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Introduction 

In post-communist Europe the International Romani Union have put forward the idea of a ‘Roma nation’; a nation “which does not want to become a state”.
 The idea of a Roma nation implies that Roma would be represented in international bodies such as European Parliament and United Nations with same status as governments. 

From an international point of view there are arguments both for and against a Roma nation. On the one hand it can be argued that Roma is Europe’s biggest minority, and it can be stressed that there is a need for a political voice of the Roma in an international context. On the other hand there are good arguments for avoiding double representation by representation of Roma, both by states and by representatives of Roma. 

From a Romani point of view the idea of a Roma nation at first sight seems to be what James Goldston describes as a “fantasy of sorts” for an ethnic group which even “a decade after the collapse of state-socialism … still remain the pariahs of Eastern Europe”
 However, the Roma across Europe are a very diverse group, and it has been pointed out that the Romani identity is relatively weak.
 Moreover, it can be argued that European Roma have different interests depending on local and national conditions. 

In the light of these points the idea of a Roma nation seems quite unrealistic, even though the idea has been putted forward by leading Roma. Therefore, this paper analyses whether there is a basis for a Roma nation. The paper takes its point of departure in the view that a strong Romani identity and specific common Romani interests are preconditions for a Roma nation. 
Thus, it is assumed that Roma need to have a strong feeling of belonging together if they have to form a political nation, especially because it would be a nation without a territory. Moreover, it must be assumed that Roma have to have common interests in specific policies, since they would otherwise be well represented in existing political structures. 

This paper analyses the Romani identity and common interests between Roma across Europe. It has to be mentioned that the paper focuses on European Roma and does not take into account that there are significant numbers of Roma in other parts of the world. Thus, most Roma live in Europe and the idea of a Roma nation is most relevant in Europe given the idea of representation in European institutions. 

Before turning to the analysis it has to be mentioned that the several of the sources are articles written by people working for what can be described as a ‘Roma Rights industry’, including the European Roma Rights Centre. This indicates a bias towards a strong focus on the Roma issue and a tendency to view the Roma issue as an issue of rights and representation of a European minority rather than in a broader context. 
Analysis of the Romani identity 
This analysis of the Romani identity takes an essentialist point of departure and it will therefore focus on language, history, culture and race. It has to be highlighted that the Romani tradition differs from many other traditions by being unwritten and based on non-Romani interpretations
, which indicates that Romani identity is not based on the same type of sources and the same type of symbols that is common in other traditions.

Turning to analysis and beginning with the language, Romani people across Europe speak different dialects of the Romani language called either Romani or Romanes. The language is of Indian origin and is based on Sanskrit or Hindi. Today, around 2.5 million Roma speak the language and in Europe there are between 50 and 100 dialects, which are “not mutually comprehensible except at very basic levels.”
 

This means that Roma to a certain extent have a special language, but it is remarkable that it is only spoken by 2.5 million people out of an estimated Romani population at 8-10 million. Moreover, it is remarkable that the 2.5 million who speak Romanes cannot communicate easily with each other. In sum, it can be argued that the language is an element in a special Romani identity but that the language is rather a differing factor in relation to non-Roma than a uniting factor between Roma. 

A second element in analyses of identities is history. The Romani people across Europe have a shared origin in India from where they migrated in waves between the ninth and the fourteenth century.
 This common origin both means that Roma have darker skin than other Europeans, and that the Roma share a history of having arrived in Europe after it has been settled. 
The Roma also share a common history in Europe, where they have experienced a “history of racism that includes slavery, assimilation, expulsion, and extermination”.
 Moreover, it has been argued that today “throughout much of Europe, Roma are among the most hated, misunderstood, and mistreated people.”
 These quotes show that besides that Roma have a common origin, they also have a (sad) common history in Europe, and it must be assumed that this common history give the Roma a feeling of belonging together.  
A third factor which is often highlighted in analyses of identities is culture, and it seems that the history as migrants and their arrival in a settled Europe has given the Roma a common identity as “travellers” or nomads. It has been argued that “the uniqueness of the Gypsies lies in the fact that they are a transnational, non-territorially, based people who do not have a “home state” that can provide a haven or extend protection to them. For the Roma “every country is a ‘foreign’ country, a country of residence; there is no homeland to go back to, or even to turn to in a symbolic capacity.”
  

Thus, it can be stressed that the nomadic culture and the lack of a homeland is a central feature which defines Romani culture in opposition to other European cultures. It is also stressed that Roma wear “odd” clothes.
 
