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Stories on the food-begging Roma

Boundary making in the Finnish peasant homes
Eija Stark

Introduction

How were a pre-modern peasant culture’s perceptions of home, sense of belonging and 
cultural expectations expressed in oral tradition? What kind of boundary maintenance 
and crossings existed between the peasants, their world view and the travelling Roma 
who regularly visited the farmhouses? Using Finnish folktales as my source materials, 
I examine the power relations between the majority members of the peasant society 
and the Roma minority regarding food and eating in early-twentieth-century Finland. 
These narratives clearly indicate the relationship between food (especially meat), power 
and ethnicity that existed in the pre-industrial agricultural society. For a long time, 
meat consumption by the majority was often limited due to shortage. This, however, 
did not prevent telling stories where meat was a central topic. According to Marvin 
Harris, in societies where meat was the principal article of diet, the talk of it was also 
frequent (Harris 1986: 26).

The lower a family or an individual was on the social scale, the more explicitly 
significant was the adequacy of food. Unlike the sedentary rural majority population, 
the Roma were itinerant without permanent dwellings. They lived largely outside the 
agricultural production system and were only partially within the reach of central and 
local authorities. Typically, the Roma lived in small family-based bands that made 
their living by combining a variety of low-income economic activities with geographic 
mobility. Their typical occupations, such as horse-trading, peddling and castrating 
animals, were socially stigmatized, even though their services were often highly sought 
after (Tervonen 2010: 8–9).

Without houses of their own, Roma groups were especially dependent on the 
goodwill of peasants and the settled population as providers of food and shelter. Their 
ethnicity and understanding of home blended into the mobile livelihood strategy, a 
feature that was a focal point in producing and maintaining a distinction in relation 
to the majority peasant population, whose culture and idea of home was tied to 
agricultural and forest industries, as well as stable dwellings. To peasants, home meant 
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a physical place infused with domestic notions of family, whereas the Roma’s concept 
of home was a sense of belonging to a group. However, the Finnish Roma never lived 
in isolation without close contact with the non-Roma. On the contrary, non-Roma 
people have always been part of the Roma socioeconomic system (see Silverman 1988). 
Because the majority society and the Roma lived in entwined contact, side by side but 
separated, I point out how different breadwinning systems reflected symbolic value 
creation and different concepts of home. Central to the tales is the concept of power 
and who wields it, particularly in connection with food (especially types of meat).

Archived folktales: Commonly shared views from the past?

The source for this analysis is a corpus of 600 Finnish folktales regarding the 
geographically mobile Roma. Like many other folklore genres in the Finnish Literature 
Society archives, tales about the Roma were mostly collected by educated folklore 
collectors or lay collectors acting on behalf of the Finnish Literature Society, mainly 
between 1930 and 1950, and the people who narrated these tales were from poor peasant 
or logging backgrounds. A folktale is an entertaining narrative that was transmitted by 
word of mouth before the spread of literacy. The term itself encompasses a wide variety 
of types of stories, including ethnic jokes and semi-historical stories relating to the 
deeds of famous people, as do the tales about the Finnish Roma. Although fictional, 
folktales were also instructive, illustrating or explaining cultural ideas and cautioning 
against undesirable behaviour (Ben-Amos 2005 [1992]: 255; Goldberg 2011: 558).

A typical feature of the tales is the one-sided presentation of the Roma from the 
perspective of the non-Roma. The setting of the narratives is usually a farmhouse or 
farmyard where the Roma enter to ask for food or engage in trade. The tales therefore 
consist of a particular ‘ethnic script’ that refers to a conventional, although fictional, 
account of the ethnic group that formed the backdrop for a humorous tale (Driessen 
1997: 225−27; Davies 2005). It is important to bear in mind that narratives about the 
target of the tales, the Finnish Roma, often say more about the tale tellers and their 
culture than about the object of the tales (Cundall 2012: 163). According to Christie 
Davies, these kinds of ethnic tales magnify the human deficiencies they ascribe to 
other ethnic groups (Davies 1990: 306; 2005: 152−53). In fact, the ways in which the 
Roma have been stereotyped in narratives – as food thieves and reluctant labourers – 
reveal a great deal about the majority society.

