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LANGUAGE, MARGINALITY AND EDUCATION:
A GITANO CASE STUDY

Por
Rogelio Reyes*

RESUMEN

Dadas las obras de Skutnabb-Kangas, Fishman y Keller, etc., sobre la
educacién de las minorfas lingiiisticas en diferentes partes del mundo, pareceria
apropiado incluir, en la discusién que se sigue sosteniendo a través de revistas y
otras publicaciones, estudios sobre la educacién de una minorfa sobremanera des-
cuidada, es decir el pueblo Rom o, como se les conoce en Espaiia, los gitanos. El
presente articulo trata de dar una visién microcésmica de la relacién entre el
lenguaje, la condicién social y la educacién de este grupo a través de un estudio de
caso de dos gitanos en Barcelona.

Se concluye que, a pesar de que nuestros contemporéneos gitanos se encuentran
més integrados en ciertos aspectos a la sociedad espafiola que en los tiempos
anteriores, su marginacién social y educativa, en esencia, persiste. En el contexto
de esta conclusién, surge una pregunta més general: json de hecho las diferencias
linglifsticas de los grupos marginados (v.gr. los indigenas de Latinoamérica, los
chicanos de Estados Unidos, etc.) las que impiden su progreso educartivo social,
o se debe esto a factores més bésicos y estructurales? La experiencia de los gitanos
parece apuntar hacia la segunda conclusién.

ABSTRACT

Given the works of Skutnabb-Kangas (1981) Fishman & Keller (1982) and
others on the education of linguistics minorities in different parts of the world, it
would appear proper to include, in the on-going discussion through journals and
other publications, an account of the education status of yet another much
neglected minority -the Rom, or Gypsies, as they are commonly know in English.
The present study attemps to give a microcosmic view of the common rubric for
the Rom in Spain.

* An Associate Professor with a Ph. D. in Linguistics from Harvard University. Dr. Reyes
is a researcher of human culture, linguistics and worldwide languages. San Diego State
University, Imperial Vally Campus.

Profesor asociado de San Diego State University, Imperial Valley Campus. Doctorado
en lingiiistica por 1a Universidad de Harvard, es un investigador de antropologia cultural en
lo general, y de lingiiistica e idiomas a nivel mundial.
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It is concluded that although modern-day Gitanos are linguistically and other-
wise more integrated in Spanish society than in previous times, they remain, for the
most part, educationally and socially marginalized. This conclusion raises the
general question: Is it language differences alone that keep marginal group (e.g.
indfgenas in Latin America, Chicanos in the United States, etc.) from attaining
educational and social equality or does their marginal status depend on other, more
structural factors as well? The Gitano experience seems to indicate that the latter
is the case.

INTRODUCTION

The popular notion, in the United States at least, is that the language differences
of ethnic minorities constitute a hidrance to their attainment of education equality
and consequently of their integration in the mainstream society. In order to
investigate the concrete validity on this assumption, the present study examines the
microcosm of two members of an ethnic minority in Spain. Admittedly, a case
study cannot be considered conclusive. It can, however, point out the direction for
future study.

The social condition of Gitanos in Spanish society is well researched and their
marginality needs no further corroboration. Leblon’s (1987:78) in-depth smdy of
this group summarizes it as follows:

“Cierto es que el fenémeno [i.e. Gitano marginality] no es privativo de
Catalufia, y hallaremos gitanos viviendo en miserables barracas en la
periferia de todas las grandes ciudades.”

In the following sections I present 1) theoretical prolegomena to the study of
marginality; 2) certain hypotheses relating to the lingustic and social status of the
Gitanos; 3) concrete data based on two case studies conducted in Barcelona in
1988; and 4) my conclusions, relating the data to my hypothesis.

THE CONCEPT OF MARGINALITY

Ohmann (1986:292) defines the concept of class in terms of a group’s basic
relation to production. Any other definition, he claims —for example in terms of
income, education, occupation, etc.— is in reality merely a manipulation of the
variables, which may be substituted at will, thereby changing the actual member-
ship of each class also at will.

