that depends so much on face-to-face communication. Urban life also offers
many locations for in-group Rom gatherings such as weddings, baptisms. and
saint's day celebrations. Like their urban neighbors. Rom now rent catering
halls for these occasions. Far from hampering Gypsy life, then, the social con-
ditions of American citics favor it. Cities are quite anonymous, and it is pos-
sible to slide through the burcaucracy untraced and to remain unnoticed for
long periods of time. The United States docs not require settlement, registra-
tion, and multiple citizenship documents as do many other countries (espe-
cially in castern Europe). Some clderly American Gypsies do not have birth
certificates or social security numbers, having been born in campsites. Jan
Yoors remarked: “They are everywhere; they've done well here. The United
States has the largest percentage of college-educated people: that prepares
them for psychoanalysis—and for fortune-telling. And then lately Gypsies
have been cashing in on being an cthnic minority, getting foundation grants
and moncy from the ¢l urches and Small Business Administration loans. To
them this ethnic minority business is just onc more strange gazho custom to
take advantage of, like wanting to have your fortune told"” (Hochschild
1978:42).

Morcover, the freedom of mobility in the United States is ideally suited to
Gypsy lifc. Although nomadism has declined somewhat among the Rom, it
is still a strong cultural concept. In actuality, a Gypsy may be nomadic or se-
dentary as the situation requires and the environment changes. In much pre-
vious literature cntire Gypsy groups were labeled as nomadic or sedentary, but
the Gypsy's modec of residence secems to be chosen according to the require-
ments of the situation (Salo 1976). Nomadism and sedentarism are alternate
strategics for negotiating the socia cconomic niche. The amount of time

is constantly present in the minds of the Amcﬁchr

that_they may rem for Tong periods of time. Onc Rom family
who has “lived” in onc home for !1 years still spends at least three to four
months a year traveling and would consider “moving™ at 2 moment’s notice
if the right opportunity arose, such as a good business venture. While they
travel, their home is rented to Rom relatives. A family may accumulate a great
deal of expensive furniture, but they do not hesitate to lcave their home for (
travel. The status in owning an opulent home or furniture comes-from spend-
ing the money and from the oral circulation of legends about the opulence. It
matters little that the family is not occupying the home. Thus, lavish furnish-
ings are typical of Rom houscholds. but the objects do not make the Rom se-
dentary,

Travel is necessary to find brides. to attend Gypsy celebrations, to be near
ill relatives. and to find profitable business locations. Gypsies think nothing of
traveling 6(X) miles by car in onc day to attend a Gypsy wedding and then
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traveling home the next day. A Gypsy funcral draws people from hundreds of
miles away within a couple of hours, regardless of the plane fare. Travel is also
a viable means of problem-solving, that is, by physically removing oneself
from the source of the conflict. The conflict may be with gazhe authorities or
with other Gypsies. If the police, for example, arc cracking down on fortune-
tellers in a particular arca, Gypsies may move permanently or temporarily un-
til “things quiet down.” Similarly, a Gypsy who is marime (ritually polluted)
in one state may travel to another state or take a trip for the duration of his
excommunication.

Modern means of transportation, moreover, have actually helped keep no-
madism viable. The passing of the horse and caravan and the coming of the
automobile, rather than signaling assimilation, has simply increased the Gyp-
sy's ratc of travel. Not only is automobile travel easier, faster, and more com-
fortable than caravan travel, but it is also *‘the American Way.” Upon return-
ing to New York City, a Rom child explained his nomadism to an outsider in
commonplace American terms: [ just got back from vacation.” The *‘vaca-
tion"” was actually a three-month-long trip to numerous southern cities visit-
ing relatives, investigating marriage and business possibilities, and telling for-
tunes at every possible opportunity.” Change in means or frequency of travel,
then, has not altered the basic relationship of Gypsy to gazhe but rather has
provided new opportunitics to explore.

Similarly, modern methods of communication, such as the telephone, have
actually contributed to the vitality of Rom networks. The telephone is a con-
stant source of news concerning marriages, clopements, brideprices, deaths,
and feasts. Through the telephone grapevine, people and events are endlessly
discussed and evaluated, reputations are established and lost, and che kinship
network is activated. Telephone conversations also provide data about the
non-Gypsy world, such as business locations, weather reports, and the repu-
tation of doctors, hospitals, lawyers, school and welfare officials, and the po-
lice. Another contemporary innovation is the use of the telephone for fortune-
telling. A separate number is usually used for this purpose; it is answered only
by women in the language of the customer population. The family may aiso
have a sccond number for car transactions; it is answered by men. A third
number is the “Rom phone,™ which is known only by other Rom and which
is answered in Romanes. In sum, the telephone has encouraged the orality of
Rom culeure.

