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 Romani Studies as an academic discipline emerged in the 18
th

 

century with scholars such as Rüdiger (1782) and Grellmann (1783). At 

that time, two main hypotheses regarding the origin of the Roma formed 

that, in some variation, still have their adherents today. Rüdiger argued that 

the Roma’s ancestors left India because of invading armies, whereas 

Grellmann argued that they were social outcasts. This thesis argues in 

support of a military origin of the Roma and a koïné origin of the Romani 

language by bringing together linguistic, sociohistorical, and genetic 

evidence. 
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Introduction 

Romani is the language of the Roma, who today live primarily in Europe 

and the Americas, though not in Asia. Generally, it is accepted to be a 

Central Indo-Aryan language. While serological studies have proved their 

Indian origin, there is considerable disagreement regarding the details of 

their exodus out of the Subcontinent and of the origin and classification of 

their language, Romani. This thesis discusses and evaluates two arguments: 

one dating back to Grellmann (1783) that the Romani people’s ancestors 

were one low-caste people speaking one language who moved just because 

they were itinerant, and another dating back to Rüdiger (1782) that their 

exodus was tied to the ebb and flow of military campaigns in Asia. Van 

Baar (2011: 211) contextualizes the differences between Grellmann and 

Rüdiger and explains how they arrive at very different conclusions. Like 

Grellmann, Matras (1999) believes that the Roma’s ancestors were low 

caste itinerants: 

 

Indic diaspora languages [are] spoken by what appear to be descendants 

of itinerant castes of artisans and entertainers who are spread throughout 

Central Asia, the Near East and Europe. They include…Romani. 

 

He does not provide, however, an explanation of why the Roma made their 
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way from Asia to Europe. Hancock (2006) instead argues that the Roma’s 

ancestors left India as a result of military invasions (specifically the 

Ghaznavid invasions around AD 1000); this is more similar to Rüdiger’s 

argument and is not a new hypothesis. Hancock goes further to argue that 

they spoke various Central Indo-Aryan varieties that were more or less 

mutually intelligible, developing a koïné from them as a military lingua 

franca in a way similar to the (later) development of Urdu. As this paper 

argues, Hancock’s view is well supported by linguistic, sociohistorical, and 

genetic evidence. Those who argue on purely linguistic grounds must take 

the sociohistorical and genetic evidence into account as well. 

 

Romani and other Indo-Iranian languages 

Before discussing the various arguments and the evidence that Romani 

originated as a Central Indo-Aryan koïné, an overview of the Indo-Iranian 

languages relevant to this discussion is in order. Figure 1 is a minimal 

family tree of the relevant Indo-Iranian languages, generalizing over all of 

these proposals. The subgrouping of these languages is extremely unclear, 

and various proposals have been made. Since many of these languages are 

poorly documented, their relationship with other Indo-Iranian languages is 

a topic of debate. Where this is the case, the tree in Figure 1 is split in a 

way in which we can be fairly certain of the groupings involved. Thus, only 



3 

 

Indo-Aryan is split in Figure 1; the other families are left undifferentiated 

because their internal subgrouping is not relevant to this discussion: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Minimal subgrouping of Indo-Iranian languages relevant to discussion below. 

 

Figure 1 reflects the fact that some aspects of the classification of the Indo-

Iranian languages are controversial but others are not. For example, 

whether the Dardic languages are Indo-Aryan or not is a matter of 

controversy, as is the classification of Kashmiri (apart from the fact that it 

is an Indo-Iranian language). Yet all of the following statements are 

uncontroversial; they are supported by e.g. Masica (1991) and Fortson 
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(2011): 

 

1. Iranian, Indo-Aryan, Dardic, and Nuristani languages are all Indo-

Iranian. Iranian and Indo-Aryan are both distinct branches of Indo-

Iranian, and the Dardic languages are not Iranian. 

2. Kashmiri is an Indo-Iranian language that is neither Iranian nor 

Nuristani. 

3. Old Indo-Aryan (OIA) is the earliest stage of Indo-Aryan, just as 

Latin is the earliest stage of Romance. Masica (1991: 51) suggests 

that Old Indo-Aryan was spoken roughly from 1500 BC to 600 BC. 

4. The next stage of Indo-Aryan was Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA), 

represented by various written languages that are not included in 

Figure 1. Masica suggests that the Middle Indo-Aryan languages 

were spoken roughly from 600 BC to AD 1000. 

5. The last stage of Indo-Aryan is New Indo-Aryan (NIA) and 

includes all other languages in Figure 3. These languages have been 

spoken in India roughly since AD 1000 (and continue to be spoken 

today). 

6. One branch of NIA languages is that of the Central Indo-Aryan 

languages, which includes Hindi/Urdu. 

7. Another is the Eastern Indo-Aryan branch. 
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Masica (1991:13) also lists West, Central and East Pahari as constituting 

three distinct branches of Indo-Aryan, seeing Garhwali and Kumauni as 

both  being Central Pahari languages and Nepali as East Pahari. Finally, 

according to Weinreich (2010), Domaaki belongs to the Central Indo-Aryan 

group, but has been heavily influenced by Dardic languages. None of this 

seems controversial.F

1
 

                                                 
1
However, note that there is much controversy over other details of the tree in Figure 1: 

1. According to e.g. Strand (1973), Nuristani languages form a separate branch from 

Iranian and Indo-Aryan. Yet according to e.g. Zoller (2010), Nuristani languages 

are Indo-Aryan. Zoller also claims that Nuristani languages form a subgroup with 

the Dardic and West Pahari languages; he calls this subgroup the “Northwestern” 

branch of Indo-Aryan. 

2. Grierson (1969) claims that the Dardic languages form a branch of Indo-Iranian, 

separate from both Iranian and Indo-Aryan, and that the Dardic branch include 

the Nuristani (“Kafiri”) languages. However, scholars no longer agree with this 

classification. For example, Masica (1991) says Grierson’s classification is “now 

definitely obsolete,” and he and Strand (among others) consider the Dardic 

languages to be Indo-Aryan and completely separate from Nuristani (which they 

believe is indeed a third branch). In fact, Strand does not even agree that the 

Dardic languages form a subgroup that excludes other Indo-Aryan languages. 

3. Kashmiri is typically considered a Dardic language (see e.g. Fortson (2011)), but 

recall that according to Strand, Dardic is not even a valid subgroup. This makes 

the classification of Kashmiri problematic. Furthermore, Zoller (p.c.) notes that 

although Kashmiri shares some features with Dardic languages, it shares others 

with West Pahari languages. 

4. Fortson does not include Western Indo-Aryan as a separate subgroup from 

Central Indo-Aryan, but Kausen (2005) does. 

5. Fortson also considers Sindhi to be part of a “Northwestern” group, along with 

the Dardic languages. Based on various proposals concerning the subgrouping of 

the Indo-Aryan languages, Masica concludes that the “Northwestern” group 

consists at least of Sindhi, “Lahnda,” and Panjabi. Zoller (2010) agrees with 

Masica's classification, but since he uses the term “Northwestern” in a very 

different sense, he uses the term “Outer” instead. Thus, he would consider Sindhi 

to be an “Outer” language. 

