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ABSTRACT 

!

This research is an interdisciplinary work on the use of media by marginalized ethnic 

minorities for self-representation, using as its frame of reference scholars such as Faye 

Ginsburg, Gayatri Spivak, Judith Butler, Stuart Hall, Achille Mbembe, and David 

Harvey. Specifically, this dissertation examines Indigenous communities in Brazil and 

the Roma (Gypsy) population of Spain, uncovering the multiple discourses through 

which ethnic identities have to be negotiated within a larger dominant culture, especially 

in contexts of globalization, and brings to this discussion the theorization of new media.  

  These two highly stigmatized populations have been finding new and more 

democratic venues for collectively defining their own cultures in the complex process of 

identity (re)creation. Based on interviews with media producers, I discuss community 

radio stations, online network groups, video making, and blogs, and how these constitute 

different tools for promoting culture and conducting political activism. Through constant 

performances of culture, I argue, they are able to restore and participate in the dialogue 

on self-determination and minority rights in a different sphere of discourse, both locally 

and globally, at the same time that they also influence their own (and others’) 

understanding of their ethnic identity.  

In terms of the impact of media products produced autonomously or in 

collaboration with non-Indigenous groups, this research also addresses the fact that, 

despite the efforts of both Indigenous and Roma groups in using these new media as non-
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hegemonic communication venues, their invisibility as a subject is often repeated, even 

when sympathetically supported by the discourse of cultural diversity, due to financial 

and distribution constraints. Ultimately, this study brings together their similarities and 

differences to determine how these technologies can be both helpful or hinder the self-

affirmation and increased autonomy of ethnic minority groups.
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CHAPTER 1 - PERFORMANCES OF ETHNIC DIFFERENCE AND NEW 

MEDIA: ISSUES OF VOICE, VISIBILITY, AND COMMODIFICATION OF 

CULTURE 

!

 

Figure 1 – Image from the pdf book available online called Índios na visão dos índios: Fulni-ô (2001), page 10, 
edited by Sebastián Gerlic, collaboratively created by distinct members of their community. Reproduced with 
permission. 
 
 
The handwritten excerpt by an anonymous Fulni-ô reproduced in the image above could 

be translated as such: 

 To be Fulni-ô is to try to survive in Brazil in a world exclusively 

white. To be Fulni-ô is to try to survive in our cultures and in our religion 

even if we can’t survive from hunting anymore, nor have the protection of 

the forest and of nature and even without being able to decipher the 

singing of the birds and to understand the strength Mother Nature flaunts.  
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 To be Fulni-ô is to face the prejudice and to break in amidst the 

white, studying at the universities and even speaking English online. 

Losing our innocence to fight the intolerance and greed of the white men. 

This is what being a Fulni-ô is. (my translation) 

  My first contact with Indigenous media in Brazil occurred in 2010 when 

researching the representation of Indigenous populations in mainstream media. After 

meeting online a filmmaker from the Pankararú community in the state of Pernambuco, I 

was able to learn more about their impressions of the use of digital tools to produce 

videos, blogs, websites, and to engage in online communities. I was interested in 

researching the impact of their use and appropriation of those tools in their self-definition 

as Indigenous, as well as in their attempt to fight the stereotypes faced by Indigenous in 

general in Brazil. Immediately after that, I became acquainted with some media projects 

being developed in Barcelona by Roma associations and research on how different Roma 

communities were using chatrooms and MySpace to connect with others from different 

geographical locations. My hypothesis is that these two highly stigmatized populations 

have been finding new and more democratic venues for collectively defining their own 

cultures in the complex process of identity (re)creation. Through constant performances 

of culture, I argue, they are able to restore and participate in the dialogue on self-

determination and minority rights in a different sphere of discourse, both locally and 

globally, at the same time that they also influence their own (and others’) understanding 

of their ethnic identity.  

  The extract above is a page from the online book Índios na visão dos índios: Fulni-ô 
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(2001), part of a series emphasizing different ethnic groups. This specific volume was 

created in the state of Pernambuco, where the Fulni-ô community is located, and the 

Fulni-ô wrote the texts during a workshop organized by the NGO, Thydewa. In this 

workshop, the community had to create texts, drawings, and photographs of themselves 

and of their culture to represent their ethnic group in its social and political contexts that 

would later become a PDF book available for Creative Commons use at the online library 

of materials called Índio Educa ‘Indigenous educates.’ This follow-on project was 

created during the week of October 12-15, 2011 with support from Thydewa, the 

Embassy of the United States in Brazil, the Brazil Foundation, Cultura Viva, the Ministry 

of Culture, and the Federal Government.  The title of the specific page inside the website 

is Biblioca, which is a play on words of biblioteca ‘library’ and oca ‘Indigenous hut.’ I 

became acquainted with this project on October 11, 2011 through an e-mail message 

from Alex Makuxi, one of the organizers. Among its goals, as Makuxi described, the 

website project awarded scholarships to support six Indigenous students at public 

universities, while at the same time assigning individuals the task of producing content 

for their portal, which deals with the distinct cultures of Brazilian Indigenous peoples. 

The group of university students and web content creators is composed of Marina 

Cândido Marcos (Terena), studying geography at the Universidade Federal da Grande 

Dourados (UFGD), Micheli Alves Machado (Kaiowá), studying Pedagogy at the Centro 

Universitário da Grande Dourados (Unigran), both from Mato Grosso do Sul, Alex 

Macuxi and Sabrynna Taurepang from the state of Roraima, Amaré Krahô-Kanela from 

Tocantins, and Aracy Tupinambá from Rio de Janeiro. 
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Also relevant was the date chosen for the release of the project, which signals its 

attempt to bring to visibility perspectives and ideas of a minority group historically 

silenced: 

O grupo Índio Educa escolheu lembrar o dia 12 de outubro, 

disponibilizando este portal como presente para as crianças brasileiras 

para elas crescerem sem preconceitos contra os indígenas ao tempo que 

lembrando que foi em 12 de outubro de 1492 que Cristóvão Colombo foi o 

primeiro europeu a pisar na América, dando início assim a invasão e o 

genocídio––por muitos ainda chamado de “Descobrimento.” (Makuxi) 

The group Índio Educa chose to remember October 12, making this portal 

available as a present for the Brazilian children, so that they can grow up 

without prejudice against the Indigenous at the same time remembering 

that October 12, 1492 was when Christopher Columbus was the first 

European to land in America, beginning then the invasion and the 

genocide––by many still called the “Discovery.” 

As a cultural note, October 12 is also the celebration of Children’s Day in Brazil, as well 

as a Catholic holiday on behalf of Our Lady of Aparecida. Its significance as the date of 

the arrival of Columbus in America is less emphasized than the arrival of Pedro Álvares 

Cabral in Brazil. Thus its emphasis on targeting mainstream audiences and educating 

young Brazilians about the place of heterogeneous Indigenous groups in the formation of 

the nation; the project consists of a symbolic gift given to the children of the country.  

The justification for the project was to create content that would question official history 
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and mainstream misperceptions about Indigenous from all the national regions, 

counteracting their relative absence from the public discourse, precisely by using that 

space for communicating their own versions of history and promoting their distinct 

cultures and values.  

A different integration project, which also attempted to promote spaces of 

visibility for a distinct ethnic minority, was the contemporary performance of the play La 

casa de Bernarda Alba (1936) by Roma women from an impoverished neighborhood of 

El Vacie in Seville, Spain. The initiative of adapting this play by Federico García Lorca 

came from the Centro Internacional de Investigación Teatral (TNT), under its director 

Ricardo Iniesta, and which culminated in a tour across the country. According to a news 

article by Carlos Barrio, the theater group quickly appeared in newspapers and more than 

10,000 people saw the performance nationally, even though their financial lives 

apparently have not improved significantly. Besides the live presentation, parts of this 

performance were also able to reach distinct audience groups unable to see the original 

show by making available online parts of the presentation as well as photographs, and 

news articles. In fact, the Instituto de Cultura Gitana (“Newsletter”) and the Fundación 

Secretariado Gitano (“Grupo de Teatro”), two organizations working directly with the 

Roma population, used their website resources to let people know more about the play, 

and this story was transformed into a documentary by Lidia Peralta in 2011, entitled Una 

casa para Bernarda Alba ‘a house for Bernarda Alba.’   
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Figure 2 – Coral: Roma Women Performing Federico García Lorca in 2010. Reprinted with permission from the 
Atalaya group.  
 
 

Both projects, one in Brazil, the other in Spain, share issues of visibility and voice 

of ethnic minority groups suffering from strong marginalization. The projects consist of 

venues for participation and self-expression by these minority groups amidst a hegemonic 

society that has consistently denied both groups a space for performances of identities 

that do not conform to stereotyped images. This dissertation focuses on media production 

by these ethnic groups and the ways in which distinct Indigenous communities in Brazil 

and Roma groups in Spain have been using old and new media for the benefit of their 

communities to frame and reframe their own multiple identities, and, in the appropriation 

of those technologies, to engage in social and political communication with a general 

audience and with other minority groups.  
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Similarly to Terence Turner’s analysis of the creation of a space of mediation 

(“Defiant Images” 7) within the Kayapó communities in Brazil through the use of 

production and reception of videos in those communities, this cross-disciplinary 

dissertation examines and problematizes how the use of technology and alternative media 

has changed over the past decade and how it has recently expanded to include 

technologies such as blogs, social media (Facebook, Orkut, etc.), film, video, and 

electronic mailing lists, among other forms. This investigation analyzes the narratives of 

erasure and/or stereotyping imposed upon these ethnic minority groups, including that of 

patriarchal discourses, and their use of various strategies for counteracting that process 

and creating oppositional discourses. For that it is useful to keep in mind Walter 

Mignolo’s argument on the possibilities offered by border thinking to question 

Eurocentric thought and its derivations and his assertion that “‘an other thinking’ is 

possible when different local histories and their particular power relations are taken into 

consideration,” away from “the subalternization of knowledge located outside the 

parameters of modern conceptions of reason and rationality” (“Local Histories” 67). 

Mignolo’s argument begs the question of how non-academic and academic projects 

created by ethnic groups who claim to possess a different perspective—a background, a 

specific cultural way of understanding and behaving in society—could raise different 

perceptions of understanding these hybrid relations of which they are a part and thereby 

attempt to maintain certain traditions and ways of relating which many consider as 

different from the dominant cultures in their nation-states, but also attempt to become 

part of dialogues with those dominant cultures.  
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I. Historical and Critical Context 

Regarding the terminology used, in order to translate the word gitano/a, and 

considering that many find the term “Gypsy” offensive, I use the term “Roma” or the 

original “gitano/a” as both noun and adjective, as others have done previously. I am 

aware of the differentiation by some scholars and Roma activists of the use of “Rom” as 

the noun, “Romani” or “Romany” as an adjective, but I chose the simplified version, as 

others before me have done, including Roma activists.1 At the same time, I also recognize 

that the word “gitano/a” is not free from negative connotations, mainly when used by 

outsiders with negative prejudice, but it has been appropriated by distinct Roma 

communities and activists, among others, in Spain. Since I am avoiding the word 

“Gypsy,” I also avoid “Gypsyness” or any of its derivatives, except in direct translations. 

Instead, I use “ginaneidad/gitanidad” because these words have been used extensively in 

both spelling forms, even though none of the terms are included in the dictionary of the 

Real Academia Española. Also, the equivalent, “Romanipén,” in Romani, is also used, 

even though this last seems to have a more political connotation of transnational 

affiliation. The term I use in English, then, is a simplification of Liliana Herakova’s 

“Roma-ness” (283) without the dash.   

As for the Indigenous groups, I attempt to use their specific ethnic or family 

affiliations, even though one of my informants disagreed with my use of “etnia,” or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 As done by the Committee of Experts on Roma and Travellers for the Council of Europe, or the 
Fundación Secretariado Gitano (“Who Are We?”) in Spain, for example.  



!

!

20!

ethnic group, whereas others used it abundantly. I also use the word Indigeneity, and I 

avoid the terminology “tribe.” In terms of the English usage of Indigenous and 

indigenous, I am following the recommendation by the publication by the Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada in consultation with the Assembly of First Nations called Words 

First: An Evolving Terminology Relating to Aboriginal Peoples in Canada, developed 

specifically to deal with the Aboriginal groups in Canada, but which I am borrowing to 

discuss Brazilian Indigenous groups. It specifically suggests the use of uppercase for 

“Aboriginal” and “First World,” whether in noun or adjective forms and so I use 

Indigenous in the same way. At last, I avoid the usage of índio/índia, except in literal 

quotes.   

I analyze the ways in which these ethnic groups perceive their use of media as a 

political tool for communicating among themselves and with other peoples: to 

communicate about their culture, to demand political changes, and to (re)construct their 

own identities. By doing so, I hope to contribute to a better understanding concerning the 

impact of these technologies and the communication derived from them on these 

communities: how their lives have changed due to this opening of communication, and 

how these new media are functioning as tools for political identity and gender activism.  

Rather than focus on a historical account of the adaptation and cultural changes of 

each of the groups analyzed within their respective contexts, I focus on the switching of 

identities, as suggested by Homi Bhabha in “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the 

Margins of the Modern Nation,” which is useful for understanding the collective identity 

of ethnic groups as a “living principle of the people as that continual process by which 
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the national life is redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive process” (297).  

Instead of relying on a static sense of belonging, I concentrate instead on how 

contemporary post-colonial and post-modern theories have led us to question issues such 

as nation, power, subjectivity, and subalternity. To inform my analysis of the influence of 

post-modern thinking in our current understanding of identities, I rely on Amaryll 

Chanady’s revealing definition that  

any investigation of collective identity today, if it is not to become an 

essentialist quest for a national spirit or soul, must necessarily bear in 

mind that knowledge is constructed, and that this construction is endlessly 

renewed. Not only is there no such thing as cultural essence, but our very 

conceptualization of collective identity is subject to interpretation, 

renewal, and criticism. (x) 

It is precisely in these discourses created by those Indigenous and Roma individuals that I 

attempt to perceive the creation and transformation of new identity paradigms. 

Additionally, considering current technologies and the power of mass media to diffuse 

information not only from the hegemonic center but also from the periphery to the center, 

these developing trends must lead us to reflect on current theories on globalization and 

borders by observing the constant influence of multiple Roma and Indigenous groups on 

one another, and questioning whether information and its role in group identity formation 

is borderless. Reflecting on Arjun Appadurai’s concept of fluxes (“Disjunctive” 296), I 

argue that discursive and media fluxes facilitate the crossing of such geographical 

borders, and these oppositional voices of identity and alterity are receiving more attention 
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in the digital age than they once did, even though now facing new types of limitations 

and challenges for a more democratic access.  

Additionally, I analyze how access by minority groups to technology has been 

celebrated by both hegemonic society and marginalized groups, even if sometimes too 

optimistically, when considering the real political and cultural impact of this technology. 

In practical terms, from 2001-2010, there has been a statistical growth in the population 

of Indigenous groups in Brazil, as has also been the case with the visibility of Roma 

culture and activism in contemporary Spain. In both countries more communities have 

access to the Internet due to state support, as well as from the work by NGOs. 

Information technology, then, offers the possibility of change, and has allowed for new 

partnerships and new leadership within those communities.  

 

II. Contributions to the Field  

In Brazil, the current media representation of the Indigenous population largely 

ignores issues involving the plurality of their cultures under the label of Indigenous. 

Reinforced by official statements of progress and racial democracy, the majority of these 

representations ignore issues of gender or cultural diversity, homogenizing the 

characterization of ethnic minorities and emphasizing the need for these individuals to be 

socially and racially integrated within modern society. The Roma community in Spain 

has some congruent points with the Brazilian Indigenous: the ostracism towards those 

people in Europe in the past, but also in contemporary times has contributed to their need 
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to “negotiate their ‘gypsiness’” (“Negotiating” 261) as analyzed in the article with the 

same title by Carol Silverman. By this negotiation, Silverman means exercising the skills 

necessary to “pass” or hide certain traits of traditional heritage and the emphasizing of a 

non-Roma identity for the sake of integrating into mainstream society.  

Despite linguistic differences, both countries share an Imperialist and Colonial 

past, as well as a constant struggle with their own ethnic (internal) minorities. When 

discussing the minimal statistical presence of Indigenous and gitanos in Brazil and Spain, 

respectively, it is interesting that not only is their official lack of numerical presence 

similar, but so is the historical persecution faced by those groups in both nations. 

Individuals from these groups were not considered citizens with full rights in their 

countries until the last part of the 20th century, and both groups are now highly organized 

in community building, social bonding, participating in conferences and activist meetings 

across their countries and continents, and communicating often to discuss political goals. 

Moreover, both groups still face strong prejudice from mainstream society, which sees 

them as outdated and not-as-developed. Also there are struggles by both groups to adapt 

to a fast-moving society in which technology and labor specialization are a must-have.  

About this need to negotiate identities, Silverman notices that “a large part of 

Gypsy ethnicity consists of concealing rather than demonstrating ethnic identity at 

appropriate times. Demonstrating, hiding, or exaggerating one’s Gypsiness is socially 

situational” (“Negotiating” 266). In other words, their cultural identities need to be 

conveyed to the outside world depending on other relevant considerations such as 

political and social prejudice leading to ostracism or a specific desire to blend in. From 
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this point on, we should consider “ethnicity as a reactive condition of boundary 

maintenance, in which the details of the culture are constantly changing, but where it has 

the effect of defending the group against hostile outsiders, and of binding its members 

together” (Ballard 11-12). But we should refrain from considering these changes as 

“cultural loss,” a concept I address in the theoretical framework. 

Indigenous cultures have always borrowed and lent cultural aspects to one 

another, as is the case with non-Indigenous and African-Brazilian cultures in Brazil. 

Similarly, the Roma living in Spain have also changed since their arrival in the Peninsula 

in the 16th century, and in the case of the specific subgroup investigated during the field 

work for this dissertation, mainly that of Barcelona, Spain, the Catalan culture has 

influenced them, just as they have been influenced by the Catalan and/or Spanish culture. 

Thus, culture is discussed in this context as evolving and unstable, thereby avoiding the 

fallacy of pursuing cultural authenticity. As claimed by Silverman when describing the 

Roma culture, “although many innovations have occurred in Rom culture, they do not 

point to loss of ethnic identity; rather, change is a strategy of adaptation to new 

environments—both a strategy of manipulation of new situations and a creative response 

to them” (“Negotiating” 262).  

Considering the role of both groups as minority ethnicities having to negotiate 

their identities against increasingly neoliberal societies, as defined by the geographer 

David Harvey (“Brief History” 202), I examine how both minority groups, Indigenous in 

Brazil and Roma in Spain, are represented within a stigmatized discourse that 

collaborates not only with the evisceration of their rights, but also in deflating their self-
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identification in ethnic terms, thus reducing the possibility of differing political agency 

among such groups. This process of self-identification, thankfully, tends to be resistive. 

Even after five centuries of attempts to assimilate/acculturate these groups, still their 

ethnic differentiation produces more political strategies within current 

globalized/neoliberal societies, and these groups are gaining autonomy and organizing 

themselves to demand full citizenship.  In this process of vindicating their place in those 

societies, both minority groups analyzed in this study—despite their bad press in 

mainstream media as social outcasts—are steadily gaining more media attention because 

of their own organization as political groups and their use of non-hegemonic tools to fight 

for their rights and to be heard, both locally and globally.   

In addition, this research also addresses issues of gender, considering the visibility 

of anti-hegemonic discourses of ethnic women struggling against a process of 

elimination, a struggle carried out through associations and cultural institutions, and how 

gender issues and conflicts also occur in some of these communities, thus pointing to the 

transformations of certain power structure because of alternative forms of media.  

In the influential book, A Critique of Post-Colonial Reason, Gayatri Spivak raises 

an issue relevant to the study of minority media production: how can we read our “native 

informant” without inserting our own Western bias in supposedly objective 

interpretations?  In our analysis of testimonial media production by minority groups, our 

formulation of an authentic voice is often problematic, because in our hope to reveal a 

“Third World,” we forget that  
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an ethnicity untroubled by the vicissitudes of history and neatly accessible 

as an object of investigation is a confection to which the disciplinary 

pieties of the anthropologist, the intellectual curiosity of the early 

colonials and the European scholars partly inspired by them, as well as the 

Indigenous elite nationalists, by way of the culture of imperialism, 

contributed their labors, and the (proper) object (of investigation) is 

therefore “lost.” (60)  

Keeping these factors in mind, our own bias as scholars in reading the use of media by 

ethnic minorities is an act of challenge and resistance against mainstream media. Are we 

resorting to a pre-conceived idea of ethnic sovereignty and authenticity in order to 

impose those ideals and that orientation on that minority group and to contribute to a 

“preservation” of those cultures? Furthermore, by building our argument on these two 

opposite axes (preservation vs. loss of ethnicity), we may remain attached to structures 

that deny the complexities and contradictions that are part of the process of negotiating 

between and within these several groups. Thus it is important to verify the role different 

interests and definitions play in identity negotiations. 

 Lastly, it is also theoretically relevant to perceive how the power structures 

created between (and within) these groups influence our own perception of the argument 

concerning cultural preservation. As discussed by Robert Carr in “Crossing the First 

World Third/World Divides: Testimonial, Transnational Feminisms, and the Postmodern 

Condition,” we must remain aware of 
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the complex position of the “I” within this metonymic relation, revealing  

ways in which the speaking subject must negotiate her/his relationship 

with the oppressed group. The voice of testimonial that speaks for “her 

people” speaks specifically about the experience of a particular person 

working for and within a particular group, in a particular period, in a 

particular country, centering around one person’s life/story. (157) 

The citation above reminds us that, in this attempt to reconcile multiple perceptions of 

ethnic identity, besides counteracting certain stereotypes and discrimination, certain 

media productions eventually overshadow other speeches and representations. In the 

following chapters, then, such conflicts and concerns are also addressed.   

 

III. Methodology 

Within each country, I selected different products from each of these larger ethnic 

communities (Indigenous and Roma). The criteria for selecting these products was (1) the 

involvement by the community directly as media producers, thus reflecting (2) the 

diversity of their media use for their political and cultural agenda. Consequently, I 

analyze the inclusion in these media products of themes such as land use and ownership, 

education, health, language, and gender. By doing so, I attempt to characterize the 

general phenomena among several distinct subgroups (within the Indigenous and the 

Roma), including both genders, and elaborate on how the process of self-representation 

using new communication media plays out. I also address how content is being 
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distributed in their own networks and for an outside public, observing the representation 

of their culture, and how these people are voicing their concerns.  

