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Nomadism is an ancestral lifestyle which can be found all over the world, comprising different 

sorts of practices. In general, nomads and sedentaries manage to cohabit in a cordial exchange 

of services; but in Europe, the development of modern states led progressively to the extinction 

of this way of life, except in the Romani communities. Even though travelling is only a 

secondary aspect of the Romani culture, many discriminating attitudes from states and societies 

have stigmatised their way of life. Republican toleration, in the French understanding, considers 

individual or group identities as part of the private realm and thus does not rationalise 

multiculturalism in the public. In this essay, we will thus have a look at the interpretation the 

French government has made to deal with the Romani populations in its territory.  

This essay will firstly focus shortly on the Romani communities in Europe as to 

introduce the French context. The second part will discuss the issue of recognising the Romani 

population as a minority in France, in the understanding of Charles Taylor’s theory. Thirdly, 

we will focus on the effects of minority recognition in the majority under the theory of Iris 

Marion Young. It will lead us to redefine French national citizenship and have a look at the 

recent policies of exclusion.  

The objective of this dissertation is to describe, analyse and provide some elements of 

response to the tradition of exclusion towards traveller groups that reigns in sedentary societies. 

These theories of multiculturalism were chosen to argue against the active discourse of 

exclusion or complete assimilation of nomad groups still present today, as if they represented a 

threat for state sovereignty and individual well-being. However, we will manage to conclude 

that it is possible to connect multicultural recognition with the French concepts of society. 

 

 

 

 

I. Nomadism, Romanies and the French situation 

 

Nomadism, even though it is an ancestral way of life, remains complex to define and more 

importantly, remains outside the understanding of what is society. As the scholar Dualta 

Roughneen explains it in her piece on state human rights violations towards travellers: 

“Contemporary society accepts sedentary living as a norm and there has been a historical unease with 

nomadic living especially since the beginning of empire and nation building; this unease manifesting 
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itself from a variety of forms from integration and assimilation of nomadic group, to slavery and ethnic 

cleansing.” (Roughneen, 2010, p. 6) 

It is thus with the creation of the modern state and the understanding of national identity that 

the nomads really started interfering against the development of sedentary living. In Europe, 

the greater population of nomads could be referred under the term Roma or Romanies, even 

though some less important nomadic behaviour can be found outside of this ethnic group. 

Thanks to linguistic research, it has been revealed that the Romanies left India around the 

eleventh century and reached Europe through the Ottoman Empire in the thirteenth century. 

Even though the nomadic tradition can be retraced from this period of travel, it is more probable 

that the Romani people continued travelling in order to survive more than by willingness 

(Hancock, 2002, pp. 6-14, 101). According to Jean-Pierre Liégeois, nomadism in Europe has 

structural and reactive origins: on one hand there is a social organisation built upon travel, 

especially to fulfil economic needs, and on the other, the historical exclusion of their ways of 

life constrained the communities to remain nomad. In most cases the nature of work was 

compatible with roaming and responded to a social need: services such as mechanical 

reparation, grinding, boiler making, provided periodic assistance as constant presence was not 

essential (Roughneen, 2010, pp. 46, 50). 

 In France, some Romani groups were reported travelling in the territory since the 

Middle-Ages; thus, at the building of the modern state, there were minorities which had the 

same value as members of society than any other French citizen (Liégeois, 1975, p. 295). After 

1912, the act of travelling was rationalised with the creation of an anthropometrical document 

for each member and the obligation of regular police control. Just as a reminder, 

anthropometrics were invented in the context of identifying criminals with certitude. This 

policy clearly showed the will of coercing deviant groups to join society norms by abandoning 

their traditional ways of life. It must also be highlighted that this policy provided of excellent 

data collection for the search and gathering of the Romanies during the IIIrd Reich Occupation 

in France, and facilitated the internment of 6 000 people (Hubert, M-C., Filhol, E., 2009, p. 17).  

