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LANGUAGE GROUPS AMONG THE GYPSIES IN HUNGARY
AND SOME ASPECTS OF THEIR ORAL CULTURE

ZITA REGER
(Hungasitan hc.ade.mg o Scte.nc.et)

In the present paper the following topics will be
briefly discussed: Firstly, general data concerning
the Gypsy population in Hungary and its linguistic
situation are presented. Secondly, some of the first
results of an ongoing research project dealing with the
linguistic socialization of Gypsy children in tradit­
ional communities will be discussed, including some
educational implications. Finally, some recent pract­
ical developments in the linguistic and cultural pol­
icies concerning Gypsies are briefly surveyed.

i) G gpAtet tn  Hunga/tg and the.t>i t t n g u t i  t t c  A t ta a t t o  n

The latest sociological survey of Gypsies in Hun­
gary, carried out in 1970, put the number of the coun­
try's Gypsy inhabitants at 320 thousand (Kemeny, 1974)
According to some recent estimates their number must
presently be somewhere between 350 and 400 thousand,
that is, nearly 4 per cent of the population in Hungary
belong to this ethnic group.

According to linguists' estimates, roughly one
third of Gypsies in Hungary maintained their original
mother tongue, Romani, a language of Indian origin:
that is, Romani is the mother tongue of more than one
hundred thousand people in this country?' Thus, Romani-
Hungarian bilinguals represent one of the greatest, if
not the greatest, bilingual group among the different
ethnic minorities in Hungary.

As to the other linguistic groups within the Gypsy
population in Hungary, an additional 8 per cent - about
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30 thousand people, the so called Boyash. Gypsies -
speak certain dialects of the Rumanian language as
mother tongue. This is the consequence of a language
shift which occurred in the Rumanian area. The re­
maining group of Gypsies, about half of the Gypsy
population living in this country, is at present lin­
guistically assimilated to the Hungarian population.

The linguistic group we are mainly concerned with,
that of the Romani-speaking Gypsies, is itself split
up into different dialect groups. The overwhelming
majority of Romani-speaking Gypsies belong to the
Vlach dialect group. Speakers of this dialect immig­
rated into Hungary from Moldavia in the second half of
the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. Sub-
dialectal groups within this dialect, e.g. Masari,
Drizari, Colari and the most widespread and most pres­
tigious, Lovari, can be traced back to former tribal
and/or occupational units. (There are only minor lin­
guistic differences among these subdialects). The
rest of the Romani-speaking population belongs to three
unevenly represented dialects, Gurvari, Romungro and
Sinto .

The essential grammatical features and a great
part of the lexicon are common in each of the Romani
dialects spoken in Hungary. Dialectal differences are
limited to certain phonemic-phonetic traits and
especially to the stock of loanwords, the latter de­
pending on the immigration history (that is to say,
on its period and former contacts with other peoples).
Accordingly, the Vlach dialect is marked by a great
amount of loanwords from Rumanian, while for example,
the Romungro dialect is characterized by a significant
lexical stock of older Hungarian and Serbo-Croatian
loans, Sinto by strong German influence in its lexicon,

etc.

Linguistic contacts among at least seme of these
dialectal groups are rather widespread: diglossic use
of two dialects (e.g. the use of Vlach, especially its
most prestigious variant, Lovari, by speakers of Gur­
vari when performing particular genres of folklore (cf.
Vekerdi, 1977) can be found, just as the trend to shift
from one dialect to another (e.g. in certain communit­
ies, the gradual penetration of Vlach dialect features
into the much less prestigious Gurvari has recently
been observed).

As to their present social situation, in the last
several decades the majority of Gypsies have had to
give up their original occupations, e.g. making adobes,
horse-dealing, smithery, working as wandering merchants,
or have preserved them as a complementary job, and at
present work as unskilled workers in industry or as
occasional day-workers in agriculture.

As to the type of their bilingualism, it belongs
to the category labelled "bilingualism with diglossia"
(Fishman, 1967). That is, the use of the two languages
is functionally separated: Romani (or in the case of
Boyash Gypsies, Rumanian) is used for the purposes of
intra-group, informal communication, while Hungarian
is the language used for public purposes and for com­
municating with the members of the other linguistic
community. (Intra-group use of Hungarian also frequen­
tly occurs when topics belonging to official, instit­
utional domains - school, work, public authorities -
are discussed).