Also, considering that this process of self-representation is still often dependent 

on outside sources of both funding and expertise, such as NGOs and cultural institutions, 

it is necessary to examine the level of autonomy of minority groups and minority 

individuals in the process of media production and in the creation and editing process. 

Therefore, I analyze the use of new media by Indigenous groups in Brazil and in Roma 

communities in Spain in terms of how this use is sometimes appropriated even by 

government.  By observing the process of media creation and how ideas are “framed,” I 

hope to demonstrate how a space of exclusion is created.   

I start with a general overview of the phenomena of media use in order to follow 

up with several case studies of specific examples. My analysis is based on media material 

produced by minority individuals and groups, such as videos (prepared and distributed by 

themselves on the Internet, through TV channels, and even commercialized), but also 

blog information and websites. In order to better illustrate these case studies, I conducted 

interviews concerning a number of these media objects with members of ethnic 

communities directly involved with media production for/about their communities, 

interviews conducted in person or using electronic media (telephone, fax, email, Skype, 

Msn, Google Talk, or any other kind of technology that involves chatting, microphone 

and/or camera). I was also contacted by schoolteachers working with other Indigenous 

communities in places more distant from the capitals.  
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All participation was voluntary, and in many cases it took me weeks to hear back 

from some of the individuals due to connection problems, power outages in their villages, 

etc. I recognize that many of the individuals who voluntarily participated in the survey 

and interview were proactive Internet users, or strong defendants of its positive aspects. 

In terms of future research, this opens up the possibility of working with these 

communities for a lengthier period to expand, for example, the number of communities 

investigated.  

 

IV. Overview of Chapters 

 In Chapter 2, I examine assimilationist and modernizing discourses and how the 

logic of “progress” and “modernity” contributes to the production of negative stereotypes 

about both ethnic groups. I also address, drawing upon Walter Mignolo, the dichotomies 

of space of production of knowledge, connecting that with Harvey’s analysis of the role 

of neoliberal forces in the commercialization of difference. At the same time, I bring to 

the discussion issues of self-representation and audience, pointing to the use of 

technology as a tool for resistance in projects involving cross-collaboration, preservation 

of cultural memories, and also for searching for commercial self-sufficiency. Finally, 

based on Ella Shohat, Robert Stam, and Achille Mbembe, I address the problematic 

aspects of multiculturalism in terms of the assigning of difference. 

 Chapter 3 focuses on the use of technology by distinct Indigenous communities in 

Brazil, raising questions about the governmental discourse of digital inclusion and 
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democratic participation online, and examining challenges faced by these communities in 

effectively using those tools autonomously to foster their cultural and political agendas. I 

examine videos and blogs, as well as interview material to represent the diversity of goals 

and approaches used, as well as some of the challenges these producers have faced in 

effectively reaching an audience and ensuring funding.  

 Chapter 4 deals with the Roma community in Spain, and their self-representation 

through NGOs, local organizations, and independently. The chapter starts by questioning 

the essentialization and orientalization of the origin of the Roma by mainstream society, 

and how scholarly discourse has also contributed to the self-perception of some of those 

groups themselves. Considering the marginalization that many Roma have suffered in 

their daily lives, it then focuses on the transnational project of Roma identity, and how 

media producers are representing Roma culture in their material, here working with 

specific media products dealing with education and Roma women.  

 As for my future research, the media objects analyzed here, many of which are 

fairly recent, are positively influencing new enterprises. Veus gitanes in Chapter 4 is 

being reevaluated for a second phase of that project. A film on the Roma during the 

Spanish Civil war is currently being edited in Barcelona. The Kuikuro Indigenous are 

working on creating and teaching their own cinema workshops (Kuikuro). Many of the 

Indigenous moviemakers initially funded and supported by Vídeo nas Aldeias, Cabra 

Filmes and Pajé Filmes will continue in their subsequent enterprises. Additionally, many 

of the blogs and electronic mailing lists are playing a fundamental role in the articulation 

of group identity, and these series of negotiated performances should be further archived, 



!

!

31!

studied, and appreciated. I also suggest the need to include these communities in this 

dialogue, in order to justify our own discourse on ethnic subjectivity and self-

determination, and I hope that more collaborative projects can emerge out of this 

investigation.
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW OF PRIMARY SOURCES & 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK   

!

I. Marginalization and Developmental Discourses  

When observing the visibility of Roma and Indigenous groups in Spain and Brazil, 

respectively, and their forgotten contribution in the national project, a series of causes have to 

be considered. Their presumed insignificant numbers and thus limited political influence is one 

of the consequences of histories of political persecution and assimilationist discourses that 

devalued the role of those cultures in forming their respective nations.  Instead, what is 

reinforced is that assimilation is desired for these populations, and that they need to be 

incorporated into mainstream society. In order to understand the contemporary challenges 

faced by such ethnic minorities, this chapter will briefly address the effect media 

manipulation and academic discourses have on our perceptions of ethnic minority groups, 

both of which often imply that their “acculturation” or assimilation into mainstream 

societies is a solution for cross-cultural differences, and also address the socio-political 

implications of pre-conceived paradigms of modernity and progress. Based on more 

recent trends of self-representation by such groups, there are now challenges faced by 

those ethnic media producers in appropriating technology tools in order to create political 

and cultural media products to communicate amongst themselves and with others. 

Finally, this section discusses issues of the commodification of such heterogeneous 

cultures in ways that appeal to transnational and urban audiences.  
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Historically, the emphasis by both societies, of Brazil and Spain, in the rapid 

assimilation of those minority groups relied often on a stereotyped understanding of each 

of those groups, framing them as incompatible with the national projects and 

developmental goals of each nation. Thus, laws were created to restrict the rights and 

visibility of those groups, and the cultural practices that clearly marked their ethnic 

differences. Also, racist and Eurocentric discourses emphasized the cultural and social 

inferiority of each of those minorities. Such biased representations, consequently, had a 

strong impact on eviscerating the rights to protection of Indigenous peoples and Roma 

communities, and also in inhibiting self-identification in ethnic terms, thus diminishing 

the possibility of differing political agency among such groups. As a consequence of 

prejudicial laws, and an indication of a lack of a proper recognition of their role in the 

national project as described earlier, it was not until the second half of the 20th century 

that both Indigenous and Roma groups in the two regions analyzed managed to acquire 

full citizenship in their respective nations.  

Moreover, another issue in the lack of representation of both communities is the 

absence of treatment of issues of gender and internal ethnic variations in mainstream 

media and official reports, where these two minority groups are often addressed as a 

homogenized “they,” foreclosing any characterization of internal group differences. Such 

positioning has to be problematized because, as argued by Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto in “The 

Difficulty of Being Radical: The Discipline of Film Studies and the Postcolonial World 

Order,” the “discourse on the Other and its corollary, cross-cultural analysis, not only fix 

the non-West as the object to be appropriated but also transform serious political issues 
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into bad philosophical questions” (251). Both Indigenous and Roma are crystallized as 

the non-Western—two cultures not directly deriving from European traditions adopted 

into a misunderstood otherness described by Yoshimoto. This way, by emphasizing 

certain discourses that separate the self/other, this type of media reinforces an imagined 

binary, basing its cross-cultural analysis precisely on the difference between the subject 

and the object, the (neo)colonizer and the (neo)colonized.  

Regarding this matter, when María Josefina Saldaña-Portillo wrote The Revolutionary 

Imagination in the Americas and the Age of Development (2007), she hypothesized that, due to 

the pervasiveness of the ideology of progress in Latin America, the primitive in history is 

absent from knowledge and action in the written narratives, including those by revolutionary 

leaders (78).  She claims that the “teleology of progress in colonialization and surveillance” 

contributes to the argument about the need to lead the native inhabitants toward progress, 

technology, and modernity (109). In a similar way, the same kind of discourse on the 

primitiveness of the Roma and the Indigenous is also present in popular discourse as well as 

social policies and governmental projects.   

As analyzed by José Cazorla Pérez, the media emphasis on ethnic groups tends to 

be biased and counteracts self-identification. He notices that “cuando destacan por algún 

hecho relevante y elogiable, es mucho más raro que se mencione su origen étnico. El 

resultado es pues, una notoriedad peyorativa que contribuye a mantener el prejuicio” 

(“Análisis” 136).2,3 Besides, when focusing on the negative stereotypes associated with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 ‘When highlighting a significant and commendable event, it would more rarely mention this ethnicity. 
The result is thus a pejorative reputation that helps maintain prejudice.’ 
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these ethnic groups, emphasis is often set on their “retrograde” ways. In “Our Indians in 

our America Anti-Imperialist Imperialism and the Construction of Brazilian Modernity,” 

Tracy Guzmán identifies the discourse on “progress” used throughout the 20th century to 

introduce technology and modernize the area of the Amazon and to acculturate 

Indigenous societies and make them adopt a hegemonic culture. Therefore, these 

Indigenous communities were pushed to adopt “Western” ways of living. Guzmán, 

however, restricts her analysis to the first half of the twentieth century, when certain 

revolutionary discourses were being shaped in the context of industrialization and 

political turmoil. It is important to keep in mind the different meanings that this 

“teleology of progress” acquires in different historical contexts and based on the interests 

of distinct groups, even shaping legislation and academic discourses. Moreover, one 

should wonder how this discourse on progress has been self-appropriated and resignified 

by both groups in their search for self-determination, such as in the link between 

modernization and women’s education among the Roma in Spain. It could be argued that 

their project of identity politics has similarly borrowed from such developmentist 

discourse by incorporating certain traces of the hegemonic culture, including its use of 

new media and technology, not only to have a stronger voice in a less-structured locus of 

communication, but also to signal their capacity to hybridize modern technology and 

their ethnic practices. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 All translations from the original texts in Portuguese, Spanish, and Catalan, except where otherwise noted, 
are my own. None of the original texts, even if in informal spoken language, were altered to follow 
normative grammar.  
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In relation to the Spanish context, discourses defending the acculturation and 

engaging in the “modernization” of those communities is also present. Because of the 

Roma’s different traditional work ethic, and resistance by some groups to fully 

incorporate into capitalist systems, a constant discourse on “retrograde” and 

“underdeveloped” habits has come into existence, leading to, yet again, another discourse 

on the need to “modernize” them. As analyzed by Bernard Leblon, the Roma community 

in Spain was often associated with “el mito del eterno vagabundeo, la libertad sin 

fronteras, la vida natural y sin restricciones” (qtd. in A. Ramón 38).4  

In both cases, the Spanish Roma and Brazilian Indigenous, these ethnicities are 

perceived as outsiders within the mainstream group, described as postcolonial traces of 

backwardness or as an anomalous group, again wrongfully seen as homogeneous, and 

that has refused to modernize along with the rest of the nation. Other regional, class or 

gender differences are deemphasized. At the same time, the image of these minority 

groups as underdeveloped also works as an element of exoticism which, when kept under 

control, is used by governments and official groups as a differential feature to attract 

tourism in neoliberal societies. This theme of the exploitation of the exotic will be 

addressed later in this chapter when discussing those cultures as appropriated by states 

that support a superficial kind of multiculturalism, idealizing and romanticizing the 

perception of ethnicity in the past, but denying de facto political and social integration.  

When addressing specifically the academic sphere, and the representation of these 

communities in it, there exists common association of these groups with reminisces of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 ‘The myth of the eternal wandering, the liberty without frontiers, the natural life without restrictions.’ 
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pre-modernity. These minorities have suffered the imposition of discourses of scientific 

progress, national security, and economic development. Often these discourses have 

justified the shaping of Indigenous peoples to become part of a capitalist economy; 

teaching them “civilized” habits, as opposed to their communal distribution existing 

previously; and training Indigenous individuals to become peasants—a needed workforce 

for the countryside. In the case of the Roma communities, we can see strong legislation 

trying to restrict the familiar business structure of their markets, for example, as with the 

“Ordenanza Municipal de Venta Ambulante” [Street Vending Ordinance] (“FAGIC”), 

which faced protests from Roma communities working directly in this area of business 

throughout the country. In the Brazilian case, the 1942 propaganda film Curt Nimuendajú 

e Icatú: dois postos indígenas de nacionalização, was directed by Harald Schultz and 

Nilo Oliveira Vellozo and produced as part of the Seção de Estudos do Serviço de 

Proteção aos Índios ‘Study Section of the Service for Protection of Indigenous Peoples’ 

during the mid 20th century administration of Getúlio Vargas.5 The short film describes 

the perceived benefits of vocational training to insert the Indigenous groups into the 

modern economy: “A pecuária é […] um ótimo veículo para introduzir a noção 

econômica entre os índios […] [A] agricultura […] organiza o trabalho, ensina técnicas, 

produz renda, ensina os costumes civilizados e encaminha o índio para a civilização rural 

brasileira”6 (qtd. in Guzmán 46). In order to follow Walter Mignolo’s recommendation to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 President Getúlio Vargas was responsible for the creation of the Superintendency of Economic Recovery 
Plan of the Amazon (Superintendência do Plano de Valorização Econômica da Amazônia, the SPVEA), 
created in 1953, aiming at developing the Amazon region (Schmink and Wood 49).  
6 ‘Cattle […] is an excellent tool for introducing economic notions among the Indigenous […] agriculture 
[…] organizes the work, teaches techniques, produces profit, teaches the civilized customs and guides the 
Indigenous to the rural Brazilian civilization.’ 
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refute dichotomies between developed/developing and to consider the possibility of new 

forms of knowledge appearing in contemporary academic discourse, or of groups 

adopting different economic structures, it is important to identify the role of 

neoliberalism in shaping, through market influences, both scholarly thinking and cultural 

production. Similarly, in the case of the European Roma, it has been strongly argued that 

“the hypocritical method of all capitalist social practice is to brand the Roma as a 

problem and emphasize ‘their’ failure to integrate” (Keenoy and Stanton 43). As Mignolo 

states, “Neoliberalism, with its emphasis on the market and consumption, is not just a 

question of economy but a new form of civilization” (“Darker Side” 22). Consequently, 

when analyzing the ways in which these new oppositional voices emerge in 

contemporary times, we need to reconsider the way in which the market itself affects our 

understanding and interpretation of the products that carry these voices. By limiting 

which products get sponsored, which subaltern groups get training and receive 

technology support, and which products actually get commercialized and broadcast, 

again, neoliberalism is influencing which voices get adopted and molded by academic 

discourse and thus become part of the civilized canon of “permitted alterity voices.” The 

question remains, then, of whether it is possible to overcome or oppose this new 

“civilizing mission” (“Darker Side” 24) composed of neoliberal and corporative interests.  

Harvey warns us about the need to rethink the connection between cultural 

production and material practices in attempting to identify the relations between capital 

accumulation and the appearance of social, political, and cultural forms (“Spaces of 

Capital” 247). Thus, cultural forms that represent ethnic minority groups, as well as 
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multiculturalist discourses by the minorities supported by governments and political 

groups have to be questioned regarding their production circumstances and the 

commercial interests involved. In this context, ars gratia ars by an ethnic and political 

minority could rarely survive without the support of market and or state interests, nor 

would ethnic representations survive without a commercial appeal unless sponsored by 

political interests with financial power. Taking Harvey’s argument further, and 

considering the videos and products created about the lives of both minority groups, we 

should question the role of neoliberal forces in the commercialization of difference. We 

will see such concern on the part of media producers in the distribution and 

commercialization of their cultural goods by both Roma and Indigenous in the following 

chapters. Thus, when it is obvious that such groups are framing themselves or being 

framed for an outside audience, either composed of consumers or of scholars, we need to 

inquire about the impact of influential Indigenous and Roma individuals in affirming or 

emphasizing certain elements of their political agenda.  We will address these questions 

in each specific chapter, but focus on their theoretical impact for the time being here.   

Consequently, ideologies emphasizing the incompatibility of the “production 

system” of subaltern groups with the neoliberal capitalist societies in which they have 

become embedded bring pressure on them to adopt different lifestyles deemed more 

adequate or compatible with certain standards imposed by the majority. About this 

struggle between adoption of certain behaviors and being able to self-define, Ian Hancock 

states that,  
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it is a real question of where the power lies to define oneself and one’s ethnic 

identity; for Romanies this basic self-ascriptive right has been beyond their grasp 

(through no fault of their own) and they have been relatively powerless, until 

recently, to challenge such scholarly deconstructions and representations of 

themselves. (qtd. in Clark 83) 

Often the Roma are represented as in “need” of becoming institutionally integrated and 

modernized. Noticeable is the example of a recent lawsuit regarding the rights of a Roma 

widow who had contracted marriage solely through the boda gitana and later had to fight 

in court for her pension (according to the sentence 69/2007 of April 16, 2007 (Sentencia), 

a witness to how their outsidedness is real for many, even though generalized and 

unfairly applied to the whole group. At the same time, their own social structure is mostly 

categorized as incompatible with modern Spanish institutions, making it problematic as 

to whether some of their cultural behaviors could ever be accepted. As discussed by Peter 

Kabachnik, in such situations ethnic discourses are used to emphasize social problems,  

“serving to legitimize assimilationist discourse and policy” (52).  The positive result of 

the Roma widow’s lawsuit was unprecedented, though, and signaled that there is still 

little effort to understand or make compatible with the mainstream different cultural 

practices, and that, through the use of ascriptive power to represent their incongruence 

with the system, these individuals are again assigned to the role of outsiders in Spanish 

society, even though they are mostly legal citizens.   

Precisely due to an increased participation in the public life of their home 

countries by such Roma individuals through governmental institutions, NGOs, and 
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alternative media (especially Web-based media), many heretofore ascribed 

representations have been questioned by their taking advantage of opportunities that have 

opened in public space for self-expression. Using these recently acquired tools, these 

groups have been emphasizing the positive traits in their culture. However, in order to 

examine the impact of such counter-hegemonic discourses, we also need to consider how 

these individuals are getting access to the resources necessary to express themselves 

through using technology to produce their own media products, and which resources they 

are actually managing to access. Despite the fact that these new media, such as social 

media networks and online resources are being increasingly used as outlets for 

hegemonic discourses, they still offer a possibility for interaction and input from users, 

thus representing a less traditional space for oppositional perspectives. Returning to 

Mignolo’s perception that neoliberalism disguises itself as offering them as objects of 

consumption in the case of cultural products, one needs to address how the market shapes 

certain self-representations, considering the cultural and socioeconomic differences 

existing between minority producers and mainstream audiences who, as consumers, act 

also as investors to the degree to which anticipation of spectators’ needs controls the form 

and limits the content of the representation. Furthermore, the participation of different 

factions within subaltern ethnic groups influences media production as diverging 

perspectives on cultural and political themes coexisting within these ethnic groups, can 

lead to contestations of political and social space and other spaces of exclusion evident 

even in products by similar groups.  
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II. Contemporary Voices and National Discourses 

In terms of possibilities for distinct oppositional representations and how those 

productions are received within (or outside of) nationalist discourses, Nelly Richard, in 

“Cultural Peripheries: Latin America and Postmodernist De-Centering,” indicates an 

epochal change characterized by “a crisis of totality and pluralization of the fragment, 

and crisis of singularity and a multiplication of differences, a crisis of centrality and the 

proliferating overflow of the margins” (156). These three crises as defined by Richard, 

“totality,”  “singularity,” and “centrality,” allow for peripheral discourses and cultural 

differences to trespass previously marked spaces of centrality and, more than that, to 

question the concept of a cultural center itself. Octavio Ianni presents a similar argument, 

pointing out that the debilitation of the Nation-State leads to provincialisms, 

nationalisms, regionalisms, ethnicisms, fundamentalisms, and revindication of old 

identities (“Nação e globalização” 97). Some of the recent online political activism by 

both groups is in response to hyper-nationalist discourse, border panic, and stereotypes 

against minority groups, claiming their non-belonging or having the right to participate in 

the imagined nationalist communities, here using Benedict Anderson’s terminology (6). 

For example, the strong response by the Roma community in 2010 to the expulsion of 

some of their subgroups from Italy and France, just after an economic crisis, was a 

response to increasingly protectionist nationalist discourses: considering the European 

crisis of that year, Nicolas Sarkozy and Silvio Berlusconi strongly emphasized the need 

to protect national territory from immigrants and unwanted minority groups. In a similar 

fashion, some recent Indigenous activism has taken place at times of intense national 
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discussion on economic development and the border sovereignty of Brazil, mainly in 

regard to the Amazon Forest or other natural resources.  

Perhaps more than the debilitation of the nation-state, as suggested by Richard 

and Ianni, the current situation is an example of the crisis in the belief in the possibility 

that this neoliberal system can solve major social and economic issues for the majority of 

the population or for sectors of the people, who, in turn, seek affiliation with other groups 

that promise better support systems rather than unfulfilled welfare from the state. 

Consequently, this lost belief in the nation-state and government as providers of the 

common good might be the clearest impetus for oppositional discourses and alternative 

affiliations. The anthropologist Begoña Aretxaga in “Maddening States” proposes a 

similar perspective: this critic observes the subjective experience of state and power in a 

globalized society. She argues that, despite the increasing coexistence of diasporic forms 

of identification with nationalist identities, nongovernmental associations are substituting 

for the traditional functions of the state (394). She proposes that “globalization is not only 

compatible with statehood; it has actually fueled the desire for it, whether to have access 

to resources and powers experienced, imagined, or glimpsed or to defend an ethnic group 

against the violence of another state” (395). In this line of thinking, a different 

understanding of ethnic and national belonging can also cause problems for the imagining 

of the group as a unity.   

Problematic for the Roma is that they have no nation, state, or territory of their 

own. As analyzed by Aladár Horváth, in “Gadjo Nation - Roma Nation,” an online article 

published at the website of the European Roma Rights Centre for the Roma/Gypsies, “it 
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is clear that there has never been the aspiration to possess a territory of our own,” 

explaining their absence from the project of nation building occurring in the 19th century. 

