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Dedication:

To all who believe that the human being is what he was raised on, and probably he is not guilty of what he is, he doesn’t deserve to be killed on identity.
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Translator’s introduction

The presence of gypsies in the Iraqi society has always been controversial because they are ethnically, culturally, and behaviourally different from the mainstream Iraqi society. They have faced a lot of rejection, discrimination, persecution, and hatred. Due to my knowledge of the author, who is a fellow citizen of my town, and his outstanding academic skills, I have not found a more comprehensive and better book dealing with the issue of gypsies and the way they adapt to Iraqi society like this book. The author has dealt with the issue of gypsies in Iraq, specifically with the study samples of Al Fawwar and Kamaliya, using sober fieldwork research methods.

When translating a book like this, you need to be careful about the names, concepts and terms contained in it. The author traced the names and origins of the gypsies and their spread in Iraq and with modern scientific methods, he addressed the way they adapt and deal with the host society. I had to follow these concepts and be accurate in transferring the vocabulary and the terms by going through the sources used by the author to give the accurate meaning of these terms and the concepts. The author has been a great help to me in this regard, as he showed the utmost cooperation throughout the work and during our correspondence and e-mails.

My town is not far from the Fawwar gypsy area. During the 1990s, gypsy female dancers were hired to conduct parties for the occasion of Saddam’s birthday (the former Iraqi president) and the Baath Party establishment anniversary. I saw the dancers on a moving trailer among the crowds before going inside the Baath’s HQ in the town to perform privately for the Baath’s Party members. It was a way to adapt and practice the only profession they knew. I heard stories from people who visited the gypsy area revealing stories about their sexual experiences there. They claimed that they paid lots of money to get young gypsy girls for one night. A taxi driver told me about his experience with a gypsy woman who hired him. He said that she tried hard to seduce and tempt him and offered sex as a fee for the ride. But, as he said, he was aware of those wicked behaviours. He claimed that gypsy women often deceive taxi drivers offering sex instead of money as fees for the ride, but this kind of transaction often ended with ripping the drivers off and stealing all their money. After 2003 and the fall of Saddam’s regime, the Fawwar gypsy area was raided by armed militias and gypsy families were displaced from the area. They went to Diwaniyah and lived there anonymously. Gypsy women, especially old ones, were seen begging in the streets.

The author was able to develop a unique theory about the origin of the gypsy group in Iraq and where they came from, it was a real challenge. However, he noted the eccentricity and isolation of this group, especially in the Fawwar area, and the number of social problems that erupted when they had contact and neighbourhood with the host community, as is the case in the Kamaliya area. I realized then that they did not belong to this society, rather they attempted to adapt over the years. It was a goal for him to write and a goal for me to translate.

The book is an important source that touches on the gypsies and deals with their origins, history, and integration. I had the honour to transfer it into English, especially since the gypsies are spread in many parts of the world to benefit researchers, writers and readers who do not speak Arabic.

Hassan Hadi


Foreword

By
Sarah Edgcumbe

Dr Hamied al Hashimi’s sociological publications on issues such as minority identities and integration have been pored over by university students all over Iraq. Crucially, Dr al Hashimi’s scholarship transcends established discourse concerning recognised minorities, to include socially ostracised, poorly understood, marginalised groups such as Iraqi Gypsies. As such, it is wonderful that with this English language translation, diligently and carefully produced by Mr Hassan Hadi, Dr al Hashimi’s work on Iraqi Gypsies has now been made accessible to those who are not fortunate enough to understand Arabic. Beyond this English language publication representing increased accessibility of Iraqi sociological scholarship, it also constitutes a valuable contribution to the field of Romani Studies of Middle Eastern origin, as well as Romani Studies more broadly.