Although Ohmann proposes a Marxian view of class as a better alternative, my
pointinciting him here is simply to argue that the factors that constitute marginality
might also be similarly manipulated in order to explain away the concept itself. I
therefore follow Ohmann and claim that the concept of class (and by extension,
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marginality) should be grounded “...in basic relations of production” (1986:292).
Obviously the social indicators of marginality as seen in income, housing,
education, language, etc. are also important, but they should not constitute the basis
for the definition of the concept per se. The fundamental factor —a group’s basic
relation to production— will constitute the basis of my study of marginality.

The measurement of marginality

In my research with the Gitanos, I have found it necessary to make a distinction
between moderate and extreme marginality. This distinction entails a concomitant
participation and non—participation in the labor force, respectively.

Extreme marginality implies isolation from the productive and consumer
~processes of society. Thus the problems of income, housing, education and, by
extension, culture in general which are part of the every day life of the working
class are largely irrelevant to extremely marginalized groups.! This characteriza-
tion, as we shall discuss below, seems to have been the one befitting the early
Gitanos in Spain.

Moderate marginality, on the other hand, implies that the affected group is part
of asociety’s working class butrelegated to the latter’s fringes. It performs the most
menial work necessary for the maintenance of society —as unskilled labor, petty
vendors, junk collectors, etc, The Gitanos, again —in this instance those of modern
times— constitute an example of this condition.

Thus, the moderately marginalized are caught up in the “wheels of production”
and must grapple with these social problems whether they want to or not. This fact
givesrise to the symbolic anecdote, recounted by my informant R.M., of the Gitano
trying to cope with his horse and his fifth story apartment at the same time. Under
“The significance of marginality in the study of language” below I shall discuss
how this same fact affects the language of the Gitanos.

Given the grounding of marginality in the basic relations of production as
explained above, it is obvious to me that no magic formula based on the usual social
indicators of income, housing, education, etc. can be invoked to provide a
quantitative method of determining marginality. Marginality is a phenomenon of
degree rather than a binary [+] or [-] feature.

" This should not be interpreted to mean that the extremely marginalized do not have
problems of their own. But these problems are situated within a different framework than
those of the rest of society. Income, for example is not directly related 1o the solution of these
problems since the group lives outside the monetary economy of that society.
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Nevertheless, if we intend to use marginality as a concept insocial analysis, we
need to have some way of determining whether a group is or is not in fact
marginalized.

In response to this problem, it must be said that marginality should be invoked
only in the clearest of cases. Grey areas should be approached with extreme
caution. In the case of Chicanos in the United States, for example, although they,
as a group, are definitely a working-class segment of society, the question of their
marginality is an open one —there seem to be gradations of reduced participation
in society within the group as a whole and the linguistic reflections of this fact are
correspondingly complex. Accordingly, the concept of marginality will probably
have only limited application and validity— e.g. among migrant farmworkers.

The case of the Gitanos, on the other hand, is much clearer. Most of the research
on this group —e.g. Leblon (1987), San Romén (1976), etc. as well as the Gitano
movement literature— e.g. Ramirez Heredia (1983, 1985) Tomes Fernéndez
(1987), the biweekly newspaper Nevipens romani, etc. —indicates that modern
Gitanos, mainly urban dwellers, are second-class citizens excluded from full
participation in Spanish society.

The significance of marginality in the study of language

According to Donahue (in press), “...no marginalized mother tongue... may
survive in the presence of a language of wider communication..."” The validity of
Donahue’s axiom as it applies to the language of the Gitanos will be exploted in
this and the next section.

In the study of languages in general, some -like certain Native American
languages (cf. Leap 1984)- have been seen to survive as an integral part of the
speakers’ culture although the group as a whole may live quite “marginalized” or
isolated from the mainstream society.

This survival of a language in spite of its marginal condition might be
interpreted to contradict Donahue’s axiom. Since marginality, however, is amatter
of degree, as I have stated above, I believe we can still demonstrate the truth of this
axiom provided we exclude from its application the condition of extreme margin-
ality. In the latter case, the marginalized group, although embedded in the larger
society, lives in relative isolation and is thus able to preserve aspects of its
traditional culture ~including language— more easily than when it is in closer
contact and involved with the dominant society.

This, in fact, was the case with the Gitanos in the early period of their existence

in Spanish. Originally from India, they wandered as nomadic tribes into Europe,
including Spain, in the XV century and continued their relative isolation from
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Spanish society for a period of time thereafter. During that initial period, their
traditional culture, including their language, was more integrally preserved than
later.

