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Chapter 3
Contaminated Grounds:

Disputing the Roma’s Origins

INTRODUCTION

The central aim of the second part of this study is to understand the relationship be
tween the representation and formation of Gypsy or Romani groups in Europe as minor
ities on the one hand, and the emergence and transformation of late eighteenth century
European governmentalities, on the other. In this part, I firstly analyze how it has be
come possible that Gypsy or Romani groups in Europe, since the late eighteenth century,
have been problematized in terms of minorities. Secondly, I scrutinize how their minor
itization has inaugurated diverse forms of Romani minority governance and different
representations of their history in modern Europe.

These themes relate in two important ways to the questions that I brought up at the
end of chapter 2. Firstly, I will address the relation between, on the one hand, new kinds
of knowledge formation about Europe that appeared for the first time in the eighteenth
century, and, on the other, the then emerging bio political approach to supposedly non
European Gypsy groups. Secondly, I discuss how the prevailing scholarly understanding
of the impact of the Enlightenment and its legacies on Romani groups and their minority
formation has hitherto underestimated the relevance of transforming governmentalities,
including the role of scholars in governing Roma representations. I will contribute to re
narrating European modernity by interrogating the appearance of liberal forms of
governmentality in East Central Europe and by analyzing the parallel emergence and
development of so called ‘Gypsy’ or ‘Romani studies.’ In chapter 4, I will analyze Gypsy
minoritization and the formation of Gypsy studies in light of the transformation of police
governmentalities and the emergence of liberal ones in the eighteenth century Habsburg
Empire. At the end of chapter 4, this discussion will lead to a revision of the currently
prevailing interpretations of the emergence of Gypsy studies. These interpretations and
how they relate to different readings of European modernity are the central focus of the
present chapter.

The current debate about the eighteenth century emergence of Gypsy studies and its
crucial impact on modern forms of Romani minority governance has been dominated by
two eighteenth century scholars and by two contemporary scholarly strategies to repre
sent these scholars’ works and legacies. These early ‘Gypsy scholars’ are Johann Rüdiger
(1751 1822) and Heinrich Grellmann (1753 1804). In 1782, Rüdiger, a scholar in the then
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emerging field of comparative linguistics who would become professor of political
economy at the University of Halle in 1791, published Von der Sprache und Herkunft der
Zigeuner aus Indien (On the Language and Indian Origin of the Gypsies). In this essay, he
describes the dubious way in which the Europeans have dealt with the Gypsies and
makes a fervent plea for their better treatment. In the second part of his essay, he tries to
scientifically prove their Indian origin by comparing a Romani language sample with a
Hindustani one.

In 1783, Grellmann, a historian and theologian at the University of Jena who would
become professor at the University of Göttingen in 1787, published his book Die Zigeuner
(The Gypsies), which also lengthily discusses the Indian origins of the Gypsies. He em
beds his analysis in a rather monolithic narrative that considers them as the representa
tives of an underdeveloped, uncivilized, non European pariah culture, which is heavily
spoilt and only really adjustable to European civilized cultures by a radically assimila
tionist approach. Whereas Grellmann praises the assimilative Gypsy policies of his con
temporary Habsburg enlightened absolutist rulers Maria Theresa and Joseph II, Rüdiger
heavily criticizes the imperialist approaches of the European nations toward the peoples
whom they had colonized and toward groups such as the Jews and the Gypsies. Rather
than condemning the latter for their supposedly bad behavior, as Grellmann does,
Rüdiger considers ‘their way of life’ as the effect, rather than the cause, of how European
majorities have treated them. He understands the fact that the Gypsies represent and
maintain their own unique culture, with their own language, customs, and traditions, as
a condition of possibility for developing their nation in its own right.

Since the first prints of these publications in the late eighteenth century, however,
Grellmann’s work has become much better known and widespread than Rüdiger’s. Not
only has Grellmann’s work been quickly translated in various other European languages
and, thus, widely disseminated throughout Europe, but at least until the early 1960s it
has also been considered as an authoritative source about ‘Gypsy culture’.1 Only quite
recently have a number of scholars tried to make Rüdiger’s work topical again.2 This
renewed attention has also and indirectly led to the development of two dominant con
temporary scholarly strategies to represent the works and legacies of eighteenth century
Gypsy studies.

Firstly, some authors (Lucassen et al 1998a) have argued that we need to reject or, at
least, correct the entire tradition of Gypsy studies, because of its highly dubious connec
tion with a long modern European history of orientalization and correlated Gypsy

1 A delicate example is the way in which this legacy was mobilized against Sinti and Roma in the 1950s in
the Federal Republic of Germany. References to Grellmann’s Gypsy representations, as well as to those who
followed in his footsteps, were used in the post genocide German court cases to scientifically document the
supposedly asocial and criminal behavior of Sinti and Romani victims of the Nazis and to seriously hamper
war reparations and the persecution of the perpetrators (Margalit 2002: 136 38; 2007: 495). In chapter 8, I
will discuss the dramatic impact of persistent stereotypical representations on the slow recognition of the
Nazi genocide of the Roma and Sinti in Germany and beyond. Willems has argued that Grellmann’s Gypsy
representations were also used uncritically in several postwar German scholarly studies (eg, Arnold 1965;
Mode and Wölffling 1968). He also suggests that a significant number of MA and PhD theses, which were
written at Austrian universities in the 1980s, remained uncritical about Grellmann’s work (Willems 1997:
22). For an excellent overview of anti Gypsyism in German speaking scholarly studies, see Severin (2009).
2 See, for instance, Wolf (1960), Ruch (1986), Haarmann (1990), and Matras (1999; 2002).
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stigmatization. Annemarie Cottaar, Leo Lucassen, and Wim Willems have followed this
first strategy and argued that Gypsy studies, at least until very recently, have never fun
damentally disputed the orientalizing, late eighteenth century works of the early Gypsy
scholars, their search for ‘true Gypsies’ with their alleged non European origins and
culture, and the dramatic effects of these scholarly Gypsy representations on marginal
izing and criminalizing policy formations in modern European history. The advocates of
this strategy, whose views I will discuss in the first part of this chapter, argue that we
should resist what they consider as “the lure of the Gypsy lorists and scholars working
in their tradition, who have been quite successful in spreading the image of Gypsies as a
remarkable and century old ethnic group” (Lucassen et al 1998b: 8). Their negative
reception of the long and, as they argue, still continuing tradition of the Gypsy folklorists
and their ‘founding fathers,’ has led Lucassen, Willems, and Cottaar to reject the refer
ence to ‘Gypsies’ in terms of ethnicity and diaspora. With their groundbreaking work,
published in the last decade of the twentieth century, these three Dutch authors have
introduced an original and new approach to the study of Romani and Gypsy groups.
Whereas they themselves have named their perspective socio historical, others have
usually called it constructivist. Arguing for considering the Gypsies’ ethnic minority and
identity status as the result of several modern European invented national traditions, the
Dutch trio questions the legitimacy of essentialist Gypsy or Roma approaches and their
reliance on late eighteenth and nineteenth century forms of nationalism.

At the same time, we can distinguish an ostensibly more moderate scholarly strategy
in the current debate. This strategy rejects some so called pre scientific and mystifying
early Gypsy studies and their impact on modern European Romani minority formation
and governance. However, this strategy defends those Enlightenment engagements with
the Gypsies that could be connected with their acceptance as a minority in its own right
(Matras 1999; 2004b) and, thus, with past and present forms of Romani minority self
articulation. Whereas the advocates of the first strategy consider the works of both
Grellmann and Rüdiger as part of one and the same orientalizing tradition of Gypsy
studies, Yaron Matras, the main advocate of the second strategy, considers only the lega
cy of Grellmann as highly problematic. The linguist Matras has developed his position
largely in reply to the Dutch constructivist approach. Strongly based on a linguistically
informed argument, he defends Rüdiger’s work and its legacy against the critique of the
three Dutch authors and, implicitly, calls for a reconsideration of the latter’s rejection to
discuss Romani groups in ethnic terms. Matras’s position, which I will discuss at the end
of this chapter, implies that the ability to speak their own language allows Romani indi
viduals and groups to express a form of cultural agency and to maintain and develop
their ethnic minority status in its own, yet not necessarily unambiguous right.

In this third chapter, I primarily investigate how we need to understand these two
strategies vis à vis the ways in which their advocates have interpreted European moder
nity, and the Enlightenment, its engagements with the Gypsies, and its legacies in par
ticular. The proponents of these two strategies have discussed the eighteenth century
preoccupation with the Gypsies and its legacies as part of their scholarly engagements
with the position of Romani groups in contemporary European societies and cultures.
Whereas Cottaar, Lucassen, and Willems have focused on a reconsideration of the socio
historical conditions under which we could understand past and current, often violent
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mechanisms of marginalization toward Romani groups, Matras’s work has been clearly
committed to the powerful, yet vulnerable dynamics of Romani minority self articu
lation. For him, underrating this dynamics and its significance seems to represent a form
of epistemic violence against Romani groups that the Dutch trio of scholars has over
looked. Whereas it has sometimes been suggested—most of all by Matras himself—that
Matras’s position is irreconcilable with that of the three Dutch scholars, in this and the
next chapter I argue that we need to create new grounds for bringing their valuable
positions in contact again. In order to introduce their positions as two sides of the same
coin and to show that neither of these views can be maintained unambiguously, in the
next section, I discuss these two scholarly strategies in the context of current debates
about the roles of globalization and nationalism in violating the rights and cultures of
different kinds of minorities.

ENDANGERED MINORITIES IN AN AGE OF GLOBALIZATION

In his essay Fear of Small Numbers (2006), the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai tries to un
ravel the complex relations between contemporary processes of globalization, the endan
gered position of various kinds of minorities in the world, and initiatives of transnational
activist networks to challenge violations of minority rights and cultures. His point of
departure is that, if we take a closer look at global inter state and intra state conflicts,
they are basically about jeopardizing minorities and their ‘ways of life,’ whether these
groups represent political, religious, migrant, or cultural minorities. Appadurai puts for
ward that this global pattern of violence against minorities necessitates a global answer,
and that many of the best known analyses of global conflicts are not much satisfying.
Samuel Huntington’s (1996) thesis that we currently deal with a clash of civilizations, for
instance, cannot explain why many of these violent conflicts are ‘intra civilizational,’
hence take place within the alleged civilizational boundaries that he presupposes. On the
other hand, Michael Ignatieff’s (1998) suggestion that we have become insensitive to
violence because of how the mass media have mediated it and kept it at a distance from
us cannot explain the simultaneous growth of and support for grassroots initiatives to
challenge violence against minorities.