Occupational innovation is another indication of successful adaptation to
changing environmental conditions. During the carly years of the 20¢h cen-
cury, the North American Rom continued their European trades of horse trad-
ng, horse doctoring, carnival work, and metalwork such as replating vats and
nixing bowls for institutions like hospitals and bakerics. Women often
segged and told fortunes, especially in the winter when a storefront would be
-ented. In the postwar years, horse trading and metalwork have been replaced
oy used-car trading and body and fender repair of cars (Boles 1958; Salo 1981).
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The switch from tinkering to automobile body and fender repair has been
viewed by some as the loss of a traditional Gypsy trade (Traverso 1958:137-
138). While this may be partially true, body and fender repair can alsc be seen
as a creative adaptation of metalwork to a new medium. Rather than indelibly
labeling a certain occupation “Gypsy.” it is important to consider the larger
view of Gypsy economics. Throughout the years, certain occupations have
become “traditional” because they are lucrative and till the needs of the time
and place, while not compromising busic Rom values such as self-employ-
ment, mobility, independence. and the restrictions of the taboo system. In
North America, for example, as Rom became more urbanized, fortunc-telling
becamie the major source of income with male income viewed as supplemen-
tary. The fortune-telling niche serves the Rom well, since “reading and advis-
ing" scems to strike a responsive chord for many Amcrican customers. How-
ever, whenever fortune-telling is not profitable, Rom casily switch to another
service trade. While much of the literature assumes the existence of static tribal
occupations, such as kettlemakers or horse traders. 'n actuality the choice of
occupation is extremely flexible, and a Gypsy man o1 woman usually engages
in many occupations during his or her lifetime (Salo 1981:73). In gencral, the
more skills a Gypsy accumulates, the better off he or she is; Gypsies prefer
strategics of survival that offer multiple opportunitics. Thus, they learn many
trades and many languages and absorb information about diverse aspects of
the surrounding cultures. During his or her lifetime, a Gypsy accumulates a
host of skills and cultural information, and he or she is extremely facile in the
manipulation of these skills.

Another perpetually important skill is linguistic agility. While virtually all
American Gypsies have learned to speak English, they also retain Romaies be-
causc both languages are necessary. As Anne Sharp recently reported. “The
mixing of Romanes and English . . . is not due to the imperfect learning of
cither language, but is a beneficial way of insuring that all members of the
community know both languages from an carly age. While English is essential
for cconomic survival, Romanes continues to be important for cultural solidar-
ity. The mixing of the languages follows rules which show that mixing is not
random and does not lead to gencral confusion of the grammar of cither lan-
guage” (1983:2).

Wherever Gypsies live, they learn the languages of the local peoples in ad-
dition to retaining Romares. They arc, at the very lcast, bilingual and usually
multilingual. In southern California and New York City. for example, many
Gypsics speak Spanish as well as English. Gypsy women may command use
of a greater number of languages than Gypsy men because they service many
ethnic groups through fortune-telling. There is also 2 marked specialization in
the function of non-Gypsy languages: tor example, there are Gypsy women
who can tell fortunes in ninc or ten ditterent languages without being able to
speak fluently in any of them.* Gypsics. then, learn as many languages as arc
necessary; in fact, the more the better. Multilingualism has always been a sig-
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lificant asset to the Gypsics and has not interfered with the retention of Ro-
nanes as an exclusive in-group language.

In sum, innovation in areas of culture such as language, occupation, resi-
jence patterns, frequency of travel, and means of transportation are indica~
ions of successful adaptation to non-Gypsy cnvironments. Adaptability in
hese arcas of culture is complemented, not threatened, by the worldview that
s lodged in the insider/outsider boundary and the taboo system.