The fact that these narratives were not only narrated but also documented and 
preserved says something about the archival policies of the early twentieth century 
in Finland. Educated folklore collectors and lay collectors were motivated by rhetoric 
in which folklore was seen as the cultural heritage of the Finnish people, a form of 
national and local history (L. Stark 2006: 116–21). My analysis draws on a body of 
texts collected at a time when accepted folklore included ethnic tales, often exclusive 
and dark, and folklore was seen as the cultural heritage of the majority members of a 
society (E. Stark 2016). Archival practices that were made and implemented affected 
multiple aspects of culture, such as the cultural integrity of peasant communities. 
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Consistently archiving materials about ethnic minorities over a long period thus meant 
objectifying and exploiting the cultural minority.

Why am I analysing only the peasant point of view and not the Roma? It was only 
in the 1960s that the self-identification and oral histories of Finland’s ethnic minorities, 
such as the Roma or the Sámi, became a focus of interest. This was part of a larger 
international development when scholars and the public started to show interest in 
the history of ethnicities (Viljanen 2003: 67; Daniel 2014: 176). Therefore, it has been 
difficult to find an independent Roma voice in historical documents. One reason for this 
is the Roma’s mistrust of authorities and their fear of outsiders using their knowledge 
against them (Blomster and Mikkola 2014: 31). Another reason is that the Finnish Roma 
did not have formal organizations, either ethnically or religiously based, to produce 
their own written sources. For that matter, many of the existing sources concerning the 
Finnish Roma show them in an extremely negative light; they only appear in the context 
of a crime, confrontation or depiction of extreme poverty, thus making it hard to get an 
impression of ‘normal’ and non-conflictual everyday life (Tervonen 2010).

Although there are documented oral histories of the Roma in Finland from the 
end of the 1990s onward, the Roma have been written by the non-Roma, and these 
representations have always reflected the hostile viewpoints of a majority society with 
its own agenda of repressing vagrancy and maintaining ‘a good society’ (Lucassen, 
Willems and Cottaar 1998: 3; Okely 1983). The same is true in the narratives analysed 
in this chapter: the tales about the Finnish Roma were told, written and archived (and 
now analysed) from the perspective of the non-Roma.

However, regardless of the dependency structure, since the sixteenth century, the 
Finnish Roma have lived – and continue to live – among majority society, embedded in 
and interacting with it (Okely 1983; Blomster and Mikkola 2014). When Finland became 
independent in 1917, the constitution guaranteed everyone, including the Finnish Roma, 
equal rights of citizenship. Over the course of time, the Roma of Finland drew on a 
strong civic identity, focusing on participation in nation-state building (Nordberg 2006). 
This equality made it culturally unacceptable to overtly criticize the Roma; however, 
and perhaps as a result of this, folktales about the food-begging Roma provided a way 
of articulating otherwise critical, culturally taboo ideas. I argue that these vernacular 
narratives allowed the majority to critique aspects of Roma life that the Roma refused to 
talk about, such as hygiene, food safety and bodily functions. However, because the tales 
were meant to be humorous, they are comparable to ethnic jokes (Davies 1990) where 
the objects of the stories live on the periphery or margins of the given culture.

The role of boundaries

According to Carol Silverman, the non-Roma environment has never been a threat to 
Roma culture but rather a storehouse from which the Roma creatively drew, adapted 
and interpreted. Therefore, all studies concerning Roma culture and its outcomes must 
begin with a discussion of boundaries (Silverman 1988). Both the peasants and the Roma 
made boundaries in terms of selected cultural differences that were important to them. 
For example, peasants saw themselves as being tied to the land and rural occupations, 
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while the Roma considered themselves working independently with a high degree of 
mobility. For the peasant population, the very meaning of home arose from the idea of 
a fixed and permanent dwelling place. The other kind of living showed up as anomaly. 
The more profound realization that the others were not ‘our kind of people’ was the 
world view that was lodged in the dichotomy between insider and outsider, or Roma 
and non-Roma. The Roma viewed the world of the non-Roma as separate, inferior and, 
more importantly, polluting. This separation was grounded in the taboo system, which 
involved polluting persons, objects, body parts and foods. The centre of ritual purity 
was the head, or more specifically, the mouth. Anything entering the mouth, such as 
food, was carefully screened. The lower body was considered unclean, so strict washing 
regulations were enforced. For example, separate washbasins were used for the two body 
zones: the upper body and the lower body (Salo 1977: 36–9; Silverman 1988: 263). With 
this elaborate system of classification and behaviour, the Roma considered peasants and 
all rural working-class populations to be disorderly, promiscuous, dirty and inferior.

