INTRA-ETHNIC BOUNDARIES
IN A RURAL ROM COMMUNITY
ZSUZSANNA TÖRÖK

After seven years of doing intensive anthropological field research in a rural
Hungarian community, one of my friends1 asked me: So, tell me, who is a Gypsy?
A question largely asked and debated among scholars dealing with Roma/Gypsies.2
Who is a „true" Rom/Gypsy in Hungary? The racially definable group of people
who were „born" Roma/Gypsies? The artists and dancers who perform according
to the Romani/Gypsy traditions? The political leaders of the Rom/Gypsy
community who represent Romani/Gypsy „high culture"? Or those who fall under
the ethnicized discourse on poverty in today's Hungary? Maybe all of these
groups? How would and could scholars come to an agreement on this question?
Romani/Gypsy studies deal with a group of people, a transnational minority which
cannot be defined according to territorial localities. Disciplines engaged in
Romani/Gypsy studies deal with the different aspects of Romani/Gypsy culture
according to their own scientific approaches and methods without reflecting to
other, alternative, approaches or even upon the limitation of their own approach. In
my paper I am going to use the case of a small Hungarian village, Koczka,3 to
show how the Romani/Gypsy identity is constantly constructed and contested by
the members of a community.
Koczka was chosen as a research site because of the lack of conflicts based
on ethnic stereotypes. The research focused on the strategies of identity building
processes that help to overcome racial/ethnic stereotypes. During the research we
am consciously using the term „friend" for my informants. By doing so I would like to
point to the specific relationship between an anthropologist and his/her „subjects" after a
long-term field research. One could argue that by using the term „friend" I already produce
a non-objective and therefore non-scientific discourse, but I believe that I would fail to give
enough credit and recognition to my „friends" if I would use any other terms.
2
Different scientific discourses exist about the adequate term for this transnational
minority. I use the dual terms Rom/Gypsy (noun sg.), Roma/Gypsies (noun pi.) and
Romani/Gypsy (adj.) in order to escape making a decision.
3
During the fieldwork we promised everyone who was interviewed confidentiality,
however we realized that people who did something outstanding wanted their real names
used. After both searching our own morality and consulting colleagues we decided to
maintain the policy of total confidentiality. Therefore all the names have been changed by
recombining the first and last names of the members of the community, while staying
within relevant ethnic/cultural groups. The name of the settlement was completely invented
by us.
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identified two key points that helped the local Rom/Gypsy community integrate
into the larger village community without losing Rom/Gypsy identity. The role of
the local Free Christian Congregation and the process of political empowerment
are the crucial elements in this case. For most of the time we hoped that the
research would help us describe how integration can exist without assimilation. By
the end, we realized that the question of Rom/Gypsy identity and the stereotypes
attached to Roma/Gypsies are exactly the same as in any other Hungarian village
or urban settlement, only a new category, an additional identity layer, that of „our
Rom/Gypsy" from the outside, and „we, the local Rom/Gypsy" from the inside,
were introduced by the members of the community.
The first phase of the research began in the fall of 1998 at the invitation of
Dr. Zoltán Kenderesi, a physician in the Hungarian National Health Service who
was at the time serving as the mayor of Koczka, a small Hungarian village of about
three hundred and fifty people in the easternmost part of Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
County. Eighty per cent of the people in Koczka are Romungro. In Hungary the
Romungro make up about 70% of an estimated 450,000 Rom/Gypsy population.
These figures are not very precise because of the difficulties both in counting the
Roma/Gypsies and, as I have already pointed out, in deciding who is and who is
not a Rom/Gypsy. There is some consensus among scholars that the Roma/Gypsies
in Hungary fall into three very general groups based primarily on language: the
Romungro, whose mother tongue is Hungarian and who have lived in settled
communities for several generations; the Romanian speaking Beás, and those
Wlach who still speak a Romani language („Oláh") (Helsinki Watch, 1993). These
categories are rather arbitrary and somewhat misleading because most Beás and
Wlach also speak Hungarian and many Wlach no longer speak a Romani language.
Another factor that complicates these categories is that most surveys rely
on self-identification and acceptance by the community in question to determine
membership. This is further complicated when, for example, the Wlach refuse to
accept the Romungro as Roma/Gypsies. According to Michael Stewart, who lived
for a year in a Romani-speaking Romani/Gypsy community in Hungary, there is
considerable hostility expressed towards the Romungros. The Romani speakers did
not consider the Romungros to be „true Gypsies" and held them in great contempt
(Stewart 1997: 34-35). They are, say the Wlach, „Gypsies who became Hungarians
or non-Gypsies," and are, therefore, outside the circle (Szuhay - Barati 1993: 339340). The problems with these categories demonstrate the permeable nature of
cultural boundaries. Individuals may consciously choose to „pass" into a new
category or they may simply find themselves with a new identity because of
historical or economic developments over which they had little control.