6. While Masica considers Panjabi to be a “Northwestern” language and Zoller 

considers it to be an “Outer” language, Fortson instead considers Panjabi to be a 

Central Indo-Aryan language. 
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Map 1 broadly indicates where each of the relevant NIA languages (or 

groups of NIA languages) is spoken today. Note that this cannot accurately 

reflect where those languages were spoken at the time that the Roma’s 

ancestors left South Asia. For example, the distribution of the Dardic 

languages may have been much wider than it is today.

                                                                                                                           
7. “Lahnda” is a term used to refer to several languages spoken in Punjab province, 

Pakistan. Masica and Zoller also consider “Lahnda” to be a 

“Northwestern”/“Outer” language group, but Masica concedes that the 

boundaries between different languages make it a problematic term. For example, 

one language that supposedly can be included in the “Lahnda” group is called 

“Hindko,” but “Hindko” refers to a wide variety of languages and dialects spoken 

in Pakistan, many of which have little in common with the other “Lahnda” 

languages. In addition, the boundary between the entire “Lahnda” group and 

Panjabi is unclear. 

8. The boundary between the West Pahari languages and Panjabi is also unclear, as 

is the boundary between West Pahari and Central Pahari. For example, Masica 

notes that Dogri, spoken in Jammu (just south of Kashmir), was formerly 

considered a dialect of Panjabi but may in fact be (more closely related to) West 

Pahari. Also, although Masica claims that Jaunsari is West Pahari, Zoller (1997) 

suggests that Jaunsari and various other languages spoken in its vicinity are in 

fact Central Pahari. 
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Map 1. Map of modern Indo-Iranian languages. 

For various reasons, no single NIA language can be said to be crucially 

related to Romani. According to Turner (1926), Romani shares various 

sound changes with all Central Indo-Aryan languages, never only with one 

language, so that Romani is no more closely related to one Central Indo-

Aryan language than to any other. (He explains this by saying that Romani 

separated from the Central Indo-Aryan branch before it split up). In 

addition, most of the Indo-Aryan vocabulary and morphology can be traced 

back as far as Old Indo-Aryan, and the syntax of Romani mostly conforms 

to European languages, so none of these provides any means of connecting 

Romani with any particular NIA language. Due to lack of phonological, 
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lexical, morphological, or syntactic evidence, it is impossible to establish a 

close relationship between Romani and any specific NIA language. 

 

With this information, we can begin to discuss the various hypotheses 

regarding the origins of the Romani language and people and the date of 

the exodus of the Roma’s ancestors from India. We will then examine the 

questions and issues that they raise and discuss which theoretical criteria 

should be used to determine which is the most persuasive. We will also 

bring linguistic, sociohistorical, and genetic evidence together, showing 

how they all support a military exodus. 

 

Prior work on the origins of Romani 

Various proposals have been made for the origin of Romani. The earliest 

proposals linked Romani with languages spoken in the “Northwest,” i.e. the 

area where the Dardic languages, West Pahari languages, Nuristani 

languages, Panjabi, Lahnda, Kashmiri, and Domaaki are spoken. One 

proposal for the origin of Romani is Miklosich (1878), who argued that 

Romani is a Dardic language. This position was subsequently supported by 

Pischel (1883) and Grierson (1908). Another was Sampson (1923), who 

linked Romani not with the Dardic languages but rather with other 

“Northwestern” languages, particularly Multani (a Lahnda variety) and 



9 

 

Sindhi. Sampson was not the first to link Romani with other Northwestern 

languages; Beames (1875) had also suggested that Romani was closely 

related to Sindhi and Punjabi, although he said it was also closely related to 

Kashmiri. These are discussed in more detail in Hancock (1988). However, 

this paper focuses on the arguments of Turner (1926) and Hancock (2006). 

 

Both Miklosich and Sampson were contradicted in a much more detailed 

argument by Turner (1926), who pointed out that their arguments were 

based on phonological retentions rather than innovations. He argued 

instead that Romani is a Central Indo-Aryan language; this classification is 

generally accepted today. According to Turner, the Romani people’s 

ancestors migrated before 250 BC from the Central Indo-Aryan area 

towards the “Northwest.” Morgenstierne (1926) concurs with this view. 

Turner (1926) maintains that the people who were to become the Roma 

stayed in this area for “several centuries” (174) before leaving India, but he 

says nothing more about who they were, or why they left, nor does he 

provide a more specific date for that exodus. 

 

His argument that Romani is a Central Indo-Aryan language rests on the 

basis of the following sound changes, which he says are “early 

innovations”: 
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1.    > i, u 

2. śm, ṣm, sm > mh > m 

3. y > j / #_ 

4. m > v / V_V 

5. kṣ > kh 

 

The first of these innovations,    > i, u, is a very early sound change, where 

   is a sound traditionally treated as a vowel in Indian orthographies. (In 

Vedic Sanskrit, it was originally a syllabic consonant ). In the Rigveda, 

one of the oldest texts available in any Indo-European language, we already 

see signs of this change. Words where    would be expected instead have a, 

i, or u and already show signs of dialectal isoglosses. Table 1 shows the 

correspondents of Sanskrit    in various languages. 

 

Sanskrit Romani Central 

Indo-

Aryan 

Marathi Sinhalese Eastern 

Indo-Aryan 

Dardic 

   i, u i, u a a a? i, u? ri 

Table 1. A correspondence table for r  and its correspondents in various Indo-Iranian 

languages. 
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In southern and southwestern Indo-Aryan,    changed to a; this may have 

happened in Gujarati as well. In Dardic languages, it changed to ri. Turner 

(1926:159) shows uncertainty as to which sound    changed to in Eastern 

Indo-Aryan languages but indicates that Romani shares the change    > i, u 

with the Central Indo-Aryan languages. One example of this sound change 

is Sanskrit        ‘fluid grease, clarified butter or ghee’ > Romani khil 

‘butter’ and Hindi ɡʱ ‘ghee’. There is apparently no clear conditioning 

environment for    changing to either i or u; Masica (1991:167-168) says 

that it mainly “but not regularly” changed to u after a labial. 

 

Romani shares another phonological innovation, śm, ṣm, sm > mh
2
 > m, 

with some Central Indo-Aryan languages. Table 2 is a correspondence table 

for śm, ṣm, sm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
The IPA equivalent of ṣ is , and as previously mentioned, ś corresponds to IPA . Mh 

is a breathy voiced nasal ʱ. 
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Sanskrit Romani Central 

Indo-

Aryan 

Eastern 

Indo-

Aryan 

Sindhi Lahnda Panjabi Dardic 

sibilant 

+ m 

mh mh mh ss ss ss ss 

(except 

Khowar

, which 

has sp) 

Table 2. Correspondence table for śm, ṣm, sm. 

 

Changes from sibilant + m to sounds such as those shown in Table 2 are 

attested since at least the third century BC. According to Turner 

(1926:155), the change śm, ṣm, sm > mh took place in most Indo-Aryan 

languages (not just Romani and Central Indo-Aryan), although the 

subsequent change in mh > m took place in only a subset of these 

languages. However, śm, ṣm, sm > mh is not found in Sindhi, Lahnda, 

Panjabi, or the Dardic languages. One example of this change is asmē ‘we’ 

> am ē > ame. This particular word ame ‘we’ is in fact shared between 

Romani and Gujarati (which Turner considered a Central language). 