Although the Roma/non-Roma boundary was the cornerstone of the Roma ethnicity, 
there was a great deal of movement of people, goods and ideas across this boundary. 
Survival of Roma ethnicity has been dependent on crossing this boundary to negotiate a 
viable niche in the larger non-Roma environment. Successful integration with the non-
Roma was obviously important for survival because the Roma groups were economically 
and materially dependent on the non-Roma (Silverman 1988: 265). Consequently, the 
peasants in Finland were accustomed to the mobile Roma, although the encounters 
were characterized by silences about certain issues. Because the Roma refused to openly 
discuss their world view, especially their strict taboos, the peasants’ reaction was the 
narrative culture that enabled reflecting the secretive elements of the Roma. As Salo 
points out, the functions of these kinds of tales have often been twofold: that of the teller 
and his/her purpose and the performance effect (Salo 1977: 55). It is presumable that the 
folktales about the Roma were intended for internal consumption – that is, most forms 
of direct abuse were shared only among the peasant members of society.

Because the Finnish Literature Society did not document anything other than the 
majority folklore, the Roma showed up in the early archive collections as the topic 
of brutal folk narratives by the non-Roma. From a contemporary perspective, these 
tales are filled with the inexplicable abuse and maltreatment of minorities (Zipes 2002 
[1979]: 191; E. Stark 2018). The source materials, without exception, refer to the Roma 
as ‘mustalainen’, that is, ‘gypsy’. In this chapter, to avoid any negative or romanticized 
images associated with the term ‘gypsy’ (Glajar 2008; Landon 2008), I will use the 
terms ‘the Finnish Roma’ or, as the Finnish Roma refer to themselves, ‘the Kaale’.

Since folktales in the Finnish Literature Society are often short with no additional 
information about the context, I will focus on traditional models at the mental level 
of the peasant culture. I treat folktales as the domain of culturally significant ideas 
and thought patterns that also served to delineate the boundaries of belonging to the 
core group of a nation, that is, the peasant population. Consequently, it is important 
to identify a set of methodological viewpoints that enable us to decode the cultural 
models from folklore that organize people’s understandings of the world and that can 
enable us to demonstrate how such cultural understandings guide the production of 
linguistic forms like folktales (Mathews 2005: 105–6; Hill 2005).
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To understand cultural messages in folk narratives collected from the Finnish 
rural society during the first half of the twentieth century, I use a specific, twofold 
contextualization frame. The first is the historical context with its economic and 
social structure. Livelihoods, landowning organizations, class structures, economic 
distribution and laws often give context to the archived folklore texts. The recurrent 
motifs and themes in tales are compared to corresponding structural features of the 
society from which the tales were collected, that is, the past agrarian communities 
whose language, religion and social history my own family shares. The second frame of 
reference is the discourse system concerning the topic of the Roma and their distinctive 
world view: their main themes and motifs. In other words, Finnish folktales about the 
Roma were a form of vernacular expression in which tale tellers were bound by the 
restrictions of this narrative genre, as well as the expectations of the community. These 
two frames of reference form the basis for a meaningful interpretation of the folktales 
of the pre-industrial peasant culture. Folktales thus enable the possibility to discern 
recurrent thoughts, behaviours and meanings.

In my analysis, I identify and locate meanings in a broader socio-historical context. 
The value of comically intended expressions is in the awareness that humour reflected 
significant issues in Finnish peasant society (Driessen 1997: 226; L. Stark 2006). The 
folktales about the food-begging Roma fall into two categories: the first deals with the 
topic of insulting the Roma by giving them bad or inedible food and the second analyses 
the techniques that the Roma were believed to use to get food from the farmhouses. In 
both categories, as mentioned before, the viewpoint is that of the majority.