In contradistinction to these kinds of answers, Appadurai suggests that worldwide
violence against minorities has to do with the relatively recent construction of both
minorities and majorities. They were primarily constructed at the time of the birth of the
nation state and its various bio political techniques to map, count, demarcate, and order
population groups—tools developed mostly since the seventeenth and eighteenth cen
turies:

Minorities and majorities are recent historical inventions, essentially tied up with
ideas about nations, populations, representation, and enumeration, which are no more
than a few centuries old. (Appadurai 2006: 49)

Now that several global forces have seriously put nation states under pressure and
destabilized their sovereignty, Appadurai argues, minorities have become the sites par
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excellence where these states try to rearticulate and reestablish their power by various,
often newly developed bio political means and instruments. According to him, minor
ities challenge constitutional and legal orders, their cross border movements and trans
actions complicate various kinds of control, their languages, ‘lifestyles,’ and memories
question supposed cultural, national, and social homogeneity, and their politics could be
at variance with majority interests. He puts forward that the uncertainties ‘caused by’
minority groups, aggravated by the difficulty for many states to secure employment,
welfare, health care, and the like in an era of globalization can translate into various
forms of majority violence toward minorities. Whereas globalization, because of its
faceless and abstract character, cannot become the concrete site of violence, “minorities
can” (ibid 44). As a result, Appadurai contests the interpretation that minority groups
themselves produce violence. Conversely, he provocatively puts forward that “violence
… requires minorities” (ibid 46, my emphasis). Violence requires minority formation as
well as the perpetual performance and affirmation of the socio cultural matrix in which
minorities and majorities appear as if they really have a natural and uncontestable origin.

Appadurai is not alone in his view that in order to adequately understand the current
relation between minority and majority groups as well as various forms of contemporary
nationalism and minority formation we need to carefully look at the circumstances
under which minorities and majorities have historically and mutually been formed and
identified as such. A great number of scholars who have analyzed Enlightenment
thinking, and modernity more generally, have focused on seventeenth and eighteenth
century developments, discourses, and practices to clarify what they have considered as
one of the most influential epistemological shifts in modern history. Despite significant
differences between their theories and methodologies, influential and diverse theorists of
nationalism, such as Hans Kohn, Miroslav Hroch, Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm,
Benedict Anderson, Anthony Smith, Homi Bhabha, and Partha Chatterjee have all
emphasized the crucial importance of the late eighteenth century for the emergence and
understanding of modern nationalism and, to some extent, for an analysis of the con
flations of nationalism and racism of somewhat later date. In this context, the supposedly
particularistic view of the influential eighteenth century scholar Johann Gottfried von
Herder (1744 1803) has often been considered as one of the most important culprits in
spreading ideas about nationalism and about the inextricable and essentialist relations
between a nation, a people, and their culture and language. Herderian philosophy, and
other late eighteenth and early nineteenth century forms of cultural particularism more
generally, have frequently been considered responsible for the emergence of a form of
essentialism in which cultures basically develop autonomously and at different speeds.
These forms of particularism are usually linked with the parallel emergence of the idea
of superior and inferior or civilized and ‘not yet’ civilized cultures, nations, and races.

For many interpreters of modernity, the obsession with the origins of nations, cul
tures, and races that started to dominate political, scientific, and cultural debates
throughout Europe from the late eighteenth century onward represents one of the im
portant problematics of modern thought. The obsession with origins and the inclination
to separate ‘us’ from ‘them’ and order cultures, nations, and races hierarchically
according to their alleged level of civilization have repeatedly been considered character
istics that do not belong to a distant past at all. Rather, as some have argued, they have
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influentially and often devastatingly determined modern history from Western colonial
hegemony and genocides to contemporary forms of violence legitimated in the name of
human rights and the spread of liberal values from the West to ‘developing countries’
and ‘transitional democracies’ elsewhere in the world.

In this chapter, by discussing the example of Romani minority formation in Europe
and its relation to processes of (nation) state building and to new forms of knowledge
formation, I challenge this primarily negative perspective of the legacy of Enlightenment
and Romantic thinking. I maintain Appadurai’s view that an interrogation of late eigh
teenth century discourses and practices concerning nation and state building is crucial to
understanding processes of minoritization and majoritization and their violent effects.3
Yet, I want to challenge the view that the dynamic of these processes has only had nega
tive and violent consequences for minoritized groups, such as the Romani. Having said
this, my analysis does not imply that the theme of violence toward minorities and its
complex relation to processes of globalization, nation state building, and ‘othering’ is not
relevant to analyzing the situation of Romani minorities in Europe. It certainly is. As a
number of authors have emphasized—Annemarie Cottaar, Leo Lucassen, and Wim
Willems most pressingly (Lucassen et al 1998a)—we need to understand past and current
forms of violence toward Romani groups in the context of the legacy of Enlightenment
thought and of modern processes of nation state formation and the centralization of rule.
This also implies that we need to avoid focusing on the Roma’s alleged homogeneity,
poverty, marginality, or criminality. Rather, we need to emphasize the various ways in
which these groups have historically been homogenized, minoritized, marginalized, and
criminalized with determination—a process that these three influential Dutch authors
have generally reformulated as one of combined categorizing, labeling, and stigma
tizing.4

In general, there is a clear tendency in the study of Romani groups to focus on how
late eighteenth century political, cultural, and scientific approaches to the Roma—in
cluding the emergence of the field of Gypsy studies itself—have time and again influ
enced historically later forms of Romani identity formation, representation, and self
representation, from the period of Romanticism to the Nazi genocide of the Sinti and
Roma, and from communism and Western European ‘welfarism’ to post communism
and the current politics of minority integration.5 In some of these studies it has been
argued that modern European forms of knowledge formation about ‘the Gypsies’ as well
as interrelated modern European forms of their representation have significantly

3 By violence, I mean not only physical forms of violence, but also symbolic, constitutional, institutional,
epistemic, and verbal forms of violence, such as institutional and non institutional racism, direct and
indirect discrimination, stereotypical and stigmatized forms of representation, exclusion from human, civil,
social, or minority rights, denied or limited access to social and public services, exclusion from history
writing and from institutionalized forms of representation more general (in academies, school curricula,
museums, etc.).
4 See, most notably, Lucassen et al (1998b), Lucassen (1990; 1996; 1998a), Willems (1995; 1997), and Cottaar
(1996; 1998b; 1998a).
5 Many authors have discussed the influence of eighteenth century thought and practices on current or
contemporary approaches toward Romani groups (Fraser 1995; Crowe 1995; Willems 1997; Lucassen et al
1998a; Matras 1999; Lemon 2000; Guy 2001a; Barany 2002; Mayall 2004; Saul and Tebbutt 2004; Bancroft
2005; Zimmermann 2007c).
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contributed to their socioeconomic, political, and cultural marginalization. Cottaar,
Lucassen, and Willems (Lucassen et al 1998b), for instance, have argued that the per
sistent scholarly representation of Gypsies as a people who have no territorial, cultural,
or whatsoever bond with the states in which they live, has also implied that the history
of Gypsy or Romani groups has remained a “history in footnotes” in most historio
graphical traditions. This trend to exclude their histories from national historiographies
and from those of the Holocaust has also been strengthened because the histories on the
Roma have mostly been written by non Roma (but see Hancock 2002; Belton 2005; Le Bas
and Acton 2010). Correlatively, as, for instance, Katie Trumpener (1992) has argued, the
Roma are “a ‘people without history’ in the narratives of the West.” Since ‘the Gypsies’
have over and over again been represented stereotypically in fairy tales, children’s
books, novels, travel reports, encyclopedias, operas, films, and popular culture—as
Trumpener’s argument goes—they have been deprived of their own histories and
memories in western cultures.6 To various extents, these contemporary studies of Gypsy
or Romani groups suggest that there is a close relationship between their intellectual and
cultural representation and diverse forms of violence against them.

In these and other studies of Romani groups, specific attention has often been paid to
references to the Roma’s alleged Indian and diasporic origins in past and contemporary
processes of Romani identity formation and in Roma representations and self rep
resentations. As several authors have analyzed, the references to the Roma’s supposed
origins were made for the first time in the eighteenth century Habsburg Empire, when
the first ‘Gypsy scholars,’ most notably Samuel Augustini ab Hortis (1729 1792), Johann
Rüdiger (1751 1822), and Heinrich Grellmann (1753 1804) were tracing back the origins
of the European Gypsies to India, mainly on the basis of linguistic arguments. Many
contemporary scholars consider the works of these eighteenth century scholars and their
legacies as enormously influential when it comes to the scope as well as limitations of
how Romani groups could be represented and could represent themselves throughout
modern European history. Yet, these contemporary scholars do not agree upon how we
need to appreciate the influence of these early modern Habsburg scholars and upon how
their legacy relates to a long tradition of violent displacements of Romani groups in
European history. As I have discussed in this chapter’s introduction, we can distinguish
between two dominant positions in the reception of this influence and legacy.

Cottaar, Lucassen, and Willems—who, together, have been considered as the repre
sentatives of the so called Dutch School—have assessed the work and legacy of these
eighteenth century scholars as predominantly negative.7 They consider their influence
and the repeated yet basically unchanged rearticulation of their ideas in the course of
modern European history as largely responsible for a persistent tradition of the Roma’s

6 Various authors have discussed diverse forms of stereotypical Roma representations in cultural objects
(Solms and Strauss 1995; Tebbutt 1998; Iordanova 2001; 2003; Malvinni 2004; Gay y Blasco and Iordanova
2008; Imre 2009). In chapter 8, I will analyze the history of Roma representations in light of contemporary
Romani memorial practices. There, I will also discuss Trumpener’s work at length.
7 During a summer school in Romani Studies at the Central European University in Budapest in 2003,
Cottaar, Lucassen, and Willems were collectively represented as ‘the Dutch School.’ For the sake of
convenience and also because they have collectively presented their works in their The Gypsies and Other
Itinerant Groups (1998), I use this expression in this study to refer to their scholarly position.
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stigmatization and racialization. In a line of thought that is similar to that of Edward
Said’s seminal study Orientalism (1978), Willems (1997; 1998) has put forward that the
early Gypsy scholars were the first in a long series of academics who effectively orien
talized the Gypsies as a non European, essentially nomadic, and ethnically, culturally,
and linguistically homogeneous people with their own diasporic history. According to
Willems, since the emergence of these eighteenth century scholarly Gypsy represent
tations, state authorities have time and again mobilized them to legitimize anti Gypsy
measures, from assimilation policies under Habsburg enlightened absolutist rule to
genocide under Nazism to post war exclusions of Romani migrants.8 Lucassen (1996;
2008) has related the possibility to make such measures effective at all to the increased
centralization of the state or to what he also called the institutionalization of ‘direct rule.’