Romani studies is a stubbornly Eurocentric discipline, and as a result, very little published scholarship exists which focuses on Dom (Middle Eastern Roma) and Gypsies in the Middle East - particularly in Iraq. This book, originally published in Arabic in 2012, is the first comprehensive work of its kind to provide valuable insight into kinship networks, marriage dynamics, and economic practices among Iraqi Gypsies. Additionally, this book is notable because it represents an important milestone in Romani Studies literature, reflecting at once the geo-political environment, context, and time in which it was written. As such, it sheds light on a key stage in the trajectory and development of the field of Romani Studies. Though this book focuses on Iraqi Gypsies as the subject, it simultaneously enables the reader to glimpse the social and power dynamics in which both non-Gypsy researcher, and Gypsy subject are embedded. A vantage point from which to begin to understand the lived experience of Gypsies in Iraq, this book provides a foundation upon which to caution against homogenisation of Iraqi Gypsies and to promote ongoing ethnology-oriented research with one of Iraq’s most maligned, and vulnerable minorities.

The position Dr al Hashimi adopts throughout this book sets him apart from the majority of his non-Gypsy Iraqi peers. Iraqi Gypsies have endured discrimination, marginalisation, and stigmatisation for decades, if not more. Iraqi state institutions and Iraqi society have consistently problematised Iraqi Gypsies (at least those who are not beloved singers and musicians) as irredeemably troublesome, culturally indecent, morally polluting non-citizens, who refuse to assimilate. As such, at various stages throughout Iraq’s history, Iraqi Gypsies have been subjected to exclusion, exploitation, persecution, and discrimination. It is here that Dr al Hashimi diverges from many of his peers in recognising that far from being outsiders, or an exoticized, objectified ‘Other’, Gypsies are a deeply rooted component of the Iraqi social fabric, having been present in the country for centuries. Whereas Iraqi state institutions have historically deliberately excluded Gypsies from the benefits of full citizenship, consigning them to a marginal life characterised by precarity and poverty, Dr al Hashimi advocates for greater respect, understanding, and importantly, support, to overcome the entrenched socio-economic barriers to social cohesion which permeate Iraqi Gypsies’ lives.

Just as this book contributes to an improved understanding of the lives and experiences of Iraqi Gypsies, so too does it present salient considerations concerning the ethics of conducting research and publishing work concerning marginalised minorities. Iraqi Gypsies, who have little recourse to any means through which to make their voices heard, are perpetually framed by socio-political discourse as dishonest and conniving. Such is the degree of derision reserved for Iraqi Gypsies, if they were to be provided with a platform from which to elevate their voices and concerns, they would likely be perceived by the Iraqi state and its public as untrustworthy and assumed to be distorting the truth in some way. Conducting research with Iraqi Gypsies is therefore socio-politically sensitive, but also laden with power imbalance. As non-Gypsy researchers, we analyse data and produce research as objectively as possible, but social science is inherently subjective and moments in time are innately transient. We cannot divorce ourselves from such subjectivity or transiency, as our entire world view is the cumulative sum of our life experiences, as is also the case for Gypsies. Researchers and scholars who are not Gypsy themselves, therefore bear a great deal of responsibility, and must be cautious of reinforcing or reproducing racist or prejudicial narratives through deployment of uncritical assumptions. Merely including Gypsies within our research as interviewees, or subjects of observation is insufficient if we do not ask the right questions, spend sufficient time with communities to contextualise their answers, or unveil the myriad ways in which power is deployed against them.

Violence is situated within power imbalance, as is evidenced by the complete exclusion of Iraqi Gypsies from political representation, their social ostracization, and the structural violence which saturates their everyday lives. Violence shapes their everyday interactions with non-Gypsies, influences (non)use of public space and services, permeates social networks, restricts opportunity, and limits Gypsy life through consignment to segregated, deplorable living conditions; poor access to health care; and obstruction of access to education and employment. The power differentials which incubate and (re)produce such forms of violence are evident in the relationship between Gypsies and the state, Gypsy and non-Gypsy public, and between (as well as within) Gypsy communities themselves. Similarly, the relationship between researcher and researched also presents a key locus for power analysis in terms of methodology used, questions employed, time committed to participants, participant selection, geographic area in which research is conducted, the process of analysis, and the acting of writing. Research participants have the power to withhold or manipulate information provided, but ultimately, the selection of information, the frame of analysis, and decisions concerning the degree of amplification or erasure of Gypsy voices is presided over by the researcher, who holds most of the power. Relatedly, we had the power to decide whether to interrogate, or ignore, the socio-political structures which both Gypsies and non-Gypsies inhabit, often with dramatically divergent experiences.