Insulting the Roma with bad food

In societies of low population density and limited agricultural potential, such as 
Finland in the beginning of the twentieth century, the utility and scarcity of animal 
foods gave them high symbolic value (Harris 1986). Along with the cold winters and 
the deep-frozen soil, the small size of many farms historically encouraged an emphasis 
on meat, milk and eggs. There were visible distinctions between the food that was eaten 
by the farmer and his wife and that available to the farm servants or poorer classes. 
At the local level, farms were the main centres of food production and consumption 
and most villagers were dependent on them to a lesser or greater extent. A farmer 
and his family and staff lived on the farm, which was their home. Peasants’ sense of 
home derived probably from the specificity of its interactions with the outside and the 
outsiders who did not belong to the farm. While tenant farmers and servants earned 
their food by working on farms, beggars, such as the Roma, depended almost entirely 
on the charity of farms for their survival.

Because the Roma were forced to beg, they had to accept what they were given:

Farmhouse people had caught a wolf and it was slaughtered for gypsies. When 
they arrived, they were given wolf meat. Later, the gypsies asked the neighbors 
whether the farmhouse people who offered them that meat had some problem, 
because of the large amount of meat they could afford. The gypsies were told that 
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they had been given wolf meat. One of the gypsies started to lament: ‘My God, now 
my whole family will die.’ And thereafter the gypsies never entered that house.1

Central idea of the tales about gypsies is to get rid of the begging Roma by giving 
them inedible food, such as meat from pets or certain birds. The tale underscores 
the idea of breaking of a food taboo in which domestic pets and wild carnivorous 
animals, such as a wolf, were (still are) forbidden. One feature of ethnic humour 
is often that it refers to others as eating peculiar or inferior, rather than forbidden, 
foods, whereby the dominant white man’s Christian traditions lack a coherent set of 
food taboos (Davies 1990: 276−8). The term ‘food taboo’ means avoidance of a food 
item for reasons other than simple dislike. Avoidance turns into a collectively shared 
habit and eventually ends up as food taboo. A taboo not only prohibited eating 
certain kind of food but also regulated in-group social behaviour (Meyer-Rochow 
2009; Douglas 1966). One important aspect in the tales is the disclosure of the origin 
of meat:

Kekarainen of Kurenranta [the name of the farmhouse] was a regular stop for the 
gypsies. They were there continuously and even many nights in a row. Once, the 
farmhouse people played a trick on some gypsies. A crow was shot and roasted. 
Gypsies came and, well, they started to whine. The farm wife gave them roast crow. 
One week later, the gypsies discovered this. They started to vomit until they were 
vomiting blood. The farmhouse has been without gypsies ever since.2

Tales reflect the supremacy of meat as a symbol of wealth, privilege and power. Given 
their unstable, mobile and extremely poor living conditions, the Roma were unable to 
attain or choose good food items, and subsisted on inferior foods out of necessity. This 
signified the poverty and failure of the Roma in rural village life.

Along with the Finnish Roma, many other people either practised itinerant 
professions or resorted to begging – for example, elderly people or single mothers 
and their children. Begging itself was common in the countryside and was not 
automatically seen as stigmatizing by the community. The rural population was 
therefore accustomed to travellers from a wide range of backgrounds. Giving food 
and shelter to people on the move was common enough that social norms evolved to 
regulate the way these visitors were looked after. Skilled professionals, for example, 
were invited to eat at the table with the farmhouse members, whereas people 
considered lower in the hierarchy, such as the Roma, ate by themselves and were sent 
to sleep at the barn (Tervonen 2010: 62). Attitudes towards begging depended on one’s 
own gender, age and social background. From the point of view of peripatetic people, 
who had no permanent accommodation, all farm people served as potential givers of 
food and shelter.