Thus, he concludes, Roma “should be regarded as a community rather than disparate, 

heterogeneous groups; a community with a dual identity comprising the identities of 

members of our own Roma/Gypsy groups as well as members of communities with 

whom we live together.” This “dual identity,” however, means that this group of people 

faces hardships as a consequence of not having a physical space they control, their own 

territory, although their relative ownership of space can vary from country to country, as 

in the case of the fixed Spanish Roma, many of whom have lived in their traditional 

neighborhoods for centuries. Conversely, their geographical disconnection or non-

belonging in some local territories (or the discourse on that) is precisely threatening to 

them. As pointed out when analyzing the context of the Czech Republic, for example, 

new citizenship laws can displace a large quantity of citizens: “Los muchos gitanos que 

viven, por ejemplo, en la República Checa y que van a perder su nacionalidad bajo los 

designios de las nuevas leyes de ciudadanía … pueden vivir en un país durante años y 

aún verse en peligro de ser declarados extranjeros, o simplemente ciudadanos sin estado, 

cuando los políticos nacionales cambien”7 (Cumerlato 38).  

The claim that the Roma do not become part of the nation states where they reside 

should also be problematized as a discursive strategy of governments and right-wing 

parties. As in the Italian case mentioned previously, the data points to the majority of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 ‘Many Roma who live, for example, in the Czech Republic and who will lose their nationality under the 
plans of the new citizenship laws. ... who sometimes live in a country for years and still face the danger of 
being declared foreigners, or even stateless citizen, when the national politicians change.’ 
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those individuals as being Italian citizens. A similar case, but in the Spanish context, is 

expressed in the duality of being Spanish and Roma, which has led to distinct 

theorizations on identity formation and national affiliation, such as by Sergio Rodríguez 

in Gitanidad: Otra manera de Ver el Mundo:8 

En la medida en que los gitanos se ven obligados a vivir fuera de su 

comunidad, y a hacerlo según las pautas de comportamiento no gitanas 

(por ejemplo, en la escuela o en el trabajo), esta identificación entre 

persona y gitano les lleva a desdoblar su personalidad, construyendo una 

nueva para vivir en la sociedad mayoritaria. (194) 

To the extent that the Roma are forced to live outside their community, 

and to do so according to the behavior patterns of the Roma (e.g., at 

school or at work), this identification between person and Roma leads 

them to unfold their personality, building a new one to live in mainstream 

society.  

A circular pattern of differentiation and exclusion should be noticed here: the discourse 

of cultural difference is used both by the Roma (to unite themselves as a group), but also 

by xenophobic non-Roma so as to justify the Roma’s economic exclusion, in different 

forms and degrees, as a consequence of their failure to “assimilate” into a perceived 

hegemonic society.9 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 ‘Romaness: A New Way of Seeing the World.’ 
9 Similarly, as argued by Daniel Briggs in “Los gitanos (gypsies) in La Coruña, Spain,” drawing upon 
Quintero et al. and Juan Gamella, “some suggest many of the behaviors considered unique to their culture 
have actually been caused by situations related to social exclusion (Quintero et al. 2007), with no roots in 
Gypsy traditions (Gamella 1999)” (112). 
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Some main issues to be raised about identity and ethnic self-representation deal 

with how such discourses impact these societies and influence these ethnic groups in 

negotiating other spaces of self-representation and visibility. According to Mbembe, 

discourses are real and have real power: 

Concerned with explaining either single and unrepeatable occurrences or 

symbolic representations, recent historiography, anthropology, and 

feminist criticism inspired by Foucauldian, neo-Gramscian paradigms or 

post-structuralism problematize everything in terms of how identities are 

“invented,” “hybrid,” “fluid,” and “negotiated.” On the pretext of avoiding 

single-factor explanations of domination, these disciplines have reduced 

the complex phenomena of the state and power to “discourses” and 

“representations,” forgetting that discourses and representations have 

materiality. (5) 

In this case, I argue that these media products created by minority ethnic groups in an 

attempt at self-representation in order to both impact their communities and to alter how 

their communities are perceived are influenced exactly by the materiality Mbembe 

reminds us of as they are responses to real and material acts of marginalization. One 

should consider these identities that the products represent as fluid, even though doing so 

runs the risk of falling into what Mbembe warns us against as he reminds us of not over-

emphasizing the power of discourse in defining the subgroups, differences, and changes 

within each larger group of individuals. Thus, as members of these communities create 

media to denounce certain social problems, one should ask what impact those media 
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products have for them and for the society as a whole. Moreover, it is also relevant to 

know which communities have access to the means of production, i.e. the technology to 

produce their own discourses (and to what extent they are their own), and how that 

knowledge is acquired, and the interests motivating the financial sponsors who make 

possible both the acquisition of technology and the training to use it. About this matter, it 

is necessary to recognize that this materiality Mbembe reminds us of can take the shape 

of power structures created within these discourses on multiculturalism and ethnic 

authenticity, as we will discuss in more detail when analyzing the specific cases of both 

groups in Chapters 3 and 4.  

Furthermore, it is necessary to point out here my own limitations as a non-Roma 

and non-Indigenous scholar in understanding this cross-cultural process, the difficulty of 

which is highlighted by Ann Kaplan: “‘Cross-cultural analysis [...] is difficult-fraught 

with danger,’ since ‘we are forced to read works produced by the Other through the 

constraints of our own frameworks/theories/ideologies’” (qtd. in Yoshimoto 245). That 

being said, I also draw upon others, such as Marian Bredin, who has defended the 

possibility of doing such work. Bredin claims that, despite the challenges involved in 

being a scholar from the outside, ethnographers should take on “committed research” 

arguing that there is “little room for political neutrality” (qtd. in Y. Pratt “Taking a 

Stance” 169). In other words, Bredin criticizes the pretense of the neutrality of 

academics, who believe they can successfully analyze a specific object of study without 

ever interfering with it. As Tuhiwai Smith maintains, the neutral, supposedly distant 

“ethnographic gaze” is the “epitome of all that is bad with academics” (qtd. in Y. Pratt 
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170). As a result, one should attempt to read those media products cross-culturally, even 

if risking misunderstanding the insider, and seeing the ethnographer as a collaborator and 

activist (Y. Pratt 171-172). About this issue, Yvonne Poitras Pratt, in “Taking a Stance: 

Aboriginal Media Research as an Act of Empowerment,” argues that “future Aboriginal 

communication needs and priorities can be articulated using participatory research 

models” (163). If academic dialogue is meant to open the world, Mignolo, in Local 

Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking, 

when discussing the formation of new centers of intellectuality, makes us question the 

belief that minority groups will have access to becoming a part of this constant dialogue. 

He argues that minority groups have to fight their exclusion from this process, even when 

new centers of intellectuality are reformulated, considering that, as privileged 

intellectuals in the most powerful institutions, we are, once more, eliminating their 

process of participation unless they abide with our Western modes of intellectual thinking 

and cultural production much in the way our media superstructure imposes limits on their 

cultural production (338). What this implies is the need for us to be careful in order to 

avoid predisposed readings of the objects to be analyzed, and also for me to contextualize 

both groups in the next two sections.  

 

III. Brief Context of the Presence and Process of Elimination of Indigenous Groups from 

Public Discourses 

The latest statistics for the Indigenous population of Brazil correspond to the year 2000, 

when the last census in Brazil was conducted: 53.74% of people surveyed self-declared 
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themselves white, 6.21% negro ‘black,’ 0.43% Indigenous, and 0.71% Other (Instituto 

Brasileiro 20). The remainder of the population, 38.91%, chose pardo ‘dark,’ a common 

denomination for mixed-blood, a synonym for mestiços. The proportion of Indigenous 

corresponds to 734,000 out of over 169 million for the total Brazilian population. Two points 

call our attention here. First, from this perspective, due to the self-identification of the Brazilian 

population with the dominant racial categories, the statistics seem to be overestimating the 

white population, and generalizing the second largest majority group as mixed-blood while 

underestimating its Indigenous origins. Second, throughout the history of the census in Brazil, 

since 1872, Indigenous ethnicity was the only category not associated with a skin color.10  

Currently the Brazilian Census Bureau, Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística (IBGE), 

continues this ambiguous process of self-identification based on both skin colors and ethnicity.  

Brazilian understanding of race relations has long rested on a myth of an “ethnic 

cauldron” (Guimarães “Racism” 220). The sociologist Gilberto Freyre popularized the 

discourse on acculturation and mestiçagem ‘racial admixture,’ inducing a misguided belief in a 

multicultural state produced through racial plurality.  According to this influential scholar’s The 

Masters and the Slaves, the Brazilian people are historically composed of a mix of races and 

cultures. I quote Freyre at length as it is passages like this that have had a crucial role in shaping 

distinct fields of discourse in Brazilian life: 

Conquerors, in the military and technical sense, of the indigenous populations, 

the absolute rulers of the Negroes imported from Africa for the hard labor of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 The other exception is amarelo, literally ‘yellow,’ a color category added in 1940 but which was meant 
to account for the Asian immigrants in the 20th century. This duality between race and color in the census 
could lead to interesting elaborations for another study.  
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the bagaceira, the Europeans and their descendants meanwhile had to 

compromise with the Indians and the Africans in the matter of genetic and 

social relations. The scarcity of white women created zones of fraternization 

between conquerors and conquered, between masters and slaves. While these 

relations between white men and colored women did not cease to be those of 

“superiors” with “inferiors,” and in the majority of cases those of disillusioned 

and sadistic gentlemen with passive slave girls, they were mitigated by the need 

that was felt by many colonists of founding a family under such circumstances 

and upon such a basis as this. A widely practiced miscegenation here tended to 

modify the enormous social distance that otherwise would have been preserved 

between Big House and tropical forest, between Big House and slave hut. ... 

The Indian woman and the “mina,” or Negro woman, in the beginning, and 

later the mulatto, the cabrocha, the quadroon, and the octoroon, becoming 

domestics, concubines, and even the lawful wives of their white masters, 

exerted a powerful influence for social democracy in Brazil. 11  (My emphasis, 

xxix-xxx) 

This calcified theory of racial democracy has been used in 20th-century Brazil, holding up 

Brazil as a case of successful and utopian race integration. In fact, this discourse attempts to 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 The connotation of Freyre’s wording is meaningful. This published translation by Samuel Putnam 
palliates the colonizer’s perspective from the original text: in a more direct translation from the Portuguese, 
Freyre claimed that sadistic interracial relations “adoçaram-se” ‘were sweetened’ (Casa 33) by those sexual 
relations, when the translator takes a more careful choice of using “were mitigated.” The Portuguese 
version originally claimed that such interracial relations “corrigiu a distância social” ‘corrected the social 
distance’ (Casa 33), translated as “tended to modify the enormous social distance” (my emphasis). Did 
racial admixture solve the problem of racial prejudice, as implied by Freyre?  The Afro-Brazilian activists 
of the 20th and 21st centuries have argued that what existed was a “myth of the social democracy” 
(Guimarães “Democracia” 156), and I claim that the absence of more spaces of recognition for the 
Indigenous cultures in the country seem to support this view.  
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evade the violence in acculturating and assimilating the Indigenous and reducing their spaces of 

visibility, and thus boycotting their strategies of resistance. Freyre’s academic attempt to build a 

viable explanation for race relations led in the 20th century to a generalized and virtually 

mythologized narrative of race in Brazil, perpetuating long-held exclusionary attitudes and 

practices toward minority and especially Indigenous populations.  

Indeed, the attempt by mestiços to assimilate into the “white majority” of Brazilian 

society is a consequence of an even earlier 19th century ideology. Antonio Guimarães presents a 

portrait of Brazil after the end of slavery in 1888 as a society based on a hierarchy of privileges 

that used the gradation of skin color as a determinant of social status. The color variable, 

however, underwent constant negotiation.  As Guimarães explains, certain forms of whitening 

occurred that permitted access to the designation of white to mixed-blood individuals with 

lighter skin and who exhibited certain “European symbols” such as literacy and a Christian 

upbringing (“Racism” 217). Moreover, whitening as an ideology supported the myth that 

“white blood was thought to purify, dilute and exterminate Black blood” (Guimarães “Racism” 

219). Most tellingly, however, the condition for being assimilated required “a willingness of 

people of color to repudiate their African or Indigenous ancestry” (Guimarães “Racism” 220).  

Such negation of Indigenous origins is a compounding factor in minimizing their 

statistical presence, further enfeebled by other minority affiliations. In 2010, during Luis Inácio 

Lula da Silva’s Presidency, a new law was enacted redefining the pardo ‘dark’ category as 

Afro-Brazilian.  This amendment to the law was called “Estatuto de Igualdade Racial” ‘Statute 

for Racial Equality,’ proposing in the 2003 version of the project, “igualdade de oportunidades 
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e a inclusão social dos afro-brasileiros”12 (Paim “Substitutivo” 15), including the rights of 

Afro-Brazilian women.  Despite the positive aspects of this effort to reformulate Brazilian laws 

to be racially more inclusive, the paradox, and possibly most troubling issue here is the 

definition of African-Brazilian as “afro-brasileiros: as pessoas que se classificam como tais 

ou como negros, pretos, pardos ou por definição análoga”13 (Paim “Substitutivo” 8), but 

lacking further examination on the situation of Afro-Indigenous and their descendants in 

such legislation. It indicates the focus of the legislation on that specific racial group, as 

opposed to including other racial groups, as the title of the law would suggest. On the proposal 

for the legislation petitioned by the senator Paulo Paim in 2003, until the final version of the 

Statute in 2010, the text suffered modifications and was lost some of its political impact. On the 

version presented by Paim at the Senate on November 2006, the presence of the Indigenous 

groups occurred, but still minimized. The word indígena ‘Indigenous’ occurs only once in the 

32-page document of 2006, and so does afro-indígena ‘Afro-Indigenous’ The word negro 

‘black’ appears 48 times; afro-brasileiro ‘Afro-Brazilian,’ 29; and pardo ‘dark,’ 3 times. The 

conflictive situation for the descendants of Indigenous of having to abdicate their Indigenous 

heritage in order to be included in the Afro-Brazilian category is never addressed. As 

demonstrated in the very language of the legislation, a minimal role is given to the Indigenous 

population as another process of elimination, precisely in a statute of such importance to the 

country, which was attempting to fight racial injustices. Likewise, the law encourages the 

statistical self-designating of mixed-blood Indigenous as Afro-Brazilians, which leads to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 ‘Equal opportunities and social inclusion of African-Brazilians in several areas.” 
13 ‘The people who self-declared as so, or as negro ‘the black race,’ black ‘the color black,’ pardo ‘dark,’ or by 
analogous definition.’!
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strengthening of Afro-Brazilianness and thus fortifying the Movimento Negro ‘Black 

Movement’ in Brazil, but discouraging indigenous identification and the dilution of one group 

by the other. 

In trying to better understand how most aspects of the Indigenous cultures get relegated 

to a secondary place within this national project, we can learn from the argument developed by 

Bhabha, in which he argues that within the process of forming a memory of a nation, there 

needs to be instances of forgetfulness, and it is precisely in this act of forgetfulness that new 

forms of cultural identification are shaped (“DissemiNation” 311). Within the discourse of the 

development of Brazil, there has always been an inferred goal of “integrating” Indigenous 

groups, a goal fuelled by scholarly statements on extinction, miscegenation, and the 

acculturation of Indigenous groups, a pretense that cultural and racial differences and tensions 

can be easily forgotten in an idyllic past that has led to a mixed, mestiço present. Returning to 

Freyre, his project extends to the construction of an idealized Brazilian using, at least in part, 

the material influence of the Indigenous:  

From the cunhã, or Tupí-Guaraní woman, has come the best of our indigenous 

culture. Personal neatness. Bodily hygiene. Corn. The cashew. Mingau, or 

porridge. The Brazilian of today, a lover of the bath and always with a comb 

and mirror in his pocket, his hair gleaming with lotion or coconut oil, is 

reflecting the influence of his remote grandmothers. (“Masters” 87)  

Notable here is how Freyre seems to restore but actually creates by expurgation a foundational 

myth of race hybridity based on a selection of cultural aspects connected with food, and 

physical aspects considered as positive in modern times. There is a heavy significance in the 
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combination of traits chosen to represent this homogeneous mestiço, blending positive traits of 

all three cultures, but letting go of ethnic differences that might threaten this myth.  

Such an Indigenous past is allowed to be present, but relegated to distant, non-

threatening contexts, such as in the commemoration of “Brasil 500 anos,” which was the 

anniversary of the arrival of the Portuguese in Brazil and in other nationalist narratives. This 

celebration on April 22, 2000 in Porto Seguro, in the state of Bahia, included a performance of 

the historic “national nativity” scene that was narrated in the letter by Pero Vaz de Caminha, 

the Portuguese voyager who arrived in Brazil with ships from Portugal in 1500. Marilena 

Chauí published a book examining the incongruity of the nationalist discourse prevalent in the 

festivities, pointing to the origins of such a socially-unequal society, in which many of its 

subjects do not exist as citizens and in which an asymmetry of power is judged as natural (89). 

The performance that took place in Porto Seguro on April 22, 2010, enacts an encounter with 

the Indigenous in which they are alleged to have peacefully exchanged their goods for petty 

trade objects and raised their hands to accept Christianity. During the performance, Indigenous 

groups danced for the then Presidents Fernando Henriques Cardoso (Brazil) and Jorge Sampaio 

(Portugal), while others, at a different physical space, protested against the ceremonies. When 

relegated to an ongoing repetition of a historical past, mainstream narratives of Brazilian 

Indigenous origins reproduce the “scenarios of discovery” as defined by Diana Taylor in The 

Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (2003):  

The colonial “encounter” is a theatrical scenario structured in a predictable, 

formulaic, hence repeatable fashion. Theatricality (like theatre) flaunts its 

artifice, its constructedness. No matter who restages the colonial encounter 
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from the West's perspective—the novelist, the playwright, the discoverer, or the 

government official—it stars the same white male protagonist-subject and the 

same brown “found” object. (13) 

Such restaging of the pacific acceptance of European culture sets the terms for erasure, 

reinforcing the Indigenous as disappearing into mestiço Brazilianness after accepting 

Christianity and European culture.  It deemphasizes the brutality of the colonial past and its 

continuing repercussions on Indigenous peoples, selectively constructing a discourse of 

multiculturalism to exculpate a national debt of political and social reparation.  

 

IV. Spanish Context: the Roma 

As mentioned previously in terms of disagreement on the terminology, the 

prejudice connected to the word Gypsy has been studied by many (refer to Ilona Klímová 

and Alison Pickup 14; Laparra and Macías 241; among others). Other expressions now 

used include Romaní, and Romà. However, Roma is increasingly gaining more visibility, 

and is the term appropriated by this minority group in English, and used with pride in its 

political activism with transnational dimensions inside Europe as that activism began to 

expand in the second half of the 20th century. However, even among those who define 

themselves as gitanos, a common set of traits that determine their inclusion in the group 

is not clear, except for family ties (being born in a Roma family), and in being recognized 

by the group itself as such as a consequence of behaving and respecting certain 

organizational rules that are considered part of their cultural tradition. In terms of the 
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Indian origin of the Roma, long debated, Lou Charnon-Deutsch discounts the utility of 

such speculation: “Today’s social scientists reject received stereotypes and avoid 

references to ancient cultures, blood-lines, racial purity, and other pseudo-scientific 

designations, and examine instead the actual conditions and relations of specific ethnic 

groups such as the Romanichals, Kalderash, or Calés” (25). However, even though the 

discourse on cultural authenticity or purity is now deemphasized by some Western 

scholars, many of these accounts on their origins seem to be now part of the political 

agenda of some of those Roma activists themselves, intertwined with examples of 

patterns of change in terms of observance of a set of behaviors, which does not 

necessarily alienate their affiliation with that group.  

Some critics have suggested that Roma identity is constructed in opposition to the 

feeling of coming to belong to mainstream society, both in resistance to assimilation and 

in response to exclusion. This is what Nando Sigona and Lorenzo Monasta identify as 

“imperfect citizenship.”14 This condition comes as a consequence of the Roma’s 

exclusion from positive positions of visibility in everyday discourse: by continuously 

representing this minority group with negative stereotypes and emphasizing their social 

and economic marginalization, this group is generalized into a negative category of 

otherness. Contradictorily, they are not often perceived in the Spanish everyday discourse 

as outsiders, despite accounts of their presence within many European nations even 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 These authors analyzed the abrogation of citizenship rights from the Roma and Sinti population in Italy, 
pointing out that even though about 40% of them are Italian citizens, 1/3 still live in authorized or 
unauthorized camps (10), including the “‘Nomad camps,’ [which] for reasons previously stated in the text, 
are areas par-excellence where residents’ rights are suspended, where the discretion of those in power 
becomes the rule, where the normality of abuses and injustices are so blatant, widespread and deep rooted 
that they almost become invisible in the eyes of the victims” (“Imperfect” 40).   
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before the modern formation of the nation-states, and despite the gradual integration of a 

large part of the Roma population into educational, health, and even governmental 

systems. In the Spanish case, not even a clear estimate of their population is available, 

despite the constant diatribe against the social conflicts involving this population.15 About 

this absence of official data, Cazorla Pérez, in “Minorías marginadas en España: el caso 

de los gitanos,” states that 

se trata de una ficción legal según la cual todos los españoles son iguales, 

incluidos los gitanos, que a efectos no existen. Resulta por ello imposible 

dar cifras—más allá de las locales citadas—en torno a niveles de ingresos, 

posesión y uso de servicios en el hogar y en la colectividad, sanidad, 

educación, delincuencia y demás indicadores sociales.16 (32) 

Sources cite their population as varying from four million to twelve million within the 

continent (Rorke and Wilkens; and The Economist, “Bottom”), and within Spain they 

represent 800,000, half of them located in the Southern region of Andalucía (Carrillo 

93).17  In Catalonia, there are estimated to be 80,000 Roma, according to the scholar and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Mark and Matthew Braham, in “Romani Integration and the European Union Enlargement,” argue that 
there are no clear estimates in terms of the contemporary arrival of Roma from Eastern Europe: from the 
5,546 applicants for asylum in Europe from Romania, there are not clear estimates on the percentage of 
those who are actually Roma (98). 
16 ‘It is part of a legal fiction in which all the Spaniards are equal, including the Roma, and for that matter 
they do not exist. It results in the impossibility of indicating numbers—any more than the local ones 
cited—in terms of income, possessions, and use of services in their homes and in the community, and in 
regard to physical and mental health, education, delinquency, and other social indicators.’  
17 Chao and Sancho point to 464,229 people, deducting that number from the number of children enrolled 
in the school system and on the proportion of children commonly found among Roma communities (472). 
A second problem here, then, is that it takes for granted the possibility of changing family structures within 
the Roma communities, or even among families with distinct socioeconomic statuses. The identification of 
Roma children in the school system can be faulty, as pointed by their own research, since it relies on 
identification done by mostly non-Roma adults working in the educational system based on perceived ideas 
of identity.   
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director of the Secretariado Gitano de Barcelona, Sergio Rodríguez (Rodríguez qtd. in 

Batalla). From these 80,000 Roma in Catalonia, 2,000 to 3,000 are estimated to be Roma 

from Romania  (López qtd. in Óscar López Catalán 3), but the author points to the 

probability of the numbers being inaccurate.  

