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Original Scientific Paper

REPRODUCTIVE BEHAVIOR, ETHNICITY
AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS
A Comparison of two Serbian Gypsy Groups

Based on original fieldwork in Serbia, this paper elucidates and contrasts the
reproductive behavior of typically poor Gypsies with a group of much wealthier
Gypsies living in a Serbian village. This paper will test two hypotheses: 1) Gypsy
reproductive behavior is a result of their ethnic, traditional strategy, and/or 2)
Gypsy reproduction is a result of low status and being poor. This paper explores the
relationship between socioeconomic status, reproductive behavior and ethnicity.

Key words: K/r-selection, Gypsies, socioeconomic status.

Introduction

A couple of studies! reported that the general Gypsy population was relatively
,»I-selected* (more offspring, less parental care for each) when compared to non-Gypsy
populations in Europe. These studies suggested the Gypsy r-strategy was a result of a
mix of both genetic and cultural/traditional predispositions. ,,r* and ,,K* are symbols
that are used to define two ends of a hypothetical continuum that involves a tradeoff
between offspring production and parental care2 Both r-and K-strategists have the same
goal: the increase of their genes in succeeding generations. Humans are very K-selected
when compared to other species, though some people and groups are more on the K end
of the continuum than others. Some studies have proposed that in addition to genetic and
traditional predispositions, people with higher socioeconomic status are more likely to
have a K-strategy profile than those of lower status, as seen in variables such as
sexuality, mortality, reproduction and health.3 Their argument is that differences in

I Bereczkei, T. (1993). r-selected Reproductive Strategies Among Hungarian Gypsies. Ethnology
and Sociobiology, 14:71-88; Cvorovié, J. (2003). Sexual and Reproductive strategies among Serbian
Gypsies. Population & Environment. Vol. 25(1), November 2003, 123-148.

2 Rushton, J. P. (2000). Race, evolution and behavior. A life history perspective. Port Huron, MI:
Charles Darwin Research Institute.

3 Jensen, A. R. (1985). The nature of black-white difference on various psychometric tests.
Spearman’s hypothesis. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 8: 193-263, Weinrich, J. D. (1977). Human
sociobiology: pair bonding and resource predictability Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 2:91-118; but
see Rushton, J. P. & Bogaert, A. F. (1988). Race versus social class differences in sexual behavior: a
follow-up test of /K dimension. Journal of Research in Personality, 22: 259-272.
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reproductive and sexual behavior are the result of differences in the stability of the social
environment and resource predictability that are expected by people of different social
status, and where education, income and profession play a major role.

This paper describes and contrasts the reproductive behavior of typically poor
Gypsies with a group of much wealthier Gypsies living in a Serbian village. This is the
first research to study the reproductive behavior of the rich Gypsy group.

In Europe, the Gypsy population tends to suffer disproportionately from higher
rates of poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, crime and disease. At the same time, Gypsies
present a growing population in all parts of Europe: in the populations of the
post-communist states Gypsies number between 3 and 10%, and their birth-rate is more
than twice the national averages. There are two hypotheses that could explain Gypsy
reproductive and sexual behavior.

The first:

Gypsies’ sexual and reproductive behaviors are a result of their ethnic traditional
strategy that encourages endogamy and high fertility. Gypsy ethnicity became a
complex issue due to the historical and political circumstances they have encountered in
Europe: most Gypsies do not consider themselves members of a unified group, but
identify with the subgroup to which they belong, whose language and religion depend
on its location and circumstances. In Central and Eastern Europe today, the only
common distinctive feature these various Gypsy ,.tribes* share is their pronatalist,
endogamous tradition, which obviously has helped Gypsies so far to survive and leave
descendants, retaining their group uniqueness at the same time. Therefore their
situation, characterized by segregation and a low socio-economic position, could be in
part, self-imposed. This results from their traditional refusal to accept, and become a
part of the larger hierarchy of their host populations, where kinship remains an
important basis of cooperation, especially in the Balkans, and where a lot of what passes
for ethnicity at the local level is actually kinship. If this hypothesis is true, then wealth,
socioeconomic status and environmental predictability will not have an affect on Gypsy
reproductive strategy.