A fourth factor which is put forward in essentialist analyses of identities is race and in this respect it can be stressed that the Roma differ from other Europeans; their skin is darker and they have black hair. The Roma are therefore easily recognised by being different than the majority populations in Europe. 
Summing up, it has been argued that Roma across Europe have a common identity based on common origin in India, a common history in Europe, a common culture of being nomads and a darker look which differ from other Europeans. Moreover, to a certain degree some Roma do have a common language, and the Roma are today represented in international organisations such as the European Union, OCSE, the Council of Europe and the United Nations.
 
However, it can be argued that the Romani identity today is relatively weak. Thus, it is pointed out that “the Roma constitute an extremely diverse minority”
, and “the Roma themselves do not (yet) make up a homogenous ethnic group. Rather, the Roma today are a continuum of more or less related subgroups with complex, flexible, and multilevel identities.”
 

The view that the Romani identity is relatively weak is supported by Zoltan Barany, who points out that “Gypsy identity is weak. According to a recent monograph, ‘with the exception of Gypsy intellectuals who run the Rom(ani) political parties, the Rom(a) do not have an ethnic identity’ at all”. Nevertheless, Barany recognises that there exists a distant Romani identity based on the fact that “all Roma share the same origins, culture and traumatic experiences in Europe”.
 
It is striking that the International Romani Union that have launched the idea of a ‘Roma nation’ recently have chosen a Romani flag and a hymn
, which are traditional symbols of states and nations. It has also been pointed out that IRU have “established a whole new structure resembling a state”, since they have president, parliament, court and a government with commissioners.
 
Thus, it seems that the IRU wants to strengthen the Romani identity by introducing national symbols known from other European cultures, and it is interesting to note that Dmitrina Petrova argues that Roma identity is ‘an identity in the making’. She points out that after the end of communism in Central and Eastern Europe “we have witnessed the rise of racially based discrimination, exclusion, and marginalisation of the Roma at the same time that the opposite forces of an advancing Roma rights movement are taking shape.”

At the level of terminology, Petrova points out that “the name ‘Roma’ has now become preferred by most international and national organisations”
 Peter Vermeersch points out that “’Roma’ is the name increasingly used by politicians, activists and academics to refer to a wide variety of communities predominantly occurring in Central and Eastern Europe that have adopted different group and sub-group name over time.” 

A shared terminology is an indicator of a stronger feeling of belonging together, and it has been argued that “the introduction of the term ‘Roma’ reflects an attempt to break away from this social stigma and to produce a more positive image of themselves as a single ethnic group occurring in different countries.” 
 It is in this light interesting to note that according to Eva Sobotka the Roma have increasingly been recognised as national minorities, which indicates that also non-Roma to a greater extent see the Roma as a minority with a special identity.
 

It has been argued that the ‘Romani identity’ is mainly an issue for the Romani elite and non-Roma who works with Roma rights. It is pointed out that there is an “enormous cultural distance between the tiny Romani intelligentsia and the masses of undereducated and often apathetic ordinary Gypsies”, and that “gypsies do not presently share an “imagined community” or the personal and cultural feelings of belonging to a nation.”
 

Thus, it seems to be an open question whether this Romani identity is an identity for all Roma – or mainly an identity shared by better-off Roma within the Romani movements.  It is striking that a UNDP report from 2003 shows little trust among Roma in Romani leaders, parties, organisations and foreign donors. 
It is especially striking that the trust in “well-off or rich Roma individuals” is the lowest among the measured, which indicates relatively low inter-Romani solidarity and feeling of belonging together. It is also striking that the UNDP stresses that there are ‘intercommunity interactions” between poor Roma and poor non-Roma which “suggests the existence of class (rather than ethnic) solidarity.”

In conclusion, it seems that Peter Vermeersch have a point when he argues that “on the international level, one can observe attempts to establish representative international Romani organisations aimed at constructing a common identity for all Roma [italics added].”
 In other words, there exists a Romani identity based on origin, history, but the identity is relatively weak and in a process of being constructed meaning that there does not (yet) exist a Roma nation defined as “an imagined political community – and imagined both inherently limited and sovereign.”
 

The conclusion can be related to Benedict Anderson who argues that nation-ness and nationalism are artefacts created by “a complex ‘crossing’ of discrete historical forces.” Thus, it can be argued that while nationalism as an idea, according to Anderson, was created towards the end of the eighteenth century, Romani nationalism is still in a developing phase.
 