The representatives of the Dutch School have identified three dominant reasons for
the persistent history of modern European processes of Roma or Gypsy labeling and
stigmatization, namely: (1) the cultural particularism of eighteenth century nationalistic
thought exemplified by Herderian philosophy; (2) the Enlightenment belief in the im
provability of human nature, and (3) the gradually increasing ability of emerging state
institutions and scientific conceptualizations to determine the representational bounda
ries of Romani identities. The Dutch authors have explicitly extended this line of thought
to the present day circumstances under which Roma representations and self represen
tations take place. According to them, every attempt to represent the Roma and Sinti as
one homogeneous people—also by group members themselves—and every attempt to
speak of the Roma and Sinti as an ethnic minority group that already existed before the
twentieth century risks reinforcing the dubious language of eighteenth century particu
larism and nationalism. Therefore, the Dutch School rejects the reference to Romani
groups in terms of an ethnic and diasporic group. Though they do not want “to deny a
‘Gypsy’ or ‘Traveller’ ethnicity” (Lucassen et al 1998b: 2), they consider the power of
state and scientific authorities so big and influential that “the Roma and Sinti approach”
falls easily and dangerously back into the reinforcement of racist or nationalistic catego
ries (Lucassen 1998c: 93; Willems 1998: 33). In short, since the representatives of the
Dutch School consider the late eighteenth century epistemological preoccupation with
Gypsy groups as the primary source of various forms of violence against them, they also
reject the reference to Gypsies in ethnic and diasporic terms, which they understand to
be inherently related to the legacy of the early modernity. Since the way in which domi
nant forms of knowledge formation about Gypsy groups has led to their minoritization
as a combined and persistent process of labeling and stigmatization, the Dutch authors
call for a radical break with the prevailing Roma related historiography and how it is
dubiously connected with the entire tradition of Gypsy studies.

More than once, the linguist Yaron Matras has expressed dissatisfaction with how the
Dutch School, and Willems in particular, has represented the influence of eighteenth
century thought (Matras 1999; 2004b). Since Matras has most clearly and extensively
formulated an opposite point of view, he could also be considered as the main represen

8 See Willems (1997; 1998; 2003) and Willems and Lucassen (1998). See also Lucassen (1998a).
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tative of the other position in what could be called the ‘origins debate.’9 Unlike the Dutch
School, Matras considers the eighteenth century comparison of the language of the Roma
with Indian languages, including the subsequent analysis of their great similarities, as a
major achievement and a “sensational discovery” in the history of the Roma (Matras
2002: 2)—and not as a basically romanticized or even racist or nationalist representation
of diverse itinerant groups as one homogeneous ‘Gypsy people’ (Matras 2004b). Though
Matras agrees with Cottaar, Lucassen, and Willems that the ‘one nation one people one
language’ idea has historically been mobilized to make dubious political, legal, and
cultural claims, and that this tendency needs to be interrogated critically, he wants to
clarify the role of the Romani language in what he considers as the mystification of
Romani identity by scholars such as Willems.10 His main strategy in doing so is to
distinguish the position of Rüdiger clearly from those of Augustini ab Hortis and
Grellmann. Matras considers the works of latter two ‘pseudo scientific’ and those of the
former linguistically innovative. Based on this appreciation of Rüdiger’s position, Matras
generally considers the eighteenth century emergence of the field of Gypsy studies as
positive. For him, the “sensational discovery” of the linguistic origins of Romanes—that
is the language of the Roma—is also related to the Roma’s ability to articulate their
identity without automatically risking what Willems has called the “death trap of eth
nicity” (1998). Matras offers a much more positive interpretation of the reference to the
Roma in ethnic terms than the Dutch School does. His view allows for linking the legacy
of European modernity with forms of Romani cultural agency and self articulation and,
thus, with ways to approach Romani groups that are not necessarily violent.

How are we to assess these two dominant positions in the ‘origins debate’? In the
remainder of this chapter, I will further unravel these positions. In the next two sections,
I will focus on the how Willems’s and Lucassen’s negative interpretation of modernity
and its legacy and, as a result, their view of the modern history of Gypsy groups rely on
a one sided perspective of Enlightenment thought.11 In the penultimate section of this
chapter, I show how Matras potentially offer an alternative, more positive view of Euro
pean modernity and its effects on Romani groups and their representation. However, in
the conclusion of this chapter I will argue that his view could be considered as a missed
opportunity to combine the strengths of the Dutch School’s perspective with a more
heterogeneous and ambivalent reading of the Enlightenment, its legacy, and its impact
on past and contemporary problematizations of Gypsy or Romani groups. I will argue
that neither the intellectual strategy of the Dutch School—to abandon the entire tradition
of Gypsy studies—nor the one proposed by Matras—to distinguish between a bad and a
good tradition within Gypsy studies and advocate for the latter—can be maintained.
These strategies need to be combined to acknowledge the ambivalent role of scholars in
past and contemporary forms of Romani identity formation.

9 See also Okely (1983), Acton (1998; 2004; 2008), Hancock (2002), Mayall (2004), Belton (2005), Marsh and
Strand (2006), Marsh (2007), Ries (2008), and Ries and Jacobs (2009).
10 See Matras (1998; 2004a; 2004b) and Margalit and Matras (2007).
11 Since Cotttaar’s work focuses on the history and position of caravan dwellers in the Netherlands, in the
rest of this chapter, I will discuss the works of Lucassen and Willems.
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BEYOND ESSENTIALISM: ROMANI ETHNICITY AND DIASPORA AS A DEATHTRAP?

In 2002, Ian Hancock published his We are the Romani People – Ame sam e Rromane džene.
The back of his book presents it as “invaluable to anybody who wants to know more
about these fascinating people who left India a thousand years ago.” Following this style
of presentation, the book’s first chapter begins with the quotation “no nation knows itself
until it knows its past” (Ben Ames Williams cited Hancock 2002: 1). Hancock, professor
of Romani studies at the University of Texas and director of the Romani Archives and
Documentation Center, is the best known representative of an essentialist approach to
Romani groups.12 As the quotation at the beginning of his book’s first chapter suggests,
he considers unraveling the past of the Romani nation as a necessary condition for the
development of Romani national identity and for contributing to the awareness of the
Roma’s alleged Indian origins. In chapters with suggestive titles, such as “How Indian
are Romanies?” and “How European are Romanies?” he traces the contemporary Euro
pean Romani population to its Indian homeland, while he, at the same time, remarks
that most of the Roma would consider Europe as their “home” (2002: 78). On the one
hand, he considers many Romani customs, beliefs, and traditions as well as the Romani
language in contemporary Europe as “incontrovertibly Indian” and, therefore, as a proof
of the Roma’s Indian origins:

Culture, language, and identity are not inherited genetically but socially, and apart
from the genetic and linguistic evidence [of the Roma’s Indian origins], a core of direct,
unbroken transmission from India in these other areas may also be readily identified.
(Hancock 2002: 71, my emphasis) 13

On the other hand, Hancock puts forward that “our Romani language, and a good part of
our core culture, only crystallized once the migration westwards [from India] had reached
Anatolia” in contemporary Turkey. From this perspective, Romani identity formation is
a European process and needs to be understood as “a western phenomenon, albeit one
with early and significant Asian roots.”14 Knowledge about these Asian origins, Hancock
adds, “gives us a history and a legitimacy as a people” (2001: viii, my emphasis).

Tracing the origins of the Roma to India is not yet enough for Hancock. He even takes
the argument a step further and suggests that the Roma had to leave India and were
brought to Europe against their will, where they were—again—forced into the position
of the ultimate underdog (Hancock 2002: chapter 1 and 2). By simultaneously tracing the
Roma’s origins to India and suggesting that they were time and again evicted or re

12 See also Hancock (1987; 1991; 2000; 2004; 2010).
13 The genetification of Roma identity has a rather long tradition and dubious contemporary equivalents
(Kohn 1995). Nonetheless, Hancock does not hesitate to mobilize genetic arguments and to refer to recent
and contemporary research into genetics to prove the Roma’s Indian origins.
14 This viewpoint differs from Hancock’s earlier, more radical statement that “[a]fter all, Gypsies made the
journey from India to Europe intact” (1991: 139). However, what has remained unchanged in his view is
that the Roma’s dispersion over Europe and the fragmentation of their identity need to be seen as the result
of how they have aggressively and coercively been approached from the outside, not of any internal factors
or of the co constitution of both the insider and the outsider perspectives.
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pressed, Hancock universalizes the narrative of a suffering Romani nation, forced to
travel and victims of anti Roma societies in India, Europe, and in every temporary
halting place of their journey from the East to the West. By doing so, he also tends to
project ideas about nationalism that appeared for the first time in modern history in the
eighteenth century onto pre eighteenth century histories. The situation in which ‘the
Romani people’ finally ended up in Europe leads Hancock to conclude that “the overall
effect of this [repressive approach to them] was devastating and turned a skilled, self
sufficient people into dependent, dispirited chattel” (2002: 16, see also Hancock 1987).

Lucassen, Willems, and Cottaar have criticized essentialist and homogeneous Roma
representations such as Hancock’s. More particularly, they consider the representation of
the Roma as an Indian diasporic people and perpetual victims as historically dubious,
politically, and intellectually counterproductive, and one of the main reasons for “the
‘splendid isolation’ of Gypsy studies” in the academic world (Willems 1997: 305).
Hancock suggests that knowledge about the Roma’s origins is a necessary condition to
make particular cultural, juridical, or political claims, to being included in the history of
Europe, and to become more visible internationally. In contrast, the Dutch trio argues
that it is exactly this way of thinking about Roma in terms of nationhood, diaspora, and
victimization that has greatly contributed to their invisibility in society and inter
disciplinary academic debates (Lucassen et al 1998b: 2). Partly due to what Lucassen,
Willems, and Cottaar consider as a lack of self criticism in Gypsy or Romani studies, the
history of Romani groups risks remaining “a history in footnotes” (ibid 1), staying
“excluded” from comparative and interdisciplinary research, and being “reduced to a
litany of repression and persecution” (ibid 5, see also Willems 1997: 306 07).

