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Tell me, gypsy,


where is our land, our islands,


our rivers, our lakes,


and our mountains?


Where is our homeland?


Where are our cemeteries?


They are in the words


of our language.

Storytelling as a Means of Doing Research 
The area of literacy studies as it applies to women and community development is ripe for the stories of people on the “margins” of society. Women who are in this category are seldom the center of inquiry projects. The focus of this project is the documentation of personal narratives by socially “marginalized” women and the impact of education (or lack of) on their lives. To be able to compare the stories of women of color and education in the United States with women who come from another country, based on the socio-economic location of both groups, will add to the literature on literacy and its impact on the equity issues across nations. 

The researchers believe that telling and collecting stories are both important data collecting methods for doing research. Every story that we tell or hear has a purpose and helps keep our lives knitted together (Franklin & Dowdy, 2005). Recorded life stories that are produced as writers save and share them have a direct impact on both teller and listener but they also provide a medium through which many can learn. Stories have the power to define and organize human experience, that’s why the power of story has not lost its vigour over the centuries, despite the fact that story telling has diminished as a practice in our times. 

Narrative is so deeply ingrained as a cultural form that we take for granted the ways in which storytelling engages our interest, curiosity, fear, tensions, expectations, and sense of order: For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticise, construct, gossip, learn, hate, and love by narrative. In order really to live, we make up stories about ourselves and others, about the personal as well as the social, past and future (Hardy, 1977: p. 13).  

Given the particular life circumstances of the Rom women (i.e., living conditions, illiteracy rate), the choice to use life narratives as our methodological tool was almost natural. We wanted to draw a clear picture of these women’s lives in the context of their world, so their willingness to share their stories with us and our eagerness to hear these stories almost decided the methodology. We were aware that telling one’s story in a safe space allows for an explanation for actions. As intimate experiences unfold, an internal logic, which might otherwise be lost, emerges. On the other hand, we were also aware that those who listen to stories send out affirmations and empathic messages to the storyteller. 

Relationships fostered within the listener/storyteller loop imply that the listener provides a hospitable, nonjudgmental, and safe environment for the telling of life experiences. In a safe and reciprocal setting, the listener should take precautions to protect the teller from his or her own assumptions and preconceived notions. Otherwise the listener’s reception of the story could be distorted (Rybarczyk & Bellig, 1997). Being of completely different backgrounds from the women in our study,
 our challenge was to try to “co construct" their lives. After all, we were the privileged outsiders to the culture we were studying and we realized that the women might be telling us aspects of their reality they thought we wanted or needed to hear. Bourdier (1977) has commented on the fact that the listener-storyteller relationship is subject to distortion due to inequalities of educational or other luggage each one of the parties brings to the experience. 

We hoped that analysis and interpretation of these personal accounts could explain why Rom women behave and think in a particular manner within their specific context. Telling about victories over life’s obstacles may enhance the self-esteem of minority group members (Rybarczyk & Bellig, 1997), entertain, celebrate, politicize, and serve as a release from frustration. We also hoped that an understanding of the term “literacy” as it applies to these women’s lives would help deconstruct the strong, dominant stereotype in Greece that education is not respected in the Rom culture and that is why Rom people do not send their children to school. 

We decided to video record the interviews because we deemed that video recording would help us gain a deeper understanding of the topic we set out to study. As Dowdy (2005) reveals “a video camera provides the user an opportunity to create images and through that medium, communicate ideas.” In this way, the camera shares the same ability to make images as a good writer does with writing. We often tell writing students that a picture is ‘worth a thousand words’ and it is this way of looking at the world that makes a camera a natural extension of our writing. 

Six functions of storytelling were identified in a research study conducted by Banks-Wallace (1998) using storytelling as a research method. The functions included contextual grounding, bonding, validating and affirming women’s experiences, catharsis, resisting oppression, and educating others. The six functions of storytelling are identical to those maintained in the past (Hamilton, 1995; Jones, 1967; Prahlad, 1998; Scott, 1991; and Coleman, 1989). 