The French Republic was designed over the principles of indivisibility and laïcité, separating 

the public and the private realm. In this case, as to define the ways of life of the Romanies, the 

administration chose the word Gens du voyage (People of travel), external to possible ethnic 

identities and traditions. Any person that has no fix housing after six months can be entitled of 

a document called ‘the circulation booklet’. The mobility of the Gens du voyage is not respected 

because of their culture but because the individual chose a mobile way of life (CNCDH, 2008, 

pp. 5-9). 
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Iris Marion Young assesses that the political assimilation of Indians in the United-States 

society can be considered as “genocide” in the sense of rational destruction of a people, an 

identity (1990, p. 182). Indeed, even though there were not always actual killings, the concept 

of ‘people’ was to be structurally dismantled by acts such as separation of children and parents, 

prohibition of speaking the native language, or destruction of the means of traditional living. It 

was seen very clearly by the slaughter of buffalos of the 1870s organised by colonists and the 

military, which annihilated the nomadic Kaiowas and other plain nations by destroying their 

resources (Joseph, 1995, pp. 374-376). The reason for this slaughter was to force the Indian 

nomads to live on state subsidies in the reservations and thus prevent them from living their 

nomadic life. Such equivalent can be found in the French case in the past but also in the current 

situation. The 2008 report of the Consultative Commission on Human Rights reveals the major 

state violations which clearly denote the continuity of politics of assimilation towards travelling 

communities. 

- Violation of freedom of movement: the obligations to always possess the ‘booklet of 

circulation’ and to have citizens to proceed to regular controls with the authorities limit 

travel and continue stigmatising this way of living. 

- Violation of freedom of installation: all individuals must be attached to a municipality 

under the condition that the number of members does not exceed 3% of the town 

population, limiting in that case the freedom of deciding where to belong to.  

- Violation of civil rights: a person with a ‘booklet of circulation’ must be attached to the 

same municipality for more than 3 years without interruption to have the right to vote, 

when it is of six months for the other citizens.  

- Discrimination in the access to labour: With the evolution of legislation in terms of 

normalising recycling practices, obligating certified training for professional handcraft, or 

non-recognition of familial transmission, traditional activities can no longer be practiced 

by the travelling communities. On the other hand, access to normalised work is impeded 

by the possibility of travelling, the need for permanent address or more often, simply the 

discriminating reaction of the employer. 

- Violation of the right to education: even though the right to education for all children and 

adult is ‘a duty of the state’ (Constitution, 2009), some municipalities use unjustifiable 

motives to limit the access to travelling children. Excuses such as not enough room in the 

schools, or the impossibility of applying the rules of pupils’ assignation are used to protect 

the school from the so-called negative influence of travelling children.  
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- Discrimination in the rights to housing: caravans are considered as habitat but not as 

housing which limits considerably the access to social rights; however it still enables them 

to pay local taxes. The little recognition of the ‘booklet of circulation’ outside the police 

and administrative authorities limit the access to private services such as banks, or 

insurance companies. 

And more importantly these violations concerning only French citizens, the case of the 

incoming Romani communities is taken separately with a superficial interest upon the human 

rights violations processed towards these communities in their country of origin (CNCDH, 

2008, pp. 9-13). 

 

II. Recognition of the communities in society 

 

The two authors, who will be discussed in perspective with the vision of the French state 

considering politics of multiculturalism, are favouring dialogue, integration and respect of 

minorities. While Taylor discusses the utility of minority recognition, Iris Marion Young 

wishes the implementation of minority representation in politics. 

The issue of recognition as being part of the construction of the group or individual’s 

identity is important to Taylor, in both the conception by the self and the conception by the 

other (1994, p. 25). In his perspective, defining the group or the minority in legal terms, enable 

this minority to obtain a status in society. Currently, the travellers in France are defined by one 

aspect of their way of life which is mobility or semi-sedentarity. Consequently, their culture is 

not perceived for its authenticity, but for one deviant aspect which forces society to design 

particular policies. While detailing the importance of authenticity, Taylor wants to show how 

there cannot be an external set of value judging what culture is better than other, even though 

the majority might have adopted one particular culture (1994, p. 64). European modern 

democracies are all following what Taylor calls politics of “equalization of rights and 

entitlements”, everyone is an equal citizen before the law. However, this does not mean some 

differential treatments cannot be implemented to ensure the same access to rights to all citizens. 

In this matter, the access to labour, to education and to social rights must apply to travellers the 

same way the state is obliged to implement their application for disabled members of society 

(Taylor, 1994, p. 37).  

Successful multiculturalism, for Taylor, would mean providing value to all the cultures that are 

part of society. And equal recognition would mean acknowledging the existence of other norms, 



5 

 

other standards: for example by accepting that oral transmission is not inferior to written history 

(1994). In France, this can be acceptable only if particularities remain in the sphere of the 

private and do not become politically separated. Social life and private life must respect the 

public order, which would be in general incompatible with the order necessary for Romanies to 

live in their understanding of life (Wieviorka, 1997, p. 39). 