Turner (1926:157-158) says that the innovation y > j / #_
3
 did not occur in 

                                                 
3
Y corresponds to IPA , and j corresponds to IPA .  
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Sindhi, Sinhalese, or the Dardic languages, but that it did occur in all other 

Indo-Aryan languages. This is shown in Table 3. 

 

Sansk

rit 

Romani Central 

Indo-

Aryan 

Eastern 

Indo-

Aryan 

Sindhi Sinhalese Dardic 

y j j j y y y 

Table 3. Correspondence table for word-initial y. 

 

Romani also shows examples of this sound change (here dž is used to 

represent the Romani reflex of j), e.g. yuvati ‘young woman’ > džuvli 

‘woman’. The evidence for this being an early innovation seems somewhat 

weaker than in the case of the previous two sound changes, but Turner 

suggests that there may have been an indication of this change even in 

Vedic Sanskrit, so he says it seems reasonable to suppose that the change 

had at least begun before the Roma left the Central Indo-Aryan region. 
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Romani shares the fourth phonological innovation, m > v
4
 / V_V, with 

almost all of the Indo-Aryan languages. Table 4 is a correspondence table 

for intervocalic m. 

 

Sanskri

t 

Romani Central 

Indo-

Aryan 

Eastern 

Indo-

Aryan 

Sinhalese Dardic 

m v v v m m 

Table 4. Correspondence table for intervocalic m. 

 

In the languages that underwent this change, Turner (1926:158) says that 

usually the v is accompanied by some sort of nasalization, which may occur 

on the preceding vowel (as in Hindi  ‘village’ < Sanskrit     ma ) or 

on u (e.g. Hindi  ‘wheat’ < Sanskrit   d  ma ). Unlike the other 

languages, Romani lost the nasalization (and the Romani equivalents of the 

Hindi words given as examples are gav ‘village’ and giv ‘wheat’). Turner is 

convinced by Bloch’s (1915) argument that m > v probably took place only 

after the first century AD in Western India. However, Turner is not sure 

when it took place in Central Indo-Aryan. He suggests that sound changes 

                                                 
4
V is used here to represent the labiodental glide .  
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generally take place somewhat earlier in Central Indo-Aryan than in 

Western India, and besides, the change probably began long before it was 

attested in written material. 

 

The fifth sound change, kṣ > kh
5
, is also an early innovation but not as 

straightforward as it may appear at first glance. In NIA languages, kṣ may 

change either to kh or to c. Turner says that so much language contact and 

lexical adoption has occurred in India that it is difficult to tell which 

languages have kh corresponding to OIA kṣ, and which languages have c. 

Nevertheless, although there are a few words in which kṣ changed to c in 

Romani, Central Indo-Aryan, and Eastern Indo-Aryan, Turner says that kṣ 

usually changed to kh in all of these languages before the third century BC. 

 

Turner thus demonstrates that Romani shares these sound changes with 

Central Indo-Aryan and that they took place in Central Indo-Aryan before 

250 BC. Since Romani shares phonological innovations with Central Indo-

Aryan languages, he argues that it must therefore be a Central Indo-Aryan 

language. 

 

He shows too that there are also some retentions that Romani has but which 

                                                 
5
Kh is an aspirated velar stop, i.e. IPA . C corresponds to IPA . 
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many Indo-Iranian languages of India have lost. These are crucial for 

Turner’s point that those people must have left the Central Indo-Aryan area 

by the 3
rd

 century BC, because textual evidence from the same period 

indicates that almost all of these sounds have subsequently become 

modified in Central Indo-Aryan (except    , which Central Indo-Aryan also 

retains): 

 

1. the syllabic + consonant combination     

2. intervocalic t, d (> Romani l) 

3. a distinction between s and š 

4. labial and dental stops + r (i.e. pr, br, tr, and dr) 

5. non-initial st(h), ṣṭ(h) (> Romani š ; initially these clusters have 

been lost in (Kashmiri, Dardic languages, and) all NIA languages) 

 

Turner concludes that since all of the shared innovations took place before 

ca. 250 BC, and because Romani retains sounds that were lost in Central 

Indo-Aryan before then, the ancestors of the Roma must have left the 

Central Indo-Aryan region and migrated to the (geographically 

unspecified) “Northwest” before 250 BC. However, he does not put any 

date to the migration out of the Indian subcontinent. Furthermore, he does 

not make any suggestions about what the motivation for any of the 
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migrations of the Romani people’s ancestors might have been. 

 

One very early suggestion was that the Romani people’s ancestors left India 

as a result of war. Rüdiger (1782: 11) wrote that “(e)xpulsion or the greed 

to conquer, or perhaps both, as is usually the case with all migrations of 

peoples, may have instigated them” to migrate from India to Europe. A 

century later, Miklosich (1876: 62-64) argues for an exodus around 1000 

AD. Clarke (1878: 130) acknowledges that Miklosich was subsequently 

pressured to modify this view but supports it. Furthermore, Clarke (136) 

tentatively hypothesizes that the Ghaznavid invasions (specifically “the 

overwhelming disaster inflicted on the Jats” in 1025) caused “the 

dispersion of the gypsies.” This proposal was subsequently supported by 

Leland (1882), Burton (1898), and Woolner (1912), who reviews four 

theories regarding the origins of the Roma, rejects two of them, and says 

philologists find that the date of the exodus “must be placed early in this 

millennium” but is unsure whether it was the 11
th

, 12
th

, or 13
th

 century.  

 

The proposal of a military origin was also supported much later by 

Kochanowski (1968) and others. In fact, according to Van Baar (2011: 78), 

interest in Rüdiger’s work increased to a significant extent only recently, 

and this has led to a different scholarly conflict. 
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More recent work 

In the late 20
th

 century, a debate has formed between scholars such as 

Matras on the one hand, who supports using the scientific study of the 

Romani language to help determine the origins of its speakers, and 

Annemarie Cottaar, Leo Lucassen, and Wim Willems on the other hand, 

who advocate a complete overhaul of Romani Studies since they believe 

the identity of the Roma to be a recent European social construct. While 

Cottaar, Lucassen, and Willems can hardly be taken seriously with regard 

to their views on the Roma as a people, they do correctly identify 

orientalization as a factor in the marginalization of the Roma. Matras’s 

view that the Romani language offers clues to the origins of its speakers is 

consistent with the principles of historical linguistics and well supported 

within Romani Studies, but his sympathy for Rüdiger’s views is limited, 

and he does not support the military hypothesis. 

 

Nevertheless, the military hypothesis continues to gain popularity within 

Romani Studies, and as we argue in this paper, there is a good deal of 

evidence to support it. After Kochanowski (1968), the military hypothesis 

was further supported by Bhalla (1992), Mróz (1992), Hancock (2000), Lee 

(2002), Courthiade (2004), Haliti (2006), and Marsh (2008). The most 

detailed linguistic arguments in favor of this hypothesis may be found in 
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Hancock (2006); those presented there are explained below. 

 

Hancock (2006) argues that Romani originated as a koïné that crystallized 

not in India but in Anatolia. He notes that numerals and various synonyms 

in Romani are “traceable to separate Indian dialect groups, i.e. it cannot be 

linked with any single Indian language but has features from several of 

them” (27-28). For example, he cites John (2006), who identifies the 

Romani numerals jekh ‘1’, duj ‘2’, and trin ‘3’ as being Central Indo-Aryan 

retentions but finds š a  ‘4’ to be an adoption from Dardic. Hancock also 

says that Romani has “three different words for ‘burn’: xača -, thab-, and 

phab-” (28), but no NIA language has cognates with all three even though 

they are all of Indo-Aryan origin. Moreover, he notes that Romani has 

innovated morphologically transparent numerals similar to those typically 

found in contact languages, unlike other Indo-Aryan languages (e.g. 