The Interview Procedure


In order to safeguard the anonymity of the six women we interviewed, we named them Anna, Violeta, Yiota, Gioultza, Christina and Eleni. When we began the interviews, we had five broad questions in mind (Seidman, 1991). They were (a) “What could you tell me about you, if you wanted me to get to know you.”; (b) “Tell me about the children and tell me about your friends, so I know more about you”; (c) “What are the details of a typical day in your life?”; (d) “When you think about your life, what people or events seem most important, and why?”; (e) “What are your aspirations about your children and yourself, what kind of life do you dream about?”

Our aim was to keep these questions as broad as possible and prompt the women when they seemed to be at a loss for words with side questions, of the kind, “anything else,” “anybody else,” “when did this happen?” Our probes were meant to gather information about the kind of life that the women led in the past, in their parents’ homes and later in their married lives. The interview data revealed interesting life stories that exposed the “double exclusion”
 of being a gypsy and a woman in Greece. 

We followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) recommendations for data analysis i.e. triangulation, prolonged engagement, peer debriefing, member checks and thick description. The study developed inductively with categories and questions emerging from the data provided by the first four women interviewed. Two more women were interviewed using the same interview protocol as was used with the first group of women, so that the researchers could feel sure that the responses that were shared in the first interviews were not unique to the first four women in the research study, in other words to feel that “saturation point” had been achieved (Bertaux, 1981).

We took Polaroid pictures of each one of the women with the interviewers and family members. Pictures were given to each woman at the end of the interview.  Each participant was also given an audio cassette and a DVD with the interview. 


After reading the transcripts of the audio-taped interviews, a preliminary coding based on emerging themes was completed. Next, a process of constant comparison (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was used by the two researchers and a graduate assistant, who compared and discussed the findings and coordinated initial codes. Then, the interview transcripts were re-analyzed to confirm categories, make final changes, and to select the titles that would be used to represent the data themes (Meyers, Dowdy & Paterson, 2005). 

The Women in our Study

We interviewed six women in all. Five of them lived in Dentropotamos and one in Halastra, both areas in Thessaloniki. Being accepted by these women in their homes was made very easy through the intervention of Aggelos Hatzinikolaou, a key person in both Rom communities. An activist teacher-researcher, Aggelos has served as their children’s teacher but also as an ally for almost 15 years now. Aggelos was present in all of the interviews, acting as an assistant interviewer. 

All but one of the women we interviewed were married, one of them for the second time, and they all had children. Their ages ranged between mid forties and mid fifties. One of the women had separated from her husband; in fact her story is that her husband deserted her and their two children for another woman.

Several themes emerged from the review of the six interviews with the Rom women. Across the interviews with Anna, Violeta, Yiota, Gioultza, Christina and Eleni the themes that emerged included their history, descriptions of challenges in their life, health issues, their domestic circumstances, the support system that they depended on, their hopes for themselves and their children, and the relief that they felt after talking about their lives with the two researchers. The following quotes represent some of the thoughts and feelings that were expressed during the interviews.

History

The history of the women included comments about their early beginnings and some of the challenges that they faced very early in their lives, while they were still living with their original families. 

I went to school for eight years, and my teachers, my principal wanted me to be something. I wanted to become a nurse, give injections to little kids. But my mother did not want me to continue school, and because… I was 14 moving on to 15, that’s when I had to decide to go to school to become a nurse. My mother did not want me to be out, exposed so that somebody might kidnap, not kidnap, elope, I should say, right? But elope with someone who would be non gypsy. My mother had very old ideas (Violeta ). 

There were ten children in my family, so much poverty. I was the third child but I helped my parents a lot to raise the other children. I stood by their side very well. But I was also the most distressed, plagued one, I felt much neglected. Feeling as resentful as I did, the truth is, I thought to myself, “a cripple, a handicapped man, anyone would do for a husband.” I was so tired, so pressed. Just to go away from home (Yiota).  

Descriptions of Challenges in their Life

The women’s married life was not easier. The fact that all of the women married in their teens makes the hardships even heavier.