Romungros, whose life-ways are similar to those of the non-Rom/Gypsy
Hungarians, generally do not reside near the core communities where the
Romani/Gypsy language is still spoken by many people and where many of the

Intra-Ethnic Boundaries in a Rural Rom Community

169

customs generally associated with their „traditional" culture continue. In the past
they were associated with such crafts as adobe brick making, but today their
occupations and many of their customs are similar to those of their nonRom/Gypsy neighbours. Their identity as Rom/Gypsy, however, is clearly
recognized by their non-Rom/Gypsy neighbors and is acknowledged by the
Romungro themselves. There was, for example, absolutely no confusion about the
question of Rom/Gypsy identity in the minds of Roma/Gypsies and nonRoma/Gypsies in Koczka.
In Koczka the Rom/Gypsy and non-Rom/Gypsy residences are integrated,
and the village council includes members from both communities. It is a poor
village. Most of the people receive public assistance in the form of pensions, childcare payments, and welfare aid. Several of the houses in the village do not have
indoor plumbing. Most of the men are either pensioners or are unemployed.
Prior to 1994 the Roma did not participate in the village elections even
though they made up a majority of the voters. Until 1970 the Roma/Gypsies lived
on the outskirts of the village, called the „Mud-Pit" There were eleven houses in
this small enclave. The people here worked in the village, and some of the children
attended the primary school in Koczka, but otherwise they lived as a separate
community. At this time all of the adults had jobs, traditionally attached to
Romani/Gypsy groups, such as vályogvetés, (adobe brick making) basket making,
wooden trough carving, and playing in bands (Interview: Matild Mursa,
05.04.1999). In 1970 the Batár River flooded and destroyed all of the Romungro
houses. The Romungros moved to houses inside the village that they built or
purchased with government loans. There were empty houses available because
many non-Rom/Gypsy Hungarians moved away looking for better paying jobs in
urban areas. Today the Romungro and non-Rom/Gypsy residences are fairly well
integrated. There are 20 Hungarian houses, 77 Romungro houses and 3 whose
occupants include both Rom/Gypsy and non-Rom/Gypsy family members. Many
of the houses owned by Hungarians remain empty. The majority of the Roma
homes were built with assistance from the government.
In 1973, soon after the Romungros settled in their new residences, the Free
Christian Movement appeared in Koczka. The role of the Free Christian Church in
Koczka must be seen in the context of the history of Protestantism in Hungary
since the 1950s. There was a Protestant „awakening" which began around 1950.
The Calvinists were divided in two: one fraction followed the traditional Calvinist
belief and the other turned toward a more progressive reform. Finally, the
traditional line separated itself completely from the reform line and the priests and
ministers established several new Christian congregations, among them the Free
Christian Congregation.
The teachings of the Free Christian Church were first introduced to the
people of Koczka by Gizella Jósa, a Koczka woman who had spent some time in
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Germany where she learned about the church doctrines. Gizella Jósa encouraged
Jenő Kopasz, a conservative minister to organize a church in Koczka. Kopasz sent
another conservative minister, József Kóczé, to lead the Koczka church. Although
Kóczé was a Rom/Gypsy, he discouraged all expressions of Romani/Gypsy culture
and identity. He did not allow the lively music with „Gypsy rhythms" in the
services. By 1979 a new, more liberal, movement emerged in Koczka which
celebrated the Romani/Gypsy heritage rather than suppressing it. This movement
was led by Miklós Mursa, another Rom/Gypsy, who was born in the village and
has many family contacts here. After he became minister he brought back dancing
and Romani/Gypsy rhythms to the church services.
After 1979, under Mursa's leadership, the church soon became the primary
social institution for the Roma/Gypsies. The ceremonies and the contacts between
the believers helped them to keep their ethnic identity in spite of the assimilationist
goals of the government at that time. In his sermons, Reverend Mursa usually
reminded the people that, „we have a Roma heritage and God loves us!" (Field
notes 19.12.1998). Unfortunately Reverend Mursa passed away in the spring of
2001. The new pastor, Edgár Kovács, has expressed a similar theme in his
sermons, and the Free Christian Congregation continues to play a very important
role in the life of this community.
In 1996 Dr. Kenderesi, who had close contacts with many of the
Romani/Gypsy villagers through his work in the government medical services
programs, organized a political campaign that encouraged Romani/Gypsy
participation. Kenderesi ran for mayor along with several Roma candidates for
village council seats. After his first administration, the mayor was re-elected by a
wide margin because he had won the support of a large majority of the
Roma/Gypsies. Several Roma/Gypsies, including the assistant mayor, Borbély
Lászlóné (Gizella Orgován), were also elected. Some of the non-Romani/Gypsy
Hungarians in Koczka have realized that there are some positive advantages to an
administration that includes Romani/Gypsy representatives. Kenderesi, because of
his familiarity with the sources of aid from the Hungarian government and from the
European Union available to communities with large Romani/Gypsy populations,
was able to bring in funds to provide for employment and for village
improvements. These projects aid the non-Roma/Gypsies as well as the
Roma/Gypsies (Interview with Kenderesi, Debrecen, 05, 01, 2000). The routine of
village government brings together both groups in cooperative activities. This
interaction undoubtedly resulted in the erosion of some negative stereotypes in
spite of occasional minor conflicts.