Hindi/Urdu) in which numerals below 100 are not morphologically 

transparent. For example, we have seen that ‘1’ and ‘2’ in Romani are jekh 

and duj, and the Romani numeral for ‘20’ is biš, so ‘21’ is biš-ta-jekh, ‘22’ 

is biš-ta-duj, etc. (cf. Hindi/Urdu  ‘1’,  ‘2’,  ‘20’, ‘21’, 

 ‘22’). He compares this to similar innovations in Tok Pisin two-pela-

ten-one ‘21’ and two-pela-ten-two ‘22’ and in Cameroon Creole English 
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two-tali-one ‘21’ and two-tali-two ‘22’. Tok Pisin and Cameroon Creole 

English are creoles, not koïnés, but both creoles and koïnés have emerged 

from contact situations; therefore, the innovation of morphologically 

analyzable numerals in Romani is comparable to similar developments in 

Tok Pisin and Cameroon Creole English. All of this supports a koïné origin 

for Romani, since extensive lexical borrowing can be found in many koïnés 

and the innovation of morphologically analyzable numerals is a type of 

reduction commonly found not only in koïnés but also in contact languages 

more generally. The evidence for a koïné origin will be discussed in more 

detail later in this discussion. 

 

In addition to the evidence for a koïné origin, Hancock (2006) finds 

linguistic evidence that supports an 11
th

-century exodus. Specifically, he 

points out that a process of gender reassignment took place in NIA only as 

late as the 11
th

 century, and that this was an innovation that Romani also 

shares. OIA and the MIA languages all had three genders: masculine, 

feminine, and neuter. In many (but not all) NIA languages, the neuter was 

lost; most of the neuter nouns became masculine, but a few became 

feminine instead. There are also cases of gender reassignment that do not 

involve historically neuter nouns; some masculine nouns became feminine. 

The same nouns shifted to the same gender in Romani and the other NIA 
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languages that shared this innovation. For example, p nī ya ‘water’ was a 

neuter noun in OIA, but its Hindi/Urdu descendant is  and the 

Romani descendant is pani, both masculine. OIA ákṣi ‘eye’ was also neuter, 

but Hindi/Urdu  and Romani jakh are both feminine. OIA agní ‘fire’ 

was masculine, but Hindi/Urdu  and Romani jag are both feminine; the 

motivation for this change in gender was probably the fact that this noun 

ends in i and thus resembles feminine nouns in OIA more closely than it 

resembles masculine nouns. The same words were affected by the same 

gender shift in Romani and various other NIA languages, and this was an 

innovation that had not taken place until the 11
th

 century, so Hancock 

argues that the ancestors of the Romani people could not have left before 

this innovation took place. 

 

Moreover, Hancock finds linguistic evidence in support of a military origin. 

He says that the Indo-Aryan vocabulary of Romani includes retentions of 

many military terms, even though there are very few Indo-Aryan words 

relating to agriculture or artisanal skills retained in Romani. His examples 

of military terms include sulica ‘arrow’, kurr- ‘to fight’, khor ‘horse’, bust 

‘spear, lance’, p šav- ‘to spear, stab’, and even two words for ‘silk’, phanrr 

and kež, which he attributes to the military distinguishing between two 
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kinds of silk (one for outer clothing and another as an undershirt that served 

as body armor). There are also military terms of Iranian origin to be found 

in Romani, most notably nižak  ‘mattock’, which he compares to the 

nachakh ‘axe’ of “the Perso-Arabic military lexicon” (27) of the Ghaznavid 

army, and   ušul ‘cross’, which can be traced back to Old Indo-Aryan 

(OIA)   iś la ‘trident’. Hancock (2004) further suggests that some of the 

Roma’s terms for non-Romanies may be of military origin, particularly 

 adž  (which he says derives from a word meaning ‘civilian’), das (< 

‘servant’), gomi (perhaps originally meaning (‘ascetic’ or) ‘one who has 

surrendered’), and goro (compare gora ‘slave’ in Sindhi and Siraiki). 

 

It is not entirely clear to what extent Hancock’s (2006) argument is 

consistent or inconsistent with Turner’s (1926). As we have seen, Turner 

argues that the Romani people’s ancestors left the Central Indo-Aryan area 

before 250 BC and did not leave India for several more centuries. Hancock 

argues that they left India during the first quarter-century of the 11
th

 

century. If both views are correct, the Romani people’s ancestors must have 

spent at least 1,250 years in the Northwest before leaving India altogether. 

However, Courthiade (2012) claims that Muhammad of Ghazni took 

prisoners of war primarily from the defeated armies of Kannauj and 

Mathura, two cities in the Central Indo-Aryan region. This is not to say that 
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the Indian component of the Ghaznavid army was exclusively Kannauji or 

Mathuran. Marsh (2008: 78) places “Romani origins in the difficult and 

sometimes contradictory interplay of 11th century northern and north-

western Indian Rajput principalities, and the Ghaznāvid empire…” and 

says: 

 

(t)he main engine of change in constitution of  originally divers (sic) 

Indian populations was the defeat and forced migration of differing 

groups of Hindū people to Ghaznā, where they were reconstituted as a 

new militarised, composite group (80). 

 

All of this suggests that the ancestors of the Romani people were 

multivaried, rather than coming from only two cities, even if the Ghaznavid 

army came into contact with them there. Nevertheless, we do not have any 

evidence so far that any members of the defeated army spoke e.g. Dardic 

languages at the time of capture; rather, it seems likely that they spoke 

various Central Indo-Aryan varieties. Since Hancock argues that the 

Romanies are descended from the members of defeated armies, and these 

members most likely spoke Central Indo-Aryan languages, Courthiade’s 

claim means that the exodus of the Romanies’ ancestors from the Central 

Indo-Aryan area was much later than Turner argued. Thus, Hancock may 
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be considered consistent with Turner, unless one accepts that the bulk of 

the defeated armies was from the Central Indo-Aryan region as Courthiade 

claims. 

 

Finally, Mendizabal et al. (2012) propose that the Romani people’s 

ancestors left India around AD 500; thus, unlike Turner (1926), they 

propose a date for the Romani exodus from India that clearly contradicts 

Hancock (2006). They use genetic evidence to support this date for the 

exodus, and they also conclude from their data that the Romani people’s 

ancestors migrated quickly through the Middle East and began spreading 

around Europe about 900 years ago, i.e. approximately AD 1100. This 

suggests that the Romanies’ ancestors lived in Anatolia for about 600 years 

before beginning to migrate into Europe. These claims were published in 

many newspapers, including the New York Times, even though Mendizabal 

et al. completely ignore the linguistic and sociohistorical evidence in 

positing that the exodus took place around AD 500. In fact, Acton (2012) 

takes issue with one of the newspapers that published these claims; he 

argues that the article on Mendizabal et al. in the Guardian “assumes a kind 

of Linnean paradigm in which ethnic groups evolve [like] biological 

species, splitting but never recombining” and that frequently, “members of 

smaller ethnic groups marry into and get absorbed into larger groups.” He 
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concludes: 

 

the presence of genetic markers in Roma in modern Europe for 

individuals who left India 1,500 years ago, does not contradict in the least 

the historical hypothesis that the Romani language and socio-political 

identity formed in Anatolia only about 1000 years ago. Over that 1000 

years all sorts of individuals have married in and out. 