Historically, the Roma have been persecuted by a series of laws since their 

presence was acknowledged in the 15th century.18 Cazorla Pérez shows that their entry 

into Catalonia in the second-half of the 15th century occurred during a period of political 

transition during which the idea of the political unity of Spain was being formed, thus the 

attempt by the monarchy to impose stringent standards on minorities (“Análisis” 120). 

Together with their physical differences, unusual social structure and a reluctance to 

accept certain behaviors and institutions, their arrival in the middle of an attempt at 

national unification can be understood as one more reason for seeing the Roma as an 

obstacle to the political goals of the dominant group. That view has persisted down 

through the centuries. In 20th century Spain, “Many gitanos were murdered during the 

Civil War years of the 1930s” (Briggs 114), besides their persecution during the WWII.19 

Historically, the presence of the Roma in Europe has been constantly tainted with racism, 

and the 20th and 21st centuries are not exceptions. The available data on the presence of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 In The Gypsies of Early Modern Spain, 1425-1783, we find this account of the presence of the Roma in 
the region:  “In a letter dated 1 July, a year later in Barcelona (1477), the same monarch [John II of Aragon 
and Navarre] ordered the punishment of Juan Fetó ‘from the said land of Little Egypt’, who four years 
earlier as the group passed through Tortosa, had knifed and killed Jorge Serpa, another gypsy, the assailant 
taking refuge thereafter in that town’s castle” (Pym 15).  
19 In the 20th century, as described by Stanislas Stankiewicz in “Los trágicos incidentes contra los gitanos 
en Polonia” ‘The tragic incidents against the Roma in Poland,’ “todavía estamos esperando las 
indemnizaciones por el exterminio de los gitanos durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial” ‘we are still waiting 
for compensations for the extermination of Roma during the WWII’ (Stankiewicz 33). Botey estimates that 
500,000 Roma from all over Europe died in concentration camps (19). 
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immigrants from the rest of Europe is incomplete to nonexistent:   

Lo más destacable de los últimos años quizá sea el importante flujo 

migratorio de población gitana procedente de los Países del Este después 

del hundimiento de los regímenes comunistas. Este proceso es muy difícil 

de cuantificar, porque una gran parte de la inmigración se produce de 

forma irregular (“sin papeles”), y también por el hecho de que los países 

receptores registran, cuando lo hacen, el país emisor, pero no el origen 

étnico de los inmigrantes.20  (Chao and Sancho 167)  

In the 1990s, there occurred what Juan Gamella defined as a third wave of Roma 

migration from countries such as Rumania, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Bosnia, Kosovo, and 

Macedonia, among others, to Western Europe and to countries in the Americas. 

Regarding this continental migration, the editorial “Directiva comunitaria contra el 

racismo”21 at the journal I Tchatchipen points to the civil wars originating in the old 

Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc as one of the causes, leading, since 1992, to racist 

violence in many parts of the European Union (2). Later, in 1999, as reported by Carol 

Bloom and Oani Rifato y Sunil Sharma, the situation of migration of Roma to the EU 

was further exacerbated with the international interference in Kosovo in response to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 ‘The highlight of recent years may be the significant emigration of Roma from Eastern countries after the 
collapse of communist regimes. This process is very difficult to quantify because a large part of 
immigration occurs irregularly (“without papers”), and also because recipient countries register, when they 
do, the issuing country, but not the ethnic origin of immigrants.’ 
21 ‘Joint Directive Against Racism.’ 
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ethnic cleansing in the territory (by the Serbians of Muslims) and leading to expulsion of 

the Roma  (15).22   

In studying instances of “social persecution, racism, and legal discrimination” 

among the Roma in urban Spain, Daniel Briggs suggests, supported by others (Jover and 

Reyes 2000, O’Toole 1994, Poveda and Marcus 2005, Teasley 2005), that urban 

exclusion worsened the possibilities of interaction between Roma and non-Roma (112). 

As a result of the creation of chabolas (slums) in the 20th century, due to immigration 

from other parts of Spain, there was a process of increased visibility of the Roma families 

as poverty stricken, despite the fact that non-Roma families who migrated from 

impoverished areas also inhabited those neighborhoods. Consequently, this process led to 

an association of the Roma in general with the social problems present in impoverished 

areas in terms of the way that these populations are perceived in mainstream society “as 

trouble-makers—involved not only in petty crime but also in drug dealing and drug use” 

(Briggs 113). Through urban gentrification and formation of committees for eradicating 

the “chabolismo” (Briggs 116), more emphasis was put by planners and government 

providers of social services on the lack of integration of the Roma families into the social 

fabric and the need to integrate them. The plans for the development of cities such as 

Madrid and Barcelona, then, were guided by “national social policies to deliver adequate 

housing to gitanos but also because of the high value of city centre land that gitanos have 

occupied in key strategic sites for redevelopment” (Briggs 117).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 After the international (U.S. and Nato) interference in Kosovo, it is estimated that over 230,000 
individuals belonging to ethnic minorities, among which were the Roma, were expelled during the war in 
1999 (Krieger 61) 



!

!

61!

 

Figure 3 - Playa de Somorrostro, by Joan Vidal i Ventosa, 1975. Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona. Reprinted with 
permission. 
 
 

Francesc Botey in Lo gitano: una cultura folk desconocida23 indicates that the decade of 

1945 to 1955 as the strongest epoch for the creation of slums in the city of Barcelona, 

reaching a figure of 10,000 people on the beach of Somorrostro (see Figure I), a social 

problem that led to increased criminality in the area (112). However, the social assistance 

given was not generalized to all, or enough to provide a real improvement in the lives of 

those marginalized groups, despite the discourse that emphasized that those communities 

had been helped by the government but were unwilling to change. Briggs discusses this 

problem in relation to the Roma in the city of La Coruña, in Galicia:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 ‘The Roma: a Folk and Unknown Culture.’ 
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Gitanos had still not been given tools for integration.  

This was not the message the non-gypsy community were given. 

Given the lack of day-to-day interactions with the gitanos, the non-gypsy 

community tended to rely on news items reporting on the problems of 

integration and the gitanos’ associations with drugs and crime. (116) 

Consequently, such negative images of this group reflect the social issues and the reality 

of part of the population, but minimized why the Roma were “still experiencing 

discrimination from employment and training” (Briggs 118). Additionally, by focusing 

on the issue of economic assimilation, their visibility is again restricted to situations of 

economic marginalization, and their recognition as a group whose identity is based on 

social practices is deemphasized.   

To contextualize how the scholarly world has constructed and reconstructed and 

deconstructed Roma group identity and how that work has influenced the Roma’s own 

understanding of their identity, we might refer to Annabel Tremlett’s “Bringing Hybridity 

to Heterogeneity in Romani Studies,” in which she addresses some of the debate in 

Romani Studies in terms of ethnic origin, identity construction, and essentialization. 

When trying to explain the origin of their group cohesion, either cultural or social (by 

exclusion and as a protective measure), and briefly contextualizing this academic debate, 

Tremlett starts this account with the generalized acceptance of the origin of the Roma in 

India proposed by Henrich Grellmann in 1783, followed directly by Wim Willems’ 

(1997) criticism of it. The problem with such questioning, according to Thomas Acton 

(2004), is that in attempting to question any possible historical origin, Willems 
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annihilates any possibility of Roma identity (Tremlett 148). Meanwhile, as this origins 

debate still continues, other scholars such as János Ladányi and Iván Szelényi (2006) 

have instead focused on “gypsy ethnicity as a social construction” (Tremlett 154), 

emphasizing socio-economic status and classificatory processes. Overall, what these 

scholars indicate is the tangled set of issues involved in defining the “diferencia 

inquietante” ‘Unsettled difference,’ as sociologist Teresa de San Román named her book 

about this people: issues of representation, cultural practices, but also social and 

economic marginalization, and ultimately how their own attitude helps forge a sense of 

affiliation.  

About this sense of commonality as a continuous process, as argued by Chanady, 

when Anderson coined the term “Imagined communities”(6), he failed to see that the sign 

itself is an act of alienation, or that such a concept would need to be always-renewed. 

Consequently, when considering the political affiliation by the Roma as a unity, thinking 

about themselves as “a nation without territory,” as discussed in the Fifth World Romani 

Congress (Guy 22), the same kind of misconception of imagined unity is found. A similar 

situation occurs in understanding the term “la nación española” ‘the Spanish Nation,’ in 

play since at least the 15th century and in itself always contradictory, considering Spain’s 

multiple “regiones autónomas” ‘autonomous regions,’ languages, and different 

government. 
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V. Audience, Spectatorship & Market Issues 

When analyzing the productions of these ethnic minorities and their reception in 

the market, it is necessary to consider certain stereotypical images of cultural difference 

represented in such products, and how these groups are negotiating their identity when 

representing themselves and/or their cultures. These individuals are working directly in 

their networks and projects concerning Indigenous/Roma cultural and/or political issues, 

expressing their awareness of the importance of spectatorship to their political interests. 

In an attempt to establish an audience for their products—film and video spectators, 

website visitors, radio listeners, or even online network participants—certain issues 

regarding the audience and its expectations need to be addressed. In 2010, during the 

First Symposium on Indigenous Internet Use in Brazil, the organizer of the website 

Webindigenadigital described his strategy for increasing the number of visitors:  

Se hoje você entrar na minha página, eu sei de onde você veio. Ele diz 

toda a estrutura: quantas pessoas acessam, quem são essas pessoas, quais 

são as palavras chaves mais utilizadas, quais são as estratégias. Isso são 

estratégias que a gente deve ter para levar o sucesso do nosso site ou do 

nosso blog. Porque a gente tem que entender quem são as pessoas que 

acessam e o que elas procuram. E que a gente tem que levar para eles em 

termo de informação, de conteúdo. (Muniz) 

Today if you go on my webpage, I know where you came from. It says the 

whole structure: how many people use, who are these people, what are the 

key words being used, what are the strategies. Those are strategies that we 
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need to make our site or blog successful. Because we have to understand 

who are the people accessing [our website] and what they seek. And we 

have to give them in terms of content. 

This statement points to the need for both the Indigenous and ourselves to theorize not 

only their self-representation per se, but also (1) how these groups are framing 

themselves for an outside and inside audience (or even for an audience of indigenous 

individuals from other communities), and (2) our role as audience, with all the multiple 

economic, social, and political implications that a wider audience could bring to the 

production process. Because of our effect as possible consumers on shaping such 

performances of ethnic difference, Western society is again empowered in determining 

how these media products, which could potentially bring to the fore a distinct 

epistemology, art, and even historical understanding, are or are not appropriated by 

mainstream groups.  

Noticeable in certain social projects is the mythical discourse as we find in the 

appropriation of the Flamenco and the myth of the gitana as commodified by the Spanish 

society, highlighted by María del Mar Alberca García and further analyzed in Chapter 4. 

By incorporating the Flamenco into mainstream culture and emphasizing a distinct, but 

elusive presence of the Roma in the country’s culture, these selected hegemonic 

traditions, a concept Raymond Williams discusses in “Hegemony and the Selective 

Tradition” (58), both acknowledge and restrict the participation of racial ethnic minorities 

to a distant and safe past. The same could be said in the case of Indigenous cultures—that 

the dominant culture assigns roles in the myth of racial democracy, which in the Brazilian 
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case gives way to the idealized and generalized “Brazilian” individual, and eliminates the 

threatening difference represented by the actual Indigenous.  

Starting with the issue of framing, these ethnic representations as negotiations 

between mainstream and minority cultures have been analyzed by Silverman indicating 

how the American Roma perform their cultural traits differently depending on the 

context, often feeling the need to hide some specificities and blend into mainstream 

society in order to avoid social persecution. However, as Silverman argues, the fact that 

these performance shifts occur should not be misunderstood as cultural assimilation, 

considering that they happen to be circumstantial and provisional: “Switching among 

these roles has made Gypsies expert in the arts of ‘impression management’ … Gypsies 

pass as Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Greeks, or other ethnic groups to avoid harassment and 

gazhe authorities” (“Negotiating” 256).24 Both groups, the Brazilian Indigenous and the 

Roma, negotiate such roles, even though in different political and cultural contexts. Often 

Indigenous individuals living in the city reincorporate Indigenous cultural practices at 

specific moments or events, thus marking their difference from the non-Indigenous in the 

urban routine. Similarly, “a large part of Gypsy ethnicity consists of concealing rather 

than demonstrating ethnic identity at appropriate times. Demonstrating, hiding, or 

exaggerating one’s Gypsiness is socially situational” (Silverman 266). Such adapting to 

circumstances should not be confused with the discourse on losing heritage because in 

this case the “loss” is a self-managed illusion of what is already always in the constant 

flux of culture, which is never static. Stuart Hall, in “Cultural Identity and Cinematic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Gazhe, or gajo (in Spanish) means non-Roma.  
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Representation,” questions the possibility of the existence of a “pure” culture, since it is 

always created and transformed, along with performances of identity. Therefore, the 

concepts of “loss” and “assimilation,” terms also used by the Roma and Indigenous when 

discussing the influence of TV, media, or internet in their family structures, for example, 

need to be extensively problematized, considering that even cultural traditions not 

practiced might at times be “recovered,” as we will see in the case of some language 

processes in both indigenous and Roma cultures.  

In order to further elaborate on our usage of the terms “authentic” cultures and 

“cultural loss,” I draw upon Frederick Buell’s The Discourse of Cultural Imperialism, 

and his critique of Herbert Schiller’s fear of cultural homogenization in Mass 

Communication and American Empire (1969). Schiller argued that certain hegemonic 

cultural practices would become standardized and take over the globe, such as U.S. mass 

media. Schiller’s view gained some attention but, according to Buell, Schiller failed to 

recognize the capacity of autochthonous cultures to provide resistance, and that Third 

World cultures are not free from their experience of imperialism and colonialism from 

whatever era (3).  Buell insists that instead of focusing on the old repetition of the trope 

of the less dominant culture as submissive, that voices of protest, adaptation, and 

resistance should be acknowledged. That same old trope of cultural domination is still 

heard in the discourses created by politicians and ethnic minorities themselves. In this 

case, it is necessary to question perceptions of the “authentic” and “cultural loss” as 

masking complex issues of cultural hegemony. 
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 The idea of the authentic has, however, great power.  The emphasis on the 

preservation of cultural values is reinforced by those ethnic communities themselves, 

identifying specific cultural performances as requirements for certain benefits and 

formation of cultural and political identity. Yet this attempt to be included in the 

sociopolitical structure of the nation-state through the agency of a recognizable identity 

does not have to be incongruent with an ethnic project. As explained by Tomás Calvos 

Buezas, in “Las minorías étnicas y sus relaciones de clase, raza y etnia,” certain 

Indigenous groups in Mexico demand their equal participation in the rights and benefits 

of the nation at the same time that they reject assimilation to the system and loss of their 

own culture (11). What seems like a varying determinant is that whereas the performance 

of ethnic traits by Indigenous peoples can be perceived as legitimating certain protection 

for Indigenous groups, for the Roma such acts are often perceived as non-conforming, 

exclusionary, and highlighting their alien nature. Simply put, the Indigenous seem to 

benefit from some greater degree of inherent right to their difference from the very fact of 

being Indigenous (perhaps because of residual postcolonial guilt, or because of their more 

limited visibility in urban spaces) whereas the Roma have no particular right to their 

difference which is perceived by the dominant culture not just as alien but as 

contaminating until it can be tamed and expropriated. Consequently, in this process of 

exhibiting and hiding ethnic traces, the tensions, contradictions and complexities 

involved in the process are made visible: in order to mark a certain ethnic specificity, that 

has to be selected among many by the group, and the audience is an important factor in 

this process.   
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One example of this insistence on tradition among Indigenous communities is the 

project Séculos Indígenas ‘Indigenous Centuries’ (1992), as explained by the indigenous 

leader Ailton Krenac, which attempted, along with a group of non-indigenous 

bureaucrats, to preserve some traditional history of the Indigenous communities in Brazil. 

As he explains, 

O risco de algum dos nossos povos perderem a memória da tradição. 

Perderem a memória daquilo que nós chamamos ‘a memória da criação do 

mundo’. Que tão presente nos nossos mitos, que tá presente na nas 

narrativas tradicionais. Tá presente nas cantigas, nos cantos. ... O conjunto 

orienta a nossa atitude como povo diante do mundo. (Krenak)  

The risk of any of our people to lose the memory of tradition. To lose the 

memory of that which we call ‘the memory of the creation of the world.’ 

Which are present in our myths, which is present in traditional narratives. 

It is present in the chants, in the songs. ... This group [of cultural 

traditions] guides our attitude as a people in the world. 

In this quote, Krenac, a respected indigenous activist in Brazil, is speaking in the name of 

his people, expressing his (their?) fear of forgetfulness, here supported by 

institutionalized desires to preserve cultural heritage. It is interesting, however, how some 

items are chosen to form part of this collective memory produced by several media 

products, whereas other behaviors and rituals are forgotten. For example, the pottery, the 

headdresses, the feathers are often exhibited, but gender issues not as often. One specific 

example is the film O Amendoim e a Cutia ‘The Agouti’s Peanut’ (2005), which I will 
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discuss in Chapter 3, but which, in one school scene, records a classroom experience of 

school-age boys, whereas all the girls are absent from school, while accompanying their 

mothers in the fields. The girls’ absence from the classroom is never questioned. 

Technology has been incorporated into their lives, changing the way they eat, they dress, 

etc., but is also being used to decide what becomes part of the recaptured memory of a 

people, again making us return to the question of what is it that defines them as 

Indigenous. The answer as to why certain scenarios like this one lead to commercial 

success and the popularity of some documentaries on Indigenous cultures may lie in for 

whom the project (and ones like it) was done.  Telling is whether a production just for the 

community or for wider distribution and thereby contributing to the national mythology 

and also coming under the influence of the shadow of the anticipated audience. 

The connection between the use of technology and the preservation of culture has 

also to be discussed. It is necessary to go beyond the notion of cultural authenticity as 

defined by Western communities, and, in the case of the Indigenous Brazilians, to stop 

perceiving their media productions as an “authenticity test” in which certain 

performances of ethnic culture are expected for a market in which films representing 

traditional ethnic customs are preferred. To provide a context for the use of technology 

for communication purposes by Indigenous communities, we can refer to the work in 

“Representation, Politics, and Cultural Imagination in Indigenous Video: General Points 

and Kayapó Examples,” by Turner, based on his work in the 1980s, particularly his 

examination of Vídeo nas Aldeias, a pioneer project of semi-autonomous Indigenous 

moviemaking, in this case specifically with the Kayapó community in Brazil. Once again 
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the interaction of authenticity and identity is evident.  In regard to that project, Turner 

addressed how the Kayapó involved in media making ultimately reappropriated the idea 

of a traditional past, even foregoing certain modern behaviors that had already been 

internalized by that community. The camera, as observed by Turner, made them rethink 

their image on the screen and consciously decide to remake the images of themselves as 

what they perceived to be as more traditional. In other words, Turner pointed to how the 

filming of those videos served as a tool for the community itself in terms of establishing a 

feeling of cultural commonality, even if that effort involved resurrecting and recreating 

certain cultural practices that were no longer in common usage in those communities. In 

this sense, and moving forward to focus on more contemporary videomaking by 

Indigenous directors, some manifestations of the structural complexities of self-

representation are the conflicts generated within those groups in terms of acceptance of 

new technologies by some members, or arguments over what subjects to represent, 

subdivisions in terms of what “culture” to film, etc. Even in the early days of Indigenous 

media production Turner had brought into focus the still relevant question of how much 

their desire to show their authenticity influences their creative process; however, he failed 

to recognize the role of consumers and the hopes of the Indigenous moviemakers to 

please the audience, and have their video distributed to more people. Ultimately, their 

desire to sell more videos has influenced their decision-making process during both 

planning and production of media products. Turner observes those images as a warning 

that 
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a mere emphasis on the continuity of indigenous culture or “tradition,” 

however, runs the risk of slipping into uncritical cultural essentialism. It 

tends to ignore or obscure the extent to which the production of 

representations is both an individually creative and socially contested 

process, involving the conjunction of differing voices, perspectives, and 

values of different groups and individuals within indigenous communities 

... even when indigenous actors employ a reified, homogeneous 

representation of their own “culture” to present a common ideological 

front against assimilative pressures from nonindigenous social or political-

economic agents, close examination of the social process of creating and 

asserting such representations of common ‘culture’ may reveal the 

complexity and conflict among the structural perspectives, views, and 

objectives of the actors involved. (“Representation” 77) 

Here Turner addresses not only the issue of “consuming” the product by an outside 

audience, but how these groups use those ideas and sometimes revalidate them, thus 

inserting themselves in a series of relational structures. In other words, the filming of 

those videos serves as a tool for the community itself, in terms of establishing a feeling of 

commonality. In this sense, some examples of the structural complexity are the conflicts 

generated among the Indigenous communities in terms of acceptance of new technologies 

by some members but not all, or arguments over what subjects to represent, subdivisions 

in terms of what “culture” to film, etc. Turner questions how much their desire to show 

their authenticity influences their creation process. However, he fails to recognize the role 
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of consumers as establishing standards or that the hopes of indigenous moviemakers of 

pleasing an audience, and thereby having wider distribution and possibly profit, must 

have influence on their decision-making during the media production process.  

In relation to the Spanish Roma, their identification as Roma seems to be mostly 

based on self-acknowledgment, and many projects attempt to promote educational values 

and perceptions of the role of women in that society. Others attempt to show the lives of 

Roma in Spanish society in more humane representations and as more “real” than many 

of the stereotyped creations of the past and the present. In fact, performances or displays 

of culture by both Indigenous and Roma, such as the emphasis on their music and dance, 

instead seem to be motivated by a desire to see their cultures less vilified and be 

recognized by the rest of the community, but at times also they succumb to 

“romanticizing” their own culture. Instead of proving their “authenticity” as a pre-

requisite for governmental or NGO assistance, their media productions seem more 

focused on denouncing problems and modifying the negative perception of the society in 

general towards them. Specific cases will be addressed in the following chapters.  