Attitudes towards the poor and beggars in Finland were often a mix of annoyance 
and understanding. What might have been an expression of solidarity (the idea of 
a smallholder helping the Roma, that is, the other poor) could also have contained 
a strong element of fear due to harmful superstitions, such as a curse, bad luck or 
misfortunes hitting those who refused to help the Roma (Tervonen 2010: 111−12). 
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Probably, for that matter, folktales contain the narrative element of giving food 
although with reluctance:

Until today, gypsies have been causing annoyance to us. There is the belief that if 
one does not give what a gypsy asks for, will cause a curse. And another belief is a 
gypsy fortune-teller knows for sure what will happen, is still a fact. When a group 
of gypsies entered a house, they started whining: ‘Oh dear matron of the house, 
give us some butter and some bread; oh, give some milk to my child.’ They were 
given what they asked for.3

Because the Roma weren’t turned down openly, the exclusion was done implicitly. 
The next tale type derives its punchline from the assumed stupidity of the Roma but 
ignores, of course, the hygiene views that determined Roma behaviour: ‘Master says 
that the meat the gypsies were given from the neighbors was meat of a pig that died by 
itself. They throw the meat away, the master takes it.’4

While the majority society interpreted the behaviour of members of the Roma 
minority as caused by their naïve superstition, its true origin was in the ideas of purity 
and pollution (see Roman 2015). As in the Jewish tradition, the Finnish Roma considered 
an animal that has died naturally inedible (e.g. Meyer-Rochow 2009). A typical element 
of the tales is, consequently, the motif in which the farm people who swindled the Roma 
are not the ones who disclose the hoax, but the ‘neighbors’ of the farm.

One of the tale types deals with food swindling. Peasants, or at least those from 
the largest farms not only produced, ate and possessed valuable foods but were also 
able to swindle food or food resources from those who usually could not afford it. The 
following tale ridicules the Roma by entitling the majority to take a pig from the Roma:

Gypsies with a good pig once entered the farmhouse. The farmhouse people thought 
about how to get that pig. When everyone started going to sleep, a farmhand heated 
an iron bar and used it to prod the pig. The pig started to squeal and went all around 
the farmhouse. The gypsies woke up and were horrified; they started to cry that ‘Hai, 
now it’s going crazy’, and so they quickly left the farmhouse leaving the pig there.5

This tale has many variants, all of which represent a farmhand, a male worker on 
the farm, as the protagonist. The tale is not only about the relationship between the 
sedentary peasants and the itinerant Roma but also about the majority in relation to 
minority, in the sense that ethnicity and livelihoods were more important factors in 
creating shared understanding than social position, since both groups represent a low 
rank. The common feature of the Finnish folktales is that majority members, that is, 
Finnish-speaking rural populations, formed a cohesive group in opposition to other 
ethnicities, speakers of other languages, such as Swedish or Russian, or people with 
disabilities. Therefore, when the travelling Roma came to a village, two individuals 
who normally experienced a class conflict, that is, master of the farm and farmhand, 
ally against the visitors, as the following tale depicts:

A farmhand promised to turn out the gypsies if he was paid a mark for it. When 
the gypsies entered the house and started to eat, the farmhand threw himself on 
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the floor. The master of the farm went to see him and tried to lift him up, but he 
played dead. As the gypsies ran away, so the dead awoke.6

In both of these tales, roguish behaviour is performed by a farmhand. His mischievous 
role as a trickster typically makes up for physical weakness with cunning and subversive 
humour. It is typical that a trickster character fools other people, alternating between 
cleverness and stupidity, kindness and cruelty and the breaking of taboos (Babcock-
Abrahams 1975: 148−50). From this point of view, the Roma were victims of the 
trickster, although most of the time they were not even aware that they were victims.

In rural society, the human body was both the primary source of energy and the 
primary tool of labour. In day-to-day life, there existed only the farm and its fields 
carved from the wilderness through human labour and minimal technology that 
extended the body’s capabilities, such as the axe, knife and scythe (L. Stark 2006: 66). 
A recurrent theme in folklore about the Roma is their inability to do farm work. Tale 
tellers depicted the Finnish Roma as stupid and unable to cope with the peasant way 
of life, in which many skills were handy, while others were almost essential. This view 
provided reason to mock them, as this next tale reflects:

The master of a farm promised to slaughter a pig that was owned by the gypsies, 
but only if he could get the pig’s head as his fee. The gypsies had tears in their eyes 
when they realized that, besides the head, the farmer cut off the shoulders as well. 
But the deal was what it was and could no longer be cancelled.7

Moral components of tales probably did not mean that the proposed morals were 
good. According to Jack Zipes, every moral code in a given society is constituted by 
the people in power in the community and serves their vested interests. Above all, 
however, tales have represented basic human dilemmas in tangible metaphorical forms 
(Zipes 2006: 131). In times of dearth, deception occurred repeatedly and, by showing 
a particular minority as inexperienced in serious business as well as easy to dupe, the 
tale points to the need to be witty. 