The representatives of the Dutch School, among others, have aimed at updating the
methodologically outdated field of Romani studies and opening it up to more contem
porary methods, paradigms, and programs of research, migration historical research in
particular. Using a specific form (van Arkel 1985) of frame analysis (Goffman 1963; 1974),
Lucassen, Willems, and Cottaar have repeatedly defended a constructivist perspective
on what they prefer to call “Gypsies and other itinerant groups” (Lucassen et al 1998a).
They have put forward that, due to a problematic amalgamation of a new scholarly
approach to itinerant groups in the eighteenth century and the parallel emergence of
various processes of nation state formation in Europe, principally diverse peripatetic
groups were conceptually and pragmatically categorized and unified, and, thus, con
structed, under the Gypsy label. According to the Dutch trio, the scholarly framing of
unrelated and dissimilar itinerant groups as Gypsies has had a great impact on how
these groups have been perceived and approached by state officials and in popular cul
tural discourses in the course of modern European history. Due to the eighteenth cen
tury tendency to conflate nation and culture—in this context the Dutch trio refers to
Herder’s philosophy of language and culture—the Gypsies were equally approached as
a unique people with their own history, tradition, culture, and language. Perceived as a
primarily nomadic people that did not belong to the states where they were supposed to
stay only temporarily, various itinerant groups were considered as having their own,
separate yet common cultural and linguistic traditions, which did not fit those of the
sedentary peoples of the emerging European states. Predominantly based on linguistic
comparisons, the Dutch trio argues, eighteenth century scholars began to perceive of this
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‘Gypsy people’ as an originally Indian and, thus, non European one that had traveled
westward in the course of medieval history.

In particular Willems (1997) argues that the eighteenth century construction of the
Gypsies as one homogeneous people with non European origins could to a large extent
be considered as responsible for their stigmatic representation as uncivilized, backward,
marginal, criminal, and racially inferior. With reference to Said’s study on orientalism,
Willems (1997: 300 03) clarifies how the ‘enlightened’ works of some eighteenth century
scholars and scientists, those of Augustini ab Hortis, Rüdiger, and Grellmann in partic
ular,15 effectively orientalized the Gypsies as one clearly demarcated and homogeneous
people who, due to their ‘uncivilized’ way of life, did not fit the prevailing contemporary
representations of the cultures of western, occidental peoples.16 In addition and to ex
plain the influence of the Gypsies’ orientalization on nineteenth and twentieth century
generations, Willems refers to Said’s notion of the dictates of authoritative texts. This
notion refers to the uncritical reproduction of the same historical (scholarly, folkloristic,
etc.) sources and to how this cultural political mechanism persistently upholds particular
group stereotypes and legitimizes stigmatization or even repressive policies toward the
target group.

By tracing the ‘roots’ of the persistent tradition of the Gypsies’ orientalization to the
times of Habsburg enlightened absolutist rule under empress Maria Theresa and her son
Joseph II, Willems does not suggest that these roots are absolute, nor that stigmatization
processes have not undergone influential changes in the course of European history.
Willems shows that Grellmann, Rüdiger, and their contemporaries also reproduced
older sources on the Gypsies uncritically. At the same time, however, he argues that par
ticularly Grellmann unified a wide range of Gypsy stereotypes that circulated already
long before his days. This unity not only consisted of bringing together these stereotypes
under the label of one and the same Gypsy culture, it also had a profound temporal and
spatial dimension: Grellmann constructed a representation in which the Gypsies had one
common non European history, one common origin in India, and one common culture
that basically resembled and descended from pariah like castes, the lowest ones in the
Indian caste system.17 According to Willems, it is precisely the construction of this unity
and homogeneity that distinguishes Grellmann from historically earlier forms of catego
rizing (1997: chapter 2).18

15 See Augustini ab Hortis (1994), Rüdiger (1782), and Grellmann (1783; 1787a).
16 Said’s work (1978) shows how influential scholarly texts have historically and discursively shaped an
inherently dual notion of the Orient (‘the East’) and the Occident (‘the West’). Though Willems pays much
attention to how Gypsy groups have been orientalized in the course of European history and, thus, to how
they have been minoritized, his work does not include a substantial analysis of processes of occidental
ization or majoritization. As a result, Willems’s work sometimes creates the impression that these two
processes are not inherently related. At the end of chapter 4, I will explain that this under representation of
processes of occidentalization has big consequences for how Willems reads Rüdiger’s work.
17 In his notorious book on the Gypsies, Heinrich Grellmann plagiarized substantial parts of the work of
Samuel Augustini ab Hortis (Ruch 1986; Willems 1997).
18 In addition, Willems points to the wide dissemination of Grellmann’s work, which, quickly after the
publication of its first (1783) and second (1787) edition, was translated into other languages, such as English
(1787; 1807), French (1788; 1810), Dutch (1791), and Polish (1824). The fact that the original German term
‘Zigeuner’ was translated into the French as ‘Bohémiens’ (Bohemians) and into the Dutch as ‘heidens’
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Additionally, Willems argues that the articulation of this match between Gypsy culture
and its alleged non European origins first led to the nineteenth century Romantic variant
of this unity and then, under national socialism, to its genocidal counterpart (1997: chap
ters 3, 4, 5). He avoids framing this history as a linear or necessary one, as if Grellmann’s
Gypsy representation had inevitably led to what finally happened to Romani groups in
the Second World War. Nonetheless, Willems argues that the authority of the works of
Grellmann and his followers was never fundamentally disputed. When nineteenth cen
tury anthropologists started to conduct fieldwork, for instance, and could not find
people that looked like Grellmann’s Gypsies, these ethnographers did not conclude that
his categories had to be false. Quite the opposite, they started to differentiate between a
true, endangered Gypsy culture on the one hand, and a false, imitated one that was
largely responsible for endangering the true one, on the other. In other words, the fixa
tion on the alleged unity of the Gypsies and on the possibility to describe ‘the true Gyp
sies’ and their culture—elements that were typical of Grellmann’s Gypsy represent
tation—continued unabated. In its turn, the Romantic differentiation between ‘true’ and
‘false’ Gypsies was again to be rearticulated in the form of the Nazi terminological dis
tinction between ‘full blood Gypsies’ (Rassezigeuner) and ‘mixed blood’ ones (Zigeuner
mischlinge) who had ‘dangerously infiltrated’ in the ‘superior, Aryan race.’ Again,
Willems argues, the scientifically supported labeling of the Gypsies as an essentially
different, non European people dominated, this time with genocidal consequences.19

Whereas Willems focuses on scientific discourses and how they have historically
framed Gypsy or Romani identities, Lucassen concentrates on the role of pre state and
state institutions in determining forms of Roma or Gypsy representation. Lucassen has
primarily related the possibility of stigmatization to the late eighteenth and nineteenth
century shift from types of indirect rule to those of direct rule. To explain the adequacy
and efficiency of the kind of stigmatization processes that Willems describes, Lucassen
argues that we can neither rely on arguments that consider the Gypsies as social outcasts
nor on interpretations of repression “as a way to discipline and control people who do
not fit the ideal of the dominant classes” (Lucassen 1998b: 71). Rather, we need to take
into account the ways in which nation states were gradually formed, bureaucracies in
creasingly centralized, systems of poor relief (workhouses, poorhouses, and other wel
fare systems) developed, and systems of supervision and apparatuses of control (police,
customs) autonomously established and institutionalized. Following Charles Tilly’s
(1992) typology, Lucassen describes these shifts as the steady installation of the institu
tion of ‘direct rule’: all these processes have made it possible to approach minoritized
groups more directly than before and have made it much more difficult for them to
escape stigmatization (Lucassen et al 1998b: 12; Lucassen 1998b: 57 66; 2008: 431 33).
According to him, this can to a large extent explain why traveling groups have often
been labeled and stigmatized so thoroughly. For example, poor relief became gradually
more limited to the local and later to the ‘national’ poor. Therefore, poor relief needs to
be considered as a key element in excluding poor immigrants and traveling groups from

(pagans) points to the diverse way in which Gypsy groups were framed at that time (see Willems 1997;
Grellmann 1787b; 1788/1810; 1791; 1807).
19 See also Zimmermann (1996a; 2007d), Lucassen (1996; 1998c), and Lewy (2000).
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the provision of welfare. Furthermore, the professionalization of police institutions re
sulted in the shift from a reactive to a proactive approach toward the tracing, super
vising, and exclusion of aliens. The amalgamation of the identity construction of Gypsy
groups as ethnically and linguistically homogeneous, non European, and diasporic on
the one hand, and the ‘statization,’ nationalization, and increased centralization of sys
tems of poor relief and control, on the other, has historically led to deep rooted forms of
Gypsy labeling and stigmatizing to which the Dutch scholars lengthily point in their
common and individual works.

How exactly we need to understand this important amalgamation between scientific
forms of framing Gypsy groups and processes of nation state formation and central
ization does not become entirely clear from the works of Lucassen and Willems. On the
basis of their critical analysis of the Gypsy label and correlated processes of framing,
they conclude that any reference to Gypsy or Romani ethnicity and their diasporic
character needs to be seen as highly problematic: it even symbolizes a “deathtrap”
(Willems 1998; see also Willems and Lucassen 2000). A key argument in Willems’s line of
thought is related to the roles that language, comparative forms of scientific analysis, and
cultural particularism have played in delineating Gypsy cultures as diasporic and
ethnically homogeneous. The focus on language and the parallel development of Gypsy
studies in the eighteenth century Habsburg Empire need to be seen in light of the Zeit
geist, enlightened absolutism, and Herder’s intimate linkage of language, culture, people,
and nation in particular (Willems 1997: 36 41, 82 83). Willems explicitly relates the emer
gence of comparative forms of research to the preoccupation of late eighteenth century
scholars and scientists with linking the alleged ‘national spirit’ to issues of culture,
history, and language:

The idea began to win ground that language expressed the mentality of a people and that
implied a yoking of philology and historical analysis … The idea was that when the deep
structures of languages, but also of literature, fairy tales, myths and other narratives
were similar, then the speakers and writers of these must be kindred as well. This prompted
a tidal wave of publications about national literatures. The notion flourished that
language, like peoples and societies, developed in stages, in a manner analogous to the
laws of nature … The method of the analogy infiltrated every discipline and, around 1780,
had come to dominate scientific thinking to a marked degree. (Willems 1997: 36 37, my
emphasis)

At the same time, the suggestion that languages and peoples developed in stages led to
the idea that some peoples, most notably those of the West, had developed quicker and
better:

Ethnographers and natural scientists developed the scientific methods of comparison
and classification necessary to impose order on their observations. These interpretations,
however, were colored by classical notions of beauty, middle class values (modera
tion, honor, and hard work), and by national myths and symbols, all of which paved
the way for conceptions about superior and inferior peoples. Enlightened thought in terms of
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moderation and order … tended to reject everything that was considered to be primitive.
(Willems 1997: 39, my emphasis)