Turning to the question of identity in Koczka I have to point out that it
seems still impossible to give a definition, even to give a mere description of the
nature of identity in this community. As Taylor puts it: „We define our identity
always in dialogue with, sometimes in struggle against, the things our significant
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others want to see in us." (1994: 48) This definition helps to look at the selfdetermination as a dialogue and to examine it as a complex and constantly
changing category, which, I think, its deep nature.
Somebody, living in any kind of complex societies, would define
her/himself along with several lines, from which one of the firsts would be
connected to the locality of the individual. According to this there must be a
common local identity in Koczka, shared by both Romani/Gypsy and nonRomani/Gypsy inhabitants. It originates from their common experiences, it builds
itself from the happenings of the lived present. This part of their identity is beyond
the limits of the current paper, but I would like to point out that it is an important
factor of the self in this locality, mainly because their geographically separated
existence is recognized by their neighbors as something important. Being the
citizen of Koczka means that one lives in a community where there are, from the
outsider's point of view, no ethnic conflicts, where everything seems to be nicer
and brighter than in the other nearby communities. Within this category we can
find two subgroups; the Romani/Gypsy and non-Romani/Gypsy inhabitants of
Koczka.
The Roma/Gypsies of Koczka do not form a homogenous group, but their
immediate surrounding see the community as such. The reason of this is the above
mentioned Free Christian Congregation and the distinctive style of life the
Romani/Gypsy inhabitants live in Koczka. If we go deeper into the community we
realize that there is a line by which the community separates itself. Several times
did my friends mention the category of „brown and blond Gypsies" that I couldn't
make sense of. After doing some genealogical research I found out that some of the
families have Wlach ancestors, which separate them from the rest of the
Romani/Gypsy community. When the Romani/Gypsy community speaks about
itself to other community members it emphasizes its close connection to the major
Hungarian society and the hybrid (Romani-Hungarian) culture they have. On the
other hand, when they are talking to an outsider, for example to a government
agent, they consider themselves as Roma/Gypsies, with a living Romani/Gypsy
tradition and heritage. Why is it so? Why the insider self-determination is different
from the discourse used in official recognition processes?
In order to answer the question we have to turn toward the problem of
exits. According to the liberal tradition it seems to be natural and obvious that the
individual, living in a liberal state, has the right and is able to exit from any groups
and enter into another one. Without any problems we could stand up and walk out
from most part of our life, meaning our neighborhood, our workplace, our peer
group, our church, etc. We can choose a different way to live our life, anytime,
anywhere. But I also would argue that there is a cultural, ethnic heritage we born
with and from that we cannot exit. It is probably possible, although I am not sure
about that either, if there isn't any physical feature that betrays us, but if there is,
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we are bounded into a group from which we can't exit. That is the case with the
Roma/Gypsies of Koczka, and with every Rom/Gypsy in Hungary. From birth they
are more or less trapped in their ethnicity, even if they do not consider themselves
being traditional Romani/Gypsy community anymore.
In 1992 the Kymilcka - Kukathas debate raised some very interesting
questions connected to this problem of exits (Kymlicka 1992; Kukathas 1992a
1992b). First of all there is the question of culture itself. How can we define
culture, what does culture mean and who is part of it? If we take Kymilcka's point
of view and see culture and cultural structure as „a context of choice" than it is
obvious that the members of the Romani/Gypsy community have a right to choose
to be part or not of the „mainstream, nationalist" Romani/Gypsy. If we take
Kukathas' view and see culture as a not voluntary association, which I think it is,
then it is even more obvious that they do not really have any kind of choice, the
only available option is to be part of the Romani/Gypsy culture. There is no entry
from outside and no exit from inside.
The problem of exiting from a given cultural/ethnic/racial heritage is
clearly recognizable by looking at the case of two half-sisters from the same
Romani/Gypsy family in Koczka. The younger sister, Gizella Orgov&n, is proud of
her Romani/Gypsy heritage and speaks about it openly to everyone (Field notes,
05.04. 1999). The older sister, Olga Mursa, whose father is a non-Romani/Gvpsy
Hungarian, acknowledges that she is a Rom/Gypsy, but makes it clear that she
would rather distance herself from her Romani/Gypsy heritage. She reminds
outsiders that people see her white skin and assume that she is a nonRomani/Gypsy Hungarian. Olga seldom goes to the Free Christian Church
although she says that she is a believer. She prefers attending services in the old
Calvinist church, which is mainly used by non-Romani/Gypsy members of the
community. Gizi, the younger sister, is a devout member of the Free Christian
Congregation and attends sermons regularly. The fact that the Free Christian
church in Koczka is commonly referred to as the „Romani/Gypsy" church may be
one reason why Olga does not participate in church activities.