Whether by default or design, being less engaged in trying to define what or who is “real” 

Roma avoids opening discussion on that potential issue, a discussion that could be easily 

co-opted by the dominant culture and results in the Roma assuming a greater degree of 

control over their public identity, but only to a degree, as that identity is constantly 

contested and negotiated. Furthermore, by not building this argument on the two opposite 

axes of preservation vs. loss of ethnicity, I avoid remaining attached to structures that 
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deny the complexities and contradictions that are part of the process of negotiating 

cultural performances between and within these diverse groups. 

A similar perception of consumer interference is analyzed in Gayatri Spivak’s 

influential article “Can the Subaltern Speak?” when the author argues that “contemporary 

invocations of ‘libidinal economy’ and desire as the determining interest, combined with 

the practical politics of the oppressed (under socialized capital) ‘speaking for 

themselves,’ restore the category of the sovereign subject within the theory that seems 

most to question it” (278).  Spivak’s formulation can help in examining how certain films 

by minorities, for example, are quickly adopted by a consumer group desiring to watch 

certain kinds of cultural productions often associated with multiculturalism. Here one can 

find inklings of what Naficy and Gabriel have called “‘the sudden feverish love affair 

with pluralism”:  

Multinational corporatism tends to map out alterity as mere difference to 

be consumed only as style. It is in this light that we must view the sudden 

feverish love affair with pluralism, otherness, and diversity. It now 

appears as if the issue is no longer to capture the means of production, or 

to gain control over the means of representation, but to pose as question 

representation itself. (ii) 

It is necessary to identify the role of different interests and definitions within these groups 

involved in this negotiation, as well as the power structures created between (and within) 

these groups that influence our perception of the argument on cultural preservation. As 

stated in the 1986 Edinburgh Manifesto and referenced in Questions of Third-World 
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Cinema, written posterior to the debates on minority cinema that took place during the 

conference,  

“the complexity of the shifting dynamics between intra and inter-national 

differences and power relations has shown simple models of class 

domination at home and imperialism abroad to be totally inadequate” and 

which called for a sophisticated approach to questions of 

domination/subordination, centre/periphery, and resistance/hegemony. 

(qtd. in Stam “Eurocentrism” 224)  

Considering Mbembe’s theories in the introduction to On the Postcolony, “the 

rediscovery of the subaltern subject and the stress on his/her inventiveness have taken the 

form of an endless invocation of the notions of ‘hegemony,’ ‘moral economy,’ ‘agency,’ 

and ‘resistance’” (6). Considering the binary analyzed by Stam and the intra-national 

differences in the obvious divergences to access by Indigenous and Roma communities, 

networks of production, distribution, and marketing, and their media objects present 

different access to different groups, themes and products. Thus, the division between 

center/periphery is excessively simplistic, failing to grasp that some of these “authentic” 

subjects might already have access to hegemonic video circuits, differentiating them from 

other groups supposedly more on the periphery of art production. Similarly, some of their 

media objects might not be categorized as hegemonic or revolutionary, but a hybrid of 

both, repeating certain stereotypes but questioning, for example, certain privileges. In the 

analysis of the media production of these communities, several critics might have fallen 

into the trap of, yet again, the reinforcing of these notions mentioned by Mbembe, 
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noticing in this cultural production a possibility for resistance to hegemonic ideas and 

modernization. Mbembe further problematizes that line of thought by questioning the 

very act of “reading” a media product formulated by a different conceptual frame. Thus, 

there  

Arises the pure methodological question of knowing whether it is possible 

to offer an intelligible reading of the forms of social and political 

imagination in contemporary Africa solely through conceptual structures 

and fictional representations used precisely to deny African societies any 

historical depth and to define them as radically other as all that the West is 

not. (Mbembe 11) 

As Mbembe suggests, we are imposing the ideas of “elementariness and primitiveness 

that makes Africa the world par excellence of all that is incomplete, mutilated, and 

unfinished, its history reduced to a series of setbacks of nature in its quest for 

humankind” (1). Despite the fact that Mbembe was analyzing the multiple African 

contexts, and of discussing them based on the idea of “the West” (another fictional 

representation), his questioning of the adoption of any single methodological framework 

might be useful to us: cinema, Internet, electronic mailing lists, and social media are 

going to work frequently as conceptual structures for frequently repeated dominant 

discourses. Thus, using the same theoretical framework to analyze the media products by 

non-African groups, it is necessary to create new mechanisms that analyze a new 

aesthetic created by these political actors and thus avoid reading them with our own 
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conceptual frame, and questioning our own forced reading of resistance into their cultural 

production.  

Thus, as outlined in the statement above by Mbembe, this Western position of the 

other often influences our reading of the forms of “resistance.” Ella Shohat and Robert 

Stam, in Multiculturalism, Postcoloniality and Transnational Media, claim that “just as 

the media can exoticize and otherize cultures, they can also reflect and help catalyze 

multicultural affiliations and transnational identifications” (1). As in the case of the Roma 

and the Indigenous, we see political and cultural affiliations across national borders and 

subgroups. At the same time, as argued by Shohat and Stam, 

Multiculturalism should not be a purely celebratory form of 

national/ethnic narcissism. The multiculturalism project needs to be 

articulated in intellectual terms together with a critique of colonialism, 

racism, and imperialism, as well as of Eurocentric modes of thought as a 

substratal set of axioms undergirding conventional ways of mapping 

history and society. Furthermore, multiculturalism needs to be articulated 

in political terms in relation to other axes of social stratification having to 

do with race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation. (7)  

Thus it is necessary to go beyond a simple analysis of the multiculturality of these media 

products, and instead look closely at the context of their production and the repercussions 

they will have on those societies themselves. For example, some issues of gender 

privilege in media production have started being addressed by some of the associations of 



!

!

78!

Roma in Spain. Other issues, such as class benefits are not addressed, despite the fact that 

many of the Roma producers of media in Spain are from established Roma families.  

Lastly, it is also necessary to explain our Western fascination (and my own 

enthusiasm) with these media projects, also problematizing our perception of ethnic 

identity. In this line of thought, Naficy and Gabriel, in the introduction to a special 

edition of the Quarterly Review of Film and Video on Otherness, claim that “construction 

of diversity and difference is the democratization of consumption and not of 

representation. Corporatism nurtures the fundamental transformation that postmodernism 

[and Neoliberalism] is ushering in whereby the conscientious citizen is replaced with the 

carefree consumer” (i). Consequently, who are the consumers of such media products 

needs to be addressed here. The sale of videos in multiple European languages indicates 

the existence of such a consumer group from the First World, desiring to see those traces 

of “underdevelopment” and to confirm those long-lasting stereotypes remaining from 

colonial periods. Videos of Indigenous groups living in the city are not available, though, 

and neither are commercial videos focused on the political issues of the Roma. The post-

colonial mentality, in judging the other as culturally inferior, and thus attempting to see 

those images reproduced, is explained by Mbembe, as he states that  

We should first remind ourselves that, as a general rule, the experience of 

the Other, or the problem of the “I” of others and of human beings we 

perceive as foreign to us, has almost always posed virtually 

insurmountable difficulties to the Western philosophical and political 

tradition. Whether dealing with Africa or with other non-European worlds, 
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this tradition long denied the existence of any “self” but its own. The idea 

of a common human nature, a humanity shared with others long posed, 

and still poses, a problem for Western consciousness. (Mbembe 2) 

Mbembe indicates that, despite our strongest attempts to consider the non-European 

world as similar, or at least equivalent to the “I” of the European, it is still problematic in 

terms of real acceptance of those differences. Thus by reinforcing the marketing and 

production of certain images of this unknown other as stereotyped perceptions and 

reproductions of the primitive individual, we are still imposing our perception of a not so 

common nature. The other possibility, that of self-representation by the non-European 

appropriating a posture of a similarity that is not precisely equal, reminds us of Homi 

Bhabha’s concept of “mimicry,” explaining it as the articulation of subjectivity as marked 

by ambivalence, causing a space of rupture that differentiates each repetition as 

difference (“Of Mimicry” 86). Accordingly, the “I” of ethnic minorities, interpreted by 

Western consciousness as not precisely sharing the same humanity, will be characterized 

by a slippery subjectivity and being ethnically ambivalent.  From a Western perspective, 

we avoid the consciousness of any shared values. In the case of an urban and educated 

middle class, either in the Third World in the case of Brazil, or in the First World in 

Spain, a class that does not self-identify ethnically with either minority group, watching 

those videos also represents an attempt to discover the unknown, the “invisible,” the 

slippery “I” and still exotic part of the country that is erased from mainstream media 

except in cases of poignant discourses or in celebration of a distant historical origin that 

is safely other. 
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In fact, media products gaining more attention and succeeding in the market tend 

not to be those showing social injustices or oppositional politics. Such a fact might be 

understood by considering that, when unquestioningly praising multiculturalism, such 

discourses and cultural products do not problematize the complicated relations within the 

multicultural, but present the multicultural for the purposes of confirming values and 

beliefs of the dominant culture—the subaltern may be presented as worthy of our 

attention but we still are looking “down” at them. Consequently, those videos that offer 

an easy solution to conflicts between cultures need to be questioned in an attempt to 

notice how these media are transforming those cultural stories into commodities, but not 

overly political or culturally divergent enough to shock an urban and Western 

audience.25,26  

In terms of identity and nation, and dealing specifically with the Roma 

community, scholars such as Kalwant Bhopal and Martin Myers point to the troublesome 

negotiation of concepts such as national and ethnic identities among Roma communities.  

Theorists such as Hall, who argues that identity as a product is in a constant process of 

change and is directly related to the representation process, further question the issue of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 A Terra dos Homens Vermelhos (translated as Birdwatchers) is a bi-national coproduction between Italy 
and Brazil, from 2008. It was done by non-Indigenous with Indigenous actors. One Indigenous interviewee 
also working with media production, but from a different community and discussing the participation of 
Indigenous as actors, claimed that many of them agreed to act due to financial considerations, even though 
other Indigenous were outraged by the story. It received a lot of attention in European festivals, and it does 
point to the land problem in Brazil, but the Indigenous people are still represented as corrupted, showing 
problems with alcoholism, prostitution, laziness, and invading productive lands of “honest” plantation 
owners. Consequently, despite the attempt to address a contemporary political issue involving Indigenous 
groups in the country, its characterization of them as a group is once again demonizing.   
26 For more on this position see Elizabeth Povinelli’s The State of Shame, in the context of the Australian 
Indigenous. She argues that being multicultural, but superficially inclusive helps exculpate some of the 
oppressor’s guilt.   
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national identity. Thus, as argued by Anderson, the idea of a national identity is nothing 

but a social, communal construction. Similar thoughts are held by Appadurai in 

examining the flux of ideas, images and cultures that influence our idea of a cultural 

identity (“Disjunctive” 296), as will be further analyzed in Chapter 4.  

One more theory that would contribute to this argument is John Beverley’s 

“Through All Things Modern:” Second Thoughts on Testimonio, in which he claims that 

“testimonio has been in Latin America and elsewhere the ‘literary’ (under erasure) form 

of both revolutionary activism and more limited defensive struggles for human rights and 

re-democratization” (21).  At the same time, and referring to examples such as Me llamo 

Rigoberta Menchú, Beverley claims that this tradition of testimonies serve as “part of the 

literary imaginary of our solidarity with or critical support for the Central American 

revolutions” (2). Consequently, as consumers of such testimonies, not necessarily 

revolutionary or Central American, we become part of the cultural production of a 

minority group, exercising solidary with discourses of insurgence. This is also the case of 

1st person urban narratives pointing to the culture of exotic people.  When examining 

these first person narratives of personal and community conflict imposing ideals and 

biases, our influence needs to be questioned in the apolitical appropriation through 

consumption of that kind of revolutionary activism but which is not politically 

responding to these media products. 

If the reception by society in general seems to disregard the political content of 

such productions, these ethnic minorities also express their desire to use these media as a 

way to connect to one another, and to keep their particular traditions alive, again relying 
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on that communication as a way to keep their communal bonds intact. Thus these 

alternative media producers are constantly facing this duality of becoming attractive for 

commercial consumption, but at the same time respecting their own interests and values, 

and both goals are a non-exclusive part of this complexity. In terms of this divide 

between minority media usage and its privileged spectators, what has been criticized by 

Luis Ospina in Picking on the People, about Colombia, as described by Gabriel, is that 

Ospina “criticizes the exploitative nature of some Third World film-makers who peddle 

Third World poverty and misery at festival sites in Europe and North America and do not 

approach their craft as a tool of social transformation” (Gabriel “Towards a Critical” 

342). And so a dilemma exists in the intrinsic expectation that ethnic media usage 

should/would/could achieve all those goals at once: (1) to stand up against injustices, (2) 

to assist minorities to become self-reliant in economic terms, and (3) to show the 

“cultural difference” expected from them. 

When connecting points one and three above, and further problematizing the issue 

of cultural conflicts, one needs to consider the danger of idealization of tradition from the 

producers and by us, as consumers. As Gabriel argues,  

It needs to be stressed that there is a danger of falling into the trap of exalting 

traditional virtues and racialising culture without at the same time condemning 

faults. To accept totally the values of Third World traditional cultures without 

simultaneously stamping out the regressive elements can only lead to ‘a blind 

alley’, as Fanon puts it, and falsification of the true nature of culture as an act or 

agent of liberation. (342) 
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Therefore, when examining that material produced by the minority groups, we will also 

notice the repetition, by minority media makers themselves, of idealized, romanticized 

perceptions of tradition, associated with an embellished past when they were less 

connected with technology, as they use tropes such as “authentic culture,” “family 

values,” and “oral traditions.” The very real problems of such societies in that the 

idealized past is not addressed as a construct, and neither are addressed intergroup or 

intragroup conflicts. Two examples of such a trap at work are the following: the difficulty 

both the Indigenous and Roma have in accepting criticism about the taboos imposed by 

both, as many restrict the kind of comments that can be made on their online networks. In 

fact, in many cases these media producers never address the paradox of using technology 

to idealize a technology-free past.  

Critics have noticed some similarities globally in the creation of Indigenous 

media, as does Faye Ginsburg in “Mediating Culture: Indigenous Media, Ethnographic 

Film and the Production of Identity” pointing out that Indigenous people around the 

globe “have a sense of how their political, historical and cultural situation differs from 

that of ethnic minorities and how that difference might shape their use of media” (211). 

Focusing on this perceived difference from other ethnic minorities, Rachel Perkins, 

representative of the Aboriginal Unit at the SBS channel in Australia, emphasizes her 

perception of difference: “we’ve got a different role than all the other people [...] we have 

to educate the whole country about the history of the place [...] try and maintain our 

culture and also build an economic future for ourselves [...] we’re not trying to assimilate 

as much as them, we’re trying to promote our differences” (qtd. in Ginsburg “Mediating” 
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211). Interestingly, though, each minority group would defend the same position, or that 

assimilating is not necessarily their goal. Perhaps what Perkins fails to notice is that other 

ethnic minorities involved in constructing a “project identity” based on their historical 

experience might as well attempt to fight assimilation or cultural domination. As defined 

by Castells et al., “Resistance identity refers to the construction of autonomous meaning 

with the materials of historical experience to counter social–cultural domination. By 

project identity, we mean the affirmation of a collective project to achieve certain social 

goals as the expression of a cultural community of shared experience” (242). Therefore, 

promoting their differences should not be understood as a posterior process of merely 

revisiting or representing the culture they are trying to preserve, but as the reconstruction 

of cultural identities based on the process itself, and for which media is a tool.  

Consequently, this process of cultural emphasis is often associated with political 

movements and occurs at moments when self-determination is sought by a political 

minority. For instance, media arts scholars such as Siloé Amorim have studied the 

“reappearance” of certain communities and how they are reappropriating certain signs of 

Indigeneity to fight for official recognition from the Brazilian government. As 

anthropologists have noticed, the Indigenous communities living in the Northeastern part 

of the country have suffered a higher level of racial mixture because of the early 

destruction of their villages and subsequent interaction with other racial groups (24). As 

demonstrated by Amorim, these Indigenous ethnic groups, previously categorized as 

“exterminated,” have recently organized themselves to work on the recreating of new 

ethnic specificities to identify their community. Amorim, more specifically, studies the 
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self-image of the following indigenous groups: Tumbalá, Kalankó, Karuazu, Catókinn 

and Koiupanká.  As analyzed by this author, considering the fact that each “new” 

community needs the recognition of other communities in order to get further support in 

requesting official recognition from the government, a power negotiation process is 

established in this dynamic. Therefore, besides self-identification as Indigenous, these 

groups are searching for official recognition by the government and official institutions 

and they also need the support of affiliated ethnic groups in order to be granted protection 

by FUNAI, the Brazilian National Foundation of Indigenous Peoples (25-26).   

When analyzing the production of media by Indigenous groups, in “Indigenous 

Media and the End of the Lettered City,” Freya Schiwy points to the potential of mass 

media for societies traditionally lacking a literacy medium. Schiwy examines the work by 

Jesús Martín-Barbero, who argues for mass media’s new democratic potential where the 

people’s ideas and desires find expression. However, Schiwy fails to acknowledge the 

participation of non-Indigenous peoples in the process of creating those media products, 

besides the restrictions attached to its funding. In many cases, as analyzed by Turner, the 

use of media by Indigenous groups is directly related to an attempt to reproduce an older 

notion of cultural authenticity as defined by Western communities. Thus, when analyzing 

this “democratic potential” cited above, how do we understand the role of distribution 

(and TV broadcasting) in terms of influencing media production? We can claim that these 

Indigenous people, in their attempts to reappropriate an identity for themselves, are in 

fact finding a way to express themselves, or are only reproducing a Western imagining of 

their past when they are producing videos that are supposed to be sold to and consumed 
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by non-Indigenous. Moreover, as denounced by Virginia Tilley in “New Help or New 

Hegemony? The Transnational Indigenous Peoples’ Movement and ‘Being Indian’ in El 

Salvador,” “scholarly studies can grant disproportionate attention to—and so bolster the 

public profile of—loud but unrepresentative leaderships, or contribute to new ethnic 

resources” (525). Consequently, attention given by scholars to certain media products has 

to be questioned as a source of popularity, to the degree that it increases the public 

audience for such products. As scholars, we are also funneling attention (and determining 

the attention given) to the production of distinct products.  

Also, in terms of access by minority groups to the technology needed to develop 

their own representations (be it in film, or computers, etc.), David Wood in “The 

Metamorphosis of Cine Indigen(ist)a” points to the fact that it is never an abrupt rupture 

towards autonomy, but rather that the possibility of productions being 

conceived, filmed and edited jointly by indigenous and non-indigenous 

image-makers in a relatively horizontal working relationship is intended to 

problematize what might be conceived to be a simple transition from 

militant cine indigenista produced under the banner of revolutionary 

vanguard cinema of the 1960s and 1970s, to video indígena produced 

autonomously by Indigenous audiovisual producers. Such a transition rests 

on a problematic elision of the practical, methodological, political and 

aesthetic collaboration between indigenous and mestizo film practitioners. 

(154)  
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As we will see, the same kind of “assistance” and partnerships also occur with the Roma 

population, in which workshops have been promoted by the Interactive Media Lab at the 

University of Barcelona (http://www.xenoclipse.net) and by the European Commission 

(www.rootsnroutes.eu) to teach young people from distinct neighborhoods, including 

Roma ones, to operate a professional camera, allowing them, for example, to make their 

own short videos.    

Still regarding the technique used by ethnic minorities when producing media 

products, more specifically movies, a question arises as to their technique and its 

similarity to “standard” Western practice. The real question though, standing in the 

shadows here, is the question of artistic liberty in producing these self-representations.  

Wood draws on Bill Nichols to explain the lack of technical innovation when dealing 

with two Bolivian films by Indigenous groups, and ultimately identifying the 

communicative purpose of the video for those filmmakers:  

a non-indigenous viewer ... may well find them formally uninspiring and 

formulaic: both use authoritative narrators (diegetic and non-diegetic, 

respectively) who present apparently essentialist visions of indigenous 

history and social organization; they do not, unlike much contemporary 

non-mainstream documentary in the West, always question the “truth-

value” of the images they present (Nichols 1994). For those who make 

them, what is important is to communicate what they see as being 

politically useful, frequently appealing directly to the type of televisual 

discourse to which their primary (indigenous) audiences are now 
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accustomed, rather than necessarily urging those audiences to adopt a 

radical new mode of spectatorship. (168-169) 

These filmmakers referred to by Wood, in projecting the needs of one audience 

(Indigenous) into their technique and narrative stance, are effectively excluding other 

audiences who would see their method as “crude” and ineffective and naïve.  The real 

question is whether they are doing the best they can with what they have been taught or 

have they made a choice to do it that way?  Or to look at it another way, for those 

scholars who are looking at these products from the problematizing hall of mirrors, 

everything will seem naïve, but the question of what could possibly be a truly 

“Indigenous” way of seeing and representing still lingers. After all, the “radical new 

mode” the authors seem to promote would just be another appropriation. In relation to 

Chapter 4, we will also notice the not-so-different from the mainstream traits of Roma 

documentaries, incorporating not only mainstream themes and cultural concerns, but also 

techniques. As questioned by Poonam Arora and Katrina Irving, a “post-structuralist 

critique of the notion of indigeneity and of the binary opposition of self/other goes hand-

in-hand with a realization of the extent to which every representation is a construct which 

inevitably fails to grasp the real” (113).  Consequently, attempting to find an aesthetic 

construction that would fit into these binaries of Roma vs. hegemonic videos would be 

another trap, and their self-representation, even though from a privileged point of view, 

might as well fail to grasp the slippery concept of identity that we have been discussing.  

The authentic, in fact, may be seen as not something new or particular to a certain 

group but a set of shared practices. As James Clifford says, based on the possibility of 
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Indigenous people analyzing their own cultures, “insiders studying their own cultures 

offer new angles of vision and depths of understanding. Their accounts are empowered 

and restricted in unique ways” (9). Therefore, as will be later elaborated, the power 

implicit in their ability to self-represent has to be understood not only as the self-

invention of a political image, but also as permeated by political ideas and tools borrowed 

from previous experience in identity politics by other minority groups, be it the African-

Brazilian movement, or the global Indigenous Movement in Canada, Australia, and Latin 

America. Certain discourses and vocabulary are borrowed from previous minority 

struggles and incorporated into their own self-representation, as these groups learn how 

to do political art and mold it to their own purposes.  