As to their political status, Gypsies in Hungary
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so far are not considered as a nationality, but as a
separate ethnic group, having their own cultural val­
ues. Their acceptance as an ethnic group itself is
a recent, positive development in Hungarian political
life: formerly, the so-called "Gypsy question" was con­
sidered to be primarily a social problem, the cultural
and linguistic sides having been completely neglected.

The research I shall speak about, just like some
other research projects undertaken in different bran­
ches of the social sciences, has been made possible
owing to this change in cultural policy, - to the in­
sufficient but growing recognition of the importance of
cultural and linguistic factors in social conflicts,
difficulties of adaptation, under-achievement and fail­
ure in education experienced even today by a great part,
if not the majority, of the Gypsy population in Hungary.

ii) on t t n g u t i t t c .  A o c .ta .ttza .tto n  I n  tx .a d t t to n a £
G tjpu j com m unttteA : Some ofi the. ^ tx .A t x.e.AattA

In coping with educational problems, one of the
greatest sources of difficulties is that we hardly know
anything about what happens to Gypsy children until they
get to institutions - kindergartens, schools: every as­
pect of family socialization lacks reliable information
and specialized knowledge. Earlier educational re­
search, relying mostly on guesswork and partly on cas­
ual observations, characterized the education and fam­
ily socialization of children in traditional Gypsy
communities as a negative process from all possible
points of view: all the children's failures at school
were attributed to their supposed severe educational
and linguistic deprivation (e.g. Varnagy and Vekerdi,
1979 ; Tomai, 1979) . The lack of adequate linguistic
input and conversation with the child is particularly
stressed in these studies.

o'
The present study is primarily concerned with this

latter, controversial aspect of Gypsy children's family
education: the functions, features, and peculiarities
of adult-child linguistic interaction, and children's
linguistic socialization in traditional Gypsy communit­
ies. The research, relying to a great extent on inter­
national work in this field, was directed at the follow­
ing questions: What are the main characteristics of
child-directed speech in traditional Gypsy communities?
What kinds of language use are -Gypsy children socialized
for? How much and in what way do caretakers stimulate
the child to speak? Do the ethnographic traditions of
the given community influence child-directed speech? \
What are the expectations as to the child's linguistic
development, and how does the child develop his/her
linguistic competence?

A further part of the present investigation was
concerned with certain aspects of the communication
within Gypsy children's communities. The research tried
to explore what Gypsy children use their native language
for (beyond the trivial communicational purposes of
their everyday life). Do the equivalents of the oral
genres of adult Gypsy folklore (tale, anecdote, joke,
etc.) exist within children's communities, i.e. does
a kind of autonomous Gypsy children's folklore exist?
(We know as little about this last issue as about
adult-child interaction in traditional Gypsy communit­
ies).

Data were collected from 13 settlements of the
country. Only such bilingual Gypsy communities as had
previously been proved to preserve some kind of ethno­
graphic traditions were selected for research.

The data of our investigation shed light on a
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situation radically contradicting the assumptions
about the serious linguistic deprivation mentioned
in the introduction: in our material we can detect
the outlines of a peculiar, very rich, oral Gypsy
culture, which, from the moment of his birth, sur­
rounds the Gypsy child, and of which he is a parti­
cipant from his first consciousness. Salient peculi­
arities of child-directed speech could be classed in­
to two groups. Some of these peculiarities are to
be found in other cultures as well. The presence of
these phenomena, e.g. the simplification of the
phonological form of the words - following universal
rules -, the use of baby-talk lexicon, the great re­
dundancy induced by the frequent repetition, the
chanting, the expressive prosody of the speech direct­
ed to the child, all these clearly show that, similarly
to members of other language communities, Gypsy speak­
ers involuntarily modify their language use when talk­
ing to a child (cf. Snow-Ferguson, 1977).