Yiota confesses that her first husband exploited her, sent her out to another town to work in a bar and visited her only to take the money she had made during the week. She talks about these experiences in a dreary voice: 

Then, there was this guy, a waiter, I don’t know if it was for good or bad, who protected me from the dirt of night and I kept very clean against the night. It wasn’t that I loved him, but I found myself protected, sure. I hadn’t been with anyone but my brothers and my husband. I stayed with him for six years, my child called him father. 


Anna tells her story of raising herself and her children in challenging circumstances. They used to live in makeshift homes, in settlements until just about 3-4 years before the time of the interview, when they moved to their present home (a two room house). She said her first years were hard and she lived “like all people,” meaning like all Rom people, i.e., in settlements, in tents. In her words: “Ι had 6 children out there in the mud.”


Violeta saw her two first born sons die as babies in Albania. Years later, after she had had four more children and moved to Greece with her family, she gave birth to twin girls. Immediately after the twins were born, her husband was seriously injured and was bound to bed for six months. The situation at home was so unbearable and the family’s financial circumstances were so bad, that they decided to give the twins up to adoption.


Christina (56) and Eleni (47) have joined the adult literacy classes taught by volunteer teachers of the elementary school in Dentropotamos. The main reason for their decision to join these classes was to be able to sign their names. 

Health Issues among the Women

Several health issues were discussed in the interviews with the women. Four out of the six women were being treated for depression at the time of the interview and the fifth had been treated for cancer. Each person had a personal challenge and in four of the six cases they also had problems with their children and their spouses. 

I have problems in my head, some of my arteries are blocked. It is not clear what I have, but I have pain here and my liver is affected by something. I need x-rays and ultrasound exams but I couldn’t have them so far and now friends have said they are going to help me have those x-rays (Violeta ).

Anna explains that she cannot help her husband at work anymore because she is sick.  

[I have] problems with [my] thyroid. So [I have] to go to doctors. It’s like [we] don’t have insurance, medical insurance, but poor people, they have free hospitalization and treatment in hospital. So [we] can only be hospitalized or go to a doctor in hospital in emergency, that is. We cannot go to a doctor’s office, for instance.

Domestic Life and its Reality

All of the women in our study are mothers who have spent a great deal of their lives looking after their home and family. The daily routines described by the women encompass a range of domestic chores, family relationships that go with parenting, and spousal duties.

Ι also have troubles with Vassilis’[my husband’s] children. They do not trust me. One of them is in an institution, in Volos. He was doing drugs and he is there. The girl goes around too much. She doesn’t listen to me. I get too worried, I have to look for her (Yiota). 

.[We] bought this place, it was like, you know, demolished in a way … we bought the place, but we had to put a lot of extra work to make it like it is now. It had no windows, doors… (Anna). 

… to tell you the truth, the kids are unwilling to go [to school] if they don’t have money because everybody else is, you know, well dressed, well fed. They see the other kids eating, they want too. If I have, I give them something and if not… (Violeta). 

Support

Taking on the theme of support, the women confirmed the kind of community and family connections the Rom people are known for.

Anna was clearly moved when she remembered her parents, and in-laws, and their role in her married life. “My mother and my father and my father in law helped us and we bought this place.” And again: “Whenever I had problems…I would go to my father-in-law and he would solve my problems. Nobody else but my father-in-law. That is why he was very important in my life.”  

Violeta expressed her gratitude for the support her family had found from neighbours and the community leader (who was present in the interview): “This president and his family, they are my whole family. If I die I would like to die in their hands.”  

Continuing on the theme of support, the women described the experiences that shaped their understanding of good practices among their blood and found families. 

Ah, who else can you share your problems, your agony with but your mother and father? I am an easily stressed person. I get very worried. I am full of anxiety all the time. I could go to them and find consolation. Husbands (men)? (same word in Greek). You can find a hundred. I apologize. [And she did apologize for that (laughter)] (Gioultza).

After my husband left us, I worked as a vendor but my relatives helped me. If I did not have, they would support me and my children (Christina).
Hopes for the Future

At the end of each of the six interviews the women were asked to talk about their hopes for themselves and their children. The following quotes represent the aspirations of the mothers in the realm of education and living conditions for their families: 

I’ll tell you about myself first. I dream about it when I go to bed at night. I dream of a better place, a home for my children and us, I don’t want to live in this situation. And I want them [her children] to grow up, to marry and live a better life, live like human beings (Gioultza). 