Popular discourse concerning Gypsies in Iraq conflates all Gypsies with sex work, or begging. Aside from this being a sweeping (false) generalisation, such discourse consistently fails to consider the structural violence, living conditions, and obstacles to other means of income generation which necessitate reliance on sex work and/ or begging in the first place. Similarly, reproduction of anti-Gypsy stereotypes which posit that Gypsies have no interest in education, fail to interrogate the barriers which prevent Gypsy children from accessing schools. As a result, symptoms of anti-Gypsyism are used to justify the continuance of anti-Gypsy social policies, while the root causes remain overlooked. This constitutes a discreet, often unrecognised form of political violence.

Political violence has firmly embedded itself in narratives and discourse concerning Iraq. Vast bodies of literature focus on U.S-led coalition assaults upon Iraqi human rights, private mercenary armies and their misdeeds, and a seemingly revolving door of militias, insurgents, and terrorist groups. However, more subtle, but arguably no-less devastating forms of political violence have received very little attention. For example, structural violence entails the state-imposed infliction of hidden forms of avoidable harm. Such harm can be devastating, and in the case of Iraqi Gypsies, has caused a significant inter-generational impact, trapping extended families in a cycle of circular poverty. Meanwhile, popular labelling of Gypsies by non-Gypsies animates the consequences of such structural violence and disproportionate poverty. The limited economic opportunities available to Iraqi Gypsies, and the corresponding dire poverty they often experience, have become essentialised in the public psyche, resulting in the deployment of labels which convey dehumanisation, homogenisation, and exclusion. In this way, labels tell a story of anti-Gypsyism which is mutually reinforced by society and state.

Throughout this book, Dr Al Hashimi stresses that Iraqi Gypsies are not a homogenous group. As such, he demonstrates a commitment to his interlocutors beyond that which would be expected of him by the Iraqi academy, or Iraqi society more generally. His contextually progressive scholarship advocates for Gypsies to be perceived as both human and citizen, two framings rarely applied in Iraq. This book therefore represents a divergence from long-standing socio-political norms which Other Iraqi Gypsies on the basis of their identity, and which ethnicise their poverty as a cultural or biological defect, or compulsion. By highlighting the severe and multifaceted nature of the discrimination Iraqi Gypsies face, Dr al Hashimi illuminates the barriers Gypsies face to poverty alleviation and integration: two things consistently demanded of them by a state which dehumanises and securitises them. The labels and discourse commonly applied to Gypsies in Iraq are indicative of a social dismissiveness towards anti-Gypsyism which is underpinned by contempt, and which reinforces the border between the Iraqi nation on the one hand, and Gypsies on the other.

The identity boundaries constructed by non-Gypsies in Iraq to differentiate, and distance themselves from Gypsies, are worthy of further research. These boundaries bolster socio-political dynamics which manufacture consent for structural violence against Iraqi Gypsies, enforcing their social positionality at the very bottom of the hierarchy of citizenship. It is therefore anti-Gypsyism which prevents Gypsies from being able to perform the roles demanded of them if they are to be accepted – or even tolerated within Iraqi society, rather than Gypsies themselves.

While this book provides much needed insight into the lives of Iraqi Gypsies, the motivations and dynamics which drive the (re)production of anti-Gypsy narratives in Iraq deserve equal attention. As Iraq enters it’s ‘post-conflict’, post-ISIS peacebuilding phase, this book provides a platform from which to begin grappling with complexities such as how to address deeply embedded anti-Gypsyism in such a way as to promote equality in access to education, employment, and ultimately social cohesion. It also poses uncomfortable questions for those of us who, as non-Gypsy researchers speak for, or with, Gypsies, and who, as everyday people, may internalise anti-Gypsysim more than we should. This book gives us pause to reflect upon the everyday language we use, the political choices we make, and the media we consume.

It is my hope that this book will encourage researchers, journalists, scholars, and activists, to conduct research alongside Iraqi Gypsies, but equally that it will contribute towards a body of evidence which advocates for equality of service provision and the erosion of structural violence, ultimately enabling Iraqi Gypsies to speak for themselves – and be heard.