The other group of phenomena explored in Gypsy
child-directed speech- is in our view closely related
to the peculiarities of Gypsy folk culture, just as
the characteristics of children's plays and narratives
are. Such determining features of oral Gypsy tradit­
ions are, for example, the following:

Impao vZ-6 atZo naZ pae-6 en-tatZo n: Researchers of
ethnography and folk music (e.g. Nagy, 1978; Kovalcsik,
1985) share the opinion that pieces of folklore coll­
ected in Gypsy communities - folk-songs, tales - are
usually of looser construction and of more improvised
nature than the equivalent pieces of European folklore.
That is to say, in the pieces of Gypsy folk literature,
as opposed to the more bound and more impersonal nature
of European folklore, the events that are well-known

to the whole community, or the personal emotions and
life of the tale-teller, or the particular events of
his life very frequently appear. Olga Nagy, a Tran­
sylvanian researcher of folk-tales, expressed the view
that this type of tale-telling represents the most
archaic phase of the development of tales, where tales
are part of the everyday life of the given community,
interwoven with the episodes of this life, and tale­
telling is a natural, self-evident activity practised
by every member of the community (cf. op. cit.)

VZaZogZcaZ c h a a a e te a : A further important feature
of the pieces of Gypsy folklore is their strongly dial­
ogical character, which is characteristic not only of
the epic genres (folk-tale, ballad) but, unusually en­
ough, of lyrical songs, of the genre of the so-called
"slow song" ("loki djili", cf. Hajdu, 1962; Kovalcsik,
1985) as well. (In Hungarian folk poetry the conver­
sational character is unique to the epic genres, cf.
the entry "dialogue" of the EnetfeZopaedZa 0& HungaaZan
Ethnogaaphtf Vol. 4, 1981).

The data presented below illustrate the importance
of these features in the fields investigated.

a) VZaZogu.e-Zmpao\jZAatZo n Zn the. Zanguage spoken  to
th e  ehZZd
A well-known phenomenon for the researchers of

child-directed speech, of the "input language", is dia­
logue-modelling. This means that the mother answers
her own questions for the child who is in the preverbal
stage or does not answer for some other reason. (e.g.
Mother: "Wheae Zs th e  baZZ? - Heae Zs th e  baZZ’. " ) . The
importance of this communications! strategy used in the
preverbal stage or in the initial stage of learning to
speak is that it provides the child with patterns of
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a d e q u a t e  b e h a v i o u r  i n  t h e  q u e s t i o n  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e  d e s ­

c r i p t i o n s  a t  h a n d  a b o u t  t h i s  p h e n o m e n o n  ( a n d  my i n v e s ­

t i g a t i o n s  i n  n o n - G y p s y  f a m i l i e s )  sh o w  t h a t  i n  t h e  c a s e

o f  d i a l o g u e - m o d e l l i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n - a n s w e r  p a i r s  p r o ­

d u c e d  by  t h e  m o th e r  a r e  v e r y  n a r r o w  b o t h  i n  c o n t e n t

a n d  i n  l e n g t h :  t h e s e  k i n d s  o f  o n e - p e r s o n  d i a l o g u e s ,

l i k e  c h i l d - d i r e c t e d  s p e e c h  i n  g e n e r a l ,  b o r r o w  t h e i r

t o p i c  f ro m  t h e  e v e n t s  g o i n g  o n  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  o r  i n

t h e  v e r y  n e a r  o r  i m m e d ia t e  p a s t  o r  f u t u r e ,  o r ,  f r o m

e v e n t s  d i r e c t l y  r e l e v a n t  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ;  a n d  t h e i r  l e n g t h

i s  u s u a l l y  n o t  m o re  t h a n  tw o , o r  som e m o r e ,  t u r n s .

T he  e q u i v a l e n t s  o f  t h i s  i n v o l u n t a r y  l a n g u a g e

t e a c h i n g  s t r a t e g y  a r e  i n s t a n c e d  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  G y p sy

s p e a k e r s  a s  w e l l .  I n  o u r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  we

f o u n d  q u i t e  a n  u n u s u a l ,  i n  o u r  v i e w ,  u n i q u e  a l t e r n a t ­

i v e  t o  d i a l o g u e - m o d e l l i n g :  l o n g ,  c o l o u r f u l  d i a l o g u e s

b u i l t  u p  o f  n u m e r o u s  t u r n s ,  i m p r o v i z e d  by  t h e  m o t h e r ,

w h o s e  t o p i c  i s  n o t  a d i r e c t l y  e x p e r i e n c e d  e v e n t ,  b u t

t h e  f u t u r e  l i f e  o f  t h e  c h i l d ,  h i s  f u t u r e  t a s k s ,  a c t ­

i v i t i e s ,  p o s s i b l e  c o n f l i c t s  o f  h i s  a d u l t  l i f e ,  s m a l l e r