Ways of food begging

In the same period that the folktales about the Roma were collected, the number 
of small farms in the Finnish countryside increased markedly. Generally, Finnish 
farmhouses were small, usually under 10 hectares in area, and food was in short supply 
(Alapuro 1988). In the peasant economy, it was customary that people with limited 
access to food reserves were not full after eating (Mennell 1985: 27). Moreover, during 
periods of low productivity, even farm households, farmhands and servants sometimes 
starved. Ownership of a small farm and the rural sedentary lifestyle it provided, 
however, came to represent the cultural norm, and images of a farmhouse were given 
the characteristics typical of a ‘key-symbol’ (Ortner 1973).

Although the Roma in Finland did horse trade and other activities with the rural 
farmers on a weekly or a monthly basis, many of their customs were unknown by the 
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majority. The most crucial elements dealt with the concept of purity and pollution and 
how it structured their life in polar opposites: clean and unclean, male and female, 
young and old. For the Roma, the waist was the starting point of that distinction; 
the upper body was considered clean while the lower body, linked to physical 
processes or sexuality, was considered unclean (Roman 2015: 211). In fact, sex – 
especially female sexuality – was so shameful that everything relating to it, including 
pregnancy, was hidden, silenced or concealed (Thurfjell 2013: 31; Grönfors 2001). 
Contact with the lower body was to be avoided; thus, for example, a Roma did not 
re-use any food utensil that had dropped to the floor for fear of pollution. Likewise, 
it was not allowed to keep or wash clothes in bowls that were used for preparing food 
(Åberg 2014: 201). This probably was such a profound cultural division between the 
majority society and the Finnish Roma, where the two could not understand or even 
accept one another.

In folktales, women openly begged, going from one farmhouse to another, while 
Roma men attempted to retain their dignity by not asking so straightforwardly. The 
majority population, however, could see this, making the male Roma a constant object 
of ridicule:

The gypsy woman pesters a farm wife for bread. The gypsy woman’s man sits on the 
chair and says [to his wife]: ‘Why are you agonizing people; without even asking, a 
good farm wife will give you not just one, but two loaves of bread.’8

Although the tale above depicted cooperation among Roma family members when 
begging – one asking for food and the other pretending to be humble and hiding his 
eagerness to get food – such tales also acknowledged outspoken individuals, such as 
the Roma woman who explicitly expressed her aims. However, opposing tales exist 
about the Roma woman’s honesty in begging. In the following version, the Roma 
woman assumes the Roma man’s position:

There was a gypsy family in one farmhouse. The gypsy children surrounded the 
farm wife asking for food. They repeatedly said, ‘Whine, whine’. The gypsy woman 
snapped at the children, ‘Don’t always whine; indeed, the good farm wife will give 
something’, but then added to the children in Romani dialect, ‘Whine, whine’.9

These stories create a situation where the listener or reader is provided with an 
understanding of the Roma hierarchy, which, unlike that of the majority population, 
was inflexible and strict.