The second hypothesis:

The Gypsy pattern of reproduction is a result not of their traditions but of their
poverty, characterized by high levels of fertility, illegitimacy, crime, illiteracy and
welfare. The poor with high fertility have the assurance that the state welfare, or
Ltransfer payments* will keep their babies alive above the level of starvation.4 Gypsies’
chances of upward mobility into the middle class are few and remote— they have almost
no middle class to aspire to. Alternatively, to have an additional child is a source of
income, for many Gypsies, maybe the only certain one. So, why not have more children?
If this is true, then relatively better-off Gypsies, who do not need social assistance to
live, will have fewer children than the general Gypsy population, and will invest more in
each. One way of this investment would be to send Gypsy children to schools, so they
could become integrated into society, find better jobs, etc.

The hypotheses were tested on Serbian Gypsies. The state of Serbia recently
underwent the demographic transition, has large populations of Gypsies, and during the
communist regime, its government pursued a pronatalist/welfare policy, which might be

4Van den Berghe, P. L. (1979). Human Family Systems: an Evolutionary View. New York: Elsevier.
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relevant to Gypsy birth rates today. Several levels of data collecting and analysis were
employed to test the predictions listed above which include: fieldwork among two
Gypsy groups, comparison of all data on demographic assessment, specific economic,
cultural and social forces encouraging or discouraging high fertility and marriage
patterns among Gypsies.

Background

Today, an official estimate of Serbia’s true Gypsies range between 360,000 and
500,000, compared to 7,478,820. Serbs.5> There are at least eight subgroups/tribes of
Roma/Gypsies, some of whom lost their Romani language so that their mother tongue is
now Serbian. In the past, the characteristic of all Gypsy groups was that they did not mix
with each other—there appeared to be a strongly emphasized antagonism among the
groups. A system that divides these groups, much like a caste system, still exists in some
parts of Serbia today. With respect to other Gypsies, especially in the past, allowable
marriage choices were restricted. Gypsies were expected to marry someone within their
particular tribe and most obeyed that marriage rule. Through centuries of Turkish rule,
Gypsies were strictly endogamous: even the godfathers or best men at their weddings
were Gypsies. Many tribes considered the children Roma only if the father is Roma.6
After Gypsy nomadic life came to an end, some intermarriage with Serbs occurred,
although its incidence is low.

In Serbia, Gypsies occupy the lowest position on all socio-economic indicators:
They are the most unemployed, the least educated, the poorest, the most
welfare-dependent, and the most segregated.” At the same time, they have the most
children and the most divorces. In Serbia, Gypsies are associated with a variety of traits
characteristic of a low-investment style of reproduction. When compared to Serbs,
Gypsies have higher fertility, longer reproductive period, earlier onset of sexual
behavior and reproduction, more unstable pair-bonds, higher rates of single-parenting,
shorter intervals of birth spacing, higher infant mortality rate and higher criminality.8

The fieldwork was conducted in two Macva villages in Western Serbia: Bramble
and Cock. For the sake of informants’ protection, and on their request, the real names of
the villages are withheld and replaced with pseudonyms. The first village surveyed,
Bramble, is unique in many ways: it is 100% ethnically pure, that is, inhabited only by
Gypsies; also, the majority of Gypsies in this village are much wealthier than the rest of
the Gypsy population in Serbia. The second village, Cock, on the other hand, is a typical
poor Gypsy settlement. Gypsies in both villages belong to the Gurbeti Gypsy group.
Gurbet is a Turkish word, and means ,,a beggar®; these Gypsies are also called Turkish
Gypsies or Horaxane. They were Muslims until some 80 years ago. The two villages are
approximately 30 miles apart.