o r  g r e a t e r  e v e n t s  o f  h i s  f u t u r e  l i f e ,  a n d  a l l  t h i s

v e r y  o f t e n  i n  a v e r y  m i n u t e ,  t a l e - l i k e  o r  d r a m a t i c

p r e s e n t a t i o n .  An e x a m p le  o f  t h i s  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g

d i a l o g u e - i m p r o v i s a t i o n  d e s c r i b i n g  a s c e n e  o f  t h e  f a i r ,

t h e  m a in  h e r o  o f  w h ic h  i s  t h e  a d d r e s s e e ,  D e n e s h k e ,  who

i s  a l l  o f  6 m o n th s  o l d  a t  t h e  t im e  o f  t h e  r e c o r d i n g :

J a k a b  M ih a ly n e  ( 2 9 )

J a k a b  D a v id  ( D e n e s h )  (6  m o n th s )

G y o n g y b 's , 1985

b y  Szego" J u d i t

G e lem  t a r  v a r e k a j ,  We w e n t s o m e w h e re  o n  a lo n g
d u r d r o m ,  t r i p ,

udje, mufo £av?

0 Den^o trad e lah  e khuren;

Palal sode khure sah phangle,

Den^s, pa la  vurdon?

Haj d ik , c lp is a r (e l) :  "Dale,

andre j  akastrme e khure, haj

tu  c i le s  sAgma? haj so keres?

Mange trubu l v l te  tradav, vi sama

te  lav p^j gras?"

He?

(Deneshke i s  )

Mistoj de!

Muro hav 2al t a r ,  udje, muro £av?

“Kaj zah, Den^s?"'

"Ande b a r l foro.

Ingrah e grahtSn;"

"Sode g rasten  ingreh, Den$s»?"

'Duj vadj t r ih e n !"

"Haj dikhav, te  j  amna e fom,

±as ando foro, t e  n amna, b i ia s ;"

"Ha maj kor dzas e kasa

Zas t a r  mure dadesa;

duj ifene, biknasa, paruvas,

kinas c ine  khuren;"

"Haj so kereh lenca, Denes?"

"Haj me kamMv e cine khuren!

Maj iav , astarhv andr ando

d id n 't  we, my son?

The Denesh was driving the c o lts ;

How many c o lts  were driven

a t  the back of the c a r t ,  Denesh?

And look, he i s  shouting: "Mother,

the  c o lts  are  caught,

c a n 't  you watch them? What are  you doing?

Am I bound to  drive and to  watch

the c o lts  as well?"

Hm?

lin g  p la in tiv e ly )

A ll r ig h t,  a l l  r igh t!

My son i s  leaving, i s n ' t  he, my son?

"Where are you going, Denesh?"

"To the Great F a ir.

We are driv ing the horses;"

"How many horses are you d riv ing , Den

"Two o r th ree!"

"Then I ' l l  see , i f  the Gypsies come

w e 'l l  go to  the  Fair, i f  they do not,

"Then w e 'll  go . . .

go with my fa th e r;

two of us, we s e l l ,  swap,

buy small c o lts ;"

"What w ill you do with them, Danesh?'

"Well, I love small c o lts !

Then I w ill go and harness them to  tl
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vurdon, haj/kidav opr£ e bute

xurde iavoren, po vurdon, me pale

tradav pe les" - udje, mokam?

Trade1 muro baro sav e graht^n!

E khuren, a me pale cipij pe tu:

"Den§sk§(m)! Le sama, kam lena

t e grah po muj, mufo Sav!"

"Haj na dara, mama, man lei ma,

me £1 darav katar e grast!"

Udje, muro Sav?

Haj?

Lindralo j lo, Den^£k<g?

cart and pick up the plenty of

small children and I'll

drive" - shan't I, my son?

My big son will drive the horses!

The colts, and I will shout

"My Deneshke! Watch out, because the

horses might betray you!"

'Don't worry, mother, they won't catch

me, I am not afraid of horses!"

Are you, my son?

Hm?

Is the Deneshke sleepy?