There are two types of discourses regarding the „correct way of behaving"
on the level of the larger society. One could be called as „enlightened" the other as
„romanticized" According to the enlightened view Roma/Gypsies shall be
modernized and assimilated, they shall become fully functioning members of the
civil society. In terms of policies the Habsburg laws in 1760-80 on sedentarizing
and re-educating Roma/Gypsies or the socialist attempts of Romani/Gypsy
assimilation in the 1950s and '80s can be interpreted as state-level policies
dedicated to this discursive pattern. This „enlightened" approach would clearly
value Olga's decision as „good and correct" because of her willingness to
assimilate and perceive Gizi's choice as „bad and incorrect" because of the
conscious resistance against assimilation. On the other hand the „romanticized"
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view celebrates „authentic" Romani/Gypsy culture and tradition, accuses
assimilation for being responsible for the loss of „tradition" In the framework of
this discourse Olga would be the one who behaves „improperly" and Gizi, by
keeping up with her Romani/Gypsy heritage would be an example of „proper
behavior"
The inhabitants of Koczka seem to have a mixed opinion on this issue.
Both the Romani/Gypsy community and the non-Romani/Gypsy inhabitants of the
village see Olga as being a Rom/Gypsy who must be constantly reminded that she
should behave like one. She should go to the Free Christian Church, attend some
Romani/Gypsy cultural events and consider herself as Rom/Gypsy. Within the
community the „romanticized" discourse is taken. On the other hand, when talking
about the other Roma/Gypsies of Hungary, the community takes the „enlightened"
approach. Both ethnic groups argue that Roma/Gypsies shall assimilate, because
the life they live is not „proper" They recreate the stereotypes that exist in the
larger Hungarian and link Romani/Gypsy ethnicity to poverty, proved by statistics
of sociologists. From a macro perspective poverty rates of Roma/Gypsies are as
much as eight times higher as that of the non-Roma/Gypsies and have significantly
increased during the transition from socialist to post-socialist economy and society.
When asking the inhabitants of Koczka about the Roma/Gypsies of Hungary, they
say that because of early pregnancies the population growth is very high, they have
bad living conditions and therefore the risk of epidemics is much higher, they live
an unhealthy life, they are heavy smokers, alcoholics and they do not work, not
because the lack of employment possibilities, but because they do not want to.
So, are the Roma/Gypsies here not Rom/Gypsy then?
I asked several
times in Koczka. It seemed like it is only a problem for me, and not for my friends,
for the answer was: „Of course they are! They are just different!"
Many anthropologists have focused on Romani/Gypsy groups from this
particular emic (i.e. insider) perspective (e.g. Sutherland 1986, Salo & Salo 1977,
Okely 1994b, Williams 2003, Gay y Blasco 1999) with the anthropological method
of participant observation looking at their relationship to the Gadjo world and to
other Romani/Gypsy groups and the self-definition that exist within the
community. Using Barth's concept (1969) they usually define the given
communities as ethnic groups.4 As Okely argues: „Gypsies provide a superb
extreme case of people whose culture is constructed and recreated in the midst of
4

Frederik Barth definition of an ethnic group refers to
„a population which:
1. is largely biologically self-perpetuating;
2. shares fundamental cultural values, realized in overt unity in cultural forms;
3. makes up a filed of communication and interaction;
4. has a membership which identifies itself, and is identified by others as constituting a
category distinguishable from other categories of the same order" (1969: 10-11).
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others." (1994a 59-60.) According to this perspective „gypsyness" is always a
flexible construction based on difference. The ethnic boundary is constructed and
the content of the ethnicity may vary from time to time, from group to group.
As I have already mentioned most of the Roma/Gypsies of Koczka clearly
distinguish themselves from the non-Roma/Gypsies of the village. They use their
former crafts, occupations, their physical features and their religion as ethnic
markers. They also separate themselves from the other Romani/Gypsy groups of
their surroundings by consciously creating their specific ethnic profile of
„Roma/Gypsies from Koczka", which basis itself on the political empowerment
and the religious movement in the given locality. In contrast, Olga and some of her
„followers" generally try to escape their „gypsyness" Unfortunately, they can not
deny their Romani/Gypsy origin because the community and the larger society find
other ethnic markers that label them as Roma/Gypsies, they are therefore forced
into „gypsyness" by „outsiders"
So, tell me, who is a Gypsy? - as my introductory question was asked. I
still cannot answer. An anthropologist can provide data on single cases, he/she can
let us peek into the deep structures of a given community, but cannot generalize
his/her data and apply it to all and every Romani/Gypsy group. The task is given:
anthropologists should explain the flexible nature of Romani/Gypsy identity
without talking about a general Rom/Gypsy ethnicity. My conclusion would
therefore be an anecdote Geertz uses in his essay „Thick description": „There is an
Indian story - at least I heard it is an Indian story - about an Englishman who,
having been told that the world rested on a platform which rested on the back of an
elephant which rested in turn on the back of a turtle, asked (perhaps he was an
ethnographer; it is the way they behave) what did the turtle rest on? Another turtle.