Although these encounters typically occur within the female spheres of the peasant 
household, probably both peasant men and women retold such folktales. According 
to the tale tellers, the eloquent manner of delivery is simply a performance the Roma 
use to achieve their aims. Presumably, as Carol Silverman has pointed out, when 
Roma people interacted with non-Roma, they had various motives for influencing the 
impression received (Silverman 1988: 265). However, folktale as a genre represents 
characters as simplistic and flat, typically with either exaggerated good or bad 
characteristics.
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In the data, there are only few texts that represent the Roma as clever tricksters. 
Unlike the other tales, these adopt the trickster’s perspective and poke fun at gullible 
farmhouse people:

Gypsies stayed overnight in a farmhouse where a pig had recently been slaughtered. 
At night, the gypsies put the pig into their sleigh and covered it with sheets. In the 
morning they got up early and cried that their beloved brother who had left the 
house earlier had died. The gypsies left that morning, grieving their brother.10

As oral tales have always been told in part to instruct, the previous tale has a twofold 
function: recognizing blatherskite and ensuring well-being by taking precautions. 
When narratives were collected and sent to the Finnish Literature Society, contextual 
information regarding the narrative situations was not expected. We do not exactly 
know about the situations in which these tales were told, but we know that a generally 
approving attitude towards food thievery at home existed in the rural household 
economy (L. Stark 2011: 227). It is interesting to note, however, that tellers were able to 
laugh at their own culture. In the kind of tale above, the perspective is not that of the 
Roma but, rather, that of the peasant household members.

The begging Roma form a unique tale type in the Finnish oral tradition, because 
the beggars of the tales are treated badly. Tales of kindness and hospitality to beggars 
were also recorded, and these were usually narrated in the Eastern Orthodox parts of 
Finland; in these tales, the beggar, a white man wearing ragamuffin clothes, often turned 
out to be a supernatural being who helped the protagonist. If the house accommodated 
and fed the man well, the house became rich; alternatively, there were stories in which 
the farmhouse refused to help the beggar and, therefore, the house fell into poverty and 
misfortune (Järvinen 1981: 29–32). Contrary to those, the begging Roma were victims 
of harsh treatment, as if deserving of it, as the next tale depicts:

Gypsies entered a house at night. In the evening, the farm wife had left a pot roast 
to cook. During the night, the gypsies decided to leave, and ate the roast leaving 
only the bones. The farm master happened to wake up and forced the gypsies to 
eat all the bones, too. It was a chore, but what could one do? After eating the bones, 
someone said, ‘How painful that was for my mouth.’11

A motif of coercion recurs throughout various tales and almost always relates to food 
begging, as illustrated in the previous narrative. In other variants of this tale type, 
a farm master, whip in hand, forces a group of gypsies who begged for food to eat 
everything at the table or, alternatively, a farm master forces a group of gypsies who 
asked for food from the house to eat a large bowl of week-old bean soup.

Unlike the tales in which the Finnish Roma are physically harmed, the court 
records have shown that inter-ethnic violence between the Roma and non-Roma in 
Finland was rare (Tervonen 2010: 206). One could argue that the existence of a poor 
and openly unequal society made the narratives possible. Broadly speaking, folklore 
has always reflected societal values, and a racist society will tend to have racist folklore 
(Dundes 1980: 174). Stories about the Roma begging for food were a comical reflection 
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of or on a particular set of beliefs and habits that were well-known to all rural Finns, 
peasants and Roma alike. As Christie Davies has pointed out, it was the knowledge 
and acknowledgement of, not enthusiasm for, this social reality that provided the 
essential foundation of these tales (Davies 1990: 296–7). In fact, tales about the Finnish 
Roma as voracious food beggars can be interpreted as instructing members of a rural 
community to control their scarce supplies of food.

Conclusion

In times of dearth, fear of food scarcity has varied according to locality, class and 
ethnicity. The narrative culture of such societies was deeply entwined with the topics 
of food and the lack of it. Historically, in early-twentieth-century Finland, the rural 
sedentary population that formed the majority of the country’s population was 
accustomed to offering food and shelter to travelling workmen, artisans, peddlers and 
the Finnish Roma. It is interesting, however, that the Roma specifically became the 
object of humorous food-begging stories. Among all the itinerant groups travelling 
the countryside, the Roma were undoubtedly the most distinctive and were set apart 
from the white-skinned, rural working-class Finns in terms of livelihoods and cultural 
practices.