Is it possible to consider a French society where different cultures would be valued in 

the public realm, while respecting indivisibility and the social contract? Taylor condemns the 

acts of euro-centrism that push to understand western civilisation as a superior way of life: the 

adjectives ‘developed’ and ‘under-developed’ or ‘developing’ countries illustrates well this 

tendency, as development is only understood as relative to a certain context (1994, p. 42). Thus, 

as an element of response, the solution which could be found in the French context is to 

universalise the access to mobility. By removing travelling from the social assumption that it is 

a deviant behaviour, it would be valued as acceptable. As Taylor expresses it, “the rigidities of 

procedural liberalism may rapidly become impractical in tomorrow’s world” (1994, p. 61). 

Consequently, if there was an official wish to produce an equal society, institutions should 

design their procedures in a non-discriminative way: for example, by applying the same 

procedures to all individuals living in mobile housing: sailing boats, river-boats, caravans, etc. 

Instead of having an appellation (Gens du voyage) strictly reserved to Romani communities, 

but which does not identify them as a minority group.  

Taylor draws his theories from Rousseau who seems to consider that if the state establishes 

non-discriminative ideals, than people will follow this understanding (Taylor, 1994, p. 48). 

However, we could wonder if by assessing the ideal of the Social Contract, the official and 

officious link between the individual and the state, there is not already the answer of the 

oppression of nomad people in democracies. Nomads, even more than criminals, reject the 

social contract: they might consider themselves as free from property, a concept which is 

imbedded in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen promoted by Rousseau 

(1964, pp. 352-360).  

 

III. The risks of jeopardising the established mainstream 

 

Romanies, under all their appellations: Tzigans, Bohemians, Gypsies, have developed emotions 

of fear and wonder among the sedentaries (Hancock, 2002, p. 32). The majority would thus 
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consider them generally as ‘strangers from the inside’, tolerating the presence of camps in the 

same way they deal with prisons and municipal dumps (CNCDH, 2008, p. 8). 

Iris Marion Young describes three aspects that come in opposition to the freedom of 

exercising one’s culture. Firstly, assimilation supposes that the different group, the minority, 

ought to adapt to the majority. In other terms, society provides the means to be equal only if the 

individuals follow the mainstream. Secondly, the way of life of the majority becoming the 

norm, what is seen as universal and fair comes from the mainstream culture. All what is 

different is thus deviant and impeding the realisation of equality. If the universal human is 

sedentary, then the nomad is not completely human or is not a complete citizen. The third point 

describes the dual consciousness that arises in the minds of the second generations of 

assimilated, facing the dilemma of keeping their culture of birth, or of embracing completely 

the mainstream (Young, 1990, pp. 164-165). All this structured set of valuing social life is very 

strong in France where the republican model was put in place in the perspective of universal 

truth. Since the festivities of July, 14th 1790 for the celebration of the federating France, the 

republican ideal seemed above cultural diversity. Thus, all what is different from this bi-

centenary heritage is understood as a threat of French national culture (Wieviorka, 1997, p. 38). 

However, we could argue that this ideal setting the national identity is perhaps not incompatible 

with mobility. Even though it was not thought at the time, we could imagine comprising 

travelling communities into the national project. This would only mean providing these 

members of society the rights of all citizens. 

Why is it not the case? Why is France reluctant to provide complete citizenship to theses 

citizens? Iris Marion Young argues some oppressed group might manage to be represented and 

respected with the creation of official separate structures. In other words, if democratic societies 

genuinely wanted to provide equal treatment to its citizens, it should accept the existence of 

political lobbies built on activism against their oppression and officialising group 

representation. However, this sort of community representation must be done in such a way that 

it won’t promote, on the contrary, greater stigmatisation and dividedness (Young, 1990). Even 

though lobbying cannot be implemented in France, under freedom of association, it is 

conceivable to develop social mobilisation and pressurise governments. In the case of the Gens 

du voyage, however, there image is deteriorated to such an extent that it seems difficult to use 

this technique. In other words, while the state is reluctant to provide special treatments to some 

10,000 citizens for administrative and economic reasons, society on its own, neither wishes to 

embrace the issue because of a long term negative reputation of the communities (Reyniers, A., 