And that turtle? 'Ah, Sahib, after that it is turtles all the way down.' " (1973: 29.)
This is what I found by asking questions; there are more and more questions all the
way down, which I do not have an answer for. What are these notions: culture and
identity - not in an academic sense but in a practical one? Who has the right to
decide whether a culture is to be preserved or not? How do they judge? Do
individuals have an option torn exist from the culture they are born to? If they have
this option who is the provider of it? Is culture an institutionalized collective
identity, or is it merely a horizon, respective of its surroundings, economic and
political circumstances? What identities people choose for demanding recognition?
Are they the want who demand recognition or is it the state who forces them into a
recognized identity? In my paper these are the questions I arrived to and failed to
answer. I only know that it is probably time for the anthropology to turn toward the
analysis of a flexible Rom/Gypsy identity and to provide a better understanding of
it for the larger society.
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identified two key points that helped the local Rom/Gypsy community integrate
into the larger village community without losing Rom/Gypsy identity. The role of
the local Free Christian Congregation and the process of political empowerment
are the crucial elements in this case. For most of the time we hoped that the
research would help us describe how integration can exist without assimilation. By
the end, we realized that the question of Rom/Gypsy identity and the stereotypes
attached to Roma/Gypsies are exactly the same as in any other Hungarian village
or urban settlement, only a new category, an additional identity layer, that of „our
Rom/Gypsy" from the outside, and „we, the local Rom/Gypsy" from the inside,
were introduced by the members of the community.
The first phase of the research began in the fall of 1998 at the invitation of
Dr. Zoltán Kenderesi, a physician in the Hungarian National Health Service who
was at the time serving as the mayor of Koczka, a small Hungarian village of about
three hundred and fifty people in the easternmost part of Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg
County. Eighty per cent of the people in Koczka are Romungro. In Hungary the
Romungro make up about 70% of an estimated 450,000 Rom/Gypsy population.
These figures are not very precise because of the difficulties both in counting the
Roma/Gypsies and, as I have already pointed out, in deciding who is and who is
not a Rom/Gypsy. There is some consensus among scholars that the Roma/Gypsies
in Hungary fall into three very general groups based primarily on language: the
Romungro, whose mother tongue is Hungarian and who have lived in settled
communities for several generations; the Romanian speaking Beás, and those
Wlach who still speak a Romani language („Oláh") (Helsinki Watch, 1993). These
categories are rather arbitrary and somewhat misleading because most Beás and
Wlach also speak Hungarian and many Wlach no longer speak a Romani language.
Another factor that complicates these categories is that most surveys rely
on self-identification and acceptance by the community in question to determine
membership. This is further complicated when, for example, the Wlach refuse to
accept the Romungro as Roma/Gypsies. According to Michael Stewart, who lived
for a year in a Romani-speaking Romani/Gypsy community in Hungary, there is
considerable hostility expressed towards the Romungros. The Romani speakers did
not consider the Romungros to be „true Gypsies" and held them in great contempt
(Stewart 1997: 34-35). They are, say the Wlach, „Gypsies who became Hungarians
or non-Gypsies," and are, therefore, outside the circle (Szuhay - Barati 1993: 339340). The problems with these categories demonstrate the permeable nature of
cultural boundaries. Individuals may consciously choose to „pass" into a new
category or they may simply find themselves with a new identity because of
historical or economic developments over which they had little control.
Romungros, whose life-ways are similar to those of the non-Rom/Gypsy
Hungarians, generally do not reside near the core communities where the
Romani/Gypsy language is still spoken by many people and where many of the
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customs generally associated with their „traditional" culture continue. In the past
they were associated with such crafts as adobe brick making, but today their
occupations and many of their customs are similar to those of their nonRom/Gypsy neighbours. Their identity as Rom/Gypsy, however, is clearly
recognized by their non-Rom/Gypsy neighbors and is acknowledged by the
Romungro themselves. There was, for example, absolutely no confusion about the
question of Rom/Gypsy identity in the minds of Roma/Gypsies and nonRoma/Gypsies in Koczka.
In Koczka the Rom/Gypsy and non-Rom/Gypsy residences are integrated,
and the village council includes members from both communities. It is a poor
village. Most of the people receive public assistance in the form of pensions, childcare payments, and welfare aid. Several of the houses in the village do not have
indoor plumbing. Most of the men are either pensioners or are unemployed.