An official policy of extermination of their way of life, however, beginning in
1944 with the repressive Pragmética de Medina del Campo, forced Gitanos to
“Integrate” into Spanish society. This policy created their present condition, which
| consider moderate marginality as opposed to their extreme marginality of the
early period.

This perspective implies that marginality is not necessarily deleterious to the
culture of the marginalized group. In fact, extreme marginality may actually aid in
the preservation of its culture. this seems to have been the case of the Gitanos during
their early period in Spain, and perhaps of the present day more isolated Native
American communities as well.

Moderate marginality, on the other hand, almost inevitably implies erosion of
the traditional culture without the usually concomitant benefits of full integration
into the dominant society. Again, the example of the Gitanos, in modemn times,
seems to exemplify this condition.

Without the concept of marginality, phenomena such as language maintenance
and language loss, for example, may be attributed to a variety of causes —language
attitudes, language loyalties, loss of the traditional “non—verbal” culture, as in
Donahue (in press), etc.— but the material basis of these “causes” in the affected
group’s relation to production is usually overlooked. This oversight, it seems to
me, is of extreme importance because corrective policies will focus on attitudes,
loyalties, cultural values, etc. of both the affected group and of the dominant
society, avoiding the fact that these are only reflections of the material conditions
which have created them.

HYPOTHESIS

1) The language of modern Gitanos, except for a relatively few lexical items
derived from the traditional Romani, is essentially the same as the Spanish
vernaculars of the areas where they live; and

2) The Gitanos’ social and educational marginality is founded on their relation to
production rather than on their language differences with the Spanish majority. In
Section 3 I shall present evidence in favor of the stated hypothesis.

CASE STUDIES

This section consists of data based on tape-recorded interviews of two adult
male Gitanos in Barcelona -1) R. M., an activist of Ronda San Martin, better known
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as “La Persona”, a Gitano neighborhood in urban Barcelona; and 2) J.R., an office
employee of Barcelona's housing authority, Patronato Muncipal de la Vivienda,

The interviews were not designed to elicit data for statistical analysis; rather,
their structure consists of informal conversation- I asked general questions aboul
the informants’ history, occupation, education, family and ancestry, etc. The
informants® answers constitute the evidence for my hypotheses in Section 2.

Since R.M. generallyreflects the Gitano condition more typically thandoes J.R.,
I shall place the main emphasis of my study on the former.

Case study: R.M.

Personal and family background. Atleast on his mother’s side, R.M., age 27,
is a Cafelete, i.e. a Gitano born in Barcelona of Bético, i.e. Andalusian, back-
ground. With regard to his father, R.M. only knows thathe was a French Kalderash
(aterm referring to another branch of the Rom, to which Gitanos are also related)
who returned to his homeland shortly after R.M, was born. From his father’s side,
R.M. has no knowledge of his linaje or family background. His recognized linaje,
as stated to me, it that of his mother, now deceased, and of his mother-in-law.

Married, with one child, R.M. reflects the marginality of Gitanos in Spanish
society. He lives with his family in “La Persona”, a chabola or slum in urban
Barcelona. With little formal education, he is nevertheless relatively fortunate to
be employed as a community liaison with Barcelona’s Patronato Municipal de la
Vivienda, earning enough, in his own words, “para comer bien omal’ (“to eat well
or poorly™). '

But RM. is a fighter. Rather than accept the decisions of his supervisors
blindly, he will stand firm on what he thinks is right regardless of the consequences
with his job. This has earned him a reputation as community leader.

Housing. La Persona has approximately 700 inhabitants, almost all Gitanos,
constituting 90 to 100 families. Itis surrounded on all but one side by aPayo ornon-
Gitano residential district. On the fourth side is a railroad yard.

La Persona’s origins date back to the early 1940's, when, after the Civil War,
emigrants from other parts of Spain settled in Barcelona. Initially a Payo commu-
nity, Ronda San Martfn was nicknamed “La Persona” after Eva Duarte de Perén,
the wife of then-presidentof Argentina, Juan Perén, visited thechabolain 1947 and
offered her support in the building of better housing for its residents.