From another point of view the requirement to be authentic can act as a 

weakening curse the Indigenous are forced to endure.  It is important to detach ourselves 

from what Ginsburg has pointed to as the “Faustian contract,” a model established by the 

Frankfurt School, which regards “‘traditional culture’ as something good and authentic, 

as something that is irreversibly polluted by contact with high technology and media 

produced by mass culture” (“Mediating Culture” 212). This position, as Ginsburg argues, 

oversimplifies the processes of representation and prevents indigenous cultures from 

acting and appropriating such technology. What Ginsburg contests is not necessarily the 

communication between detached groups itself, but that the “specific ways in which 

cultures differ and people experience political and economic inequality are erased in a 

modernist and ethnocentric utopian vision of an electronic democracy” (“Mediating 
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Culture” 213).  Nonetheless, technology can be made to work both creatively and 

usefully.  

Focusing on the productions made by Indigenous moviemakers in Brazil and 

Roma producers in Spain, the apparent emphasis on the originality and exoticism of their 

cultures seems to build on difference as the main determinant of their otherness. 

Considering that, politically speaking, both groups have faced strong marginalization and 

even physical persecution and extermination, their emphasis on the importance and 

cultural richness of their own group seems an attempt to fight stereotypes and promote 

their cultures to an uninformed audience. At the same time, however, their emphasis on 

their cultural otherness keeps reinforcing (perhaps strategically necessary at least for 

now) other aspects of dichotomist otherness. Gabriel also argues that, “consideration of 

the intended audience for the ethnographic representation will inevitably affect the 

process of its construction, especially when the ethnography is of the Third World and 

the audience of the First World” (120). Ethnography of the minority groups of the Third 

and First World does not necessarily bridge that divide. Therefore, those cultural 

productions providing the basic information about Indigenous and Roma cultures have to 

be understood as videos to inform the outsider, videos for the mainstream group to get to 

known those minorities and their fight against racial bias. Such products are important to 

the degree they fight stereotypes and improve political inclusion, but nonetheless there is 

always the possibility that they will repeat the previous stereotypes of ethnographic 

representation and exclude groups/practices within their own groups.  
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The question of the real value of technology is complex, and more needs to be 

discussed in terms of the appropriation of technology per se and what is meant by 

“modernization” of/by these minority groups. As previously discussed, Ginsburg, in 

“Rethinking the Digital Age,” argues for the complexity of the “digital divide.” The 

author critiques as a “façade of First World illusion” (289) the assumption that 

Indigenous peoples would have access to other resources precisely as a consequence of 

new media. As she explains, it “was an optimistic perception of empowerment through 

technology” (287). Her first argument in this critique is based on the need to protect the 

knowledge of these traditional cultures from the outright commercialization present in 

today’s distribution network, as questioned by Indigenous intellectuals such as Kimberly 

Christen: “Our collective knowledge is not merely a commodity to be traded like any 

other in the market place” (qtd. in Ginsburg “Rethinking” 288).  Moreover, this resistance 

to exploitation is not just an academic position. Ginsburg points to how many Indigenous 

leaders “strongly reject the application of the public domain concept to any aspect related 

to our cultures and identities” (Christen qtd. in Ginsburg “Rethinking” 288). 

Additionally, the kind of mentality that privileges and valorizes the technological has 

become the marker of “the rise of the term the digital age … naturalized for many of 

us—Western cultural workers and intellectuals—as a temporal marking of the dominance 

of a certain kind of technological regime” (“Rethinking” 289). What Ginsburg describes 

as naturalized for cultural workers and intellectuals is believed to bring benefits such as 

“broader access for freedom of expression and social movements” (“Rethinking” 292). 

Yet along with Ginsburg, critics such as Manuel Castells “also cautions us about its 
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ability to marginalize and exclude those who do not have access to it and suggests that we 

need to take responsibility for the future of this new information age” (qtd. in Ginsburg 

“Rethinking” 291). These same concepts can be applied to the Roma, except that not 

many intellectuals have been working on the relations between technology, 

empowerment, and the Roma, whereas the discussion about technology and Indigenous 

people is more advanced, perhaps because the Indigenous, as discussed before, are an 

unmovable feature of place, whereas the Roma are regarded as both placeless and 

stateless. Despite its potential political power, Ginsburg also questions the transformative 

power of technology: “the debate over the digital divide is founded on a myth—that 

plugging poor countries into the Internet will help them become rich rapidly” (Ginsburg 

“Rethinking” 293). Ultimately, however, her position on technology is still positive, as 

she argues, “Indigenous media practices have helped to create and contest social, visual, 

narrative and political spaces for local communities and in the creation of national and 

other kinds of dominant cultural imaginaries” (“Rethinking” 302). It is precisely the 

possibility of creating distinct versions of the community, culture, and politics that 

interests me in the appropriation of technology for communication by both groups.  

The final section in the chapter circles back to the vexing question of how much a 

medium must necessarily carry the message of its own origin. In terms of how these 

ethnic minorities acquire and use film technology, an interesting discussion dating back 

to 1979 is presented in “Is There an International Film Language?” by James Potts. In 

this article the author argues that “regardless of ‘influences’ or the communication 

constraints of imported technology, it is assumed that cultures create their own codes, and 
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modify the film and TV media to suit their own psychological, social and aesthetic 

patterns” (81). Potts’ claim that it is not possible to gauge the technique, but only the 

effect of the film on the audience seems, however, unproved, although raising an 

interesting issue in terms of the ways distinct groups differentiate imported codes. Thus, 

we will discuss further in Chapter 4 as based on Néstor Canclini’s analysis of the film 

industry, whether the transcodification of certain influences into one’s own culture is 

relevant. Canclini raises some questions regarding film as a universal language, such as 

Esperanto once attempted to be, or if film might be seen as an act of communication that 

is influenced by culture. Moreover, in terms of training, he inquires as, “to what extent 

have European-directed training courses been riddled with the ethic and assumptions of 

‘Western professionalism’” (Potts 75). As we will see in subsequent chapters, during the 

workshops on filmmaking given to both Roma and Indigenous groups, teaching was still 

reliant on Western examples and instructional methods. In the case of some attempts to 

use Internet as a space for communication, not only the training to use such tools, but also 

the language embedded in the training seems to be reproduced by both the Roma and 

Indigenous.  

This sort of tainted and contaminated by the West self-representation comes to 

counteract the images of the exoticized Third World as portrayed in Western productions. 

John Powers, in “Saints and Savages,” examines movies made by the West about the 

Third World and how the people are exoticized and portrayed as barbarians, by means of 

making a “reduction of people to clichés” (40). It also criticizes the fact that films forget 

about the political context of the plot, instead valuing more the “realism” and “action” of 
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such productions (42). Consequently, such First World videos emphasize “visual 

symbolism over political coherence” (43), thus restricting viewers to a shallow political 

understanding of the political and economic issues of those countries. The self-

representations mentioned in the previous paragraph, thus would attempt to balance that 

kind of exclusion, bringing in a foreign voice that had been silenced until then.  Perhaps, 

for the media products at least partially controlled by these ethnic minorities, the very 

fact of the confusion of origins and values, their naiveté of technique, and the 

unconsciousness of the problems so obvious to Western cultural critiques are the sources 

of their actual authenticity. 

In conclusion, in meeting contemporary challenges, and attempting to fight 

stigmatization and erasure from public discourse, these two diverse ethnic groups have 

certainly benefitted from less centralized media. The emphasis of both national governments in 

terms of digital inclusion for these groups should, though, be regarded cautiously, considering 

the challenges denounced by these minorities. This discussion also raised questions about 

voice, agency, and resistance of otherized groups as appropriated by scholars and 

multiculturalist discourses. The frequent rant over culturally diverse groups of individuals and 

the emphasis on their assimilation and modernization has led to a constant process of 

negotiation of behaviors and cultural practices in which they have managed to use tools 

for their own political purposes, even if often borrowing and shaping the technology and 

discourse in unpredictable ways. Finally, this section has also raised some theoretical 

questions on minority discourse and aesthetics, visual, and what some have argued about 

as the appearance of a Third World cinematic discourse. We will further explore the 
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transformation of their technique (in cinema and other forms) when observing the case 

studies in Chapters 3 and 4. For now it is important to reiterate that most of these 

newcomers in ethnic media making are learning from mainstream, urban-based Western 

practitioners. Some of these involved in the training process are admirers of Third World 

movements and vanguards, such as Cinema Novo, others are enthusiastic followers of 

theories on spectatorship and self-ethnography. Issues of autonomy will eventually bring 

further contributing discourses on the autonomous use of media by ethnic minorities and 

how these discourses are shaped.  
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CHAPTER 3 - BRAZIL: IMPERFECT GLOBALIZATION AND INDIGENOUS 

NEW MEDIA 

!
-A Internet chegou na aldeia, a aldeia 
chegou na Internet27 (Devanildo 
Ramires, Guarani Kayowá) 

 

The reflection above, by a member of the Guarani Kayowá from the state of Mato 

Grosso do Sul during the Symposium on Indigenous Internet Use organized at the 

Universidade de São Paulo in 2010, claims a close connection was established between 

his village and the outside world by using technology tools such as the Internet. Ramires’ 

statement implies a change in the geographical scale of the local and global, considering 

the vastness of the national communication possibilities provided by the Internet. Being 

discursively closer than ever before to other Indigenous communities and to urban 

audiences globally has denoted a change of spectatorship and, consequently, a 

reassessment of their performances of ethnic identity for political and cultural purposes.  

The results imply the possibility of occupying a distinct locus of enunciation, and the 

increased attention given to this process is clear, represented as in a series of articles on 

tradition and technology published at Folhateen on May 9, 2011, a weekly section of the 

national newspaper Folha de São Paulo aimed at teenagers, a local article by Jacques 

Waller in the online version of Jornal do Comércio on April 19, 2007, or the online 

project Programa de Índio in 2009, with a library of radio recordings. As predicted by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 ‘The Internet arrived at the village, the village arrived at the Internet.’ 
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Pierre Levy in Cibercultura: La cultura de la sociedad digital, “el ciberespacio establece 

un dispositivo comunicacional original puesto que permite a comunidades constituir 

progresivamente y de manera cooperativa un contexto común (dispositivo de todos-

todos)” (49)28. Here I am less interested in Levy’s definition of the Internet space as 

being “vacío, sin contenido particular” (83),29 but rather on the formulation of a new 

locus of enunciation that could question dominant discourses on stereotyped perceptions 

of Indigenous peoples and, as suggested by Levy on the power of words, “their 

repercussions in economic, politic, and cultural life” (83).  

In this attempt to address the growth of political and cultural ethnic media 

discourse among the Indigenous communities in Brazil and their use of Internet and 

network communication for that purpose, a first discussion point is the representation of 

Indigenous peoples and their attempt to gain a more visible and pro-active role in the 

self-determination of their future as a culturally and linguistically varied, but historically 

discriminated-against ethnic group.  As suggested by Appadurai by the term “Grassroots 

Globalization,” it consists of “social forms to contest, interrogate, and reverse these 

[capitalist] developments and to create forms of knowledge transfer and social 

mobilization that proceed independently of the actions of corporate capital and the 

nation-state system (and its international affiliates and guarantors)” (“Grassroots” 3). 

Precisely because of their access to hegemonic media forms, both as consumers and as 

oppositional readers of those cultural products, not incompatible positions, and followed 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 ‘Cyberspace establishes an original communicative device that allows to progressively constitute, and in 
a collaborative way, a common context (a device working from everyone to everyone).’ 
29 ‘Empty, without any particular content.’ 
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by the advent of new media allowing for the diversification of loci of enunciation 

(Mignolo “Local Histories” 13) and production of knowledge, distinct groups are taking 

an active role in attempting to create alternate representations of their values and 

societies. This counter-discourse is visible in cyberculture, but the challenges faced by 

these individuals to access those resources is also problematized here, including issues 

such as financing, state support, and technical training.  By focusing on the negotiating of 

an ethnic identity in the self-representation done in these media products, I argue that 

these current narratives of ethnic belonging have helped, despite the reproduction of a 

number of traditional stereotypes, the incorporation of new variants and the re-

elaboration of new perspectives of subjectivity. Moreover, these narratives have 

contributed to an attempt by the Indigenous to strengthen ethnic cohesion and affiliations, 

emphasizing certain cultural aspects perceived as shared Indigenous heritage and created 

bonds among distinct Indigenous groups in the country, thus configuring a mutual 

political project of identity politics. Moreover, the rise of these new narratives also 

contributes to the formulation of a transnational network of mutual support, stressing a 

pan-Indigenous identity. 

As perceived by some members of the Indigenous communities actively working 

on the process of recreating their own image through a more collective network of 

communication, their use and appropriation of new technologies is providing a visibility 

previously denied to them: “A mídia está fazendo a opinião pública da sociedade. A 

sociedade perdeu o poder de decidir sua opinião. A mídia é mais forte do que nós. Então 
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a tecnologia na aldeia ... nós estamos começando a dominar”30 (Devanildo Ramires, 

Guarani Kayowá). Despite the fact that Ramires claims the inevitability of media creating 

negative stereotypes about his community, he uses this argument to insist on the need to 

appropriate that technology to fight against those images. Similarly, in terms of this 

attempt by the Indigenous communities to gain a voice of their own, the Indigenous 

documentary maker Pawanã Crody claimed the following in a blog interview:  

O Brasil precisa conhecer que temos 511 anos de resistência, lutamos pra 

defender nossas terras e nossa cultura somos as verdadeiras raízes do povo 

Brasileiro, e apesar da invasão dos portugueses estamos aqui. Existimos e 

resistimos, a tudo e todos, e vamos continuar por todos os tempos, 

continuaremos fazendo nossos trabalhos e divulgando nossa cultura. (qtd. 

in “Documentário”)  

Brazil needs to know that we have 511 years of resistance, we fight to 

defend our land and our culture and we are the real roots of the Brazilian 

people, and despite of the Portuguese invasion we are here. We exist and 

we resist, to everything and to everyone, and we are going to continue 

forever, we will continue doing our projects and disclosing our culture. 

Consider then the recurring concern with the one-sidedness of hegemonic media and the 

need for minority groups, in this case Brazilian Indigenous, to resist not only physical 

threats, but also ideological ones—threats with physical and social consequences in terms 

of marginalization. One such an example is the newspaper and official discourse in news 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 ‘Media is creating the public opinion of society. Society has lost its power to decide its own opinion. 
Media is stronger than us. So technology in the village … we are learning to dominate [it].’ 
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and photos claiming that Indigenous groups are incapable of standing up for their rights 

and taking care of their land, of the excessive distribution of protected territory to 

Indigenous peoples, and other stories emphasizing Indigenous corruption as they enter 

the capitalist world, all three views having strong political consequences.  

A news article by largest conglomerate in Brazil at Globo.com, for example, 

published in 2008, focuses on the percentage of the Brazilian territory occupied by 

Indigenous populations, contrasting it with the small population of officially recognized 

Indigenous individuals (512,000). The headline says “Reservas indígenas ocupam 12,5% 

do território,”31 followed by a subtitle saying “De acordo com a Funai, população 

indígena que vive nas aldeias é de 512 mil pessoas.”32 It mentions the discrepancy of 

those numbers when compared with the Brazilian Institute of Geography (IBGE) 

numbers, which correspond to those who self-identify as Indigenous. We addressed the 

political implication of self-identification and identification by the FUNAI in Chapter 2, 

and presently I would like to focus on the impact of discourses of occupation of extensive 

territories by a small group of people. It would be interesting to investigate the effect of 

such stigmatized themes about Indigenous people, such as the emphasis on the vastness 

of the territory above, on their self-image and desire to maintain their identity and culture, 

besides a series of other implications, such as governmental policies, land assignments, 

affirmative action, etc. Indigenous media in Brazil and their voicing of their concerns is a 

contentious topic precisely because of the political implications of following through 

with legislation that would guarantee them their rights. Among other issues, the land 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31!‘Indigenous reservations occupy 12.5% of the Brazilian territory.’!
32!‘According to the FUNAI, the Indigenous population living in the villages is of 512 thousand people.’!
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discussion is directly connected with the political interests of powerful groups of 

landowners in Congress. 

About these political implications, in the beginning of this new century, Georgia 

O. Carvalho, in “The Politics of Indigenous Land Rights in Brazil,” historicized the 

Indigenous movement in Brazil and the difficulty of those groups in getting access to the 

Indigenous rights established by the new Constitution of 1988. As Georgia Carvalho 

indicated, divergent political interests have influenced the process of policy formation 

and enforcement of Indigenous rights. She claimed that the politicization of the 

Indigenous cause has been stirred up in an effort by powerful sectors, such as the military 

and conservative nationalist groups,33 in order to oppose land demarcation and to delay 

the regularization of the territory supposedly needing to be demarcated, as dictated by the 

1993 law (G. Carvalho 476). The political struggle for demarcation is not over yet, and 

the discussion on the demarcation of the ancestral lands of the Indigenous is not nearly 

finished, but some changes have been noticed among the Indigenous in terms of group 

unification and ethnic visibility, partially due to their appropriation and use of such 

technology. In fact, this ongoing polemic has helped in the unification of several groups, 

and is one more explanation for the success of media production and communication 

among divergent groups.  

From 2000 to 2010, the existence of more policies protecting those communities, 

projects to archive and study their cultures, and activism to improve their standard of 

living have resulted in the increased statistical importance of those communities, as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Another powerful and influential group is the ruralist group, which also pushes to maintain certain land 
privileges for commercial purposes.   
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FUNAI (National Indigenous Foundation) has reported a growth of their population of 

10,8% each year. According to the National Health Foundation (FUNASA), working in 

partnership with FUNAI, the regions presenting the most population growth were the 

North (62%) and the Northeast (134%). The institutions attribute this growth to ethnic 

self-identification and improvement in food availability.  

 

Figure 4 – Data adapted from Table 5 of the study by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 
(IBGE), “Os indígenas no Censo Demográfico,”34 with the subtitle “População autodeclarada indígena, 
crescimento absoluto e relativo e taxa média geométrica de crescimento anual com destaque para as 
capitais – Brasil – 2000/2010.”35  
 
In Figure 4 is noticeable the growth of the Indigenous populations in individuals, and all 

numbers correspond to the number of individuals self-declared as Indigenous in the 

distinct regions of the country and in Brazil in general, in hundred thousands. The 

different lines indicate the growth per region, starting with the national growth, 

represented by the blue line. Despite regional differences, then, the tendency to grow in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34!‘The Indigenous peoples at the Demographic Census.’ !
35!Population self-declared Indigenous, absolute and relative growth and average geometric index of 
annual growth in each capital – Brazil – 2000/2010.’  
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statistical importance continued in the North, Northeast, and Center-East. The regions of 

South and Southeast presented a slight descent, suggested b some as caused by internal 

migration, but the national numbers shows growth in population. There is an increase in 

political movements as well, helping consciousness formation among the Indigenous and 

as an attempt to mobilize mainstream society. In a series of articles called “Índios na 

cidade” by Priscilla de Carvalho, published through the leftist multimedia portal Carta 

Maior.com.br, this journalist tried to combine the different perspectives of scholars and 

activists working with the theme of Indigenous identity and their lives in the urban 

centers in contemporary times. In one article from this series, anthropologist Marta 

Azevedo analyzes the current state of ethnic valorization of Indigenous identity:  

Hoje existe, no Brasil, um clima mais favorável para as pessoas se 

autodeclararem indígenas: houve um movimento de valorização étnica, de 

valorização de temas de meio ambiente, além de políticas públicas que 

priorizam e valorizam segmentos específicos da população; existem 

políticas compensatórias e afirmativas. Contam também a existência do 

movimento indígena organizado, e uma tendência da política 

internacional. (qtd. in P. Carvalho). 

There is in Brazil nowadays a climate favorable for people to self-declare 

themselves as Indigenous: there is a movement of ethnic valorization, of 

valuing environmental themes, besides public politics that prioritize and 

value specific segments of the population; there are compensatory and 
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affirmative politics. They also benefit from the existence of an organized 

Indigenous movement, and a tendency of international politics.  

This optimistic perception of ethnic valorization, then, can be characterized by a trifold 

organization: a movement amongst the Indigenous themselves in fighting for more 

visibility; more space from the outside, specifically from institutions and individuals 

connected to causes related to the environment; as well as some perceived advantage and 

compensation for ethnic identification.  Similarly, Lucia Rangel affirms that “quando eles 

sentem que há espaço para declararem seus pertencimentos, eles o fazem, mesmo que 

isso implique em continuar enfrentando alguns preconceitos”36  (qtd. in P. Carvalho). The 

prediction several decades ago, during an intensive assimilationist project by the 

government in the first part of the 20th century, was that the Indigenous would disappear 

completely. Yet today their numbers and their visibility point in the opposite direction: 

they want to be called indígenas, they are fighting for their rights, and they are trying 

hard not to be silenced, speaking out not through large newspapers or TV channels, but 

also using the Internet, protesting on the street, and seeking international networks of 

support.  

This attempt to reconstruct an identity and to collectively reassemble their cultural 

knowledge is analogous to Ginsburg’s reading of Indigenous media processes globally, in 

which “work being produced by minorities about themselves, I suggest, is also concerned 

with mediating across boundaries, but rather than across space and cultural difference are 

directed more to the mediation of ruptures of time and history” (“Faustian Contract” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36 ‘When they feel that there is space to declare their ethnic belonging, they do it, even if that implies to 
continue facing some prejudice because of it.’ 
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104). As this scholar has noted, the publication of previously unavailable information 

with Indigenous perspectives works as an attempt to compensate for the erasure of their 

folklore, histories, and even identity relations through a series of direct attacks, consisting 

of acts on Indigenous communities such as “taking of lands, political violence, introduced 

diseases, expansion of capitalist interests and tourism, and unemployment coupled with 

loss of traditional bases of subsistence” (“Faustian Contract” 104). Inside electronic 

mailing lists, Literaturaindígena, for example, as well as at Anaindi, and 

Superiorindígena, three different online communities have been created in Brazil, but 

encompassing participants inside and outside of the country, Indigenous, academics, and 

social workers, and through which there is often circulation of emails denouncing the 

kind of attacks described by Ginsburg, such as the conflicts regarding the construction of 

the Belo Monte hydroelectric dam complex. This project, for example, would supposedly 

affect the eight groups living in the region by interfering with the ecosystem of the Xingu 

river (Instituto Humanitas). By means of the mailing lists, several emails were circulated 

to raise relevant political and social questions about Belo Monte.  