Prior to 1994 the Roma did not participate in the village elections even
though they made up a majority of the voters. Until 1970 the Roma/Gypsies lived
on the outskirts of the village, called the „Mud-Pit" There were eleven houses in
this small enclave. The people here worked in the village, and some of the children
attended the primary school in Koczka, but otherwise they lived as a separate
community. At this time all of the adults had jobs, traditionally attached to
Romani/Gypsy groups, such as vályogvetés, (adobe brick making) basket making,
wooden trough carving, and playing in bands (Interview: Matild Mursa,
05.04.1999). In 1970 the Batár River flooded and destroyed all of the Romungro
houses. The Romungros moved to houses inside the village that they built or
purchased with government loans. There were empty houses available because
many non-Rom/Gypsy Hungarians moved away looking for better paying jobs in
urban areas. Today the Romungro and non-Rom/Gypsy residences are fairly well
integrated. There are 20 Hungarian houses, 77 Romungro houses and 3 whose
occupants include both Rom/Gypsy and non-Rom/Gypsy family members. Many
of the houses owned by Hungarians remain empty. The majority of the Roma
homes were built with assistance from the government.
In 1973, soon after the Romungros settled in their new residences, the Free
Christian Movement appeared in Koczka. The role of the Free Christian Church in
Koczka must be seen in the context of the history of Protestantism in Hungary
since the 1950s. There was a Protestant „awakening" which began around 1950.
The Calvinists were divided in two: one fraction followed the traditional Calvinist
belief and the other turned toward a more progressive reform. Finally, the
traditional line separated itself completely from the reform line and the priests and
ministers established several new Christian congregations, among them the Free
Christian Congregation.
The teachings of the Free Christian Church were first introduced to the
people of Koczka by Gizella Jósa, a Koczka woman who had spent some time in
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Germany where she learned about the church doctrines. Gizella Jósa encouraged
Jenő Kopasz, a conservative minister to organize a church in Koczka. Kopasz sent
another conservative minister, József Kóczé, to lead the Koczka church. Although
Kóczé was a Rom/Gypsy, he discouraged all expressions of Romani/Gypsy culture
and identity. He did not allow the lively music with „Gypsy rhythms" in the
services. By 1979 a new, more liberal, movement emerged in Koczka which
celebrated the Romani/Gypsy heritage rather than suppressing it. This movement
was led by Miklós Mursa, another Rom/Gypsy, who was born in the village and
has many family contacts here. After he became minister he brought back dancing
and Romani/Gypsy rhythms to the church services.
After 1979, under Mursa's leadership, the church soon became the primary
social institution for the Roma/Gypsies. The ceremonies and the contacts between
the believers helped them to keep their ethnic identity in spite of the assimilationist
goals of the government at that time. In his sermons, Reverend Mursa usually
reminded the people that, „we have a Roma heritage and God loves us!" (Field
notes 19.12.1998). Unfortunately Reverend Mursa passed away in the spring of
2001. The new pastor, Edgár Kovács, has expressed a similar theme in his
sermons, and the Free Christian Congregation continues to play a very important
role in the life of this community.
In 1996 Dr. Kenderesi, who had close contacts with many of the
Romani/Gypsy villagers through his work in the government medical services
programs, organized a political campaign that encouraged Romani/Gypsy
participation. Kenderesi ran for mayor along with several Roma candidates for
village council seats. After his first administration, the mayor was re-elected by a
wide margin because he had won the support of a large majority of the
Roma/Gypsies. Several Roma/Gypsies, including the assistant mayor, Borbély
Lászlóné (Gizella Orgován), were also elected. Some of the non-Romani/Gypsy
Hungarians in Koczka have realized that there are some positive advantages to an
administration that includes Romani/Gypsy representatives. Kenderesi, because of
his familiarity with the sources of aid from the Hungarian government and from the
European Union available to communities with large Romani/Gypsy populations,
was able to bring in funds to provide for employment and for village
improvements. These projects aid the non-Roma/Gypsies as well as the
Roma/Gypsies (Interview with Kenderesi, Debrecen, 05, 01, 2000). The routine of
village government brings together both groups in cooperative activities. This
interaction undoubtedly resulted in the erosion of some negative stereotypes in
spite of occasional minor conflicts.
Turning to the question of identity in Koczka I have to point out that it
seems still impossible to give a definition, even to give a mere description of the
nature of identity in this community. As Taylor puts it: „We define our identity
always in dialogue with, sometimes in struggle against, the things our significant
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others want to see in us." (1994: 48) This definition helps to look at the selfdetermination as a dialogue and to examine it as a complex and constantly
changing category, which, I think, its deep nature.
Somebody, living in any kind of complex societies, would define
her/himself along with several lines, from which one of the firsts would be
connected to the locality of the individual. According to this there must be a
common local identity in Koczka, shared by both Romani/Gypsy and nonRomani/Gypsy inhabitants. It originates from their common experiences, it builds
itself from the happenings of the lived present. This part of their identity is beyond
the limits of the current paper, but I would like to point out that it is an important
factor of the self in this locality, mainly because their geographically separated
existence is recognized by their neighbors as something important. Being the
citizen of Koczka means that one lives in a community where there are, from the
outsider's point of view, no ethnic conflicts, where everything seems to be nicer
and brighter than in the other nearby communities. Within this category we can
find two subgroups; the Romani/Gypsy and non-Romani/Gypsy inhabitants of
Koczka.