Subsequently, the original Payo chabolistasof La Persona, receiving preferen-
tial treatment from Spanish society in general, gradually mowed out to better
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housing. Other, Gitano chabolas, at the same time, were razed, the inhabitants
herded into trucks with only “cuatro trapos” (i.e. a few belongings), and relocated
in La Persona. Although the present government has become more concerned
about housing, the problem still persists.

Gitano culture must also be taken into account in the solution of the housign
problem. Gitanos, originally a nomadic people, have been forced to lead sedentary
lives and there are few Gitano nomads left in Spain. The culture of these sedentary
Gitanos, however, still recalls their nomadic past. Gitanos prefer to live in open
rather than in enclosed spaces.. “que nos de el aire en la card” (*so the wind will
blow in our faces”). They would rather occupy viviendas horizontales (single-story
housing) than verticales (multiple-story). This has given rise to the anecdote
among Payos that a Gitano, when he move into an apartament building, will bring
in his horse or donkey along with his family, even if he lives on the third or fourth
floor.

Living conditions. Although bomn in the 1960’s, a period of the Spanish
economy which R.M. compares favorably with the present, the living conditions
of Gitanos were not much better then than are now. R.M. was born “en la calle”
—out in the open. Gitano babies at that time were not generally born in hospitals.
R.M."s mother did not wear shoes until she was 45. The family normally ate only
one meal a day.

From personal observation, I believe conditions for Spanish Gitanos today are
materially, although not qualitatively, better. Ronda San Martin, the street along
which La Persona is situated, is paved, although poorly, with stagnant water in its
many pot holes. In the summer, many of the adults along with their children
conduct a major part of their daily lives out in the street. Although some of the
residents drive automobiles, usually older models, I saw no horses or donkeys.

Obra Social San Martfn, a clinic run by Catholic nuns, provides much of La
Persona’s health care. The nuns also provide other social service, It was through
the help of Sor Pilar Lépez of this clinic that I was able to make contact with my
informant R.M.

Educatlon. Education for Gitanos in Barcelona did notbegin seriously until the
1970’s. I did not come willingly on the part of officialdom. As with the housing
problem, however, the Gitano education problem cannot be resolved without
taking Gitano culture into account as well. Gitanos have traditionally considered
Payo education of little value to them unless they can see immediate, tangible
benefits therefrom, which is generally not the case. Education, however, although
generally irrelevant to a nomadic people of the past, is now indispensable for
Gitano progress. At. the same time, it needs to be made relevant to Gitano needs.
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In the early 1970’s La Persona, by then a totally Gitano community, had grown
to over 4,000 residents. Some form of schooling became necessary. The first
efforts were made by two Paya women in 1972, who began teaching voluntarily
out in the street. That was the beginning of R.M.’s education. The police soon put
an end to it, however, by detaining the Payas (the women) for teaching without a
permit.

Eventually, however, two or three school buildings were erected and fomal
schooling for La Persona was instituted. But even that was not enough for La
Persona’s inflated population at the time (J.R., my other Gitano informant, has
stated that even today education in La Persona is far inferior to Payo standards: a
seventh or eighth grade education in Los Pinillos, the school in La Persona, has
been rated as equivalent to third grade when La Persona students have transfered
to Payo schools).

Case Study: J. R.

Aged 40, JR. came to Barcelona from his native Seville 16 years ago.
Relatively well educated, he is presently an office employee at Barcelona's
housing authority, Patronato Municipal de la Vivienda. His life in Barcelon is
suspended between two cultures: although extremely proud of his Gitano culture
and values, his daily activities revolve mostly around non-Gitanos. Wishful of
finding a companion and getting married, he nevertheless feels that neither a
Gitana nor a Paya could fulfill his needs completely: a Gitana would not understand
his Payo ways and a Paya would not understand his Gitano ways.

The linguistic data from both J.R. and R.M. will be discussed in the following
section.

LANGUAGE

Serious research on the language of the Gitanos is meager (some examples:
Claverfa, 1951; Wagner, 1924, 1936, 1937 and, on the related Ciganos of Portugal,
1949). Most of the published works consist of vocabulary lists without rigorous
lexicographical criteria -€.g. Rosensweig (1972), Jung (1972), etc. Nevertheless,
I develop the following analysis of my two informants® speech on the hypothesis
—based on Claverfa (1951)- that the language of the Gitanos is essentially the same
as the Spanish vernacular of the surrounding community except for the inclusion
of arelatively few lexical items derived from Romani, the traditional language of
the Rom, which has its remote origins in India. This Gitano variety of Spanish is
what is commonly referred to as Cals.