It is in this eighteenth century context that Willems also observes a deep rooted “ambiv
alence” in Grellmann’s work (1997: 296). Willems describes it as an ambivalence between
what he considers the Enlightenment belief in the improvability of human nature on the
one hand, and, on the other, the essential invariability of ‘a people’—which he under
stands as central to Herder’s philosophy of language and culture. More than once, the
representatives of the Dutch School have suggested that their rejection of references to
Gypsy groups in terms of ethnicity and diaspora is intimately linked to the legacy of this
ambivalence. On the topicality of the ambivalence in Grellmann’s work, Willems
remarks, for instance, that its traces “remain detectable all the way into the twentieth
century.” In broader terms, he puts forward that this ambivalence “is characteristic of
general European thinking about Gypsies” (1998: 24, my emphasis). He does not consider
the impact of this ambivalence limited to ‘non Gypsy’ scientists and policy makers, for
he explicitly extends it to those who are presently referring to themselves as Roma and
Sinti. Lucassen as well has been critical of current attempts to emancipate ‘Gypsy
groups’ under the explicit reference to a common ethnic Romani or Sinti historical and
linguistic background:

From a scholarly point of view, the disadvantage of the Sinti und Roma approach is
that all kinds of contemporary racist as well as present day ethnic categories are thus
used, which easily leads to anachronistic and unjustified interpretations. Assuming
that there ever was a clearly ethnically defined Sinti und Roma group in the past
means that we in fact accept the point of departure … that it was possible to define
who was a ‘real’ Gypsy … What was the relationship between labeling and ethnicity?
Did Gypsies always regard themselves as Sinti or Rom or was this feeling [sic] rein
forced or even initiated by a long period of intensive stigmatization and labeling?
(Lucassen 1998c: 93, italics in original)

Lucassen and Willems clearly answer the last question in favor of their second option,20
even though they acknowledge some of the achievements of what they call the Sinti und
Roma approach. The post Second World War use of the autonyms Roma and Sinti and
the simultaneous intermingling of scientific and political discourses have “generated a
number of analyses critical of government policy but at the same time they have con
firmed some stereotypical ideas about the folk character of the Gypsies.” In the end,
however, the Dutch School is not much charmed by how Romani and Sinti organizations
and their advocacy groups have recently mobilized the Sinti und Roma approach:

20 Elsewhere, Lucassen suggests that ‘this feeling’ to regard themselves as Roma and Sinti could, at least to
some extent, be considered as the result of a self fulfilling prophecy: “The final stage in the fixing of the
stigma is the self fulfilling prophecy. People who where treated as riff raff in some cases started to behave
as such and developed their own subculture” (1998b: 73). Similar ideas have been expressed elsewhere, for
instance in terms of the development of a supposed Romani ethnic ‘underclass’ (Ladányi and Szelényi
2006).
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[Indeed] it remains questionable … whether corrections are to be anticipated from this
corner since the intelligentsia in Gypsy circles are not likely to profit very much by
challenging the core concepts of Gypsy studies. For political and pragmatic reasons
they will sooner close ranks in support of the idea of a collective Gypsy identity,
including a language that belongs to them … Recognition as an ethnic minority
certainly culminated in more agreements pertaining to specific rights. (Willems 1997:
306 07; 1998: 33 34, his emphasis) 21

To be sure, these ‘corrections’ imply a rectification that affects the entire tradition of
Gypsy studies. Indeed, Willems concludes that Grellmann’s work on the Gypsies marks
a decisive turning point in the history of Gypsy groups in Europe. Until about the mid
eighteenth century, “writers followed for the most part in the footsteps of the govern
ment and considered Gypsies as one of many categories of vagrants.” However, from the
time that Rüdiger, Grellmann, and a few others believed that they had proven that the
Gypsies come from India, “governments and judicial authorities could legitimize their
stigmatizing policy by invoking scientific arguments.” Thus, while scholars before
Grellmann were “more followers than leaders” in initiating processes of categorization
and stigmatization, since his days the role of scholars and that of governmental and
judicial bodies have been roughly inverted (Willems 1998: 19; Lucassen et al 1998b: 7).
Thus, the Dutch School considers the invention of one common Romani language and
origin as a sound theoretical basis for the Gypsies’ cultural unity and ethnic otherness as
the crucial historical marker of the stigmatization process that has dominated the history
of modern European Roma representations and self representations.

TOWARD A PLURALIZED UNDERSTANDING OF ENLIGHTENMENT THOUGHT

In the Dutch School’s representation of the history of Romani studies and of approaches
toward Gypsy or Romani groups, the combined Enlightenment belief in the improvabil
ity of human nature and Herderian cultural particularism appear as a historical nexus
that has persistently decided against these groups. Whereas the alleged improvability of
human nature has led to repressive measures against them, in its turn cultural partic
ularism has resulted in forms of nationalism and racism that have excluded the Gypsies
from mainstream European societies and cultures.

I do not doubt that this frequently happened and continues to happen. I also agree
that scientific conceptualizations and state institutional discourses and measures have
had a deep impact on how Gypsy and Romani groups have been treated throughout
modern European history. Yet, I want to challenge the suggestion that dealing with
Romani groups in terms of ethnicity and diaspora necessarily implies a deathtrap. The
Dutch School’s strong hesitation to refer to Romani groups in such a way has much to do

21 Please, note how, in this quote, “the intelligentsia in Gypsy circles” has implicitly been represented as one
homogeneous group. As I will show in the third part of this study, however, we cannot represent current
Romani activists and elites as homogeneous. They represent different viewpoints and have represented
diverse approaches to Romani identity formation and self representation.
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with their representation of modernity, and of the Enlightenment, Herderian philosophy,
and the emergence of Gypsy studies in particular. Though Willems does make a few ref
erences to the enlightened scientific attitude to critique state power and its abuses (1997:
36), the role of critique in Enlightenment thought entirely disappears in how the Dutch
School represents late eighteenth and early nineteenth century thought, as well as its
legacy. Their central theses build on, firstly, a singularized and overly negative repre
sentation of Enlightenment thought and, secondly, on the suggestion that the ‘core’ of
Enlightenment thought has been preserved in all later events, at least when it comes to
how this supposed core has continuously reinforced Roma stigmatization. As I argue in
this section and beyond, this twofold reliance has far reaching implications for their
consideration of the relationship between science and the state, for how they embed the
emergence of Gypsy studies in the Zeitgeist, and, finally, for their primarily negative
estimation of present day forms of Romani self representation. My critique of their work
does not primarily focus on how stigmatization, and framing processes more generally,
could hinder or intensely limit forms of Romani self representation. Rather, my analysis
is a philosophical critique of how the Dutch trio’s form of history writing, that of
modernity in particular, understates the much more ambivalent role that government in
the broad Foucauldian sense (chapter 1) plays in attempts to determine processes of
Romani minority and identity formation. My critique implies that—even while stigma
tization processes do of course hinder forms of Romani self representation—we need to
be open to these forms and their conditions of possibility (I will return to this issue in
chapter 4). To explain my disagreement with the Dutch School’s representation of En
lightenment thinking, and European modernity more generally, let me quote what I con
sider as a central passage in Willems’s work:

At the core of the Enlightenment is the thought that people are improvable, which condones
government policy directed towards this aim. In such a perspective culture is presumed
more potent than nature. Incompatible with this position was the Herderian idea of a
people, a notion which was founded on the essence of a Nationalgeist, thus on a principle
of exclusivity. What is essentially innate is by its very nature unchangeable. According to
Grellmann, Gypsies, as Orientals, clung very tightly to their own norms and values,
which explained why they had been able to preserve their essence as a people for so
many centuries. Yet he still thought it necessary that they must be ruled with an iron
hand so that they would obey the orders of [the Habsburg Emperor] Joseph II.
(Willems 1998: 24, my emphasis)

This quotation illustrates very well the rather monolithic representation of both the
Enlightenment and the Herderian idea of a people. Willems identifies two features as the
central and uniform characteristics of what he perceives of as the Enlightenment. Firstly,
the Enlightenment symbolizes a form of universalism in which there is little place for
cultural differences. Secondly and correlatively, the Enlightenment embodies a form of
imperialism according to which other ‘cultures’ need to develop toward the ‘universal’
standards and values that are set by Western civilization. On the basis of this imperial
ism, repressive measures toward allegedly non European peoples, including ‘Gypsies,’
could be legitimized.
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However, as several authors have emphasized (Pocock 1999; Muthu 2003), this view of
the Enlightenment does not do justice to other, critical strands that could just as well be
considered as part of Enlightenment thought and its legacies.22 In particular, Willems’s
representation understates those political and cultural developments in the eighteenth
century that tried to combine universalistic and particularistic arguments in ways that
seriously complicate his own view of the period under study. This becomes clearer when
we focus on his interpretation of Herderian philosophy.

Willems puts forward that Herder’s idea of a people with its own individual culture
and language ultimately rests upon ‘a principle of exclusivity’ and upon the essentially
unchangeable character of an individual nation. However, as a number of authors have
argued,23 this still widely articulated contention about Herder’s work, and about the par
ticularism ‘side’ of the Enlightenment more generally, articulates a somewhat oversim
plified point of view. With important implications for Willems’s stance on the emergence
of Gypsy studies (see below), Willems undervalues the complex way in which Herder’s
philosophy of language and culture tries to interweave particularistic and universalistic
arguments. Indeed, together with Denis Diderot, Immanuel Kant, and others, Herder
could just as well be considered as one of the important Enlightenment critics of Euro
pean imperialism and as someone who defended universal dignity and (the possibility
of) cultural agency at the same time. Notwithstanding various dubious remarks about
race, nation, and culture and manifest forms of orientalism in the works of Herder (as
well as of Kant),24 his Enlightenment critique of imperialism includes both a critique of
how European countries treated non European peoples in their colonial enterprises and
a critique of the European states system as a reliable way to create balance and peace in
Europe (see chapter 2). Herder attacked European imperialism—outside but also inside
Europe—on the basis of its violent behavior toward other peoples and of its aggressive
arrogance to frame them in terms of cultural inferiority, moral decline, and backward
ness. With respect to the devastating influence of Europe’s imperialism outside Europe,
Herder stated:

Can we name a land where Europeans have entered without defiling themselves
forever before defenseless, trusting mankind, by the unjust word, greedy conceit,
crushing oppression, diseases, fatal gifts they have brought? Our part of the earth

