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Roma and language issues

   Romani people, as the main and the most visible minority in both Czech and Slovak republics, are noticed as different, at first when people see them, because they’re usually black or coloured, and then, when people hear them, and as the white Czech or Slovak majority can obviously not change Roma’s appearance or colour, they have kept trying to change their language as a necessary step from the Roma in order to be able to integrate Czech or Slovak societies.

   I certainly accept the idea that the Roma should also learn in proper conditions to speak also Czech (or Slovak) in order to follow the mainstream education, have the choice specialize for the job they want and be able to say what they want to the majority without being prejudiced just because they don’t speak the way they are expected to. Of course, provided they are granted proper conditions for it, the Roma should make the step to speak properly the local language. However, as the Romani language is a crucial part of Romani identity, I disagree with those who would like the Roma to forget their language. On the countrary, they should be given the possibility to learn properly both the local language and their own one. As Milena Hübschmannová points out, forgetting one’s language does not mean speaking properly the other one.

    But what do Romanies speak ? Romani, an indo-european language from the indic branch, quite closely related to Hindi, except for the borrowings they made to the countries they crossed (for instance, „7“, „8“, „9“, „tale“ from greek, „only“, „Christmas“, „can“ from Hungarian, „teacher“, „green“, „pub“, „write“ or „call“ from Slavic languages, not to mention older borrowings from Iranian or Armenian). Nonetheless, the Roma are not a homogeneous community in a clearcut area, and neither is their language. They speak distinct dialects among Europe and within a country. To focus on Czech and Slovak Roma, the majority of them speak „slovak Romani“, other Roma speak the „ahi“ or „hungarian“ dialect, quite related to the slovak dialect, the Vlach Roma speak the vlach dialect, featuring some balkanic elements and eventually, there is also a small amount of Sinti population speaking a structurally-close dialect, although many german borrowings make it more difficult to understand for other Romani speakers, and inside the most spoken dialect, the slovak one, you can also find subdialects, the reference being eastern subdialect. Choosing to teach and provide more material for one precise dialect could endanger the other ones, but it is a first step, quite necessary, towards teaching Romani or in Romani to a Roma or non-Roma audience. Then, next to this standard Romani language, the dialect diversity being a wealth should be preserved, by publishing in diverse dialects and, most of all, by teaching them and giving them the same worth as the standard Romani. Other trends are the broadening of an international Romani writing (although diacritics and specific signs have been an obstacle to its common use) and the “hindisation”, that is to say, the studies trying to determine the connections between northern indian languages such as Hindi, and the Romani language, in order to establish a common Romani vocabulary and to make Romani neologisms, rather than having each Romani community borrowing to its non-Romani neighbouring language. These linguistic discussions may have a key impact on the future of the Romani language, but those who will have to decide about it are Romas themselves. Unfortunately, for now, they still have to deal quite often with more basic and practical problems

   Indeed, they have to cope with Czech and Slovak non-Roma majorities, and there I must say there is a small contradiction in the Czech and Slovak policies I don’t understand : on one hand, very often Roma have not been given a proper education as the one any Czech or Slovak citizen is allowed to have (normally, the older generations were given no education at all), on the other hand, even though most Romas have been denied this right to a „normal“ education, they should speak properly Czech or Slovak, how ? When Czech and Slovak can be a problem even for their native speakers ! They do speak some Czech or some Slovak, because they have to communicate with the „gadjos“, because they are surrounded by Czech or Slovak TV, radio, news... and because through different ways, they were prevented from speaking Romani, either with social assistants telling parents “Don’t you speak to your kids in your gispy slang ! Don’t you want’em to become someone ?” or, during the socialist era, with the pioneer leaders, making sure that no child could drop a word in Romani without being duely humiliated the next day, or with people in the street, who would just say : “if you wanna live in the Czech Republic, you gotta speak Czech !” Don’t misunderstand me : fortunately, not all the Czechs and als the Slovaks behave that way : the fact that Romistics exist, that non-Roma feel concerned about the Roma, their language and their culture show that things are changing (maybe slowly, but they are). In the same way, it is no longer an official policy to try to make the Romani language disappear, and you can even find some Romani-speaking media or books, sometimes state-supported, and although the situation is really far from being perfect, especially in issues such as education, governmental or non-governmental organisms as the Nová Škola (New School) or Český úřád pro menšiny (Czech board for minorities) along with several others, try to put forward possibility to improve education and language policies, although Vacláv Klaus quite clearly expressed that the Roma issue was not exactly his priority.

State pressure against the Romani language :

-First attacks

-Socialist discriminating laws.

Lost of language – lost of identity, lost of culture. Paramisa...

Romani traditional education

    My reflection was subjective – which seems to me quite normal -, and sometimes maybe a bit provocative : if any reader has been offended by this, be sure it was not my purpose. My only purpose is to make people react to a simple thing : the Roma community used to be pressured to forget a key to its identity, that is, its language, without being given normal conditions to learn the “good” language, the majority-language. And because many Romas have had problems to pull through this situation, they are prejudiced against. I just wonder how a non-Roma, Czech, Slovak, French or other, would cope with this situation !
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