R.M.Except for his careful and accurate distinction between /s/ and /g/, which,
in Adalusian Spanish, are usually merged into one or the other of these two
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phonemes, R.M."s speech, like that of other Cafeletes, to a greater or lesser degree
reflects his Andalusian background.

Syllable final /1/, for example, is sometimes realized as [r], although not in all
syllable final environments as in the Andalusian dialects which have this feature.
Instead, R M. s rule seems to be restricted to the environment /_d; e.g. fa[r]da, st.
Sp. fa[l]da *skirt’; to[r]do, st. Sp. to[lldo “tent”; falr]diquera (if we accept this
lexeme as equivalent to st. Sp. fa[l}driguera“woman’s bag tied around the waist”,
with deletion of the second, post-consonantal /r/; but not in a[l]guien “someone”,
e[l]gitano “the Gitano”, e[l}turismo “tourism”, etc., all as in st. Sp.

Furthermore, even in the environment /-d, [r] for /I/ doesn’t occur in all
Instances; e.g. e[l]d/a"the day", ka[l]derash*kalderash”. In the latter exampleone
might argue that R.M.'s realization [1] for /1/ is due to the fact that kalderashis a
loan word and thus is not part of the Andalusian vernacular. Other example in my
corpus, nervertheless, cannot be explained in this way. Thus the environment of
RM.’s rule must be stated in lexical as well as phonological terms.

Although my corpus is too small to investigate this question more thoroughly
at this time, it may be that living in Barcelona rather than in Andalusia has
influenced R.M. to consciously strive to modify his speech in this respect but
without acheiving it in all cases. This conscious effort to realize /1/ as [1] would
account for the exceptions in his speech to the Andalusian rule that realizes /1/ as
[r]. The specific reasons for the highly selective phonological and lexical environ-
ment of R.M.'s rule, however, remain enigmatic.

J.R. Linguistically speaking, J.R. is clearly more Andalusian than R M. The st.
Sp. phoneme /s/ and /g/ are obviously merged into a single phoneme, arecognized
Andalusian feature. In J.R."s speech, however, the phonetic realization of this
phoneme follows a quite complex pattern: in syllable final position it is regularly
realized as [h]; e.g. conolh]ca, st. Sp. cono[glca “1 may know”; dh], st. Sp. ¢[s]
“is"; mi[h}mo, st. Sp. mi[s]mo “same”; etc. Exceptions seem to reflect a more
careful style, as when citing an example of Gitano speech and its standard Spanish
gloss; e.g. lo[s] ojo[h]; diclé[s] o sacdils] “the eyes”.

Notice in this example that both the st. Sp. gloss and its corresponding Calé
citation have two instances of J.R."s archiphoneme —which I shall represent as /s/
-yet only in the Cal6 citation are both instances clearly realized as [s] -dicl4[s]
osacdifs]. In J.R."s st. Sp. gloss, on the other hand, only the medial /s/ is realized
as(s]; the phrase final /s/ (followed by a slight pause) isrealized in J.R.’s customary
manner as [h] /o[s] ojo{h]. There is a phonological reason for this difference: the
first /s/ is intervocalic and is joined in discourse to the following syllable o-[s] o-
Jjolh]. Thusitis, prosodically speaking, in syllable initial position and therefore not
affected by the Andalusian /s/ —> [h] rule.
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The second /s/, on the other hand, is definitely in syllable final position and
therefore has the expected Andalusian realization [h]. The fact that J.R. maintains
a strict [s] to /s/ correspondence in diclo[s] y o sacdils] but not in lo[s] ojo[h]
suggests that even his careful speech becomes relaxed when he reaches the end of
a Spanish —but not a Cal6- phrase.