Williams, P. , 1990, p. 92). 
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According to I.M. Young, there is no other possibility to exist in society than to apply ‘liberal 

humanism’, in other words, accept the principles and the norms of the mainstream (Young, 

1990, p. 169). In application, it would mean that to work, you must learn to read, write and 

count, you must thus go to school. To go to school you must have an address, you must have 

parents who earn enough money for you to have an address and go to school. Once you finished 

school, you find an activity which would provide you a living as to consume and raise a family 

as your parents did. To have social welfare, but also to vote, to realise your duties and to obtain 

your rights provided by the democratic society, you must have an address, be able to read the 

letters sent by public institutions, and understand the system. In short, literacy and settlement 

are two compulsory necessities to be part of society: the opinion of the mainstream will hardly 

change regarding Romanies if they do not comply with these necessities. 

 

IV. Romanies and citizenship 

 

Meanwhile society could make some inclusive efforts to ensure the access to rights to all 

citizens without disfiguring the mainstream habits, the understanding of the nature of the citizen 

might need to be redefined. Designing the roles, rights and duties of the citizen, also sets the 

elements to exclude the non-citizens, an issue we will analyse in the second paragraph. 

Imagining that the value of the Roma culture and of its traditional practices has been 

recognised by the state, and that there is the will to compromise between the current social 

norms and policies of integration of the Roma community without assimilation, then, the issue 

of determining citizenship as a whole appears. Indeed, citizenship is no longer constituted 

around the idea of common values, but around the projection for the same society. People 

recognise themselves in the same national project, but not because they identify to each other 

as belonging to the same culture. It would mean, under Castles view, that following the ‘formal 

citizenship’ which defines rights and duties around the political, civil and social domains, there 

would be a ‘substantial citizenship’ determined by the feeling of belonging to the nation. In this 

case, participating to social life, being authorised to work and having the act of travelling de-

stigmatised by the authorities would favour the development of ‘substantial citizenship’ in the 

Roma communities (Wieviorka, 1997, pp. 52-53). We could argue that this change in the 

understanding of the citizen does not require an ideological crisis in the French state. With the 

installation of a few policies facilitating the possibilities of travelling and of settling, and 

simplifying the administrative tasks, full citizenship could be acquired by the French Romanies 



8 

 

which have been discriminated until now. It is the lack of rational identity which would define 

the traveller as a member of society, with a status, that forces a withdrawal to communitarian 

behaviour (Touraine, 1997, pp. 306-307). As Taylor analysed it under Rousseau’s words, this 

only demands public policies of inclusion (Taylor, 1994, p. 48). 

 

However, the state policies, in dealing with Romani immigrants, have been clearly 

exclusive. There is a concrete willingness of the French state to keep the division of the 

travelling community into citizens and non-citizens. The summer evictions of Romanian, 

Bulgarian and Balkan Romanies were set in a context of 'internal security', and only concerned 

what the government called: ‘the regularisation of illegal camps’. The opinion of the Ministry 

of Home Affairs is to favour ‘dignified return’ to the Romani people in their home land and 

ensure the non-proliferation of illicit settlements (Hortefeux, 2010). Specifying the ethnic or 

cultural belonging of the Romani population, in that case, even though we saw that France did 

not recognise minorities, stigmatised even more the evicted persons. It also provided means to 

divide the travelling community within France between the citizens, which were not evicted, 

even though some might live in non-suitable areas, and the 'strangers', even though some might 

live in sedentary manners and are working (Romanés, 2010). 

In some aspects it reminds the theory that the Marxist W.E.B. DuBois develops in his book the 

Black Reconstruction. Colour segregation was an opportune social aspect in the United-States 

class society that helped the elite to keep a divided working class. Indeed, by developing a 

feeling of superiority in the white working class, the property-holders ensured their control over 

the working class (DuBois, 1976, p. 680). By dividing the travelling communities in more 

privileged and less privileged ones, separating them on the question of citizenship, the French 

Gens du voyage, and the Romanies from Eastern Europe cannot identify to a sole oppressed 

group. This mode of treatment can be highly criticised and might paint the will of the French 

state to undermine the extent of the issue and postpone once more actual policies of integration 

to prevent human rights violations. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 

The concepts which define the French state seem incompatible with multicultural ideals of 

recognition or political representation, argued by Charles Taylor and Iris Marion Young. 