 

We will now consider the sociohistorical evidence and see how it supports 

an exodus around AD 1000 rather than an earlier one as argued by 

Mendizabal et al. 

 

Sociohistorical evidence 

As noted above, Turner (1926) does not explain what caused the Roma’s 

ancestors to leave India. However, the military hypothesis is well supported 

by sociohistorical evidence. Hancock (2006) supports the military view that 

the motivation for the exodus of the Roma’s ancestors was the Islamic 

invasions led by Muhammad of Ghazni between AD 1001 and 1027. At the 

beginning of the 11
th

 century, Muhammad of Ghazni, the emperor of the 

Ghaznavid Empire (based in what is now Afghanistan), invaded several 

Indian kingdoms, including those where Central Indo-Aryan languages 
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were spoken, to gain territory and spread Islam. As has been abundantly 

documented, the Ghaznavids took Indian soldiers and their camp followers 

with them. These people, who made up one or more defeated armies, came 

from areas where Central Indo-Aryan languages are spoken.
6
 In 1028-1029, 

the Seljuk Turks defeated the Ghaznavids in modern Turkmenistan and Iran 

and co-opted the defeated Indian army as allies. Finally, in 1071, the 

Seljuks defeated the Kingdom of Armenia and allowed their Indian allies a 

measure of autonomy within what is now eastern Turkey where they could 

settle. According to Hancock, the members of this defeated army, including 

the militia and especially the service providers (who consisted of both men 

and women) and their camp followers, were the direct-line ancestors of the 

Romani people. Fraser (1992: 46) strongly agrees with this account and 

says that “the appearance of Gypsies in Byzantine lands is undoubtedly 

connected with the Seljuk raids in Armenia.” Various Romani groups 

maintain cultural practices and/or oral legends that support this account; for 

example, various Romani groups use the sun or moon as symbols 

representing themselves, and these were also symbols that the Rajputs used 

to wear emblematically in battle. Furthermore, some Romani groups claim 

that their ancestors migrated west as a result of a conflict with Islam, and 

there are written records from the 15
th

-16
th

 centuries of Roma claiming that 

                                                 
6
However, the linguistic situation may have been different 1,000 years ago. 
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their ancestors were defeated in a conflict with a Muslim army. The 

modern-day Banjara people in India maintain an association with Roma, 

and have the same account in their own historical record. 

 

Hancock further argues that the defeated Indian army spoke “many 

different languages and dialects” (25), from which they formed a koïné 

(with the dialect(s) of the military leaders dominant) in order to 

communicate with one another (a scenario that, as he points out, is matched 

by Bailey’s (1938) and Abbas’s (2002) accounts of the history of Urdu). He 

points out that Leland (1882: 333) had already suggested that the Romani 

people were not monolithic, but rather of mixed origin, descended from an 

“agglomeration of tribes in India.” We may add to this that since Mahmud 

of Ghazni attacked not one but several locations in India, the defeated 

Indians probably came from more than one place, and it is hardly likely 

that they all spoke the same dialect or variety. In fact, we have already seen 

that Marsh (2008) argues for a multivaried origin. Thus, if we accept the 

evidence in favor of an emigration motivated by Ghaznavid invasions, we 

must be skeptical of any theory that says the Roma’s ancestors were one 

people speaking one language. 

 

Thus, the koïné hypothesis and the idea of an 11
th

-century military origin 
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are supported by Ghaznavid history, Romani customs, Roma’s own 

accounts of their origins, and Banjara oral history. Despite the claims of 

Mendizabal et al. (2012), an 11
th

-century exodus is further supported by 

genetic evidence. 

 

Genetic evidence 

In addition to the sociohistorical evidence, there is evidence from various 

genetic studies that the Roma left northern India (possibly the Central Indo-

Aryan region) in approximately AD 1000. For example, Bhalla (1992), who 

was cited earlier in this paper, connects the Roma to Panjabis based on 

genetic studies. He finds that his “results…clearly refute the” theory that 

the Roma are descended from a low-caste population and that “the gene 

pool of East European gypsies is more in line with the stock of Indian 

people represented by Jat Sikhs, P[a]njabi Hindus, and Rajputs, who share 

a common ethnic substratum…” (331-332). Much more recent studies such 

as Ali et al. (2009) and Comas, Gusmão, et al. (2011) find support for this 

Panjabi origin. All of this suggests that the Roma’s ancestors were from the 

region where Western Indo-Aryan languages and/or Panjabi are spoken 

today. It is thus consistent with the koïné hypothesis. 
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Furthermore, Kalaydjieva et al. (2005) say that the two most widespread 

genetic mutations among the Roma were introduced about 32-36 

generations ago, and since they assume that one generation lasted 30 years 

(even though this is probably an overestimate), they are essentially 

suggesting that the founder population arose 960-1080 years ago. They say 

that this “support[s] the exodus from India as the single recent founding 

event.” Thus, Kalaydjieva et al. support a late exodus, consistent with e.g. 

Hancock (2006), who argues that the Roma’s ancestors left India about 

1,000 years ago. 

 

Some more support for the koïné hypothesis based on genetic evidence can 

be found in Acton (2012), who challenges the claims of Mendizabal et al. 

(2012) and notes that the ancestors of the Dom people, who are another 

group of Indian origin living in the Middle East, “probably left India 

several hundred years before speakers of the Romani language.” He says 

that this has been demonstrated through evidence from linguistics, and that 

nevertheless, as shown by “(t)he work of Marushiakova and Popov, and of 

Marsh,” the two populations have been confused for each other “since the 

13
th

 century” and probably “some Dom were absorbed into Roma groups.” 

He also finds that the media’s report on Mendizabal et al. (2012) to be 

essentially promoting racism. 
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Thus, there is evidence from genetics supporting a Panjabi origin and a late 

exodus fairly strongly, and this evidence is consistent with the military 

hypothesis and the timing of the Ghaznavid invasions. In addition to 

sociohistorical and genetic evidence, and whatever evidence previous work 

has offered, there is new evidence from linguistics in support of a military 

origin, which is presented here and reconciled with the evidence already 

discussed above. Before presenting the (new) linguistic evidence for a 

military origin, we will discuss some important questions that are raised by 

some of the works previously discussed, particularly Turner (1926), 

Hancock (2006), and Mendizabal et al. (2012). 

 

Linguistic evidence 

Some of the arguments discussed above, particular those of Turner, 

Hancock, and Mendizabal et al., raise a number of questions. One issue 

with Turner’s argument is his claim that the Romani people stayed in the 

Northwest for “several centuries.” If this were true, then we should expect 

to see a fairly large number of lexical adoptions in Romani from non-

Central Indo-Aryan languages spoken in India. Yet there appear to be very 

few from these languages. Zoller (2010), for example, makes a fairly 

convincing case for only about 20 of them acquired within India. 
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Another point to consider is the large number of adoptions from Byzantine 

Greek (second only to the Indian roots) compared to much smaller numbers 

from Iranian and Armenian and almost none at all from Turkic or Arabic. 