Very similar topics of dialogue-improvis ations can be
found on the same recording: Deneshke's tasks at home,
breeding horses, his conflicts at school and in his future
marriage; the problem of the heritage after the parents'
death, etc.

b) G ijpt’j  e h ttd a e n ’ 4 p ta y : "What tt> tn  the. ih i j? u - the.
anvtt-gam e
The second text illustrating Romani oral culture is

taken from our collection of children's play. The game is
as follows: The children participating in the game - 5-13
year-old girls in this case - sit on the floor in straddle
position in such a way that they sit between the legs of
the girls in the following row. A child chosen in advance
stays on all fours; he is the anvil (Romani: kovanea} . In
front of the row, facing each other, there are two older
girls standing who raise the children one by one putting
them on their all fours, and then one of the girls asks
the opening question of the game: So j  po e Z xt? "What is in

the sky?" or So 44 po Santo V et? "What is there about
the Good Lord?" Th.e child, in her raised position, im-
provizes a text about the Virgin Mary and the Good Lord
(who always appears in the texts as the Virgin Mary's
husband) and their children, telling it in a chanting,
continual and loud voice. The text ends with the word
amen and/or some kind of formula resembling a suppli­
cation or prayer, as e.g. Amen, K utAtaX, azatXn p amende.1

"Amen, Christ, help us!" or a longer alternative:
J a j , Vevtakom, camldau t a t ,  he/i .t e  Xoha n avah n a tv a te ,
m tndtg-m tndtg jgge-iXeg^-io t  avaz>' "Oh, Good Lord, I
kiss you, make it that we should never be ill, always-
always be healthy!" Depending on the content and form
of the improvised text the two older girls dip the child
into "gold" or "silver" ("gold" and "silver" can be two
spots chosen before, e.g. two corners of the room). The
raised child is allowed to tell "ugly" texts as well.
(It seems that by "ugly" texts they mean the enumeration
of the organs and functions of sexual life and of mat­
erial exchange and/or special Gypsy curses). In this
case the two girls holding the child beat him/her against
the anvil and depending on the degree of "ugliness"
they dip the child into "urine" or "shit" (i . e . they put
the child in a given spot in the room). For the uglier
texts they put the child into "urine", for the less ugly
ones they put him/her into "shit". All this must sym­
bolize some kind of ritual punishment. The length of
the recorded texts can vary from a few sentences to many
pages. In most texts the same motifs recur (the child­
ren, the household tools and the animals glistening, the
coach taking the children to school, the family going to
the meadow to pick flowers, etc.). The 5 to 6 year-old
children who also participate in the game imitate the
chanting style by reciting unconnected motifs of the
text. To the question of the collector, who asked what
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t h i a  game i s  a b o u t ,  one o£  them a n sw e re d : "We honou r

this game is about, one of them answered: "We honour
God with it."

Let us see some examples that were appreciated by dip­
ping the child into "gold":

Gyongyos, 1985
by Szego' Judit

(All the texts were preceded by the question S b j po

"What is in the sky?" or So 4-c po S a n io  Ve.Z? "What is
there about the Good Lord?")

I.

Lakatos C silla (Hajnal) 11

II .

Jakab Monika (Moni) 12

"Cerhaje, Sunto Marje,

phabol lako kher, radjogil,

c i  d i& l andaj sumnakaj,

anda sumnakAj kerdjon

gurumburi,

haj so^oje;

Phabol lako butdri, radjogil,

kasavo k butori naj c eg fomnj^,

ceg Sunto Marja, sar e Sunto

Marja.

Devlam, £umidav tu,

azutin p amende,

£oha na ker t  amas oapte

te  dfel ame Sunto Marje boldogo."

"Stars, Blessed Virgin,

her house is  glistening,

i t  cannot be seen because of the gold,

the gold turns

into doves,

and rabbits;

Her furniture is  shining and glistening

no other woman has such furniture,

only the Blessed Virgin, [such a woman]

as the Blessed Virgin.

My God, I kiss you,

help us,

make i t  that we never . . .

Let the Blessed Virgin make us happy."

122

E Sunto Marja,

le  Savory c il lo g il,

c il lo g il vi voj,

c il lo g il lako kher,

c illo g il lake gurumne,

c illo g il lake Aavor^,

ian lake feavor and iskola.

kana ian lake iavor and iskdla,

thovel pa lende,

thovel pa lende.

Kan<-i<*illogil/ leng-lenge gada,

vi voj c illo g ij.

Aven kher lake Savor^,

ian lasa po reto ,

klden lake luludjq.