22 Brian Belton (2010) also points to the crucial role of critique in Enlightenment thought in relation to
knowledge formation about Romani groups. He has also extensively written on the works of the Dutch
School (Belton 2005). However, he does not elaborate on how the lack of emphasis on a pluralized notion of
Enlightenment thought in the history of Romani studies has led to a limited understanding of the influence
of modern epistemological and governmental paradigms on Roma representation and Romani identity for
mation.
23 See, for instance, Parekh (2000), Muthu (2003), Eggel (2006), and Spencer (2007).
24 Both Herder and Kant commented on the Gypsies and ‘their culture’ in an extremely stereotypical way
(see, for instance, Kant 1968: 187 89; Herder 2002: part 4, book XVI.5, §4). In this context, Thomas Fricke
puts forward that, “how quickly an inhuman economy appears behind a façade of moral enrichment, best
illustrate [Herder’s] brief remarks about the Gypsies” (1996a: 138, my translation). However, Fricke’s sug
gestion that, therefore, Herder’s work needs to be exposed as only pretending to deal with morality and
cultural agency too easily assumes that the tensions between particularism and universalism in Herder’s
philosophy ultimately decide in favor of a latent form racism or nationalism.
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should not be called the wisest, but the most arrogant, aggressive, money minded:
what it has given these peoples is not civilization but the destruction of the rudiments
of their own cultures wherever they could achieve this. (Herder 1978: vol. 17, 63;
English translation cited Herder 1969: 206, 209)

As for forms of intra European imperialism, Herder considered Habsburg enlightened
absolutism as a “terrible illness” (1978: vol. 5, 557) that embodied a ‘reason of state’
mentality. This enlightened absolutism represented a dangerous “despotism” (Herder
1989: vol. 8, 111) that dramatically oppressed the cultural development of the nations
that the Habsburg Empire encompassed. This critique is closely related to Herder’s
critique of the system of states in Europe. He considered it as an immoral diplomatic
chess game and “a sort of solidarity in crime between despots, established on the backs
of the European peoples” (Eggel 2006: 32).

More generally, anti imperialist thought à la Herder defended universal dignity, cul
tural agency, and ‘moral incommensurability’ without falling back on either univer
salistic or particularistic arguments.25 Universal dignity, on the one hand, implied that all
humans deserve moral and political respect for the simple reason that they are all human
beings. However, defending humanity in this way would not be enough to avoid vio
lence toward other cultures if humans were not also seen as cultural agents. Indeed, a
concept of human dignity has historically been mobilized not only for egalitarian and
humanitarian reasons but also to exclude those who were seen as not yet fully human—
which is the point that Willems stresses. To view human beings as cultural agents, then,
implies not only the view that humans are always partly a product of their social and
cultural contexts. It also implies that “through their actions and through changing
perceptions [they] alter such contexts themselves” (Muthu 2003: 274, my emphasis). The
philosophy of humans as cultural agents articulated a form of anti imperialism because
it also considered peoples and their cultures as morally incommensurable. The notion of
moral incommensurability refers to the incommensurability of different sets of cultural
and moral values that could be related to different groups of people and their cultures. It
means that there are no neutral cross cultural standards that could be applied to com
pare these different sets and consider some as better than others. Enlightenment anti
imperialist thinkers, such as Diderot, Kant, and Herder, thought, in the interpretation of
Sankar Muthu, that

[It] is delusional to think that European institutions, mores, practices, or religious
beliefs should serve as the benchmark against which other peoples ought to be judged
… [T]here are no cross cultural standards with which one could make universal
judgments about the superiority or inferiority of the diverse … practices that, in part,
were seen to differentiate Europeans from most of the non European peoples. (Muthu
2003: 275, 277)

25 I have derived these three philosophical sources of Enlightenment anti imperialist thought from Muthu
(2003: 266 81).
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We need to understand the Herderian philosophy of nation, language, and people from
the viewpoint of the combination of universal dignity, cultural agency, and moral incom
mensurability. Herder remarked:

There is no such thing as a specially favored nation (Favoritvolk) on earth … there can
not, therefore, be any order of rank … Least of all must we think of European culture
as a universal standard of human values. To apply such a standard is not just mis
leading; it is meaningless … The culture of man is not the culture of the European; it
manifests itself according to place and time in every people. (Herder 1978: vol. 18, 247
49; English translation cited Muthu 2003: 276, emphasis in original)

In this passage, the elements of universal dignity, cultural agency, and moral incommen
surability come together. Since Herder claims that there is nothing from which we can
derive the superiority of European cultures in relation to other, supposedly non Euro
pean ones, he starts from the idea that all humans deserve moral and political respect
and, thus, from a principle of universal dignity. His remark that the application of an
alleged standard of humanity is meaningless, rather than merely misleading, implies
that we cannot even compare human values according to one universal, moral measure,
and, thus, that various sets of human values are morally incommensurable. Herder’s
final remark that human culture manifests itself in every people, dependent on their
historical and geographical circumstances, implies that human beings are a product of
their social contexts and are also able to change them through their actions and percep
tions.

This perception of culture does not automatically imply, as Willems suggests, that cul
tures, nations, and peoples are mutually exclusive. Herder’s defense of a form of moral
incommensurability implies neither cultural exclusivity nor intra cultural homogeneity.
The emphasis on diversity within cultures and on the importance of dialogue and inter
action between them are integral parts of how Herder perceived the dynamics of any
culture and its ability to change (1978: vol. 14, 66 67; see also Spencer 1997; 2007; Parekh
2000). Willems’s interpretation of Herderian philosophy inaccurately celebrates and
reifies cultural difference. But this celebration can only be understood in its intimate
relationship with Herder’s critique of Western political and cultural hegemony. On
similar grounds, Juan Flores criticizes those who suggest that Herder simply celebrated
cultural difference:

The celebration of difference [does not come] first, followed by the denunciation of
Western cultural hegemony. The example of Herder shows that progressive multicul
turalism is motivated in the contrary direction, that is, from denunciation to celebra
tion, or that the two are thoroughly and dialectically intertwined. For it is in its suspi
cion toward and suppression of difference that hegemonic universalism, Western
cultural hegemony, makes its most characteristic intellectual move. (Flores 2005: 193)

To cut a long story short, a closer look at Herderian philosophy enables us to pluralize
the understanding of what we often refer to as ‘the Enlightenment’ and to show its inter
nal ambivalences. Indeed, “that part of the eighteenth century that we call ‘the Enlight
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enment’ was a state of intellectual tension rather than a sequence of simple propositions”
(Shklar 1998: 94).

Moreover, we cannot reject a tradition in its entirety that, at least partly and in a par
ticular way, still forms the basis of our contemporary condition. Following Foucault, we
could argue:

We must try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are historically
determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment. Such an analysis implies a
series of historical inquiries that are as precise as possible; and these inquiries will not
be oriented retrospectively toward the ‘essential kernel of rationality’ that can be found in
the Enlightenment, which would have to be preserved in any event; they will be oriented
toward the ‘contemporary limits of the necessary,’ that is, toward what is not or no longer
indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects. (Foucault
1997e: 313, my emphasis)

Such an analysis implies that we need to free ourselves “from the intellectual blackmail
of ‘being for or against the Enlightenment’” (ibid 314):

It … means … that one must refuse everything that might present itself in the form of
a simplistic and authoritarian alternative: you either accept the Enlightenment and
remain within the tradition of its rationalism (this is considered a positive term by
some and used by others, on the contrary, as a reproach), or else you criticize the
Enlightenment and then try to escape from its principles of rationality (which may be
seen once again as good or bad). And we do not break free of this blackmail by
introducing ‘dialectical’ nuances while seeking to determine what good and bad
elements there may have been in the Enlightenment. (ibid 313)

Foucault clarifies that the way in which the Enlightenment and modernity more gener
ally, still form the basis of our contemporary condition is not primarily related to the
development of a particular, ‘modern’ rationality, but, rather, to a critical attitude of
human thought to interrogate its own present reality:

[At the end of the eighteenth century] a new way of posing the question of modernity
appears or surfaces, which is no longer in a longitudinal relationship to the Ancients
[concerning a polarity between tradition and modernity], but in … a vertical
relationship of the discourse to its own present reality. The discourse has to take its
own present reality into account in order, [first], to find its own place in it, second to
express its meaning, and third to designate and specify the mode of action, the mode
of effectuation that it realizes within the present reality. What is my present reality?
What is the meaning of this present reality? And what am I doing when I speak of this
present reality? (Foucault 2010: 13 14)

Whereas Foucault rejects the Enlightenment’s humanistic and transcendental legacy, he
defends its ‘critical’ attitude (see also Foucault 1997e; 2002). This attitude challenges
dominant forms of governmentality and bio power on the basis of a genealogical investi
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gation of the contemporary condition (Gros 2010: 379). This critical diagnosis of ‘what we
are’ is related to my discussion of governmentality as an analytics of the government of
self and others, according to which individuals can innovatively rearticulate and recom
bine heterogeneous existing elements to modify actions by acting on the acts and actions
of others (chapter 1). Consequently, this critical attitude includes the possibility that
humans, by acting upon the actions of others, challenge the social and cultural contexts
that have also, to a large extent, produced their form of subjectivity.

The more heterogeneous approach to the Enlightenment that I have discussed in this
section implies that we cannot easily look for a ‘core of the Enlightenment,’ map its sup
posed rationality, critique and finally reject it in order to escape from its principles of
rationality and their legacies. Willems’s critique of the origins of Gypsy studies mirrors
the monolithic interpretation of Enlightenment thought. He has artificially juxtaposed
Enlightenment universalism and particularism by analyzing them separately and in
rather uniform terms, instead of taking their interactions seriously enough. He considers
this juxtaposition as the main ambivalence of Grellmann’s work and, by extension, of
both his time and the entire modern European history of ‘the Gypsies,’ at least until very
recently. In this context, it is telling that Willems does and does not represent Rüdiger as
a contemporary of Grellmann. He considers them as contemporaries when it comes to
their representation of the Gypsies as a people with a common Indian origin. But when it
comes to Rüdiger’s critique of eighteenth century forms of imperialism imposed on Gyp
sy groups,26 Willems considers Rüdiger as a romanticist avant la lettre. Indeed, Willems
remarks that Rüdiger “was of the romantic school which would come to maturity only
decades later” (1997: 80, my emphasis). Though we could undoubtedly consider Rüdiger’s
work—as well as Herder’s—as representatives of early Romanticism, we cannot main
tain Willems’s view that we, in their cases, only deal with the articulations of dubious
forms of particularism and interrelated forms of nationalism. As I will show in greater
detail in chapter 4, Willems’s artificial juxtaposition between universalism and partic
ularism does not allow him to represent Rüdiger’s work as yet another strand of Enlight
enment thought, that is as a more critical (though not necessarily non stereotypical) one
than Grellmann’s. In Willems’s representation, the general character of Rüdiger’s work
appears too easily as consonant with that of Grellmann’s. In the end, Willems’s and in
his wake Lucassen’s and Cottaar’s inability to appreciate the mutual differences between
Grellmann and Rüdiger as ambivalences that are integral to Enlightenment thought
more generally has led to a one sided analysis of the emergence and legacy of the early
Gypsy studies. The Dutch School’s suggestion that the framing of Gypsy groups in terms
of ethnicity and diaspora has remained problematic up till now, and that this problem
atics is primarily related to how the eighteenth century Gypsy discourse has incessantly
been reinforced in other contexts, largely relies on their reading of the Enlightenment
and its legacy. Consequently, the more heterogeneous approach to the Enlightenment
and its legacies that I have presented in this section implies that we cannot unproblem
atically maintain the Dutch School’s thesis that the framing in terms of ethnicity and
diaspora symbolizes a deathtrap. The Dutch School’s underestimation of the role of

26 At the end of chapter 4, where I will critically reconsider the history of Romani studies, I will discuss
Rüdiger’s critique of eighteenth century forms of imperialism imposed on Gypsy groups.
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cultural human agency in the possibilities to shape and alter representations and self
representations of ethnicized groups such as the Romani lead me to discuss another
approach to the relevance and legacy of the early Gypsy studies.