5 Save the Children (2001). Denied A Future? The Right To Education of Roma, Gypsy and Travelers
Children. Save the Children Fund. United Kingdom.

6 Djordjevié, T. R. (1932). Nas narodni Zivot i obicaji. Knjiga V1. Beograd. KnjiZzevna zadruga;
Vukanovié, T. (1983). Romi (Cigani) u Jugoslaviji. Vranje: Nova Jugoslavija.

7 Mitrovié, A. (1990). Na dnu. Romi na granicama siromastva. Beograd: Nauéna knjiga.

8 Cvorovi¢, J. (2003a). Sexual and Reproductive strategies among Serbian Gypsies. Population &
Environment. Vol. 25(1), November 2003.
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The village of Bramble: Rich Gypsy

This particular Gurbeti group came from Bosnia to Serbia in the late 19th century.
They were nomadic and mostly blacksmiths. In 1948, there were exactly Gypsy 30
houses in the village of Bramble.® Today, the village has approximately 350 houses
inhabited by around 1600 Roma. The informants tell, half jokingly, that they ,,chased
off** the Serbs, and became a majority after WWIL.

In many ways, this is an atypical village for Serbia: most streets are paved with
asphalt, there is a radio station ,,Bramble®, and most houses are big, with excessive
decoration, ornaments and sculptures. Some houses even have a swimming pool or a
fountain, in spite of the shortages of running water in the area. Young teenage males
riding their vespas are often seen. The wealth of these Gypsies comes from trade: during
Tito’s time, and especially in the 1990’s, at the time of the Milosevic regime and
sanctions against Serbia, this village was a meeting point of traders and
blackmarket-dealers from Serbia and Bosnia. Many Gypsies from this village
participated in legal and illegal trade of cattle, gasoline and tobacco. Among local Serbs
from a nearby village Brdarice, this place is known as ,,the city of tobacco*: Gypsies
here used to own and operate an illegal tobacco factory, producing Marlboro cigarettes
which they sold around the region of the former Yugoslavia. Today, however, most of
them live from cattle breeding and agriculture; unlike most Gypsies in Serbia, they are
landowners. An interesting fact is that, in spite of their wealth, almost all families
applied for a welfare allowance for a third child, but only around 20 families got some
social assistance. Out of these 20, 3 families got financial support from the state because
they have mentally retarded children.

In spite of their wealth, the reproductive pattern of these Gypsies seems to fit the
general Gypsy population. They start sexual life early and enter endogamous marriages at
an early age: females have to be virgins in order to get married, and a bride price goes up to
several thousand euros. The educational level of most informants is low: most of them
have only a few grades of elementary school, despite the school existing in their village.
The average lifespan is around 65 years of age, which is below the Serbian national
average. However, unlike the general Gypsy population in Serbia,!0 divorce is very rare;
informants justify this fact by saying that they don’t have time to ,,fool around** since most
males work full time. For males, marriage with Serbs is often discussed: most of the
informants say that they will happily trade with Serbs, marry their daughters, but would
never ,,give away* a Gypsy girl to a Serb. One male informant argued: ,,We usually don’t
marry outside our village. When we do, we bring females here; we don’t give away our
daughters. It’s better that she marries someone poor in this village than a man I don’t
know. When we take women from other villages, even Serbs, we teach them how to
behave, what to do. But we don’t give our daughters to marry Serbs®. Actually, these
Gypsies stay isolated from the Serbs and other Gypsy groups; they explain this fact by
saying that they are unique, because they are capable of making money which in turn
places them in a higher social position towards other Gypsy groups.

9 Radovanovié, V. S. (1994). Sabacka Posavina i Pocerina: antropogeografska ispitivanja/12
terenskih beleznica. Priredila M. Radovanovic. Sabac.