Sarah Edgcumbe

PhD Candidate, School of International Relations, University of St Andrews

December 2024.


Abstract:

In 2003, after the fall of the previous regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq, the gypsies’ houses were attacked by religious militias in many sites, and they cut off the electricity and destroyed the only school there. This situation threw light on the kind of relations between gypsies and their neighbours. The empirical socio-anthropological study investigates Gypsies as an international phenomenon and as a sub-culture in Iraqi society. It focuses on their social adaptation in Iraq.

The work is based on George Homans’s theory of social exchange, which was enriched by Peter Blau, Thebot, and Kelly as a theoretical framework.

The essence of this theory is the process of balance between costs and profits that results from social interaction.

This study’s approach is a case study that deals with units (individuals or groups). Here, the household is the study unit, as we depend on this approach (case study). The comparative, historical, and statistical methods are used.

This research concentrates on the Gypsies in two regions:

Kamaliya in Baghdad and Fawwar in Qadisiya province as patterns for other Gypsies groups all over the country.

These groups are:

1- Gypsies’ village of Hammam El Alil (Mosul).

2- Gypsies’ village of Taza (Kerkuk).

3- Gypsies’ village of Kenan (Diala).

4- Gypsies’ village of Abu Ghraib (Baghdad).

5- Gypsies’ village of Shomali (Babil).

6- Gypsies’ village of Shatra (Nasiriya).

7- Gypsies’ village of Fajir (Nasiriya).

8- Gypsies’ village of Zubair (Basra).

However, the two regions mentioned above (Kamaliya & Fawwar) have standard features and suitable patterns in all other areas. Besides, they represent the places of activities and polarisation for a long time.

Methodological techniques used are:

1- Interviews 2- Observation 3- Tellers 4- data and documents.

The study has two sides: theoretical and practical (fieldwork).

The theoretical part has two chapters; the first is on the research frames and background, while the second is an introduction to the Gypsies study and it has a considerable hypothesis that the word (Kawliya) which means (Gypsies) in Iraq, dates back to the king (Kawil) in India.

The fieldwork part has six chapters: the first deals with the relationship system, from studying the family, relationships, and the suitable status of the woman as a result of her economic role.

The family size in Kamaliya was (10.2) souls against (9) souls in Fawwar.

The chapter also discusses the weakness of relations among relatives.

Chapter two focuses on the religious system and that all the Gypsies are Muslims and this is a kind of social adaptation or integration.

Chapter three deals with economic activities, including singing, music, dance, sex trade (sex work) and bar business. The chapter also shows the importance of women in these activities.

Chapter four studies social control according to its main elements: law, religion and mores. It indicates that the most influential kind of control is the law (police).

Chapter five deals with cultural communication, and it shows that cultural connection is more active in Kamaliya than in Fawwar, and this in turn refers to the contact with the society of Baghdad.

Chapter six focuses on social adaptation, which is divided into two types: adaptation in form (appearance), like fashions, religion, language and habits of eating and drinking. This type of adaptation is an identical adaptation (from one side). Adaptation, in essence, is closely related to the relation of affinity (interracial marriage), friendship, and neighbourhood. The latter needs two sides (Gypsies & no Gypsies).

The last chapter throws light on the current situation of gypsies in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the domination of religious militias and parties.

Finally, the research consists of suggestions and recommendations, among them:

Gathering Gypsies in certain places with considerable services, especially entertainment services and directing the Gypsies to certain jobs like agriculture so they could practice easily and need not certain skills.

The study suggests also supplying Gypsies communication with healthy censorship and security means.


Introduction

Whenever Gypsies are mentioned—by any of their various local names and in any country around the world—the term often provokes curiosity due to the strangeness, mystery, and attraction associated with their way of life. Their existence is surrounded by countless stories, theories, and prejudices, which collectively contribute to a stereotypical image that precedes them wherever they go or are spoken of.