- Conclusion

Definitions of cthnicity that list traits are clearly insufficient in explaining
the Gypsy case. Naroll, for example, defines an cthnic group as 3 group of
people who share fundamental cultural values expressed by unified culural
forms (1964). The Rom do share fundamental cultural values; however, their
cultural forms are not shared. Perhaps the underlying cultural structure of life
is shared, but its manifestations arc variable because Gypsy culture is situa-
tionally dependent. There is not one Gypsy culture but rather a Gypsy world-
view that produccs many variations of Gypsy culture depending on the par-
ticular environment. Gypsies cultivate multiple cultural repertoires and cffec-
tively switch among these cultural codes (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1983:43).
Trait inventories may superficially deseribe 2 Gypsy culture at a frozen point
in time or space, but these traits change from location to location and year to
year. An adequate assessment of Gypsy cthnicity must take into account these
environmentally dependent variables plus explain the processes that produce
them.

Echnicity is “accomplished” by negotiating one’s identity vis-3-vis non-
members (Mocrman 1974). The boundary between Gypsy and gazhe, then, is
central to the process of self-identification. Gypsices become marime (like gazhe)
when they violate that boundary. On the other hand. they frequently cross the
boundary using traditional modes of performed behavior, such as passing and
exaggerating stereotypes. The boundary is maintained as a cultural construct
while numerous traits low across it. Change is thus activated not only as a by-
product of culture but also as a strategy of creative adapration to new environ-
ments.

We can now tackle the apparent paradox of Gypsy cthnicity, that is, how
Gypsies keep themselves distinct while appearing to assimilate. Gypsics appear
to be Americanized: they speak English. dress in the latest American fashions,
live in apartments, drive cars, sell cars. and furnish their homes with American
furnishings. Indeed, they arce “ American™ because they have adapted well to
the Amecrican context, they have interacted to a high degree with American
culture, and they can pass as non-Gypsy Americans. Yet the basic values and
worldview of Gypsy culture, which are lodged in the insider/outsider bound-
ary, are extremely strong; thus, Gypsy culture remains distinct from its sur-
rounding Amecrican context. At the same time that they are “Americans,”
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Gypsices stcadfastly maintain the boundary that defines them as different from
« Americans.” This complex process is not unique to Gypsics, and can scnsitize
us to the workings of cthnicity in other ethnic groups.

Adaptations to the American sctting have caused the formation of a vital,
specifically American brand of Gypsy culturc. American Gypsies are different
from Gypsics anywhere elsc in the world because they have successTull
adapted to the American environment. Yet they are undeniably “*Gypsy™ be-
cause they express the Gypsy worldview, cnact appropriatc Gypsy bchavior,
and maintain the Gypsy/mon-Gypsy boundary. They are no less “Gypsy" be-

_causc they-are-also—*Amuerican”; their multiple identitics do not necessatity—

compete. but serve to stimulate the creation of a rich store of expressive be-
havior.

Notes

1 would like to thank Stephen Stern for commietns vn early drafts of this article, Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett for guidance and encouragement, and the editor of JAF for his comments. My primary debt is to
the Rom who shared their lives and thoughts with me.

Deciding who is Rom, however, depends on who is doing the deciding. As Matt Salo has aptly demon-
strated. cthnic labeling is highly problematic when dealing with Gypsies: cach group detines Gypsy as its own
group and contrasts itsclt not only with non-Gypsics. but also with other Gypsy groups (1979:81).

*Far criteria of ethnicity, sce Salo (1977).

‘On the economic organization of Rom, sce Salo (1981

‘For a detailed analysis of the Rom taboo system. sce Sutherland (1977) and Silverman (1980).

e Salo (1977) for excellent data on Rom conceptions vt gazhe.

“Many disputcs arase, however. with regard to controiling territorics in which handbill advertisements
could be distributed. The question was further extended to the control of advertising on subway lines. These
disputes were arbitrated by krisa.

"For example, at cach motel in which the family slept. the mother passed out handbills among the maids
and waitresses and did readings in the motel room. At [hisncyland, she passed out handbills while waiting in
line. Even while shopping she found opportunitics: *"This carpet wasn't too expensive because, when we sent
to Atlanta to the factory to get it. | told a couple of furtunes to the salesladics in the waiting room, and so
they knocked off $10¥ here and there. ™

“This remark was made to me by jJan Yoors in an interview in April 1974,

- References Cited

Ballard, Roger. 1975, Review of Gypsies: The Hidden Americans, by Anne Sutherland. Royal An-
thropological Institiste Newsleter 8:11-12.

Barth, Fredrik. 1969, Ethnic Groups and Boundarics. Boston: Little, Brown.