Although the Iranian and Armenian layers are each restricted to small 

numbers of lexical and morphological adoptions, the Byzantine Greek 

content in Romani includes very many lexical, morphological, and 

syntactic adoptions. In fact, the largest layer of pre-European adoptions in 

any variety of Romani is from Byzantine Greek. The heavy influence of 

Byzantine Greek on both the lexicon and structure of Romani suggests that 

the koïné from which Romani originated crystallized in the Byzantine 

Empire, rather than in India, and Fraser (1989) finds that it was also during 

this time that Romani began to split into various dialect groups. Yet various 

sources, including Hancock (2002), Marsh (2008), and Courthiade (2012), 

indicate that Indians entered the Byzantine Empire with the Seljuks only as 

late as AD 1070, when the Seljuks defeated the Ghaznavids and occupied 

Armenia. They are supported by Soulis (1961), who also says that these 

Indians and their descendants spent only about 200 years in the Byzantine 

Empire before beginning to migrate in large numbers into Europe (contrary 

to Mendizabal et al.’s (2012) claim that the Romanies’ ancestors spent 600 

years in Anatolia). Fraser (1992) indicates that the Roma first settled 

Europe in 1354, Hancock (2002) says that “(b)y the 1300s, there were 
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permanent Romani military settlements…in southern Greece” and that “by 

1417 the first anti-Romani law was issued in Germany…” and Marsh 

(2008) indicates that Roma were in Crete by 1323 and suggests that they 

were in Western Europe by the 15
th

 century. In fact, Acton (2012) 

speculates that the Roma far outnumbered the Dom in the Balkans as early 

as the 12
th

 century. All of this indicates that the Roma could not have 

stayed very long in the Byzantine Empire. Since Romani adopted so much 

from Byzantine Greek after only 300-400 years of contact, it remains to be 

explained why we find only a handful of adoptions from languages (and 

almost all Iranian) spoken between India and Anatolia after a proposed 

period of contact possibly more than four times as long (over a thousand 

years if both Turner and Hancock are correct, or 800 years if both 

Mendizabal et al. (2012) and Turner are correct). 

 

A third issue is that there is no evidence from any of the historical records 

supporting the sociohistorical scenarios for which Turner (1926) and 

Mendizabal et al. (2012) argue. Yet we do know that Muhammad of Ghazni 

invaded India around AD 1000 and took prisoners with him, and that they 

eventually joined forces with the Seljuks and settled in the Byzantine 

Empire. Bosworth (2001) says that “Indian troops passed from the 

Ghaznavid to the Selju[k] armies,” and Marsh (2003) also says that the 
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Seljuks “acquired large numbers of” Indian soldiers. Furthermore, 

Courthiade (2012) argues that the exodus of the Ghaznavid prisoners of 

war was a rare instance of a large-scale migration out of India. Thus, what 

we know of Indian history supports an 11
th

-century exodus (largely from 

the Central Indo-Aryan area) as argued in Hancock (2006) over an earlier 

exodus as argued in Turner and Mendizabal et al. 

 

Finally, although we have now presented the evidence for an 11
th

-century 

migration out of India, there is a more general issue of resolving whether 

Romani originated from one coherent parent/branch on a family tree, or 

whether it originated as a koïné, a leveled compromise contact military 

occupational register derived from several CIA “dialects.” In other words, 

it is not clear whether the Romani people’s ancestors were one distinct 

people or “tribe”; there does not seem to be any indication that the 

Romanies’ ancestors were somehow distinct from all other groups in India. 

In fact, Romani seems more likely to have originated as a koïné. 

 

The case for a koïné origin 

There are a number of features that are characteristic of koïnés and that are 

shared by Romani. Siegel (1985: 375-376) defines a koïné as “the 

stabilised composite variety” resulting from mixing language varieties that 



34 

 

“either are mutually intelligible or share the same genetically related 

superimposed language.” He also notes that a koïné is a common variety 

that serves as a lingua franca, rather than a convergence to one pre-existing 

form. Indeed, according to Hancock (2006), Romani has a composite origin 

but is the result of mixing of mutually intelligible Central Indo-Aryan 

varieties, resulting in the creation of a contact vernacular used within the 

Ghaznavid army. Furthermore, Romani is by no means a convergence to a 

pre-existing form; this also means that it is the result of neither dialect 

levelling, discussed in detail by Trudgill (1986), nor dialect borrowing. 

Thus, Romani is similar to other koïnés.  

 

Before we present the evidence that Romani originated as a koïné, we may 

examine a number of other definitions of the term “koïné,” most of which 

Siegel (1985) describes, and clarify which definition of “koïné” we are 

using here and why. One definition that Siegel does not describe is from 

Webster’s dictionary: generally, “a dialect or language of a region that has 

become the common or standard language of a larger area,” and more 

specifically, Koïné Greek, i.e. “the Greek language commonly spoken and 

written in eastern Mediterranean countries in the Hellenistic and Roman 

periods.” It is nevertheless similar to two other definitions quoted by 

Siegel: the “Oxford English Dictionary supplement defines a koine as 'any 
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language or dialect in regular use over a wide area in which different 

languages or dialects are, or were, in use locally' (Burchfield 1976:541),” 

and “Hill (1958:443) gives this definition: 'any tongue, distinct from his 

own vemacular, that a person shares with the speakers of some other 

vernaculars.” As Siegel points out, the problem with such definitions is that 

they define koines as regional lingua francas, which nevertheless do not 

have the various forms and functions of Koine Greek. 

 

Siegel says that others define a koine as simply a regional standard, e.g. 

“one linguistics reference book defines a koine as 'a spoken dialect which 

becomes the common standard language for a politically unified region' 

(Hartmann & Stork 1973:123),” but most “sources… indicate that several 

dialects must contribute to the formation of a koine.” He cites various such 

sources, which will be discussed below. One of these is Ferguson (1959), 

who “describes an Arabic koïné” that:  

 

resulted from the mingling of speakers of various Arabic dialects with the 

large number of speakers of other languages who adapted Arabic with the 

spread of Islam. He stresses that ‘the koine came into existence through a 

complex process of mutual borrowing and levelling among various 

dialects and not as a result of diffusion from a single source’ (1959:619). 
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This implies that a koine may arise through mutual borrowing and levelling 

and may have a multivaried origin. Certainly Romani appears to have a 

multivaried origin, and since some features are shared with some Central 

Indo-Aryan dialects and others shared with other dialects (as illustrated 

below), mutual borrowing and levelling may very well have taken place. 

 

Another source is Blanc (1968), who uses “the term koine to refer to the 

result of the convergence of several transported dialects at a particular 

point.” One implication of Blanc’s definition is that no particular variety 

needs to be dominant in the development of a koine, even though Attic 

Greek was dominant in the development of Koine Greek. Romani is 

another case where no one variety was (clearly) dominant. 