LINGUISTICS AND THE FOUNDATION OF MODERN COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

The linguist Yaron Matras associates the eighteenth century discovery of the linguistic
origins of the Romani language with the Roma’s acceptance as a minority in its own
right and, indirectly, with the opportunity of past and present forms of Romani minority
self articulation. Matras’s position implies that the ability to speak one’s own language
allows Romani individuals and groups to express a form of cultural agency and to main
tain and develop their ethnic minority status in its own, yet not necessarily unambiguous
right.

Whereas the Dutch School’s representation of the eighteenth century is to a large
extent based on identifying Rüdiger’s position with that of Grellmann’s, Matras’s view of
this period and its legacy is mainly founded on a differentiation between their respective
views. His view is anchored in two closely related differentiations. Firstly, he
distinguishes between Rüdiger’s work as a form of pure and innovative science and
Grellmann’s work as an example of contaminated or pseudo science. Secondly, Matras
differentiates between itinerant groups that historically do not necessarily have affinity
with Romanes (the Romani language) and itinerant or sedentarized groups that tradi
tionally spoke or have since long spoken one of the many dialects of Romanes (Matras
1999; 2004b).

Partly encouraged by what Matras perceives of as the Dutch School’s “discrediting”
(2004b: 75) of pioneering linguistic research, he has stood up for Rüdiger who, for the
first time in history, traced the origins of the Romani language to Indian languages.27 In
contrast to Willems’s view, Matras emphasizes the necessity to distinguish between peri
patetics as a social phenomenon and the Roma of Indian origin. He describes the former
category as encompassing “communities of peripatetics or commercial nomads, irrespec
tive of origin and language,” while he describes the latter one as denoting “all speakers
of Romanes …, regardless of their own self ascription” (2004b: 53). Acknowledging
important socio cultural and linguistic differences within the latter category, Matras con
siders it, historically at least, as a sub set of the former.28

27 In Romani studies, there is still no agreement on who would have been the very first who traced this
(linguistic) origins (Ruch 1986; Willems 1997; Matras 1999; 2002). Yet, all of the participants in this debate
suggest that the tracing of these linguistic origins took first place in the 1770s and 1780s.
28 ‘Between’ these two group categories, Matras and others linguists (Bakker and van der Voort 1991;
Courthiade 1991) distinguish yet a third group that denotes a linguistic contact zone between Romani and
other languages and that is formed by those communities who speak what these linguists have called Para
Romani. Para Romani refers to the linguistic phenomenon in which a population does not speak or no
longer speaks a variant of the Romani language, but where a Romani derived special vocabulary is retained
and inserted into discourse in the respective majority language. So called Angloromani in Britain, Scando
Romani in the Scandinavian countries, Basque Romani in the Basque Country, Caló in Spain, and Finikas
romani and Dortika in Greece are considered as examples of “the inclusion of extensive Romani vocabu
lary as well as some, mainly fossilised, grammatical structures, as a special lexicon in varieties of the major
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Matras considers the eighteenth century linkage of the Gypsies with an individual
language that has clear affinity with Indic languages as a scientific discovery that has
inaugurated modern comparative and historical linguistics. Considering the eighteenth
century ideas on the Romani language and its so called Indo Aryan origins, Matras even
speaks in terms of a “sensational discovery” (2002: 2). He criticizes Willems above all for
mobilizing his argument of the supposed non existence of a common Romani origin and
language against the persistent tendency to orientalize Romani groups by either stigma
tizing or emancipating them with reference to their racial, ethnic, Indian, diasporic, or
linguistic background. Matras claims that Willems has consistently mystified the role of
language in processes of Romani identity formation. He suggests that, contrary to what
Willems believes, the latter’s constructivist point of view itself relies on a hidden form of
essentialism. This has to do with the way in which Willems rhetorically uses the past to
make claims about current forms of Romani identity politics:

Willems’s agenda … is to expose a fallacy, a hoax, by criticizing text. His political
agenda is to trace the roots of racism to the Enlightenment, and so enlighten us in
respect of our naïve acceptance of the Romanticism of that period, the beliefs that
were formed in that time, which we still hold on to. To prove his point, Willems needs
to demonstrate that there was no Indian origin, and that there is also no Indian
language, at least not one that could only have been brought to Europe by an immi
grant population. (Matras 2004b: 74)

In this regard, Matras considers Willems’s position just as essentialist as Hancock’s.
Indeed, whereas Hancock and a number of contemporary Romani activists have mobil
ized an essentialist narrative of a collective Romani past to attempt to effectively combat
racism against Romani groups in the present, Willems has articulated a narrative in
which any rearticulation of such a collective Romani past essentially implies the imposi
tion of racism and orientalism time after time by other means.29

Willems (1997: 82) suggests that Romanes and its various regional dialects do not rep
resent an independent language, but that they are based on a mixture of specific Romani
vocabularies and the grammatical and lexical structures of majority languages.
According to Matras, however, Willems’s position is largely dependent on two related
forms of discrediting and mystifying philologist and linguistic research on the Romani
language. Firstly, in his research Willems exclusively focuses on words or lexicon, and
not on an analysis of grammatical structures—which Matras considers as a necessary

ity language used mainly by communities with itinerant trades in various parts of Europe” (Matras 2002:
13, 242 49).
29 In this respect, Matras’s view differs substantially from that of Thomas Acton’s for the former considers
the latter also one of the propagators of the view that Romani nationalism is strategically necessary to
effectively combat racism in the present (Matras 2004b: 75 76). Willems and Lucassen (2000) criticize
Acton’s viewpoint on similar grounds. On the other hand, Acton accuses Matras of being someone who
apparently believes that “a scientific approach is self correcting, while a political approach is inherently
unreliable” (2008: 33). Acton states that Matras’s “commonsense positivistic search for a magic
epistemological bullet to kill off sloppy scholarship is fundamentally a mistaken approach” (ibid). Though
Acton does not really elaborate on his position, I consider his argument against Matras’s ‘neutral scientific
position’ valuable (see my own arguments at the end of this section).
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condition to do qualitatively adequate comparative and historical linguistics. Secondly,
Matras relates Willems’s one sided focus to an equally one sided analysis of the eigh
teenth century emergence of Gypsy studies. Though Willems also looks at the works of
Grellmann’s contemporaries, in the end he considers all of them as equally orientalist,
including the studies of Rüdiger. Matras suggests that he himself presents a more
differentiated and subtle view of the early Gypsy studies by distinguishing Grellmann’s
orientalist view from Rüdiger’s more careful and insightful methods.

Matras’s differentiation between Grellmann and Rüdiger plays a crucial role in his
line of reasoning. He stands up for Rüdiger and distinguishes him from Grellmann not
only because of Rüdiger’s sympathy with the Gypsies, but also because of his linguistic
methodology:

Nominally, Rüdiger is one in a series of scholars who speculate on the origin of the
Gypsies. But in examining language he is certainly doing more than demonstrating
mere fascination with the exotic. Rather, he takes a methodological approach to
language as a stable indicator of origin and affinity, knowing that languages are
usually not invented by populations, and that populations do not simply adopt
foreign languages unless there has been some obvious motivation to do this, for
instance colonial rule by another nation. (Matras 2004b: 58)

Thus, it is Rüdiger’s methodology that Matras considers as “original, coherent, and
genuinely insightful” and, therefore, as “pioneer work in linguistic typology and
language contact” (1999: 91). Rather than valuing the Romani language for the most part
on the basis of words and lexicon—as has been done in a long tradition from Grellmann
to contemporary scholars such as Judith Okely (1983), Vania de Gila Kochanowski
(1994), Ian Hancock (1998), and, last but not least, Wim Willems—Rüdiger has been the
first who analyzes the language first and foremost on the basis of grammatical structures
(Matras 1999). In this context, Matras refers frequently to the objectivity and originality
of what he calls Rüdiger’s comparative analysis. Rüdiger compared a Romani language
sample with a Hindustani one on the basis of the most essential grammatical paradigms.