The Roma/Gypsies of Koczka do not form a homogenous group, but their
immediate surrounding see the community as such. The reason of this is the above
mentioned Free Christian Congregation and the distinctive style of life the
Romani/Gypsy inhabitants live in Koczka. If we go deeper into the community we
realize that there is a line by which the community separates itself. Several times
did my friends mention the category of „brown and blond Gypsies" that I couldn't
make sense of. After doing some genealogical research I found out that some of the
families have Wlach ancestors, which separate them from the rest of the
Romani/Gypsy community. When the Romani/Gypsy community speaks about
itself to other community members it emphasizes its close connection to the major
Hungarian society and the hybrid (Romani-Hungarian) culture they have. On the
other hand, when they are talking to an outsider, for example to a government
agent, they consider themselves as Roma/Gypsies, with a living Romani/Gypsy
tradition and heritage. Why is it so? Why the insider self-determination is different
from the discourse used in official recognition processes?
In order to answer the question we have to turn toward the problem of
exits. According to the liberal tradition it seems to be natural and obvious that the
individual, living in a liberal state, has the right and is able to exit from any groups
and enter into another one. Without any problems we could stand up and walk out
from most part of our life, meaning our neighborhood, our workplace, our peer
group, our church, etc. We can choose a different way to live our life, anytime,
anywhere. But I also would argue that there is a cultural, ethnic heritage we born
with and from that we cannot exit. It is probably possible, although I am not sure
about that either, if there isn't any physical feature that betrays us, but if there is,
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we are bounded into a group from which we can't exit. That is the case with the
Roma/Gypsies of Koczka, and with every Rom/Gypsy in Hungary. From birth they
are more or less trapped in their ethnicity, even if they do not consider themselves
being traditional Romani/Gypsy community anymore.
In 1992 the Kymilcka - Kukathas debate raised some very interesting
questions connected to this problem of exits (Kymlicka 1992; Kukathas 1992a
1992b). First of all there is the question of culture itself. How can we define
culture, what does culture mean and who is part of it? If we take Kymilcka's point
of view and see culture and cultural structure as „a context of choice" than it is
obvious that the members of the Romani/Gypsy community have a right to choose
to be part or not of the „mainstream, nationalist" Romani/Gypsy. If we take
Kukathas' view and see culture as a not voluntary association, which I think it is,
then it is even more obvious that they do not really have any kind of choice, the
only available option is to be part of the Romani/Gypsy culture. There is no entry
from outside and no exit from inside.
The problem of exiting from a given cultural/ethnic/racial heritage is
clearly recognizable by looking at the case of two half-sisters from the same
Romani/Gypsy family in Koczka. The younger sister, Gizella Orgov&n, is proud of
her Romani/Gypsy heritage and speaks about it openly to everyone (Field notes,
05.04. 1999). The older sister, Olga Mursa, whose father is a non-Romani/Gvpsy
Hungarian, acknowledges that she is a Rom/Gypsy, but makes it clear that she
would rather distance herself from her Romani/Gypsy heritage. She reminds
outsiders that people see her white skin and assume that she is a nonRomani/Gypsy Hungarian. Olga seldom goes to the Free Christian Church
although she says that she is a believer. She prefers attending services in the old
Calvinist church, which is mainly used by non-Romani/Gypsy members of the
community. Gizi, the younger sister, is a devout member of the Free Christian
Congregation and attends sermons regularly. The fact that the Free Christian
church in Koczka is commonly referred to as the „Romani/Gypsy" church may be
one reason why Olga does not participate in church activities.
There are two types of discourses regarding the „correct way of behaving"
on the level of the larger society. One could be called as „enlightened" the other as
„romanticized" According to the enlightened view Roma/Gypsies shall be
modernized and assimilated, they shall become fully functioning members of the
civil society. In terms of policies the Habsburg laws in 1760-80 on sedentarizing
and re-educating Roma/Gypsies or the socialist attempts of Romani/Gypsy
assimilation in the 1950s and '80s can be interpreted as state-level policies
dedicated to this discursive pattern. This „enlightened" approach would clearly
value Olga's decision as „good and correct" because of her willingness to
assimilate and perceive Gizi's choice as „bad and incorrect" because of the
conscious resistance against assimilation. On the other hand the „romanticized"
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view celebrates „authentic" Romani/Gypsy culture and tradition, accuses
assimilation for being responsible for the loss of „tradition" In the framework of
this discourse Olga would be the one who behaves „improperly" and Gizi, by
keeping up with her Romani/Gypsy heritage would be an example of „proper
behavior"
The inhabitants of Koczka seem to have a mixed opinion on this issue.