The rural narrative culture surrounding the mobile Roma groups was closely 
bound to Finnish early modern rural society in the sense that the stories grew out of 
smallholding farms and harsh living conditions where only few were affluent. The sense 
of home came into existence from a fixed and permanent place, which usually was a 
farmhouse. For the peasant majority society, food security and social reproduction 
belonged to the core of the understanding of home. From that perspective, the Roma 
people’s living without permanent dwelling showed up as anomaly. The folktales about 
the begging Roma were of two kinds. In the first, the Roma were insulted by offering 
bad or inedible food. The tales pointed to the power structure in which the wandering 
people were mostly forced to eat what they were offered. The stories poked fun at the 
expense of the ethnic minority and its stupidity for failing to recognize proper food. 
Interestingly, poor quality food was historically offered to the farmhands and farm 
maids, too. The difference, however, in the tales is the setting in which the Roma are 
automatically given bad food.

Another topic in the tales of food begging is the peasants’ laughing at the Roma’s 
superstitious beliefs and, moreover, their supposed stupidity. They become the object of 
laughter in pointing to their superstitious beliefs, which were motivated by avoidance 
of polluted food. In the tales, the Roma might possess a good pig, which the farm 
people were tempted to take for themselves. By violating a pig and making the animal 
angry, the majority members make the Roma believe it is diseased. The Roma then 
abandon the animal and the farm people attain valuable meat food. The moral of these 
kinds of tales, naturally from the point view of the teller, is a warning against gullibility. 
The stories do not comment on the actual theft, as was the case in the narratives where 
a peasant or a farmhouse member slaughters a pig owned by the Roma. Again, the 
majority members fool the minority by high-handedly interpreting an oral agreement.
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The second type of tale depicts the various ways in which the Roma once begged. 
Usually a female Roma verbally begged for food, while the rest of the Roma band 
stayed outdoors or remained quiet. However, the storytellers make fun of the assumed 
performance that the Roma were believed to practice. In addition, the folktales also 
warn that giving food to the Roma makes them always want more. Another tale type 
reflects their tendency towards theft, such as stealing meat from a farmhouse that 
offered overnight accommodation. Interestingly, these tales poke fun at the gullible 
farmhouse people and, therefore, can be interpreted as teaching listeners to be more 
cautious against unfamiliar people and things.

It is important to note that in spite of Finland’s twentieth-century social inclusion 
policies, cultural boundaries between groups of people remained and were often 
highlighted in everyday life. The stereotypes with which the Finnish Roma were 
generally labelled were actually features that were also shared by the majority. Swindling 
and stealing food were actions that were not specific to a particular ethnicity. Therefore, 
folktales about the Roma begging for food are indicative of power relations in terms 
of world view and its central perceptions; they inform who is at the centre of a culture 
and who is not.

Notes

1 SKS KRA; KT 37:1936. Vihti. Ekström Fanny. All the materials are stored in the 
Finnish Literature Society’s Archive Materials on Traditional and Contemporary 
Culture in Helsinki. The footnotes referencing excerpts of folktales excerpts indicate 
their location in the manuscript collection. The first part of the entry, ‘SKS’, refers to 
the Finnish Literature Society (in Finnish: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura); the 
second indicates the specific archive, ‘KRA’ for the Archive Materials on Traditional 
and Contemporary Culture. The third part refers to the specific collections, such as 
‘KT’, ‘KRK’ and so forth. The final portion of the entry refers to the collection year, the 
location of the tale and the name of the collector.

2 SKS KRA; KRK 148:19. 1935 Sortavala. Toini Moilanen.
3 SKS KRA; TK 111:30.1961. Mikkeli, Vanhala. Jaakko Valkonen.
4 SKS KRA; E. 40.1936. Vuoksela. Inkiläinen E.
5 SKS KRA; KT 90:337.1937. Maaninka, Käärmelahti. Martta Häiväläinen.
6 SKS KRA; KT 71:25.1936. Puumala. Hintsanen Evert.
7 SKS KRA; KT 58:17.1938. Hollola. Uusitalo Aulis.
8 SKS KRA; KT 161a.1936. Polvijärvi. Tanskanen R.
9 SKS KRA; Akaa. Teodor Sirén a) 1904.

10 SKS KRA; KT 7:51.1938. Kalanti. Lassila Ellen.
11 SKS KRA; KT 134:148.1936. Soanlahti. Partanen L.
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