All I want is for the children to go to school because [my] parents did not let [me] continue [my] schooling and so [I] want the children to finish school and become good people and for [my] son in particular.  [I have] just this son and . . . I want him to stay away from drugs from theft, from bad behaviour (Violeta).  

The Need to Talk

A common theme in all of the interviews, as reported by each and every one of the women, was that they felt elevated, relieved and comforted for being able to talk to us. The therapeutic aspect of the life narrative has been well documented (Banks-Wallace, 1998; Franklin & Dowdy, 2004; Jones, 1967). All of the women had a different way of expressing their appreciation for the fact that the researchers took the time to ask them about their life and then listen to their story. Rather than being upset by the fact that they recounted difficult experiences on their journey to the day that the interview was conducted, the women found it a liberating experience. Gioultza smiled and said, “No, I didn’t mind at all, I am telling you the truth. I feel much better for talking to you, I am relieved, relaxed.
Yiota explained her reasons for taking the time to meet with the research team as a means of dealing with her emotional challenges, since the accident involving her children: 

I wanted to talk. There was a lot of pain. A lot of anxiety. A lot of pressure about the accident with the children. For all this I was by myself with the children. … Now I feel relief because Ι let all this pain come out [in this interview].  

When we thanked Anna, Christina and Eleni for welcoming us and talking to us, they all said something to the extent: “I thank you, because I had a good time talking to you.” Violeta’s daughter, who was present at the interview, told the Greek researcher on her way out: “Please, come again. My mother is so much better for talking to you!”

Discussion

A review of the transcripts from the six interviews with the Rom women helped us to see how these women, like the Black women in GED Stories: Black Women and Their Struggle for Social Equity (Dowdy, 2003), exhibit the strongest sense of character in their philosophy about life and spirituality in their attitudes to the challenges that they face. 
Then when my daughter was just born, I took the road to Greece [from Albania]. We collected things, old things from homes, like old clothes and mats, rugs, things like that, and we would carry them back to our country and sell them, okay, and that’s how we made our living. And that is how we made enough to build a home. One room and one little kitchen, that’s it (Violeta).

Let me tell you. I want [my children] to work. Work is not a shame. But I want them to have a better work [than I and my husband do] and a better life. A better place, a better life. Who wouldn’t do anything in their power so that their children would have a better life? (Gioultza). 

A strong thread of spirituality also runs through these women’s narratives as in the stories documented by Black women pursuing higher levels of formal literacy by Golden, (2005); Darling, (2005); Smith, (2005); House-Soremekun, (2005) and Walters, (2005). Quotes such as this represent this theme in the interviews:
Look, I put the cross in place of my signature (common practice for illiterate people in Greece) but I consider this a sin. The cross is a holy symbol. I go to school because I want to learn to sign my name. And I want to learn how to read all these [religious] books (Christina, explaining her reason to go to school at the age of 56).

The women’s stories also reflect their conviction that they could have better lives if they could earn higher salaries through traditional means, have their children complete their education in mainstream schools and continue to develop the extended family network that had seen them through their trials up to this point in time. All of the women were very clear about their reasons for participating in the project with the researchers and for helping to improve home/school relationships for their children, and other families: “I want these teachers to help children like ours, our race, to learn how to read and write, to teach them better.” This is consistent with the findings in the work conducted by Cooper (1976), Ladner (1998), and Washington (1990). 

Their stories gave us an opportunity to understand how the organization of labor could compel people to put faith in the academic institutions that had been unavailable to them earlier in their lives. The example of Christina and Eleni, the last two participants, who went to school to learn how to read and write at their (older) age is characteristic of that logic. To do “different” or “better” was intimately bound up in the belief that traditional institutions could solve their political, economic, and social hardships (Delpit, 1995; Edelman, 1984). The one compelling reason for completing a formal education was the need to make a salary and establish a more traditional, mainstream, lifestyle. “We want to live like people” “we want our children to be educated and live a better life” was reiterated in every one of the women’s stories. Education was to bring about professional jobs that would keep the adults from an “ugly life” and ensure that they “help” people. 