Lake Lavore nasvajvon aba,

ingrfel le  ka orvoSo;

c illo g il w d j,

sako f§l§ c il lo g il lake:

vi lako kher,

vi laki gurumni.

Kana f e j i l  pehk<= guruvnj^,

vi lako thod C illog il,

Amen.

The Blessed Virgin,

her children are glistening,

[and] she is  also glistening,

her house is  glistening,

her cows are glistening, *

her children are glistening,

her children go to school,

[and] when her children go to  school

she washes th e ir clothes,

washes th e ir clothes.

When th e ir  clothes g listen,

she also g listens.

Her children come home,

they go to  the meadow with her,

they pick flowers for her.

Her children got i l l  already,

she is  taking them to the doctor;

she is  also glistening,

a l l  kinds [of things] are glistening

her house, too,

her cows, too.

When she milks the cow,

her milk also glistens,

amen.
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III.

Sunto Marje, cillogin lake gada,

lako ran;

Sake cillogil;

.'.UndZg-mXndZg zan ande butji

duj 2ene,

mindig te ingren penge/te xan.

Haj aven khere,

ian mindig ando sunto than,

engren vl peske iavoren.

//Ando zdleno reto fan peska

romesa,

ion penge colo, haj seven.

Haj / astan palpale / avile,

khere gele;

So rakhle ando kher? Rakhle:

duj, trin iboji.

Haj phendas o/ lako torn lake:

"Soj gadala, miri romni?"

Jakab Monika (Moni) 12

(another occasion);

another child from the group

Blessed Virgin, her clothes are glistening

her husband;

All kinds [of her things] are glistening;

A.Zwagi-aZwo.t/4 they go to work,

they two [the Blessed Virgin and her husband]

always to get some food for themselves.

And they go home,
2always go to the sacred place ,

and take their children, too.

//They walk in the green meadow

with her husband,

they put down a sheet, and they sleep.

And, after that, they came back,

they went home;

What did they find in the house? They found

two, three violets.

And her [the Virgin's] husband told her:

"What are these here, my wife?"

(Laughing; the children start talking loudly. After a while, out-talking

the noise, another child continues:)

Fejil le;

Kana thovel, gada cillogil,

vi lake §avor§ / vi voj.

Sunto Marj^!

Kana kher avel lako rom,

Sudel pa peste.

sovel lasa.

Aven khere leske &avor§,

andr astarel ando hintovo,

kaj phenel pehke iavor^,

gothe 2al lenca.

ial po zeleno feto lenca lengi

dejofi,

kiden penge luludjora.

Kana ba tele ial o kham,

palpal aven, khere, xan

haj Son - 1 ando b-/ pato,

haj soven tar.

Desteharaj,

opre vustavel le lengi dej,

"Mire Lavore, vuSten opr, and

iSkola trubul te ian!"

Opre vusten,gotdn pe,fulaven pe,

astarel andre lengo solga,

ingren le,

cillQgose / hintovesa.

Amen, KristuS azutin p amende!

She milks them [the cows] ;

When she washes, the [washed] clothes gl:

her children and she also [glisten].

Blessed Virgin!

When her husband comes heme,

she gets herself

[and] sleeps with him.

Her children come home,

she harnesses the coach,

and says to her children,

that she goes there [to the meadow] with

She goes to the green meadow with them,

their mommy,

they pick flowerets.

When the sun sets,

they go home, eat,

and then [the parents] put them to bed,

and they fall asleep.

In the morning,

their mother wakes than up:

"Get up, children,

you must go to school!"

They get up, get ready, comb their hair,

their butler harnesses

they take them,

on a star-decked coach.

Amen, Christ help us!

nmen, KnstuS azutin p amende! Amen, Christ help us!
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These and othei; texts collected among Gypsy
children indicate that children living in a tradit­
ional Gypsy community, acquire by school age the
characteristic features of oral Gypsy culture: the
improvisational presentation and even the use of form­
al style.