Gypsies have long inspired, and continue to inspire, poets, singers, and lovers of freedom and spontaneity. Their lives—characterized by constant movement, joyfulness, and various artistic expressions such as singing and dancing—are often linked to ideals of freedom and nonconformity. Numerous theories exist concerning their origins, migration routes, and whether they descend from a single race or multiple ethnic groups.

As a subject, Gypsies offer rich material for social and anthropological research due to their unique cultural traits, which shape most aspects of their lifestyle. Their social nature is remarkably adaptable, absorbing many features of the societies they enter, including language, religion, and customs. At the same time, they preserve distinct characteristics—especially in livelihood, residence, and belief systems—that set them apart.

Gypsies live in many parts of the world: they roam across Europe, the Americas, African deserts, and Asian farmlands. They often consider themselves a mystery—one that outsiders cannot easily penetrate.

This study provides a general overview of Gypsies, focusing on their definitions, origins, and global nomenclature. It pays particular attention to the Gypsies of Iraq, known locally as Kawliya, by investigating the origin of this term. The author proposes a new theory about the name’s origin, diverging from existing, commonly accepted theories. The study also examines the geographical distribution of the Kawliya in Iraq.

The Kawliya have faced aggression and displacement by armed religious militias and terrorist groups that emerged after the fall of the regime following the 2003 war and occupation of Iraq. These attacks were justified by accusations of the Kawliya’s moral deviance and behaviours deemed incompatible with Iraq’s conservative culture. As a result, their already precarious lives became even more difficult, plunging them into conditions more dire than those they had previously endured—as will be demonstrated in this study.

The central focus of this fieldwork is the social adaptation of the Kawliya. The study of social adaptation involves an analysis of the entire social structure of the community under investigation. Therefore, this research explores the key systems that are directly related to social adaptation, including kinship, economic and religious structures, as well as social discipline. It also examines communication and social interaction and evaluates adaptation as an independent variable by analysing the extent to which it manifests across different aspects of Kawliya life.

It is important to distinguish between social adaptation and social integration. Social integration implies the abandonment of many traditions, practices, and values of a minority group in favour of conforming to the dominant culture. In exchange, individuals from the minority may gain greater opportunities and access within the larger society. In contrast, social adaptation often involves surface-level or strategic changes made by individuals or groups to reduce social friction and avoid negative reactions to their distinct cultural practices, without fully assimilating.

The first chapter raises theoretical questions concerning the classification of Gypsies as an ethnic minority and explores the various names attributed to them globally. The second chapter examines several hypotheses about their racial origins and discusses the shared characteristics of Gypsy groups across different regions, including a section on the Gypsies and the Holocaust.

The third chapter introduces the topic of Gypsies by exploring their commonly used names, racial hypotheses, and estimated global population. It also investigates the presence of the Kawliya in Iraq, including their arrival in the country and current locations.

The field research comprises seven chapters:

•Chapter Four analyses the kinship system in three parts: household structure (covering family size, gender distribution, education, etc.), kinship ties and the status of relatives, and finally, marriage practices and associated rituals.

•Chapter Five explores the religious system, examining the role of religion in Kawliya life, their level of religious observance, and how their occupations may conflict with religious norms.

•Chapter Six discusses the economic system, with emphasis on primary occupations such as entertainment (singing, music, and dance), sex work (including the role of pimps), and other commercial activities like shop ownership or management.

•Chapter Seven deals with social discipline and the internal forces that regulate individual behaviour within the community.

•Chapter Eight focuses on urban communication and social interaction, including communication styles, their effects, and the resulting forms of social engagement—especially in terms of how this influence adaptation.

•Chapter Nine centres on social adaptation itself, presenting examples of adaptation achieved by the Kawliya and comparing adaptation levels between the two study areas.

•Chapter Ten addresses issues related to the Kawliya’s housing and neighbourhood conditions following the political transformations in Iraq after 2003. It concludes with suggestions and recommendations for addressing their current situation and exploring potential long-term solutions.

The Gypsies, or Kawliya, represent a distinct subculture that stands in contrast to Iraq’s dominant cultural norms and values. They remain a source of fascination—and, for many, a mystery—that continues to attract both the public and academic researchers.
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