10 Cvorovié, J. (2003a). Sexual and Reproductive strategies among Serbian Gypsies. Population &
Environment. Vol. 25(1), November 2003.
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The village of Cock: Poor Gypsy

This village is also inhabited by a Gurbeti Gypsy group. The Gypsies in this
village are poor. These Gypsies used to be basket-makers. There are around 56 Gypsy
houses out of 300. The approximate number of Gypsies in this village is 450. The
average number of individuals per household is 8. Until the war in 1991, they used to
travel all over the former Yugoslavia and sell their products. Today, most of them
scramble to survive: they do a little trading, work for Serbs on the land during the
season, or wait for help from their relatives who went to Austria to work. Their
reproductive cycle is typical for Gypsies: early, endogamous marriages, quick and ease
divorce, and many children who grow up in acute poverty. When asked why they have
so many children when they cannot feed them, one male informant argued: ,,Poor people
always have time for sex and making babies—we don’t have anything else [ajob] to do*.
For example, one 40-year old female Gypsy gave birth to her 8th child this spring; she
and her husband are both unemployed and live from begging in the village, helped by
the husband’s occasional work. The average life expectancy is around 55 years, which is
the average for the general Gypsy population in Europe.ll

As far as schooling, only 5 males had started secondary education; most of the
villagers have never finished elementary school, and some are illiterate. None receive
welfare because they are unemployed and many are not even registered with the
officials, so they could not even qualify for social assistance.

Table 1. The comparison of the rich and poor Gypsy groups

GENERAL RICH GYPSY POOR GYPSY
GYPSY GROUP GROUP
Members per house 4.20 8.38 8.01
Av. Number of 376 4.01 4.70
children
Age of first 17.5 16.09 16.02
pregnancy
Age of first na 15.50 15.05
intercourse
Intercourse per week | na 2.62 4.02
Divorce Frequent Rare Frequent
Education level Low Low Low
never completed 0% 68% 76%
elementary. school

11 Reyniers, A. (1995). Gypsy populations and their movements within central and eastern Europe
and towards some OECD countries. In International Migration and Labour Market Policies: Occasional
Papers No 1, Paris.
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Conclusion

The general Gypsy sample, and the information gathered from Gypsy settlements
in Macva support the generalization that Gypsies have adopted a relatively r-style
reproductive strategy. The comparison of the data show that wealth, socioeconomic
status and environment predictability have no effect on the Gypsy reproductive strategy.
The data from these three samples correlate closely: there are almost no differences in
the number of individuals per house, average age of first pregnancy and intercourse,
number of children per family and educational level, in spite of the differences in wealth
between the Gypsy groups. Therefore, Gypsies’ sexual and reproductive behaviors
might be a result of their ethnic traditional strategy that encourages endogamy and high
fertility. Gypsy reproductive and sexual behavior might be the answer to life conditions
their ancestors have met and lived in. Since their first appearance in the Balkans
centuries ago, the Gypsies’ main concern was how to survive, and outwit obstacles in
life, which included persecution, enslavement and harassment. Gypsy traditions
obviously have helped them in the past to leave descendants. This particular tradition of
sexual and reproductive behavior was, for Gypsies, an inheritable and replicable trait,
which tended to increase in frequency along with the descendants.

Deep social changes are needed for Gypsies to become integrated into modern
European society. Gypsies’ cultural and economic development, and the prevention of
discrimination against them will only be successful if their traditions are better
understood.