In prevocalic position, J.R. realizes his archiphoneme /s/ as somewhere
between [¢] and [s] —the stridency of this variant is somewhat less marked that in
st. Sp. [s]. The auditory impression, consequently, is more towards [g] than [s]. ]
shall therefore transcribe it as [g] (with the caveat that is not identical to st. Sp. [¢]
-e.g. di[ole “says”, /[Bar [olelona “Barcelona”, Andalu[glia ‘'Andalusia”,
enton[gles “then”, as in st. Sp., as well as e[g]o, st, Sp. ds]o “that”; a[g]{st/ Sp.
a[s]f ‘thus’; []é, st. Sp. [s}¢ “I know”, etc.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this section I shallrecapitulate and conclude my arguments concernig the two
hypotesis in Section 2, namely

1) The language of modern Gitanos, except for a few lexical items derived
from the traditional Romany, is essentially the same as the Spanish vernacu-
lar spoken in the area where they live; and

2) Gitano educational and social marginality is founded on their basic
relation to production rather than on their language differences with the
Spanish majority.

With respect to the first hypothesis, the only evidence I can present in this study
is my informants’ own attestations. Claveria. (1951), however, conducted a
thorough study of this problem and came to the same conclusion. It should be
qualified that presently there is a renaissance of the traditional language in the
Gitano movement -Nevipens romant, for example, is presently publishing install-
ments of the Spanish constitution translated into Calé, as it prefers to call the
Gitano traditional language. Outside of those active in the movement, neverthe-
less, it is doubtful that many Gitanos have knowledge of their traditional language
other than of the few lexical items already mentioned.

Theloss of the Gitanos' traditional language is obviouslyrelated to their forced
“integration" into Spanish society. The fact that they retainsome lexical items from
their traditional language is an indication that they are not yet fully integrated.

As the data from my case studies suggest, however, it is doubtful that the

elimination of language differences altogether between Gitanos and Payos, in the
direction of a more standard variety, will assist in the formers’ progress toward
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educational and social equality. In microcosm, this is evidenced by the differences
in speech between J.R. and R.M.: in spite of his uninhibited use of clearly
Andalusian vernacular, J.R. has had more educational and social mobility than
R.M., who conforms more to the norms of standard Spanish.

Probably not by coincidence, there is a striking parallesim between this
example and that of Chicanos in the United States: it is a general observation that
Chicanos who identify with heritage insist on speaking English with the overtones
of their home language —an “interlanguage” or bled of Spanish and English. Thus,
code-switching, borrowing and other bilingual phenomena are part and parcel of
the English variety spoken by Chicanos, including university professors, students
and other educated members of this ethnic group.? The use of this nonstandard
variety, apparently, has not kept some Chicanos, at least, from attaining their
educational goals.

‘Wherein, then, does the path to educational equality for ethnic minorities lie?
Generalizing my hypothesis (2) above to apply to Chicanios as well, I conclude that
whatever progress Chicanos have made in this direction lies not in their accomo-
dation to the linguistic and other norms of the mainstream society butrather in their
wresting power, however limited, from that mainstrem. Educated Chicanos today
can afford the luxury of speaking their vernacular even in “mixed, company™
because their interests are institutionally protected (again, however limited). Take
away these institutional guarantees and we go back to square one.

Gitanos, for reasons beyond the scope of the present study, have not followed
the Chicano example. Their movement for social justice is visible, particularly
since Franco’s death, but its approach has been persuasive rather than confronta-
tional. Accordingly, its gains have been more limited. Every issue of Nevipens
romanf, the movement biweekly based in Barcelona, for example, is replete with
instances of bare-faced discrimination against Gitanos. Gitanos are still openly
barred from schools, employment, business establishments, etc. simply because of
their race. Based on the social and linguistic data obtained through my case studies
in Barcelona, I believe Gitano lingustic adaptation in the direction of standard
Spanish would do little to alleviate this situation.

In summary, Gitanos have gone a long way in their adaptation —including
language— to Payo ways, but educational as well as other forms of equality are still
an elusive goal of the future. The contribution of the present case study, I believe,

? For further discussion of Chicago language -specifically the English variety- see
Omstein-Galicia (1983) and Pennfield & Omstein-Galicia (1985).

*Even Anglo Americans have adopted some of the expressions typical of Chicago
English: recently an Anglo hostina TV program, for example, stated that he would present
the news" ...and the whole enchiland” .
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has been to present evidence and arguments suggesting that the solution to this
problem lies not in a marginal group’s linguistic conformism with the mainstream
butrather in a basic realignment of the group’s relation to production. The Rom are
presently organizing a movement for equality the world over. Ultimately, Ibelieve,
they will have torecognize the structural foundation of their condition and develop
strategies for changing it.
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