Despite the strengthening of their political ties, as indicated by both Rangel and 

Azevedo, not all cases of Indigenous communities seeking recognition have had their 

processes finalized yet: there is a contradiction between the number of individuals 

receiving institutional protection from the Brazilian Indigenous Foundation (FUNAI), 

and the number of individuals self-identified as such through the IBGE. Besides these 

two issues, there is also a long-lasting struggle on the official demarcation of Indigenous 

territories ––during the eight years of the government of Luis Inácio Lula da Silva, for 
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example, only one demarcation process was finalized, and during Dilma Rousseff, only 

three. On April 19, 2012 a holiday for the celebration of the culture of the Indigenous, 

when traditionally certain process are finalized and ownership granted to those 

Indigenous populations, the Brazilian President decided to create an extra requirement for 

the process, in which the Ministry of Mines and Energy will have to be consulted in order 

to approve any new territories. What such a decision implies, according to the article by 

Catarina Alencastro, is the further impact of economic decisions involving large 

industrial owners who will have increasing political power. Furthermore, the discrepancy 

between the two categories, that is, official recognition of Indigenous population and 

their self-identification corresponds to the following numbers: whereas there are 450 

thousand Indigenous officially recognized (and only those living in the countryside), 

there are 734 thousand self-identified as such by the Census done by the IBGE in both 

urban and countryside areas (P. Carvalho). Consequently, we can notice that the 

increased process of self-identification noted by Azevedo still faces challenges in terms 

of the Indigenous reconquering their political rights. By being officially recognized as 

Indigenous, one’s community is entitled to basic social compensation, a consequence of 

the historical oppression and laws created to counteract those injustices. At the same 

time, self-definition does not lead to welfare benefits, but strengthens community ties and 

political power, which could potentially lead to compensation. Those individuals living 

outside of reservation areas (or areas not yet demarcated as reservations, but separated 

from other Brazilian minorities) will not be accounted for as part of this ethnic group, and 

denied protection and compensation. For example, a survey done by the NGO Opção 
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Brasil published by Bruno Paes Manso at the newspaper Estadão in June of 2011 

indicated the presence of 38 different ethnic groups in the city of São Paulo. By limiting 

the recognition to those who are living in designated areas and not in the city (where they 

could be fighting for their cause, or working with or against governmental agencies, it 

also restricts them to key spaces of knowledge production and distribution, besides the 

jobs occupied by Indigenous individuals. It also restricts Indigenous living in 

communities to agrarian territories usually holding less visibility to the rest of the 

Brazilian population. One personal anecdote I encountered while visiting the Pancarás in 

Pernambuco in 2011 was the difficulty of medical support by an elderly woman who had 

fallen inside her house, and had to wait until the next day for medicine and support due to 

the absence of a car to transport her to a hospital, or of a local doctor who could come in 

assistance. The absence of a police station, drugstore, or a doctor in situ ––determines the 

living habitat of those who are effectively “recognized” as Indigenous by the 

government. Some Indigenous try to counteract this disregard by making their presence 

visible in cities where governmental and FUNAI offices are located: as claimed by an 

Indigenous leader, “Não querem a gente na cidade porque ficamos visíveis, porque eles 

têm que nos ver. Estando aqui, na capital do estado, estamos disputando espaço, 

cobrando da Funai” (qtd. in P. Carvalho).37 Whether these efforts are effective or not, 

there is an increased awareness among the Indigenous of the need to demand better 

protection and assistance for the development of their communities, and their use of 

media is motivated by this interest in demanding visibility and better protection and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 ‘They [the government] do not want us in the city, because we become visible, because they have to see 
us. Being here, in the state capital, we are disputing space, demanding from the FUNAI.’ 
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social assistance, even in distant locations.  New media has also been beneficial in 

creating communication between groups who had never communicated before or only 

very little, as indicated by Graziella Sant’Anna, when analyzing the Indigenous 

associations of the state of Campo Grande and how these groups served as intermediaries 

between the government, the NGOs, the society in general, and the Indigenous people (P. 

Carvalho).  The problem, however, arises from the fact that Indigenous access to these 

technologies seems to be at best inconsistent, fraught with issues of troubleshooting 

technical problems, and the general unavailability of enough resources for the whole 

community to participate in information exchange.  

 

I. The Context of Digital Inclusion 

In order to provide some context to the access Indigenous communities have to 

these technologies in parts of Brazil, and the predominant media and technologies these 

communities have been using lately, we should recognize that their access to better 

technology infrastructure is steadily growing. During the year 2004, initiated in Brazil 

was a project by the Ministry of Culture to foster a network for creation and management 

of culture by installing cultural centers called “Pontos de Cultura” (PC).  As of April 

2010, more than 4,000 centers had been created for socially disadvantaged communities 

across the whole country, several of which were Indigenous communities or dealt directly 

with Indigenous peoples. More specifically, in 2009, Juca Ferreira, the Minister of 
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Culture, announced the creation of 150 PCs in Indigenous communities by 2010.  Those 

centers are supposed to offer  

As possibilidades de desenvolvimento de conteúdos audiovisuais, rádios 

comunitárias, projetos de valorização das culturas, preservação da língua e 

o acesso à rede mundial de computadores, que revitalizarão as expressões 

culturais tradicionais, além de permitir o desenvolvimento de materiais 

didáticos próprios, que serão utilizados nas 114 escolas, pelos 393 

professores, para cerca de 5.800 alunos, beneficiando indiretamente uma 

população de aproximadamente 20 mil indígenas da área. (“Pontos”) 

The possibility of developing audiovisual material, community radio 

projects to recognize the values of different cultures, preserving the 

language and the access to the Internet, which would revitalize some of 

the expressions of traditional culture, besides allowing for the 

development of teaching material of their own, which would be used in 

schools.  

Internet access for a large number of these communities was provided with the 

installation of what are called “Antenas GSAC,” provided by the GSAC Program 

(Governo Eletrônico, Serviço de Atendimento ao Cidadão).38 Access to computer labs, 

then, has been provided by establishing the PCs. As of 2011, there were claims that all of 

those PCs had not yet been created. Moreover, other issues regarding access appeared in 

the maintenance of those resources: some Indigenous have expressed the difficulty of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 ‘Electronic Government, Customer Service to the Citizen.’  
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receiving technical support in the villages, which has prevented PCs from working 

properly all year long. Consequently, despite the overall excitement for the digital 

inclusion of many Indigenous people, there needs to be further research in terms of (1) 

who has access to this technology and how the groups are selected, (2) how this 

technology is being used, and (3) what benefits and challenges the technologies present to 

those ethnic communities. Based on more detailed data, a better outcome for this attempt 

to include these distanced communities in the “information society” would be possible.   

This perception of the ambiguities of technology concurs with Ginsburg’s 

analysis of the attempt to collaborate with Indigenous communities to help them bridge 

“the digital divide” (“Rethinking” 287), as we briefly addressed in Chapter 2. As 

analyzed by Ginsburg in “Rethinking the Digital Age,” this process has created optimism 

and anxieties: for example, and respectively, the perception of digital networks as 

allowing “global dispersion of creative and political activity” (“Rethinking” 293) versus 

the concern with intellectual property, “warning against the commodification of their 

knowledge under Western systems of intellectual property” (“Rethinking” 288). Most 

importantly, Ginsburg warns us against any abrupt assumptions that access to technology 

would solve the political and economic gap in which Indigenous communities exist. 

There is a lingering belief that technology would bring benefits in terms of autonomy for 

these communities. Instead, more conducive productive policies need to be brought to 

bear, as well as concrete social projects to address their marginalization, and these media 

projects certainly offer possibilities for increased online visibility for the Indigenous to 

demand the best policies, but this is not enough.  
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As for the possibility of such spaces for self-expression representing more 

political autonomy, it is necessary to address the limitations presented by the new 

technologies in terms of fostering new hegemonic (or semi-hegemonic) knowledge 

structures. As summarized by Juan Francisco Salazar in 2004, in “Indigenous People and 

Cultural Construction of Information and Communication Technology in Latin America,”  

Despite increasing access to information and communication technologies, 

Indigenous peoples worldwide have made it clear that the promotion of 

the Internet by governments and nongovernmental organizations alike may 

constitute yet another exercise in control and coercion. If digital division is 

cultural exclusion, digital inclusion has not necessarily meant cultural 

inclusion. In this regard, the dynamics of visibility/invisibility of 

Indigenous peoples in the information society remain as complex an issue 

as ever before. (15)  

When this analysis is applied to the Brazilian context, what can be noticed is a constant 

struggle to get access to financial grants from the government to promote cultural 

projects, but which in turn forces on the Indigenous communities the adoption of certain 

bureaucratic procedures and cultural practices expected by governmental and non-

governmental committees that approve competing projects. In many cases, the winning 

projects are those guided with partnership or collaboration from some non-Indigenous 

NGOs. Besides, such projects do require a certain number of reports and guidelines for 

final products that points to Salazar’s argument concerning the digital age bringing with 

it a burden of control, oversight, and cultural colonization by the larger society. Such a 
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concern does not mean that these projects are not successful in providing some degree of 

expression to these communities, but that is different from the degree of control they are 

subject to in acquiring access to information and communication technologies.  

The attempt to gain visibility by the Indigenous peoples in the information society 

is noticeable in the contemporary production of cultural and political videos, blogs, and 

photos made available online by those communities themselves, but some further 

questioning needs to be made in terms of a democratic inclusion. The FUNAI estimates 

the existence of 220 different Indigenous groups, of which 70 are isolated, and about 

which no objective information can be found. In terms of languages, FUNAI estimates at 

least 180 languages (“Identidade e diversidade”) that might be still used, but Portuguese 

still predominates in communication between most groups and with a non-Indigenous 

audience. Some Indigenous groups have more access to technology, others show more 

desire to use technology than others and have developed distinct strategies to use such 

tools. Whereas most of the initial phase of production was with Indigenous people as 

subjects (and mostly done by non-Indigenous) and more successfully attracts an audience 

in terms of prizes, transmission on TV, and also sales, as well as often being culturally 

motivated—there is a second phase of self-representation by Indigenous that has 

produced material that varies in goals, methods, and results.  

One such example of a blog created for political activism is a project by the 

Apiwtxa community, formed by Ashaninka Indigenous from the Amonia Rivera in 

Brazil. In some of its posts, it proactively denounces the wood extraction and invasion of 

their territory in the problematic border between Brazil and Peru. Those responsible for 
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this project have received a number of renowned prizes for their community association, 

such as the Prize Chico Mendes for Environmental Causes, for its support of causes for 

forest preservation. For instance, the bloggers posted some famous photographs by 

Gleison Miranda taken for FUNAI on an isolated community near the Peruvian border, 

explaining the danger presented by wood extractors to Indigenous groups not accustomed 

to contact with other ethnic groups, as well as a map pointing the location of distinct 

groups and the location of a surveillance point supposedly attacked by drug dealers on the 

border between Brazil and Peru (Apiwtxa, “Traficantes”).  Instead of a politically rights-

oriented discourse on sovereignty issues objecting to Indigenous communities inhabiting 

national borders, this Wordpress blog attempts, supported with articles and studies 

provided by FUNAI, to denounce the chaos of the borders and the lack of support from 

the government in protecting those isolated groups from foreign illegal trafficking and 

wood extraction. On their website they request public support by recommending that 

visitors send emails to the president and the leaders of FUNAI asking for the protection 

of the forests from Peruvian wood companies (Apiwtxa, “Sou contra”). They specifically 

denounce the organization SmartWood/Rainforest Alliance, which they state has certified 

the Venao company as producing certified wood, but which the Apiwtxa claim is false.  

In this specific case of the post on isolated Indigenous (Apiwtxa, “Traficantes”), it 

is interesting to notice in the photographs a similarity to a romanticized ideal of 

Indigeneity: the images contain few, if any, signs of the technology and civilization that 

helps support their cause for the protection of their people and land, thus capitalizing on 

the perception of harmony with nature. It is not clear from this blog post if that specific 
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community of Ashaninkas has more contact with other kinds of technological resources, 

or which specific group or NGO leaders are actually responsible for maintaining the blog.  

As was indicated in the example above, to date the use of new media by the 

Indigenous is largely successful for informational rather than commercial purposes. In 

terms of the theorization on the use of IT (Information Technology) by Indigenous 

communities, when analyzing the creation of websites in which Indigenous groups have 

been involved, Isabel Hernández & Silvia Calcagno in “Indigenous People and the 

Information Society in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Framework for Action” 

(2003) notice the presence in other countries in Latin America of Indigenous websites 

related to themes such as politics, as well as other content such as their own 

“cosmovision, history, art, native language courses, dictionaries, grammars, etc.” (11). 

For Hernández and Calcagno, in the websites used for their investigation they find a 

primary intent of informing the outside community (or other subgroups) of their culture. 

However, in terms of economic gain, these scholars see web-based or supported 

commercial enterprises as minimal, claiming that these communities still have to develop 

ways to use that technology for profit. Some appropriate remarks here are that, as pointed 

out by media scholars when discussing spectatorship and race and gender difference, for 

instance, our theorization of intended audience and projected desire is not a simple result 

of identification or lack of it. As remarked by bell hooks, in “Oppositional Gaze: Black 

Female Spectators,” it is a two-way process involving the participation of the audience, 

many of whom might identify with the oppressed ethnic group on the screen, or in 

resistance question that representation. Consequently, associating the creation of the blog 
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with providing information for a purely outside audience misses the nuanced results of 

spectatorship. Instead, the multiple interactions created by that cultural information 

(including spectators from the same group, and how that influences their own creation 

process) need to be addressed and fit into the cultural goals described previously. 

A divergent, more restrictive viewpoint on the use of Internet by Indigenous 

groups, is that of Salazar:  “IT has been primarily an instrument of political advocacy and 

cultural activism, as it has allowed for wide ranging and fast circulation of information” 

(22). There is an attempt to reach other audiences with their political and cultural 

products, and technology is seen as a way to advertise and sell their projects. At the same 

time, it is worth noticing that even those projects that are not profitable in themselves 

might still achieve a degree of success by attracting grants of support. However, the 

number of Internet hits and the small visibility of such mechanisms still restrict the 

positive outcomes of such enterprises: those that exist are small websites with few daily 

visitors, and the complexity of establishing a financially successful e-business for 

Indigenous handicraft has also to be recognized, as well as other issues such as delivery 

of material, sales taxes, and payment issues.  

Turning to specific Indigenous experiences, one could expect more remote groups 

to be less exposed and less prone to adopting those tools, and have less accessibility to 

those technologies. Research has shown, however, that the pattern is not necessarily 

obvious, and the previous example from the Ashaninkas is also an indication. As 

expected, there are geographical differences in terms of access to technology, resulting in 

contrasting polarities. For instance, the Suruí people, far from large urban centers in the 
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state of Rondônia, deep in the Amazon region, have managed to get access to mainstream 

media by eagerly promoting the use of technology after a much discussed agreement with 

Google Earth.  The project faced resistance from the government that questioned the 

possibility of endangering border interests by releasing satellite information of the area. 

The Suruí, on the other hand, argued that they were in fact defending the best interests of 

the country in protecting the land from illegal deforestation by using Google Earth to 

monitor the vegetation of the area. The photo below represents international curiosity by 

the general public: it is from the front cover of the Sfrancisco Gate, when the Indigenous 

leader Chief Almir Suruí decided to visit the Google headquarters in San Francisco to 

solicit support and was photographed by Mike Kepka. It portrays the Chief standing on 

the crossroads of the busy Ellis Street, wearing a headdress and some collar beads 

(besides his regular jeans and shirt), and other passersby staring at him. This photograph, 

as well as other similar videos of him at the Google headquarters and on Press 

Conferences, contributes to the perception of the Suruí as overcoming communication 

barriers by forging partnerships with Western companies with resources to bring Internet 

technology to Indigenous groups, at the same time that it reinforces the amalgamation of 

both worlds by emphasizing those symbols of Indigeneity.  

Other groups in other parts of the country have been more reluctant to engage in 

such partnerships or specifically to connect the discourse on technology with the 

possibility of recording cultural traditions, as in the case of the Kayapó Video Project 

analyzed by Turner and previously mentioned in Chapter 2. Other villages in the north of 

the country are still keeping their distance from technology and not necessarily because 
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of a lack of resources. Smaller communities such as the Wapichana in the northern state 

of Roraima would rather promote family values and limit the access of their youth to 

those tools (Wapichana). This seems in tune with the prevalence of online users as being 

urban. As indicated by Salazar in 2004, 50% of the Internet users in Latin America were 

located in Brazilian urban centers (20), and those connecting from the countryside do not 

have the possibility of broadband Internet, but Internet sticks and radio Internet have 

increased in popularity. When researching the use of these media among the Wapichana 

in the state of Roraima, with a population of 9,000 people, my informant, Cristino 

Wapichana, expressed the following reality:  

Nem todas as comunidades aceitam internete normalmente fica na escola 

as pessoas nao tem, so as comunidades bem proximas de Boa Vista que 

usam modem internet via cel. (Wapichana) 

Not all communities accept internet [usually [the internet] stays at school / 

people do not have [access to it], so communities near Boa Vista who use 

portable internet modems through their cell phones. 

Because of the geographical, historical, and economic differences among Indigenous 

communities in Brazil, their access to media and information technologies is 

heterogeneous, and different parts of the country present enormous differences in terms 

of use. In terms of the influence of technologies and new forms of media on Indigenous 

societies, a constant remark is their worries about how their cultures can be thus altered, 

due to the impact of new technologies among the young people, thus facing an apparent 

dilemma between adopting new technologies, versus maintaining their traditions. This 
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perception is often expressed in statements such as the following, where the informant 

Lucas Xunu-Miri describes the experience of Indigenous students during school recess in 

a computer lab: 

Todo mundo tava sentado. Todo mundo tava no Orkut, só duas pessoas 

que tavam pesquisando sobre educação diferenciada indígena. ...O nosso 

cacique lá o Seu João sempre diz: “não é ferramenta, é uma arma, sempre 

fala, é uma arma e se você usar direito você pode usar, mas se você não 

usar direito você pode usar uma arma no seu.. contra o seu povo. (Xunu-

Miri) 

Everyone was seated. Everyone was on Orkut,39 only two people who 

were researching special Indigenous education. …Our chief there Mr. 

John always says, “it is not a tool, it is a weapon—he always says—a gun 

and if you use it right you can use it, but if you do not use it right you can 

use a gun in your … against your people” 

Also, this inequality of access to these perceived tools was a common discussion among 

the Indigenous participating in the 1st Indigenous Symposium on Internet Use in 2010. 

Karané Txicão, a Ikpeng, participated and discussed Internet access in his community:  

Quem tomava conta FUNASA E UNIFESP. Enfermeira, médico, dentista, 

só pessoa grande. Só chefe do posto. Até que um dia o contrato acabou. 

Agora quem tem é a SEDUC [Secretaria Estadual de Educação]. Até 

computador a SEDUC não dá. O professor tinha que comprar o 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39 Orkut is a social media program similar to Facebook. It is still popular in Brazil, even though many users 
in 2012 are switching to Facebook for social networking. 
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computador com seu próprio dinheiro e botar para os alunos usar. E não 

levou 15 dias para quebrar. A gente não pode emprestar para alguém usar 

o nosso. Cadê o pessoal que instalou a rede, por que não estão doando os 

computadores?  

Who controlled [the Internet] was the FUNASA and the UNIFESP. Nurse, 

doctor, dentist, only the important people. Only the directors of the Health 

Center. Until the day that the contract expired. Now only the SEDUC 

[State Secretary of Education] has it. SEDUC doesn’t provide not even the 

computers. The schoolteachers had to buy a computer with their own 

money for the students to use it. And it didn’t take more than 15 days for it 

to break. We can’t lend anyone our own computer. Where are the people 

who installed the Internet, why didn’t they donate the computers? 

The Internet access first mentioned above is part of an initiative by the Ministry of 

Communications and the National Health Foundation (Funasa), which aimed at installing 

satellite Internet in 220 Indigenous villages by 2007, according to a report by Vinicius 

Longo for Agência Brasil.40  What can be clearly inferred from this protest was the 

eagerness of the government to announce its agenda of high goals for digital inclusion, 

but how the effort lacked the support that could have potentially resulted in a more 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Other interesting projects, such as the “Centros de Inclusão Digital” (CID), or Centers for Digital 
Inclusion, a partnership with the bank and Foundation Bradesco also created partnerships with Indigenous 
communities, providing the equipment and maintenance necessary for the projects to be developed during a 
two-year period (“Fundação”). With a computer lab in a low-income community, the goal is to provide the 
technology necessary for their own projects to be developed. One of the issues here is, then, the possibility 
of the community attaining autonomy within the two-year period. What many of the Indigenous 
participants in the Symposium mentioned was precisely the difficulty of maintaining that infrastructure and 
making their cultural projects financially successful enough to be self-sustaining.   
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democratic participation of the community itself. By restricting the participants of those 

networks to those with resources to buy their own personal computers, and not providing 

the Indigenous with the expertise to acquire and maintain the technology, again is 

reinforced a structure of power within the Indigenous community itself as a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. Another interviewee, writing from an urban center to where he had moved 

after finishing university, expressed the lack of awareness even by the young people in 

his community: “Na minha aldeia mesmo que e de dificil acesso tem jovem que nem sabe 

o que é internet”41 (Xukurú). 