Both the Romani/Gypsy community and the non-Romani/Gypsy inhabitants of the
village see Olga as being a Rom/Gypsy who must be constantly reminded that she
should behave like one. She should go to the Free Christian Church, attend some
Romani/Gypsy cultural events and consider herself as Rom/Gypsy. Within the
community the „romanticized" discourse is taken. On the other hand, when talking
about the other Roma/Gypsies of Hungary, the community takes the „enlightened"
approach. Both ethnic groups argue that Roma/Gypsies shall assimilate, because
the life they live is not „proper" They recreate the stereotypes that exist in the
larger Hungarian and link Romani/Gypsy ethnicity to poverty, proved by statistics
of sociologists. From a macro perspective poverty rates of Roma/Gypsies are as
much as eight times higher as that of the non-Roma/Gypsies and have significantly
increased during the transition from socialist to post-socialist economy and society.
When asking the inhabitants of Koczka about the Roma/Gypsies of Hungary, they
say that because of early pregnancies the population growth is very high, they have
bad living conditions and therefore the risk of epidemics is much higher, they live
an unhealthy life, they are heavy smokers, alcoholics and they do not work, not
because the lack of employment possibilities, but because they do not want to.
So, are the Roma/Gypsies here not Rom/Gypsy then?
I asked several
times in Koczka. It seemed like it is only a problem for me, and not for my friends,
for the answer was: „Of course they are! They are just different!"
Many anthropologists have focused on Romani/Gypsy groups from this
particular emic (i.e. insider) perspective (e.g. Sutherland 1986, Salo & Salo 1977,
Okely 1994b, Williams 2003, Gay y Blasco 1999) with the anthropological method
of participant observation looking at their relationship to the Gadjo world and to
other Romani/Gypsy groups and the self-definition that exist within the
community. Using Barth's concept (1969) they usually define the given
communities as ethnic groups.4 As Okely argues: „Gypsies provide a superb
extreme case of people whose culture is constructed and recreated in the midst of
4

Frederik Barth definition of an ethnic group refers to
„a population which:
1. is largely biologically self-perpetuating;
2. shares fundamental cultural values, realized in overt unity in cultural forms;
3. makes up a filed of communication and interaction;
4. has a membership which identifies itself, and is identified by others as constituting a
category distinguishable from other categories of the same order" (1969: 10-11).
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others." (1994a 59-60.) According to this perspective „gypsyness" is always a
flexible construction based on difference. The ethnic boundary is constructed and
the content of the ethnicity may vary from time to time, from group to group.
As I have already mentioned most of the Roma/Gypsies of Koczka clearly
distinguish themselves from the non-Roma/Gypsies of the village. They use their
former crafts, occupations, their physical features and their religion as ethnic
markers. They also separate themselves from the other Romani/Gypsy groups of
their surroundings by consciously creating their specific ethnic profile of
„Roma/Gypsies from Koczka", which basis itself on the political empowerment
and the religious movement in the given locality. In contrast, Olga and some of her
„followers" generally try to escape their „gypsyness" Unfortunately, they can not
deny their Romani/Gypsy origin because the community and the larger society find
other ethnic markers that label them as Roma/Gypsies, they are therefore forced
into „gypsyness" by „outsiders"
So, tell me, who is a Gypsy? - as my introductory question was asked. I
still cannot answer. An anthropologist can provide data on single cases, he/she can
let us peek into the deep structures of a given community, but cannot generalize
his/her data and apply it to all and every Romani/Gypsy group. The task is given:
anthropologists should explain the flexible nature of Romani/Gypsy identity
without talking about a general Rom/Gypsy ethnicity. My conclusion would
therefore be an anecdote Geertz uses in his essay „Thick description": „There is an
Indian story - at least I heard it is an Indian story - about an Englishman who,
having been told that the world rested on a platform which rested on the back of an
elephant which rested in turn on the back of a turtle, asked (perhaps he was an
ethnographer; it is the way they behave) what did the turtle rest on? Another turtle.
And that turtle? 'Ah, Sahib, after that it is turtles all the way down.' " (1973: 29.)
This is what I found by asking questions; there are more and more questions all the
way down, which I do not have an answer for. What are these notions: culture and
identity - not in an academic sense but in a practical one? Who has the right to
decide whether a culture is to be preserved or not? How do they judge? Do
individuals have an option torn exist from the culture they are born to? If they have
this option who is the provider of it? Is culture an institutionalized collective
identity, or is it merely a horizon, respective of its surroundings, economic and
political circumstances? What identities people choose for demanding recognition?
Are they the want who demand recognition or is it the state who forces them into a
recognized identity? In my paper these are the questions I arrived to and failed to
answer. I only know that it is probably time for the anthropology to turn toward the
analysis of a flexible Rom/Gypsy identity and to provide a better understanding of
it for the larger society.
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