Oh, I have dreams for him [her son]. I want him to grow up to finish school. And I would like him to be a doctor a hospital doctor, a paediatrician to help children, to help all people (Anna).

The work of homemaker fills the daily hours of these women, as it did in some cases of those Black women who were the first generation out of slavery (Giddings, 1984). The reality of the demands of physical labor obliges these Rom women to make do with what they have and dream of a better future for themselves and their families. 

The researchers were able, like Fine (1991) who looked outside of the formal system of education, to understand the experiences of those who dropped out of high school. These Rom women are not dropouts, rather they are the ones who want to “drop in” and be involved in a system that embraces them and nurtures their talents. These women, mothers all, battle through all kinds of social stigma to come to the place of accepting their status in the ranks of those who must earn their living as best as they could with their limited resources. 
Conclusion

While it is clear to see how the excerpts from these six interviews that comprise this case study help to establish a perspective on the meaning of the lives of these particular women, it is important that the reader revisit the statistics associated with the lives of Rom women in order to paint the context of this story. At the close of the twentieth century, Rom women had not made huge gains economically, educationally, or socially.  

A newspaper article
 chronicled the living conditions of a group of Rom children who were forced to take shelter at a nearby school during a cold snap in the city. “These cold days, some of the children did not go to school because they did not have shoes, while others, who do not attend regularly, found refuge in the school. In one of the schools, the teachers found children sleeping next to the heating units, when they opened the school in the morning,” the newspaper reports. 

Structurally, Greek society has not changed to accommodate the Rom population. Therefore, Rom women are forced to “make a way out of no way” and encourage their children to believe in the school system so that there is one glimmer of hope alive in their lives. This push to find meaning, to make life an adventure rather than a dead end, represents the most important aspect of the experiences that the six Rom women shared with us. The enthusiasm for life, the self-determination that these mothers exhibit reminds us that just as the conditions under which Black women and their children are living continue to represent a serious national threat to the reputation of the United States as one of the “best places to live” in the free world (Edelman, 1984), the status of Rom women and children threatens to tarnish the image of Greece in the twenty-first century. 

Embodied in the stories of these women, still hopeful of achieving a high level of economic stability for their families, is the legacy of the Rom and education in Greece. The will to live, to thrive, as shown in the establishment of schools, is testimony to the Rom nation’s belief in the life of the higher mind. Contrary to the dominant stereotype, the Rom women in our study stressed it everyway they could: “We want our children to go to school, so that they seek a better life.” But the challenge of the confounding social environment remains a hurdle that has not been eradicated or lessened since their arrival in Greece. The obstacles to social advancement for the Rom population has barely taken on new forms in the twenty-first century. 

What is important to Greece now was not important when the Rom population emerged as a national being, and it will not be important in the next century. To understand this reality is to begin to accept the importance of the family and education to Rom women in the twenty-first century and to dream of a better life for this nation. A life that can be described in the words of the last poets
 who believe that unity is best for all people in a nation  

so that the sun will follow

our footsteps in the day

so that the moon will glow

in our living rooms at night

so that food, clothing, and shelter

will be free

because we are born free

to have the world as our playground. . . 
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� Gypsy song recorded in Lydaki, 1998, our translation.


�  The response of one of the women when we encouraged her to ask us anything about our lives in return for her life story was quite illuminating of the gap she felt was separating us: “What can I say, you see how we are. Seeing you one realizes the kind of life you live and you can see the kind of life we live. What could I ask you?”


�  To quote Mr. Vassilis Demetriou the president of “ASPIDA” the new party of the Rom in Greece that intends to participate in the next elections. Mr. Demetriou also announced positive discrimination for women in his party to be (E in Elefterotypia, 5 Feb. 2006, p.26. 


� Aggelioforos of Macedonia, Thursday Feb. 9, 2006





� See, Oyewole, Bin Hassan, & Green, (1996).
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