Matras also discusses the kind of humanism that leads Rüdiger in his sympathy with
the Gypsies and in his critique of how his contemporaries approached them. What is
remarkable, however, is that Matras does not clarify the relationship between Rüdiger’s
attention to grammar and his humanism. On the basis of his humanism, Rüdiger comes
to the conclusion, for instance:

[T]he survivors among this unfortunate people have not yet fully received
compensation against their ancestors. For nowhere have they obtained full civic status
and equality with the rest of us humans—to which they are naturally entitled. (Rüdiger
1782: 47, my emphasis, English translation cited Matras 1999: 93 94)

On the basis of this view, Rüdiger also presents the Gypsies as victims of historical
circumstances. He suggests, for instance, that their arrival in Europe took place during
an unhappy period of general instability, social political unrest, and transition “between
barbarism and culture” (1782: 43, Matras’s translation). Therefore, from Rüdiger’s
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perspective, Grellmann’s view that the Gypsies’ misery was merely due to their refusal
to integrate and the bad influence of the environment in which they used to live, has to
be seen as a reversal of cause and effect (Matras 1999; 2002). The Gypsies’ difficulty to
integrate and their ‘inclination’ to petty crime had much more to do with how authorities
were approaching them. Indeed, the “mistreatment of the Gypsies has no other cause but
deeply rooted xenophobia [eingewurzelten Volkshaß]” (Rüdiger 1782: 49, translation cited
Matras 1999: 93). In his discussion of Rüdiger’s humanism, however, Matras makes a
misleading move when he suggests that it could be separately discussed from his lin
guistic methodology. Indeed, Matras distances himself from the moral undertone of
Rüdiger’s humanism and the related reproduction of stereotypes of Romani or Gypsy
groups. Yet, at the same time he praises the objectivity of his linguistic investigation:

Objectivity and humanism … characterize Rüdiger’s essay [on the language and
Indian origins of the Gypsies]. His humanism is expressed as an emotional, moral
appeal. His objectivity however is argued, and in the center of the argument he places
the reliability of empirical data. (Matras 1999: 94, my emphasis)

This observation leads Matras to characterize the Zeitgeist of Rüdiger’s days as primarily
one in which the foundations had been laid for modern comparative and historical
linguistics. In delineating the eighteenth century Zeitgeist, Matras emphasizes the impor
tance of “the emergence of comparative research with high academic standards, where
the notion of objectivity and originality in science was gradually beginning to take
precedence over conformity and submissiveness” (1999: 91 92). It is the emergence of the
comparative methodology in historical and linguistic research in which Matras sees his
most crucial argument for defending Rüdiger against Willems’s “inappropriate under
statement,” “deconstruction,” and even “mockery” of his work (Matras 2004b: 60). On
the basis of Rüdiger’s comparative linguistic analysis, Matras endorses what he sees as
Rüdiger’s “sensational discovery” (2002: 2) of the linguistic Indian origins of the Romani
language.30

30 At the same time, Matras argues that this discovery does not justify the suggestion that the present day
European Roma have a direct and clear affinity with contemporary Indian population groups, as, for
instance, Hancock has put forward:

While the linguistic evidence clearly points to India, as Rüdiger had already proved, the case for an
origin in peripatetic populations cannot be made on linguistic grounds. Rather, it relies on piecing
together the linguistic and ethnographic evidence … Although no direct connection with any of the [contem
porary Indian population] groups can be established, the phenomenon of westward migration of Indian
commercial nomads is historically well attested. Any alternative interpretation of the origin of the Rom
would need to explain the combination of circumstances as a historical coincidence: a Central Indic
language; ethnonyms that are cognate with caste names and shared with other commercial nomads; and
a socio economic profile as a peripatetic population. (Matras 2004b: 62 63, my emphasis)

Since Willems and some other scholars (Okely 1983) have no serious debate with Rüdiger or any sub
sequent philologist, it is often these scholars themselves who have constructed “the image of a conspiracy
among biased, Romantic, even racists philologists” throughout modern European history (Matras 2004b: 61,
75). In addition, Matras criticizes both Willems’s and Okely’s linguistic analyses for how they have con
stantly mistaken Romani for Para Romani (for its meaning, see note 28 on Para Romani above). In the eyes
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Let me evaluate where Matras’s contribution to the origins debate has taken us. Though
he refers explicitly to the Zeitgeist of the eighteenth century, he nonetheless does not con
sider the relationship between Rüdiger’s ‘discovery,’ emergent methods of comparative
research, and Enlightenment humanism as part of the Zeitgeist. Indeed, Matras does not
reflect on the relation between how Gypsy groups, their traditions, their language, and
the like emerged as objects of knowledge, on the one hand, and how the role of hu
mans—scholars in particular—as knowing subjects was simultaneously redefined in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In other words, Matras does not address
how the newly emerging eighteenth century scientific methods of comparison and anal
ogy are mutually dependent on the emergence of a new conception of the knowing
subject as a cultural agent and on a parallel transformation of the dominant forms of
governmentality. A striking case in point is the way in which Matras juxtaposes
Rüdiger’s humanism, which he considers as something that is only “expressed as an
emotional, moral appeal” with Rüdiger’s objectivity, which he judges well “argued”
(Matras 1999: 94). Thus, Matras reduces Rüdiger’s humanism to something that is merely
a private or emotional expression, while he, at the same time, politically neutralizes
Rüdiger’s ‘objective’ scientific discovery as the rational, well explained “foundation for
Romani linguistics” (1999: 89). Matras’s narrow focus on the emergence of modern
scientific, comparative methods as the clear foundation for Romani linguistics under
exposes how these methods of Gypsy problematization (in linguistic, cultural, develop
mental, or territorial, and, thus, spatially or temporally comparative terms) were inextric
ably related to attempts to govern them at the political level. Whereas Matras appro
priately argues that we need to differentiate between the Gypsy representations of
Grellmann and Rüdiger, he nonetheless largely passes over the Dutch School’s most im
portant point of the crucial entanglement of the emergent Gypsy representations and the
eighteenth century development of new epistemological paradigms. Therefore, Matras
also misses the opportunity to critique the Dutch School’s largely negative and one sided
consideration of the period of time under study, the emergence and modern develop
ment of Gypsy studies in particular.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have engaged with contemporary debates about the legacies of Enlight
enment thought and their influence on the maintenance and development of modern
political, institutional, cultural, and scholarly representations of Romani groups in
Europe. I have shown how disputes about the Roma’s supposed origins have historically
and to date played a significant role in these debates and in the defence of the two,

of Matras, Willems and Okely deny the existence of the Romani language on the basis of their assumption
that, in the case of the Gypsies, we do not deal with an individual grammatical system, but only with a
‘Romani vocabulary’ that had been incorporated into the grammatical and lexical systems of majority
languages (Matras 2004b: 66 67).
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currently prevailing positions in these discussions.31 In the first part of this chapter, I
have elaborated on the first of these views, which has been taken by the Dutch School of
Annemarie Cottaar, Leo Lucassen, and Wim Willems. I have argued that their primarily
negative reception of the legacies of the Enlightenment and their refusal to refer to
Romani groups in terms of ethnicity and diaspora are implicitly yet inherently related to
a one sided view of modernity, and of Enlightenment particularism and the parallel
emergence of Gypsy Studies in particular. As a result, I have argued, the position of the
Dutch School offers us a rather bleak image of Romani self representations and the
possibility to develop them.

In line with my proposal to re narrate Europe’s modernity and to interrogate what
such an attempt could imply for the study of Romani groups (see chapter 2), in this
chapter I have explained how we can read the Enlightenment and its legacies more
heterogeneously. I have argued how a pluralized understanding of Enlightenment
thought challenges the position of the Dutch School and opens up the way for a more
ambivalent, rather than an overly pessimistic, reading of the history of Gypsy Studies
and their legacies. In the previous section, I have discussed the second leading position
in the ‘origins debate,’ that of the linguist Yaron Matras, to show that several narratives
of the Enlightenment and its legacies co exist. Alongside a reading of modernity that
constantly tends to displace and mystify Romani culture and identity, Matras puts
forward an alternative reading. I have argued that his differentiation between different
Gypsy representations since the appearance of Gypsy Studies in the eighteenth century
can be considered as a necessary condition to rethink the legacy of these studies.

Yet, I have also questioned the grounds on which Matras differentiates his reading of
European modernity. Suggesting that we could solely do so along the lines of scientific
argumentation—by differentiating between pseudo scientific, mystifying and objective,
innovative forms of reasoning—Matras leaves undisputed that the comparative scientific
methods that were for the first time developed in the eighteenth century were central to
the newly emerged forms of governmentality. As I will argue in the next chapter, these
comparative methods themselves were a crucial part of the tendency to increasingly
problematize Romani groups in linguistic, cultural, developmental, and territorial terms.

To summarize, we could say that something is peculiar about the two discussed
positions in the ‘origins debate.’ On the one hand, each of the discussed authors has
stressed the enormous influence of the works of the early ‘Gypsy scholars’ on past and
current processes of Romani identity formation. On the other hand, however, none of
these authors have adequately reflected upon their own positions as scholars in the field
of what is nowadays called Romani studies as well as on the possible influence of their
own work on contemporary approaches to identity formation of Romani groups. They
have firmly concluded that eighteenth century scholarly and scientific discourses as well
as their continuous rearticulations of later date have radically influenced processes of
Roma representation and self representation. At the same time, however, they have
conspicuously refused to analyze the role of their own scholarly discourses in governing

31 I do not want to suggest that there are no other positions in this debate. Recently, we have noticed a
gradual increase of cross fertilizations of poststructuralist theories of narratology and performativity with
issues of Romani identity formation (Lemon 2000; Malvinni 2004; Belton 2005).
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contemporary debates on Romani groups and in determining the parameters within
which Romani identity formations could currently take shape. Rather, both the repre
sentatives of the Dutch School and Matras suggest, though in different ways, that they
belong to another or even an essentially different tradition than that of the early Gypsy
studies. On the one hand, Matras distinguishes his own work from that of Augustini ab
Hortis and Grellmann, sympathizes basically with the pioneering scientific and compa
rative methods of Rüdiger, but dissociates his own work from what he sees as the
Romanticism in Rüdiger’s work (Matras 1999). On the other hand, the representatives of
the Dutch School reject the entire tradition of Gypsy studies and suggest that they belong
to a decisively other and new one that does not fall into what they have called the trap of
referring to Romani groups in terms of ethnicity and diaspora (Lucassen et al 1998b;
Willems 1998; Willems and Lucassen 2000).

At a more theoretical level, however, the viewpoints of both the Dutch School and
Matras show surprising similarities. On the one hand, the representatives of the Dutch
School have suggested that we can clearly distinguish a core rationality of the Enlighten
ment and trace how this original core has been rearticulated time and again in histori
cally later theories, discourses, and practices of Gypsy or Roma stigmatization. On the
other hand, Matras has suggested that we can trace how Romani linguistics has
historically acquired its pure and politically neutral modern scientific foundation. Thus,
both the representatives of the Dutch School and Matras are preoccupied with origins
when they look for the true face of the Enlightenment and its unmistakable legacy (the
Dutch School) or for a form of Romani studies that, historically at least, has not been con
taminated by pseudo scientific, pre scientific, or mystifying and, thus, politicized
approaches to Romani groups (Matras). Thus, whereas both Matras and the represen
tatives of the Dutch School have suggested that they give a decisive answer in the debate
on the Roma’s origins and go beyond thinking in terms of origins, at a second order of
analysis their preoccupations with origins remain an integral part of their scholarly
examinations. In the next chapter, I will explain how we can discuss Romani identity and
minority formation beyond these preoccupations. I will do so by analyzing the late
eighteenth century emergence of Gypsy studies from the angle of the parallel appear
ance of new forms of governmentality to problematize groups such as the Romani.