Jenena YBOPOBITh

PEIMPOAYKTHUBHO INOHAILIAKE, ETHULUTET
N COLMO-EKOHOMCKHU CTATYC
[opeheme e rpyne Poma

Ogaj paj ce 6aBu nmopehermem u KOHTPacTOM PenpoayKTUBHUX cTpaTeruja jise rpyne Poma — L{urana
KOj J)KMBe y MauBu: jesiHa rpyIia je U3y3eTHO CHpOMalllHa, TUITMYHA 32 POMCKY I10ITyJIaliijy YOIILITe, a Apyra
rpyna je eoma 6orara u HetunuuHa 3a Pome y Cpbuju, xao u 'y cery. Takolje, y paiy ce pacipapiba 0 OIHO-
CY COLIIOEKOHOMCKOT CTaTyca, PENpo/lyKTUBHOT IOHAIIakha U ETHUIUTETA. TecTupaHe cy /1Be XUIIOTe3e:

IIpsa xuiioitiesa:

PenpoyKTHBHO NoHalIame PoMa je pe3yinTaT BUXOBe €THHYKE TPaJULIHOHAIHE CTPATErHje Koja I10-
JprKaBa eHIOraMujy U BUCOKH (epruiurer. ETHHIIMTET POMa II0CTA0 je KOMIUIEKCHO UTAHe 3aXBajbyjyhu
HCTOPHUJCKUM U IOJUTUYKUM OKOJHOCTUMA Koje ¢y Pomu 3atexin y EBponu. [lanac, Behuna Poma He cmatpa
cebe npunaJHULUMA je/IHe KOXePEHTHE Tpylalyje, Hero ce IMojeAMHIM HASHTU(UKY]Y ca NoA-rpynama u3
KOjHX CY IIOTEKJIW, @ YHjHU je3UK U PEIIUIHja 3aBUCE O] JIOKALHU]e U CPEJAMHCKUX OKOJIHOCTH. Y LIEHTPAJIHO] U
ucTo4yHoj EBpomny, jequHa 3ajeiHIYKa KapaKTePUCTHKA OBUX Pa3HUX IuieMeHa PoMa jecTe BHUXOBa IpoHaTa-
JUCTHYKA, CHIOTaMHa TPaJUInja, KOja je OYUIIICHO y IIPOLLIOCTH ToMOrIa PoMuMa 1a IpexuBe U 0CTaBe
MOTOMKE, 3a/iprkaBajyhint moceGHOCT rpyne y UcTo Bpeme. 300r Tora, cuTyanuja y kojoj ce Pomu nanac nana-
3e, a Uhje Cy KapaKTepUCTUKE cerperaiuja i Hu3aK JpyLITBEHO-EKOHOMCKH MOJI0Ka]j, MOXe Ja Oy/ie JesioM
camou3asBana. OBO pe3yJITupa U3 POMCKOI TPAJAULUOHAIHOI 040Mjatba Jla IpUXBarte, U 0CTaHy J1eo Behe
XHjepapxuje BbUXOBHX 3eMaJba-JoMahrHa, y KojuMa Cy polauke Be3e U OHOCH OCTalIi Kao BeoMa BaxkHa 0a-
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3a 3a capajiby U PELUIPOLUTET, HAPOUUTO Ha balkaHy, Iie MHOIO TOra IITO IPOJIa3d Ka0 eTHULUTET Ha JIO-
KaJIHOM HUBOY Y CTBapH IIPeJICTaBjba CPOJCTBO. AKO je OBa XUIIOTE3a Ta4Ha, OHJ1a G0raTCTBO, COLIHOCKOHOM-
CKH I0JIOXKA] U NPEABUUBUBOCT CPEAUHCKHUX U IPYIITBEHUX OKOJHOCTU Hehe yTHLAaTH Ha PenpoyyKTHBHY
crpaterujy Poma.