Analysis of common interests among European Roma 
The analysis of the Romani identity shows that European Roma to a certain degree share a common Romani identity. According to the analysis the Roma’s status as a discriminated minority is an important element in the Romani identity, and it must be assumed that this has implications for the Roma’s interests. 
In most European societies, the Roma have a marginal position, both as a consequence of discriminatory attitudes and as a consequence of low social status and living standards. According to UNDP and the World Bank the Roma are among the “poorest and most marginalised minorities in Central and Eastern Europe”
, and it is pointed out that the Roma have been especially vulnerable to the social and economic transition after communism. 
The Roma in Central and Eastern Europe were discriminated under communism, but the transition has worsened the situation of the Roma due to lower levels of education, economic shortage and political change, including rise of nationalism, new groups of skinheads and widespread ‘Romopohia’.
 The Roma in Central and Eastern Europe have a relatively higher unemployment rate, lower levels of education and significantly lower life expectancy than the majority populations in the region.
 
In a broader European perspective, James Goldston argues that “throughout most of Europe, Roma are among the most hated, misunderstood, and mistreated of people”. Thus, he points out that Roma are discriminated both in former communist countries and in West Europe.
 In West Europe “nomadism is allowed but has become increasingly difficult because of oppressive laws.” Another problem has been hate crimes against Romani people.
 
In other words, Roma in Central and Eastern Europe and Roma in West Europe have a common interest in a focus on human rights and combating discrimination. This view is supported by Dmitrina Petrova, who argues that human rights are a unifying factor in the Romani movement.
 In light of this focus on human rights it is interesting to note that according to UNDP “the Roma understand ‘human rights’ as being inseparably linked with access to jobs and education.”

However, it is also pointed out that Roma in Europe are a very heterogonous group; indeed the “extreme diversity of domestic contexts” is highlighted.
 Thus, even though the Roma share a general interest in focus on human rights, the diverse domestic contexts imply different interest in specific policies.
Besides interests related to the marginal position of Roma in European societies, it must be assumed that Roma share interests related to the Romani language and the Romani culture. Thus, the Roma have a common interest in recognition of their culture and language, meaning that Romani children will not be characterised as less intelligent or “retarded”, and therefore placed in special schools. Zoltan Barany argues that Roma have a common interest in schools with Romani as a second language.
 Another issue could be recognition of Romani as an official language in the EU.
It has also been argued that Roma share interests in the issue of migration. Dmitrina Petrova argues that the Romani movements all are on the same side concerning migration and asylum-seeking. She “see[s] a very clear confrontation line in the battlefield, with the Romani movement as such not fragmented, but united on the one side of the front line, while governments and the international organisations camp on the opposite side.”
 It has been argued that the issue of migration is “the only truly trans-national theme in Romani political organizing.”

Summing up, it seems that Roma across Europe share an interest in focus on human rights in a broad definition including elimination of discrimination, socioeconomic development and political representation. Moreover, it can be argued that Roma share an interest in recognition of the Romani culture and language and an interest in migration. However, it has been argued that the specific interests of the Roma differ and depend on the national contexts meaning that the main interest shared across border is continued attention to the situation of the Roma by international organisations such as the EU.
Conclusion
Having analysed the Romani identity and common Romani interests, it must be concluded that there exists a special Romani identity and that Roma have common interests as a consequence of being Roma. The analysis indicates that European Roma have shared interests based on the marginality of Roma in European societies; interests in elimination of discrimination, recognition of Romani culture and better integration. In other words, there is a basis for political organisation among European Roma.
However, according to the analysis Roma across Europe are a very diverse group, which only have been perceived as ‘Roma’ with a shared identity and not as several subgroups since the seventies. The recent definition of ‘Roma’ as one group and the fact that the Romani identity is found to be relatively weak indicates that there is no basis for political organisation as nation with ‘state-like’ representation in international organisations. 

Thus, it must be assumed that a ‘nation without a territory’ requires a stronger national identity than a nation with a territory, since it is assumed that a territory give the citizens a feeling of belonging together. Moreover, it can be stressed that Roma live in the different national contexts, and that the specific policy interests of the Roma therefore rather are at the national level than at the European level. 

Even though there, according to this analysis, is no basis for political organisation as a ‘state-like nation’ (yet), the analysis shows there is a strong need for drawing attention to the situations for Roma both in Central and Eastern Europe and in West Europe. The history related to the EU enlargement shows that pressure on national states can encourage improvements in minority rights, which is strongly needed in the case of the Roma.

According to the analysis the main trans-border interest is focus on their situation and living conditions, which indicates that political organisation at the European level has to focus on civil rights and human rights in a broad perception, not on the creation of a nation with a distinct identity. Thus, it has been argued that the ‘Romani identity’ is mainly an issue for Roma experts and the Romani movements which do not necessarily represent the views of ordinary Roma.
  
In conclusion, there does not seem to be a basis for a ‘state-like’ Romani nation at the European level, since such a nation would require political organisation going beyond drawing attention to the human rights situation of the Roma across Europe; the concept of a Roma nation goes beyond that advocacy role.
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