 

Nida and Fehderau (1970) “consider koines ‘dialectal extensions of a 

regional language’ (1970:147)” and “say that koines may undergo some 

‘structural simplifications’...” This implies that a koine need not form from 

several dialects. “On the other hand,” Siegel says that Samarin (1971) 

“emphasizes mixing of dialects rather than use as a regional language in his 

definition of koines...” but he agrees that generally they are characterized 

by some structural simplification. This implicitly agrees with the view that 

koines are formed from several dialects, as Romani probably was. 
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Siegel also cites Mohan (1976), who “also believes koines result from 

contact between different varieties, mainly dialects...” This has the same 

implications as Samarin. However, Mohan also says that a koïné is “a 

convergence and levelling between language varieties which are either 

closely related genetically or typologically very much alike...” This implies 

that koines can arise not only from genetically related dialects but also 

from multiple languages, even languages that are only typologically 

similar; Siegel disagrees with her on this point. In any case, we are not 

arguing that Romani formed from multiple languages, although it has 

adopted much from many languages. 

 

According to Siegel, Gambhir (1981) “indicates that koines develop from 

contact between dialects of the same language and undergo some structural 

simplification.” This also resembles Samarin’s view and has similar 

implications. In addition, both Blanc (1968) and Gambhir imply that 

“koineization is a gradual process which occurrs only after prolonged 

contact between speakers who can most often understand each other to 

some extent...” 

 

Finally, Siegel says: 
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Mühlhäusler (1982:8) mentions koines in the context of the result of 

contact between pidgins or creoles which are typologically closely 

related, such as the various Pidgin English traditions in the Pacific and 

various creoles of the West Indies. He suggests that koine is ‘a good term 

for this phenomenon in spite of its other connotations.’ 

 

This implies that koïnés can be formed from “closely related pidgins and 

creoles,” which “may or may not be mutually intelligible, but...do share the 

same superposed language, the ‘lexifier’ language from which they derive 

most of their vocabulary.” 

 

In any case, for the purposes of this paper, we may assume that Siegel’s 

definition is appropriate. It is the most widely accepted definition of the 

term “koïné” and applies well to Romani; besides, in any case, it is 

consistent with many of the other definitions referred to above. Romani has 

a composite origin and is formed from the mixing of mutually intelligible 

Central Indo-Aryan varieties, and this origin fits Siegel’s definition. Koïnés 

have various characteristics, and as demonstrated below, Romani also has 

those characteristics. 

 

Since koïnés are the result of mixing language varieties, it is often possible 
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to find features that can be traced back to different varieties. For example, 

Kerswill (2002) demonstrates the mixed nature of Fiji Hindi, a koïné 

formed from varieties of Hindi/Urdu in Fiji; of the koïnés of Odda and 

Tyssedal in Norway; and of Modern Hebrew, which he considers a koïné. 

Romani also has morphological features that can be traced back to various 

Central Indo-Aryan varieties. Specifically, it has three morphological cases, 

i.e. unmarked, oblique, and vocative, and it has an independent oblique, i.e. 

the oblique may stand on its own without being followed by a postposition. 

Not all Central Indo-Aryan varieties have these three cases, and some 

require all forms in the oblique case to be followed by a postposition. Table 

5 illustrates the mixed nature of Romani with regard to these features by 

comparing it with three Central Indo-Aryan varieties: Khari Boli (which is 

nearly identical to Standard Hindi/Urdu), Awadhi, and Braj Bhasha. 

 

Feature Khari Boli Awadhi Braj Bhasha Romani 

Morphological 

cases 

Unmarked 

Oblique 

Vocative 

Unmarked 

Oblique 

Unmarked 

Oblique 

Unmarked 

Oblique 

Vocative 

Independent 

oblique? 

No Yes Yes Yes 

Table 5. List of morphological cases in Khari Boli, Awadhi, Braj Bhasha, and Romani, 

followed by an indication of whether each has an independent oblique or not. 
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The case system of Romani resembles Khari Boli more closely than 

Awadhi or Braj Bhasha, whereas the presence of the independent oblique is 

a feature shared with Awadhi and Braj Bhasha but not with Khari Boli. 

Romani’s three-case system resembles that of Khari Boli more closely than 

those of Awadhi and Braj Bhasha. Saksena (1971: 120) says that Awadhi 

has only the unmarked (“nominative”) and oblique cases, and although 

Gopalakrishnan (2011: 173) claims that Braj Bhasha has a “vocative case,” 

what he really is referring to is not a vocative case suffix as in Khari Boli 

but rather the interjection  ‘oh!’ Unlike Awadhi and Braj Bhasha, 

however, Khari Boli and Romani both have a vocative case. Yet Romani 

resembles Awadhi and Braj Bhasha in that oblique case forms may stand on 

their own in all of these languages, without being followed by a 

postposition. Saksena (1971: 121-123) says that Awadhi has an independent 

oblique and substantiates this claim with various examples, and Snell 

(1991: 7) reports that “(v)arious case functions are carried by” an 

independent oblique in Braj Bhasha. In Khari Boli, unlike Awadhi or Braj 

Bhasha, all forms that are marked by oblique case suffixes must be 

followed by a postposition. Thus, like other koïnés, Romani shares 

different features with different varieties. 
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Also, Kerswill (2010) notes that koïnéization results in the creation of a 

new variety of a language that is more focused than the mix of varieties 

contributing to the process. The term focused is taken from Le Page and 

Tabouret-Keller (1985), who suggest that all languages fall along a 

continuum of language contact. On one end of the continuum are “diffuse” 

varieties, which are highly context-bound, highly variable, and unstable. 

On the other end are “focused” varieties, which have a stable grammar, are 

less variable, and can be used in a much wider range of discourse contexts. 

Kerswill is thus saying that a koïné is a new variety that is closer to the 

“focused” end of the continuum, whereas the mix of varieties that 

contribute to koïnéization is much less stable, etc. and thus closer to the 

“diffuse” end. Kerswill’s claim about koïnés applies to Romani as well; 

Romani is a new variety that is more focused than the mix of Central Indo-

Aryan varieties that contributed to its formation. 

 

Koïnés are frequently characterized by innovations that result in the 

reduction of the phonological inventory. Siegel (1985: 361) mentions a few 

examples of this. Romani also shows phonological innovations that result 

in a reduction of the inventory. At least one of these appears to be 

unattested in other Indo-Aryan (or Indo-Iranian) languages: In Romani, 

breathy voiced stops (or “voiced aspirates”) are devoiced but remain 
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aspirated (e.g. gh changes to kh). Thus, instead of the four-way voicing 

contrast found in most Indo-Aryan languages, Romani has only a three-way 

contrast between voiceless unaspirated stops (e.g. k), voiceless aspirated 

stops (e.g. kh), and voiced stops (e.g. g). 

 

Another characteristic of koïnés is reduction of morphological structure. 

This is an innovation specific to a koïné, i.e. not found in any of the 

language varieties involved in koïnéization. We have already seen signs of 

reduction in the Romani numerals; in Romani, unlike other Central Indo-

Aryan languages but like various contact languages, numerals are 

morphologically transparent. In fact, this is a morphological innovation 

specific to Romani, since none of the source languages have developed 

transparent numerals. However, this is not the only structural reduction that 

we find in Romani. Romani also resembles South African Bhojpuri, 

another koïné of Indo-Aryan origin briefly described by Kerswill (2010: 

232-233), which lacks what he calls “‘respectful’ forms in pronouns and 

verbs” due to the levelling of social distinctions within the population of 

speakers. These respectful forms are found for example in Hindi/Urdu, e.g. 

 is the informal singular 2
nd

 person pronoun, whereas  is formal. 