Bauman, Richard. 1972. Differential [dentity and the Secial Base of Folklore. In Toewand New
Perspectives in Foiklore, eds. Americo Paredes and Richard Bauman, pp. 31-41. Austin: Uni-
versity of Texas Press.

Bennett, John W. 1973, The New Ethnicity: Perspetives from Ethnology. Proceedings of the Amer-
ican Ethnological Society. New York: West.

Blom, Jan-Petter. 1969, Ethnic and Cultural Differentiation. In Etlinic Groups and Boundarics, cd.
F. Barth, pp. 74-85. Boston: Little, Brown.

Boles, Don. 1938, Some Gypsy Occupations in America. Jounl ofthe Gypsy Lore Socicty 37:103~
Tt




Silverman) - Negotiating “Gypsiness” 75

Clark. M. W. 1967. Vanishing Vagabonds. Texas Quarterly 2:204-210.

Cohn, Werner. 1973. The Gypsies. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley.

Esty. Katherine. 1969. The Gypsics: Wanderers in Time. New York: Meredith.

Gordon, Milton. 1964. Assimilation in American Life. New York: Oxford.

Gropper, Rena. 1975, Gypsies in the City. Princeton, N.J.: Darwin.

. 1977. Hedging the Bets: Risk-Taking among the Rom Gypsies. Paper presented at
the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association. Houston, Texas.

Hochschild. Adam. 1978. A Gypsy for Our Time. Mother Jones (February/March):36—47.

Kirshenblate-Gimblere, Barbara, 1979. Culture Shock and Narrative Creativity. In Folklore in the
Modert World, ed. Richard Dorson, pp. 19~122. The Hague: Mouton.

. 1983. Studying Immigrant and Echnic Folklore. In Handhook of Amcrican Folklore,
ed. Richard Dorson. pp. 3Y—47. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Levine, Robert A., and Donald T. Campbell. 1972, Edhmocentrisn. New York: John Wilcy.

Mocrman, Michael. 1974, Accomplishing Ethnicity. In Edmomethodology, ¢d. Roy Turner, pp.
5468, Baltimore: Penguin.

Murin, Stephen. 1950. Hawaii's Gypsics. Sacial Process in Hawaii 14:14-38.

Naroll, Raoul. 1964. Ethnic Unit Classification. Current Anthrapology 5(4):283-291.

Preston, Marilynn, 1975, Destiny is Closing in on Today's Gypsy. Chicage Tribune (June 9).

Reeves, James K. 1890, A Gypsy Suttlement. Chantanguan 10:460-434).

Salo, Matt T. 1976. Norms and Flexibility in the Patterning of Adaptations among North Amer-
ican Gypsies. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Asso-
ciation, Washington, D.C.

. 1977. The Expression of Echnicity in Rom Qral Tradition. Western Folklore 36:33-

56.

. 1979. Gypsy Ethnicity: Implications of Native Categorics and Interaction for Echnic

Classitication. Etimicity (6:73-%.

1981, Kalderash Economic Organization. In The American Kalderash: Gypsies in the
New (orld, ed. M. Salo, pp. 71=97. Hacketstown. N.J.: Gypsy Lore Socicty, North American
Chapter.

Sharp. Annc. 1983, The Relationship between Romanes and English as Spoken by the Pordland
Gypsies. M. A, thesis, Portiand State University.

Sitverman., Carol. 1980, Rev. Sister Navajo: Reader and Adviser—=Deciphering Gypsy Fortune-
telling Handbills. New York Foiklore (:29-43.

1981, Pollution and Power: Gypsy Women in America. In The American Kulderash:

Gypsies in the New World, ¢d. M. Salo, pp. 55-70. Hacketstown, N.J.: Gypsy Lore Society.

North American Chapter.
. 1982, Everyday Drama: Impression Management of Urban Gypsies. Urban Anthro-
pology 11:377-398. -

Sutherland. Anne. 1977. The Body as Social Symbol among the Rom. In The Antiropology af the

Body, cd. John Blocking, pp. 375-390. New York: Academic.

Traverso, Georgina. 1938, Some Gypsies in Boston, Massachusetts. Journal of the Gypsy Lore

Sociery 37:120=137.
Weybright, Victor, 1935, Who Can Tell the Gypsies® Fortune? Survey Graphic 27:142-145.