However, in the case of travelling communities, we have proven that France had developed 
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special treatment for these communities, and even though it still violated some fundamental 

aspects of the rights of citizens, it provided them the possibility of keeping some of their 

traditions. We saw that the non-cultural recognition of the Gens du voyage was more a 

politically correct formula to determine the ethnic and cultural group of Romanies than a state 

implementation concerning all kinds of non-sedentary citizens. Broadening this special 

treatment to all individual wishing not to have a fixed address would reduce stigmatisation and 

provide value to the Romani culture without breaking the ideal of indivisibility. 

On the other hand, to ensure no coerced assimilation of the travelling minority in France would 

mean ensuring that administrative procedures are non-discriminative. This leads us to question 

the state preference between violating International Human Rights Law and modifying the 

essence of the status of the citizen, identified through the projection in a common ideal instead 

of through a set of common values.  

To conclude, we could say that complete citizenship for nomad people could be acquired under 

state will. If discrimination follows its progression it can be reduced by the mobilisation of the 

public opinion without the need of minority-group official representation, only by ensuring the 

respect of laws. 

 

 

 

  



10 

 

 

Bibliography 
 

CNCDH. (2008). Etude et Propositions sur la situation des Roms et des Gens du Voyage en 

France. Paris: Commission Nationale Consultative des Droits de l'Homme. 

Constitution. (2009, 11 27). Préambule Constitution 1946. Consulted on 11 29, 2010, on 

Légifrance: public service for the diffusion of Law: 

http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/html/constitution/const02.htm 

DuBois, W. (1976). Black Reconstruction (Vol. Vol. 8 of The Complete Published Works). 

Millwood, N.Y: Kraus-Thomson Organization. 

Hancock, I. (2002). We are the Romani People. Hertfordshire: University of Hertfordshire 

Press. 

Hortefeux, B. (2010, 09 11). Press Conference: Conférence de Presse sur la mise en Oeuvre 

des mesures d'évacuation des campements illicites. Consulted on 12 1, 2010, on Ministère de 

l'Intérieur: http://www.interieur.gouv.fr/sections/le_ministre/interventions/conf-presse-

campements-illicites/view 

Hubert, M-C., Filhol, E. (2009). Les Tsiganes en France: Un Sort à Part 1939 - 1946. Paris: 

Librairie Académique Perrin. 

Joseph, A. (1995). 500 Nations: An Illustrated History of the North American Indians. 

London: Hutchinson/Pinlico. 

Liégeois, J.-P. (1975, Jul-Sept). Naissance du pouvoir Tsigane . Revue Française de 

Sociologie, Vol.16, No.3 , pp. 295-316. 

Mermet, D. (2010, 08 31). Casse-toi Pauvre Pauvre! (Audio) Consulted on 11 14, 2010, in 

Là-bas Si j'y Suis: http://www.la-bas.org/article.php3?id_article=1970&var_recherche=roms 

Reyniers, A., Williams, P. . (1990, Oct-Dec). Permanence Tsigane et politique de 

sédentarisation dans la France de l'après-guerre. Etudes Rurales: Identités et sociétés 

Nomades, No. 120 , pp. 80-106. 

Romanés, A. (2010). Les Corbeaux sont les Gitans du Ciel. Nouvel Observateur, no. 502108 . 

Roughneen, D. (2010). The Right to Roam: Travellers and Human Rights in the Modern 

Nation-State. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

Rousseau, J.-J. (1964). Oevres Complètes III, Le Contrat Social, Ch. II,III, IV. Paris: Editions 

Gallimard, pp. 352-360. 

Taylor, C. (1994). 'The Politics of Recognition'. in A. Gutmann, Multiculturalism (pp. 25-73). 

Princeton & Chichester: Princeton University Press. 



11 

 

Touraine, A. (1997). 'Faux et vrais problèmes'. in M. Wieviorka, Une Société Fragmentée? Le 

Multiculturalisme en Débat (pp. 291-319). Paris: La Découverte. 

Wieviorka, M. (1997). 'Culture, Société et Démocratie'. in M. Wierviorka, & e. al., Une 

Société Fragmentée? Le Multiculturalisme en Débat (pp. 11-60). Paris: La Découverte. 

Young, I. (1990). 'The Politics of Difference'. in I. Young, Justice and the Politics of 

Difference (pp. 156 - 191). Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

 

 