If this is so, the question arises: Why do child­
ren coming from a traditional Gypsy environment encoun­
ter serious difficulties, first of all linguistic ones,
at school? Why do teachers get the impression of lin­
guistic deprivation in these children? It would seem
natural to assume that difficulties are due to the
children's not being Hungarian native speakers. In my
opinion, however, this fact alone cannot explain all
the language problems arising in their education. For
one thing, most of the children coming from a tradition­
al Gypsy community, by the time of starting school, ac­
quire Hungarian on some level. Secondly, as is well-
known, children getting into another linguistic environ­
ment - provided that their socialization is basically
not different from that of their pals - usually get
over these difficulties in a few months. The deeper
reason for the language problems in the classroom
(which we could only note here) is in our view relat­
ed to the culture of Gypsy communities, or more precise­
ly, to the specific features of their language use that
differ from that in the surrounding cultures. One of
these differences is, for example, that the linguistic
input these children are exposed to lacks written lan­
guage or written literature, which is one of the major
sources of both linguistic and other knowledge. In the
traditional Gypsy community children's books are absent
from the child's environment; even the typical situat­
ions or activities related to literacy (e.g. looking at

children's picture-books, naming objects or asking the
names of these objects, activities, people represented
in them, etc.) are absent from the everyday activity
of Gypsy communities. This means, that in their native
community, fostered by illiterate or functionally illit­
erate parents, these children lack the important lin­
guistic resource that children living in other cultures
exploit from the earliest age.

It is worth noting that the above interpretation
of the origin of language problems in the classroom con­
verges with recent results in the field: linguistic
anthropologists examining language use and opportunities
at school from an intercultural perspective have recent­
ly ascertained that the basic source of mass failure at
school in the case of children coming from disadvantaged
social groups or from ethnic groups without literacy must
be due to the differences in their language use and to
the absence of literacy socialization (cf. Heath, 1982,
1983; Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986). As they stress, in
such cases, children could only be successful if there
were a bridge between traditional speech events and
those appropriate to literacy activities.

iii) L tn g u t-ittc  and. cu.ttu.aat p o tt c te s  conceantng th e
Gyp-ite* t n  Hungaay
The above-mentioned modification in the govern­

ment's cultural and linguistic policy has opened up
some modest possibilities in the education and cultur­
al activity of this ethnic group.

As regards education, an experimental curriculum
for first-grade Romani-speaking children has been pub­
lished in four booklets by the National Pedagogical
Institute (I: Sttyo vaA  t e  gtnavaA "We are learning how
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to read"; II: Am a AO fe.AU.ja.£-ipe. "Our environment"; III:
G-cnau kathan. o je.k.h zhZkaj e. d e -ih l "Count from one to
ten!"; IV: poemZ, pa.A.am^ccfid. "Songs, poems, stor­
ies", Budapest, 1984). It is actually being tried out
in several classes. Several other programmes aiming
at the reduction of children’s linguistic and educat­
ional difficulties have also been worked out: for ex­
ample, in the Institute for Post-Graduate Training of
Teachers in a Hungarian county (Bacs-Kiskun) an audio­
visual programme of Romani has been prepared with the
purpose of enabling teachers to communicate somewhat
with their pupils in Romani and helping them to over­
come their linguistic difficulties in the classroom
where the medium of instruction is Hungarian.

Teaching Romani at two universities (Eotvos Lorand
University in Budapest and Janus Pannonius University
in Pecs; at the latter, a Rumanian dialect spoken by
Boyash Gypsies is also taught) will potentially pro­
mote the education of people able to advance language
planning and mother tongue education for Gypsies.

As regards recently created frameworks of cultur­
al activity, the Cultural Association of Gypsies in
Hungary (Ungrikone Themeske Kulturicko Jekkethanipe)
was established in 1986. Its proclaimed objective is
to develop language and culture, to publicize it in the
non-Gypsy environment, to help the maintenance of the
better part of traditions and to promote social pro­
gress. The association publishes a newspaper entitled
Romano Nc/e.oZpe. ("Gypsy Journal") which appears every
fortnight and, besides articles written in Hungarian,
contains articles, interviews and literary works in
Romani, too.

One of the main problems of raising Romani liter­
acy in Hungary is related to the orthography used.

This is namely that, for various reasons, the leaders
of the politicized language movement in Hungary have
adopted an English-based spelling for the transcript­
ion of Romani texts. However, their potential readers
have all learned to read and write in Hungarian class­
es and in addition, the majority of them, owing to
their low educational level, have rather poor skills
in this field. As a consequence, they have enormous
difficulties in reading texts transcribed in the above
way.

Greater sensibility to readers’ needs on the lead­
ers' part would be an important prerequisite for any
advance in the field of language planning and the dev­
elopment of Romani literacy.
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