Romani lacks these forms like, and possibly for the same reason as, South 

African Bhojpuri. Another innovation that has led to a reduced structure in 
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Romani may be found in relative clauses, where resumptive pronouns are 

used instead of case-marked relative pronouns as in e.g. Hindi/Urdu. 

Compare the following sentences, (1) in Hindi/Urdu and (2) in Romani, 

both of which mean ‘The sack from which I took the pig was black’: 
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(1) [    -  

PRO.REL.OBL  sack.OBL from PRO.1SG-ERG pig 

,    - 

take:PST  that sack black-MASC.SG 

-. 

be.PST-MASC.SG 

(2) o   gono kaj  l-em 

the.MASC.SG  sack PRO.REL take-1SG.PST  

me  le   bal-es  

PRO.1SG the.MASC.SG.OBL pig-MASC.SG.OBL  

les-tar    sas  kal-o. 

PRO.MASC.3SG.OBL-from be:3SG.PST    black-MASC.SG 

In (1), the entire noun phrase  ‘which sack’ is marked for 

oblique case before the postposition  ‘from’. In (2), there is instead a 
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resumptive pronoun that is marked for oblique case and takes the 

postposition. The use of the resumptive pronoun makes an oblique case 

form for the relative pronoun unnecessary in Romani. Thus, in Romani, the 

relative pronoun is less structurally marked than in Hindi/Urdu. (Strictly 

speaking, it is possible to inflect the relative pronoun for oblique case and 

add a postposition to it, but according to Hancock (1995: 65), speakers of 

Romani rarely do this in practice and use the resumptive pronoun instead). 

In this sense, Romani has a reduced relative clause construction compared 

to other Indo-Aryan languages. 

 

This relatively simple relative clause construction found in Romani may 

also be found in various European languages. However, this certainly does 

not imply that Romani must have adopted this construction from another 

language spoken in Europe. It is not difficult for a language to innovate 

such a construction independently, and so there is no evidence that this 

innovation occurred after the Roma’s ancestors left India; it is quite 

possible that it occurred within India itself. To claim that Romani may have 

adopted this construction from Byzantine Greek or another European 

language that has it seems akin to claiming that some changes in the history 

of the Romance languages, such as the loss of the complex case system of 



46 

 

Latin, were due to contact with surrounding languages after the death of 

Vulgar Latin. There is no need to posit language contact as an explanation 

for something that could very easily have been independently innovated, 

and the burden of proof falls on those who insist that language contact was 

involved here. 

 

In addition to the other characteristics discussed above, the adoption of 

large numbers of lexical items from other languages is also a characteristic 

of many koïnés; this is also the case in Romani. Not all koïnés do this; for 

example, most of the vocabulary of Koïné Greek is inherited. However, 

many koïnés are quite susceptible to lexical adoption; in fact, Kerswill 

(2010: 233) considers the mixing of features from various dialects or 

languages as a characteristic of koïnés. As Hancock (2000) points out, 

koïnés may have a “mixed-source” vocabulary drawn either from different 

dialects of the same language or from other languages. To provide just a 

few examples, Mühlhäusler et al. (1996: 447) say that Fiji Hindustani is a 

koïné that has borrowed extensively from Fijian and English, and 

Mühlhäusler (1996: 350) mentions a koïné spoken by German settlers in 

Papua New Guinea “characterised mainly by lexical borrowings from Tok 

Pisin…and English.” Boas (2009) argues that Texas German originated as 
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a koïné formed from various dialects of German, and Texas German is also 

characterized by high amounts of borrowing from English, although this 

may be due to language shift from Texas German to English. Romani is 

similarly characterized by very heavy lexical adoption, especially from 

Byzantine Greek (but also, as previously discussed, from Armenian, from 

Iranian languages, and as Hancock (2006) argues, from non-Central Indo-

Aryan languages spoken in India). Thus, the heavy lexical adoption that 

took place in Romani is also commonly found in other koïnés and supports 

Hancock’s (2006) argument. 

 

While koïnés show signs of reduction, are used as lingua francas, and 

frequently adopt large numbers of lexical items from other languages, they 

are often confused with other contact phenomena; in particular, they may 

be confused with convergence or diffusion among distinct languages. One 

of the most famous examples of convergence among distinct languages 

may be found between Marathi, Kannada, and Urdu as spoken in Kupwar, 

which Gumperz and Wilson (1971) describe in detail. When languages 

converge as in Kupwar, they nevertheless maintain separate identities. This 

is not the case with Romani, since Romani is one new variety and not 

several languages that each have a distinct identity. 
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Other processes with which koïnéization is often confused are pidginization 

and creolization; Romani has undergone neither of these processes. Since 

Romani has a much larger vocabulary than a pidgin and is the native 

language of over five million people, it cannot be a pidgin; pidgins are no 

one’s native language and have very restricted vocabularies. Moreover, 

while the structure of Romani is somewhat reduced relative to other Indo-

Aryan languages, it is still more complex than that of a pidgin or creole. 

Much of the morphology is preserved from Indo-Iranian languages, 

including derivational and inflectional morphology; this is unlike creoles, 

which generally lack inflectional morphology. Furthermore, tense, aspect, 

and mood distinctions in Romani are not simply expressed through pre-

verbal modifiers as in a creole, and Romani resembles other European 

languages much more in its expression of these distinctions than it 

resembles creoles. The syntax is also largely comparable to that of the 

surrounding European languages. This is very different from creoles, in 

which the syntax is largely developed internally without recourse to 

syntactic features from other languages. In a pidgin or creole, we do not 

find adjectives agreeing in case, gender, and number with the nouns they 

modify or verbs that agree with their subject in person and number. The 

fact that Romani has both of these (and that even the copula must agree 
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with its subject in person and number) is yet another strong indicator that it 

is neither a pidgin nor a creole. 

 

Romani is thus very similar to other koïnés, and in particular, it seems to be 

what Siegel (1985: 364) calls an immigrant koïné. This means that the 

direct-line ancestors of the Romani people spoke various dialects and came 

into contact outside of the area where the dialects were spoken. It 

eventually became their primary language and replaced the other dialects. 

This is consistent with Hancock’s (2006) view that the ancestral population 

consisted of an army defeated by the Ghaznavids and spoke various 

dialects, from which they formed a koïné. 

 

The fact that Romani has many characteristics of an immigrant koïné, 

combined with the fact that Romani does not share characteristics with 

other contact languages frequently confused with koïnés, supports an 

immigrant koïné origin for Romani. Recall also that, as we saw earlier, an 

11
th

-century exodus was better supported than a 5
th

- or 6
th

-century exodus 

from India, or an exodus from the Central Indo-Aryan area before 250 BC. 

Overall, this suggests that the koïné hypothesis is best supported; Romani 
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is the descendant of a Central Indo-Aryan koïné whose speakers left India 

around AD 1000. 

 

Conclusion 

Romani most likely originated as a koïné within the society formed within 

the defeated army that left India (including the Central Indo-Aryan area) 

around AD 1000. Romani shows linguistic evidence of having originated as 

a Central Indo-Aryan koïné, and sociohistorical and genetic evidence 

(along with linguistic evidence cited in previous work) support an early 

11
th

-century exodus and a Central Indo-Aryan origin. Thus, the koïné 

hypothesis is supported by linguistic, sociohistorical, and genetic evidence. 
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