Jlpyea xutioitiesa:

Hauus penponykuuje Poma Hije pe3ynTar yTunaja buxoBe tpaauiuje Beh je npoaykT cupomalursa,
3a KOje Cy KapaKTepUCTHYHHU BEIUKH (EPTHIIUTET, BeJIMKa CMPTHOCT 0J10j4a/ii, BEJIMKY Opoj BaHOpauHe Je-
1, PeIATUBHO BEJIUKA CTOIA 3JI0YUHA, HEIIMCMEHOCT U 3aBUCHOCT 0J] coljanne nomohu. Hajcupomannuju
CJI0j CTAHOBHHUILTBA, Ca BEJIMKOM CTOIOM (DePTUIIMTETA, OCIIaha Ce Ha AP)KaBHE IPOrpaMe COLUjalIHe U MaTe-
pujanHe nomohu, KOju Tako ozp)aBa HOBOpOheHy Jelly HM3HajJ HUBOA IJaJ0Baba M yMakbyje CMPTHOCT
ucrux. lllance Poma na ce ycriHy Ha JpyIUTBEHO] JIECTBULM — Y CPE/itbY KJIAcy, IJI€aHO 10 IPUXOAUMA U HU-
BOY 00pa3oBama — JJaJIeKe Cy U He MHOI'O BEpOBAaTHE, HAPOYUTO aKo ce MMa y BUy ia Pomu ckopo a 1 Hema-
JY »»Ccpeamy Kiacy* kojoj 6u Texxnin. 360r Tora, anTepHaTHBa je pahare BeaIukor 6poja aete, Koja cy 4ecto,
300r couujanHe nomohu/aeunjer 1oaaTKa, U jeAMHU CUTYPHU IIPUXO/ Ha KOju Pomu Mory padyHatu. 3amro
OHJ/Ia HeMaTH Bulle Jere? AKO je 0Ba IIOCTAaBKa TauyHa, OHJa penaTiuBHO uMyhHuju Pomu, kojuma Huje mo-
TpebHa conujaiHa momoh 1a Ou pexuBeNu, IMajy Mambe JIeLie 110 HOPOJIUIU HEro POMCKa IOIyJIalija yorl-
mTe, ¥ aHanorso p 1 K Teopuju, yinaxky BUILIE y CBaKO AeTe. JelaH HauKH ylarama 01 OHO U LIKOJIOBAmkE Jie-
11e, Kako OM OHa MOIJIa JIaKIIIE ja Ce HHTETPHUIIY y APYIITBO, U CXOAHO 0Opa3oBamwy U ymehy, fa Haly u Goibe
miahene mnociose.

Oge xurnotese cy Tectupane Ha cprickuM L{urannma — 'ypbetuma. CpOuja je HetaBHO MpolLia Kpo3
JemMorpadcKy TpaH3MLHjy, UMa PEIaTHBHO BENUKY MOIyJaunjy Poma, 1 TOKOM KOMYHHUCTHYKOT PEIKHMA,
HEHA BJIaJla CE 3aJIarajia 3a IPOHATAJIUCTHYKY — COLUjaIHY OJIUTHKY, KOja je MOXK/la OJIrOBOPHA 33 BEJIHKY
cromy ¢eprunurera kojy Pomu umajy u nanac. Hexomnko HuBoa ojaTaka M aHajIu3a cy ynoTpeOsbeHu fa ou
ce TecTupaia npeasubara 00e XUIoTese; Kao NpBo, TEPEHCKH Pajl ca Be poMcKe rpyne y Mausu, nopehema
CBHX JIOCTYIHHX [0/1aTaka o AeMorpaduju, criein(puyHu €KOHOMCKH, KYJITYPHH U JAPYIITBEHHU YCIOBH KOJU
CY MOTJIY TOACTULIATH WIIH HE [IOICTHLATU BEJIMKH (PEPTHIIUTET U MIA0JIOH SHAOraMHOT Opaka Koz Poma.

Ha xpajy, Ha OCHOBY aHaJIM3¢ JOCTYIIHUX II0JaTaKa, MOXke ce pehu 1a 60rarcTBo, APYIITBEHH CTATYC
M IIPEJIBUJBMBOCT CPECTABA 3a )KUBOT HE yTHYE OUTHO HAa HAUMH CKIanama Opaka U pernpoayKTUBHY CTpa-
Terujy KOJA aHaIu3upaHux rpyna Poma.