Upon inquiring as to other reasons for some of the communities to not use 

technology, besides economic and geographical constraints, some of these Indigenous 

also expressed the need to “resist” the entrance of this new media into their cultures. In 

the same interview cited earlier in this chapter, my informant claimed that:  

existe uma grande diferença nao questao de resistencia cultura entre as 

regioes do Pais.  o norte ainda existem povos nao contactados existem 

mais de 230 povo que ainda falam mais de 180 liguas e cada um tem o seu 

tempo de lidar com estas novas tecnologias. (Wapichana) 

There is no doubt that there is a big difference in cultural resistance in 

different regions of the country. In the north there are still populations not 

yet contacted [by hegemonic society]. There are more than 230 peoples 

who still speak over 180 languages available and each one has its own 

time to deal with these new technologies.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 ‘In my village, which is difficult to access, there are young people who do not know what Internet is.’ 
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Moreover, even in the communities where technology is present, that does not guarantee 

that all will have access to it, considering the issues mentioned previously: the number of 

computers available, the priorities for the use of such equipment, and also individual 

differences in accepting the media. Based on a brief online survey conducted with 

Indigenous volunteers during the months of March and April of 2011, these are some of 

the difficulties mentioned by them that they must overcome to feel as though they can use 

the Internet effectively:  

Nao saber como se mexe e as vezes sinai ruis devido ao asseço (matas) 

‘not knowing how it works and sometimes because of access bad signal 

(forests);’ 

Não terem formação feitas para nós de indios pata indios ‘Not having 

training made for us by Indigenous for Indigenous;’  

Acesso financeiro.falta de apoio governamental, uma vêz que a funai esta 

sucateada. Devido ao número insuficiente de computadores, sempre são os 

mesmos usuários. ‘Financial, lack of access to government support 

because they funai is deteriorated. Due to insufficient number of 

computers, the users are always the same;’ 

A alguns casos de aldeias que não dipoê de energia eletrica, nem mesmo 

acesso a internet, há também a falta de capacitação para o uso consciente 

da internet. ‘There are a few cases of villages that do not have electricity 

available, even internet access, there is also a lack of training for the 

conscientious use of the internet;’ 
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Bom, creio que a pouca instrução ou dificuldade de entender as palavras 

em ingles. ‘Well, I think the lack of education or difficulty understanding 

words in English.’ 

 (“Tecnologia”) 

Half of the respondents affirmed being from 36-45 years old (50%). They voluntarily 

responded to the survey, which was sent by myself to electronic mailing lists and online 

communities, asking about the perceived benefits and challenges for their use of 

technology. Among the different groups that responded, they self-identified as Guarani, 

Tariano, Xerente, Pankará, Fulni-ô, Pataxó, Terena, Tupinambá Hã hã hãe, and 

Tupiniquim do tronco Gê.  Overall, these difficulties mentioned present as main issues 

the equipment, the goals for its use, and training, besides the challenges of transiting 

through an increasingly information rich world but a world dominated by foreign 

languages, considering the predominance of English. Consequently, at the same time that 

we are emphasizing the need for them to become “globalized,” globalization presents its 

own difficulties in terms of linguistic and also cultural differences.  

One example of technological challenges comes from a personal anecdote. The 

NGO “Índios na Cidade” ‘Indigenous in the City’ organized a recent Online Conference 

called “II Encontro On Line de Indígenas Vivendo em Cidades” on February 13, 2011, 

conducting a debate on the difficulty of having access to technology. During this day-

long meeting, about 200 Indigenous peoples were estimated to have participated, 

including the communities of Kuna, Tukano, Marubo, Kokama, Bora, Huitoto, Miraña, 

Ocaina, Rijao, and Meti, thus forming a transnational group from Brazil, Colombia, and 
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Canada. It was reported that other participants from other Latin American countries 

attempted to login, but were unsuccessful. Despite the high numbers, it is remarkable that 

most of the Indigenous participants were making some extraordinary efforts to attend the 

online conference—which included requesting permission to use radio Internet borrowed 

from institutions (which is slower and less reliable, but reaches the most remote regions), 

and coming together in groups to participate in the conference. Whereas most of the non-

Indigenous had the privilege of a personal computer, most of the Indigenous were groups 

of over ten people per computer, thus making it harder for them to express their opinions 

because of the need to take turns in voicing their particular concerns.  

An interesting aspect of Indigenous presence on the Internet, though, is that image 

of the “savvy Indigenous,” adopting those tools and using them in their daily lives, seems 

much more widespread than the difficulties faced by them to successfully implement 

those tools. The success stories, transmitted by non-Indigenous and Indigenous alike, 

emphasize the benefits of such technology but hide away many of the control 

mechanisms being used by the government in terms of providing truthfully generalized 

access to the Internet for Indigenous populations willing to use those resources. I first 

address the fascination with such imagery of tech-proficient communities, and then 

discuss the complexities behind such experimentation by focusing on some case studies 

of technology among Indigenous groups. This part of the chapter is based on media 

material produced by these minority individuals and groups, such as videos (prepared and 

distributed by themselves on the internet, through TV channels, and even 

commercialized), but also blog information produced by them and websites in general.  
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II. The Savvy Indigenous 

The image of the savvy Indigenous is extremely marketable to foreign and city-

based audiences. Scholars have emphasized the increased production of Aboriginal and 

Indigenous produced movies as a particular case of what has been called Third World 

Cinema, and books, conferences, and film festivals have been created to promote this 

production; recent studies have focused on the participation of Indigenous groups on the 

internet; others have spent a lifetime working on the training of a new generation of 

“Indigenous movie makers,” seeking governmental support for technological inclusion. 

As discussed in the second chapter, our desire to hear the voices of the oppressed and 

marginalized has fuelled articles and books on these “authentic” voices, and the 

revolutionary potential of such material. We should also consider that in this category of 

“savvy Indigenous” other media producers, besides moviemakers, have to be included. 

Such belief in the power of media is also supported by the desire of these different groups 

of Indigenous to be able to gain a voice for self-determination and consequently wishing 

to adopt these tools for that purpose. Explanation of the difficulty of financing, making, 

and distributing such products is usually understated. Many different Indigenous 

productions are hard to find online if a specific reference is lacking, and are almost 

impossible to find at stores. A mere dozen computers without technical support and on a 

temporary lease will not suffice for communities with over 500 people, and that restricts 
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their ability to successfully use those tools for political ends if only a few representatives 

of the Indigenous appropriate them. Moreover, by restricting the access to a few leaders 

and more trained individuals, there exists the possibility of constructing new hierarchies 

of power among themselves and/or other groups.  Álvaro Tukano, an Indigenous from 

Amazonas who has been working on a government-sponsored project of cultural 

preservation for the last twenty years, explains that: “Muitos já falaram sobre o ÍNDIO 

BRASILEIRO, mas agora é a nossa VEZ. Queremos a franqueza de solidariedade 

internacional, principalmente das instituições que se preocupam com o Meio Ambiente, 

A Vida...”42 (Tukano). This letter, without specific clarification on who the audience is, 

when incorporated into the bulk of the online presentation of the project Séculos 

Indígenas, acquires the posture of a manifesto, declaring that they are ready and desiring 

the power to speak, but also specifically showing that they expect the respect and support 

of those international institutions who claim to have an environmental agenda. Moreover, 

the statement seems to imply that there is a lack of interest by international organizations 

in truly recognizing the role of the Indigenous in the environmental process, as well as 

their rights as human beings. Precisely this ability to speak for themselves has been a 

major argument by them for the benefits of technology.   

In order to exemplify this fascination with the savvy Indigenous, let us observe an 

interview broadcast by Vídeo nas Aldeias in Brazil, a successful ongoing project that has 

acquired some distinctive features. As previously studied by Turner, the project Vídeo 

nas Aldeias has received international attention for its attempt to give the camera to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 ‘Many have spoken about the BRAZILIAN INDIGENOUS, but now it’s our TURN. We want the 
sincerity of international solidarity, mainly of institutions that are worried about the environment, life...’ 
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Indigenous people for them to produce their own work. In terms of the goals for the 

project, Vincent Carelli attempted to provide Indigenous communities with access to 

technology and thus a way of allowing self-expression: “Os povos indígenas com os 

quais trabalhamos fazem até sete filmes por ano. A questão é democratizar o acesso às 

tecnologias”43 (qtd. in Gazire 105). This is the claim of the accomplishments of Vídeo 

nas Aldeias: 

Hoje, mais de 60 filmes depois, tendo atuado junto a dezenas de povos, 

formando realizadores indígenas de alto gabarito, com obras lançadas em 

festivais e no mercado de locação e venda de vídeos, é uma incontornável 

referência internacional. (Saraiva) 

Today, more than 60 films later, after working with dozens of 

communities, training top quality Indigenous moviemakers, releasing 

works in festivals and in the sales and rental market, [VNA] is an 

unavoidable international reference. 

In this attempt to disseminate information about Indigenous culture, however, discourses 

are created that repeat the invisibility of the Indigenous as a subject (Chanady xxvii), 

even when backed up by the discourse of cultural diversity. I refer here to discourse 

legitimized as a cultural tool, but still following the models established by the non-

Indigenous audience who pays for those cultural productions. One example is the Vídeo 

nas Aldeias production Índios na TV ‘Indigenous on TV’ (2000). These interviews, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 ‘Indigenous peoples with whom we work make up to seven films a year. The point is to democratize 
access to technology.’ 
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recorded in the center of the city of São Paulo, were intended as a way to increase the 

participation of this social group inside traditional, mainstream media.  

This kind of alternative space, however, produces the same kind of cultural 

product that attracts the generalized curiosity of an audience desirous of consuming 

representations of cultural diversity of any type. This short film was directed, edited and 

produced by Vicent Carelli himself, a non-Indigenous, who appeals to the general 

curiosity of those urban-based individuals to learn more about that culture they usually 

ignore.  

 

 

Figure 5 – Outline showing the camera position during a scene from Índios na TV, by Vincent Carelli, 2000. 
!

The image above outlines the positioning of the camera and other subjects during the 

recording. The image to the left corresponds to a Brazilian woman who was a passerby at 
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the metro station, followed by an Indigenous interviewer, with microphone in hand, and 

an Indigenous cameraman on his right side. By using Indigenous people in the roles of 

interviewers and camera operators, both being filmed by a main exterior camera, this 

technique gives us the impression of authenticity in the discourse of legitimizing the 

Indigenous voice. This footage is also edited with more traditional images, such as dance 

rituals, and one foreigner interviewee speaking about his surprise at the lack of 

information about Indigenous groups in Brazil. The camera-within-the-camera, because it 

gives supremacy to the non-Indigenous gaze, is an example of an attempt to try to defend 

the participation of the Indigenous in media without allowing full agency on their part.   

 In examining this example, we have to return to Spivak’s theorization about the 

reading of the “native informant,” and how our attempt to reveal a Third World—or 

perhaps a Fourth—is based on the search for a problematic authenticity or a lost object of 

investigation (“Critique” 60). Moreover, our “native filmmaker” receives the lost aura of 

authenticity at the same time as he is objectified by the main camera. The spectator’s 

view is the view of the main camera (Mulvey 8), framing and capturing the image of the 

Indigenous person with a camera in hand and thus reaffirming the false rhetoric of 

“authentic multiculturalism.” Besides, the represented gaze of the Indigenous cameraman 

on the Indigenous interviewer, because neither are differentiated beyond their ethnicity 

and immediate roles, is once again a generalized view of the “Brazilian Indigenous,” 

contributing to the construction of essentialisms and to the perception of very distinct 

Indigenous communities as uniform in character. In this case, the Indigenous, the non-

Indigenous team, and the film production negotiate a “testimonial discourse,” in the sense 
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of the term as used by Carr. According to this scholar, it is from the interaction of these 

three elements that the testimonial discourse is created:  “the speaker from an exploited, 

oppressed community working with someone who has or can gain access to the managers 

of the mass media to produce a commodity to be marketed” (156). The problem, as I see 

it in Carr’s pessimistic judging of testimonial discourse, is that it is always/already tainted 

by commercial interests, and thus offers no possibility of political resistance. As I hope to 

show in some of these case studies is that there are, in fact, instances of the use of these 

media for oppositional struggle, despite the very great effort required to start and 

maintain those spaces of resistance.  

 

III. Self-Representations and Multiculturalism 

The media products and the survey on the use of technology analyzed before 

show an increased participation of these minority groups differentiating themselves from 

previous representations of Indigenous themes that did not even open up space for the 

integration of Indigenous people inside media production. However, these works are 

largely designed as commercial products to appeal to foreign consumers, justifying the 

inclusion of subtitles, and a fit into an international imagination connected to exoticism. 

In the case of Vídeo nas Aldeias, the profits from sales are divided between the 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous, and the implication that the productions are made 

entirely by the Indigenous is still present, even though that is not completely accurate. 

Besides sales, those films are also occasionally exhibited on open channels, such as TV 
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Cultura and educational programs on other private channels.44 However, even when 

distributed for consumers within Brazil, because of their low-level of political content, 

they are easily digestible without critical questioning. According to Pat Aufderheide, 

when analyzing the trajectory of the Vídeo nas Aldeias based on firsthand interviews 

with Carelli himself, the goals of the project were primarily political, for “strengthening 

both tribal identity and awareness of the concept ‘Indian’” (30), but the movies released 

to the public have been the commercial ones, “to keep the project going with 

international funding support” (30). The problem with such an approach of limiting 

release is that the political videos are precisely those that could create public awareness 

among the general public.  A more detailed revision of the materials, as is implied by 

Aufderheide, would be needed to apprehend the differences and commonalities between 

these supposedly political videos done by such an NGO and other independent 

productions, despite the fact that she does not directly reference any of the works in 

question.  

 The interest exhibited by mainstream media in exhibiting Indigenous 

documentaries, even though small in Brazil, could be understood as part of a national 

project of reparation of memory, as explained by Elizabeth Povinelli in The State of 

Shame, who attempts to show that the good intentions of nations (in her case Australia) in 

repairing the ethnic exclusion of the past by emphasizing the discourse of 

multiculturalism are largely devoid of proposals for political reparation. The discourse 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44 During one interview, Alex Pankararu explained a reason (among so many) why it was harder for many 
of the independent filmmakers to have their films broadcast on those TV shows specializing on Indigenous 
films: at Au’we, from the station TV Cultura, for example, they restrict exhibition to those lasting at least 15 
minutes (“Interview”). 
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valuing diversity through educational programs, for example, just display traces of 

culture to be consumed in an apolitical manner. Precisely the products not receiving 

attention from mainstream media might in fact be political discourses created in 

innovative ways, mostly done by these ethnic groups themselves with some degree of 

financial and technical support from NGOs and non-Indigenous organizations.  Through 

a type of “boutique multiculturalism” (Fish 378),45 educational programing attempts to 

show the good intentions of the nation in repairing the ethnic exclusion of the past by 

emphasizing the discourse of multiculturalism but devoid of proposals for political 

reparation. We, as citizens, repeat the discourse of valuing diversity through educational 

programs that show those traces of culture that continue to be consumed in an apolitical 

manner.  

Despite the lack of support for media productions involving more political 

content, as described above, there are still some relevant projects in which political 

discourses are produced by those ethnicities themselves. These forms of representation 

have their own limitations and complexities, but groups have been using social networks, 

videos, the Internet, and cellphone videomaking, for example, to negotiate a space for the 

testimony, starting with what they call an Transformação Etnodigital (2010),46 which is 

also the title of a short film by Curupaty Abaeté Tupinambá do povo indígena Tupinambá 

de Olivença (Petei Xe Rajy). One example is the video Indígenas Digitais (2010), 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45 Fish defines this as a type of multiculturalism which “will always stop short of approving other cultures 
at a point where some value at their center generates an act that offends against the canon of civilized 
decency as they have been either declared or assumed” (378). In the Brazilian context, these examples are 
abundant: fostering presentation of rituals and dances, at the same time as criticizing their way-of-life or 
reluctance or failure to adopt a capitalist work ethic.  
46 ‘Ethnodigital Transformation.’ 
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produced by the NGO Índios Online, a small enterprise with Indigenous participation and 

receiving outside help from the NGO Thydewa. The NGO is a partnership between Brazil 

and Sweden and promotes the use of the Internet among Indigenous groups in different 

parts of the country; its main project has been creating a portal with news relevant to 

Indigenous communities to be fed by the Indigenous. The video was released after the 

project was already created, documenting Indigenous impressions. The partnership 

received several prizes for engaging a community to create what they call 

“ethnojournalism,” that is, offering an alternative to mainstream media with self-

generated content. It includes snapshots of interviews with Indigenous individuals 

describing what media tools they have been using to become “digital.” In it, they mention 

the different kinds of technology they have been using, such as cameras, the Internet, and 

cell phones with cameras, and how they are using these tools to talk about their reality as 

Indigenous people. 
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Figure 6 - Cacique Maria Valdelice, the leader of the people Tupinambá de Olivença, speaking about the 
benefits of technology for their cause in the film Indígenas Digitais. Reproduced with permission.  
!

By focusing on how these Indigenous individuals in the video are taking control over 

those tools for the Indigenous cause, the Indigenous filmmakers and community give a 

very positive image of those technologies, as well as a modernized image of themselves. 

But as discussed previously, access to these technologies cannot be generalized: the 

degree of technological proficiency varies widely, and often the most proficient 

individuals are those who may have lived in urban areas or even small towns. In fact, the 

film makers and producers of digital content in this research were at first contacted 

through Skype, Facebook, and Orkut, and many of them reported living mostly in urban 

centers, and there were cases when some reported living in nearby small towns (but not 

continuously inside the Indigenous village). Moreover, many of these media producers 

reported leaving the village to study or work in jobs not necessarily related to Indigenous 
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causes, jobs in computer technology, for the government, or even pursuing a university 

diploma, but most kept using the technological skills they learned on the outside for 

disseminating information about their communities. In other words, the image of the 

Indigenous individual dressed up in Indigenous clothes and recording a traditional 

Indigenous community is indeed an image, largely a fantasy, a hope to see both worlds, 

technology and tradition, finding a complimentary relationship for these people.  

For some communities, such as the Tupinambá (Bahia), a Pataxó Hahahãe 

(Bahia), Kariri-Xocó (Alagoas), Pankararu (Pernambuco), Potiguara (Paraíba), Makuxi 

(Roraima) and Bakairi (Mato Grosso), the creation of technology centers has enabled 

them access to cell phones, cameras (both photo and video), computers and, most 

importantly, the Internet as important tools for struggling for the improvement of their 

Indigenous communities in relation to those of the globalized world. Some of these 

Indigenous leaders estimate that 350 of the 480 Indigenous groups in Brazil are already 

connected online (Pankararu “Personal”). In an interview, this informant described the 

activities that his PC has been organizing for over a year on their own, and how they had 

had their own workshops on editing, filming, directing, etc.––without the interference of 

a non-Indigenous group involved in the profits or production. Consequently, they are 

becoming autonomous in terms of creating, even though the distributing process is more 

complicated than that. Even though they have made efforts to reach an audience by 

themselves, such as the creation of Petei Xe Rajy, an Indigenous-led distribution 

company initiated by Indigenous in the Northeast, ensuring economic stability is not as 
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simple as it sounds. Perhaps non-Indigenous NGOs have been successful in training this 

new generation of filmmakers, but not in training them to market their products.  

Another important aspect is that some projects, such as Índios Online, include 

other ethnicities in the project in a more democratic manner, and allow for the free access 

to their blog posts—therefore managing to reach a more diversified public, but not 

necessarily acquiring financial self-sufficiency. This situation leads to one of the more 

critical dilemmas of independent film-making, particularly but not restricted to ethnic 

minority groups: the problem they have is in ensuring that the themes are relevant for 

themselves and political, but at the same time guaranteeing the economic viability of the 

projects, without restricting the potential audience by commercializing it. Moreover, who 

is to finance political projects, and how are these individuals supposed to use these tools 

politically if we are restricting the kind of productions to be consumed? Consequently, a 

more viable explanation is that, returning to Povinelli’s theory, our desire to see political 

changes led by minorities themselves might be a self-deception that is masked by our 

desire to consume cultural products as non-threatening difference.  

Moreover, it is exactly the image of tradition and technology—both exotic in their 

way—that sells. As I intend to demonstrate with some case-studies, the productions of 

Vídeo nas Aldeias and the Suruí pact with Google Earth are good examples of this 

strategy of paradoxical modernity: both put heavy emphasis on the traditional local 

values and culture of the Indigenous society represented, and it is technology that serves 

as a weapon for observation of a faraway location. In the case of Vídeo nas Aldeias, the 

Indigenous groups chosen tend to be those living in relative separation from mainstream 
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society and the productions still focus on the stereotyped Indigenous individual—in terms 

of clothing, housing, eating habits, and, very often, still maintaining a mother tongue 

other than Portuguese. There is little focus on Northeastern Indigenous groups in the 

collection, except for the series Índios no Brasil and one short video made in the state of 

Maranhão (Qual é o jeito, Zé? from 1990, without an ethnic group clearly marked), but 

the reluctance of the NGO to film not-so-traditional Indigenous groups because of their 

nonconformity to stereotypes of Indigeneity is not justified, and most projects focus 

instead on Indigenous groups in the Amazonian and Center-West regions. Therefore, the 

image of Indigenous traditionalism remains in play as much as possible in contemporary 

times, framed as compatible with the technology they own. Even more, precisely because 

of this filmmaking technology, the non-Indigenous audience is capable of observing 

those individuals in their “natural” environment and supposedly hearing a personal 

account from the Indigenous themselves. For the Suruí mentioned before, their 

partnership with Google Earth to help work on carbon counting is the incarnation of the 

traditional stereotype of the nature-protecting Indigenous person living in communion 

with nature. But it also shows technology, again, as a tool for allowing this kind of 

observation to take place by Indigenous groups located far from us, out of our reach, and 

thus, as we tend to believe, non-threatening to our non-Indigenous urban reality.  It also 

suggests Povinelli’s assertion of the adoption of a superficial multiculturalism as a 

consequence of Post-Colonial guilt, as analyzed previously.   
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IV. Film Language, Aesthetics, and Commodification 

Considering the audience of the movie and which social groups are the most 

frequent consumer of Indigenous audiovisuals is a first step in understanding the process 

of commodification of multiculturalism, as suggested in the previous section. The barrier 

for a more successful inclusion and more autonomous Indigenous mediamakers, 

however, resides in the fact that making and editing a movie per se does not guarantee an 

audience for it. To illustrate this, during an interview with Alex Pankararú, from Bahia 

but residing with the Pankararús in Pernambuco, he expressed his difficulty in 

commercializing their videos, and thus making the process become self-sustaining 

(Pankararú, “Personal”). Considering that many of these films and videos have been 

released at movie festivals and commodified into the rental/sale market, we should also 

discuss the role of the non-Indigenous involved in the institution through intervening in 

the content, editing, and technique used in the productions. Also, considering the public 

usually targeted for these productions, foreign audiences, we can specify how distinct 

goals have been set: some more cultural than political, and somehow “exporting” that 

cultural “otherness” as “authentic” for an audience wishing to reinforce certain ideals of 

“underdevelopment” as true, consequently justifying outside intervention and/or the need 

to “protect” these communities.  

Journalists and scholars both seem to thrive on this kind of production showing 

traditional images and cultural rituals. A report on the history and impact of Vídeo nas 

Aldeias characterized the productions this way: 
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Uma alternativa mais aberta e menos arraigada em academicismos e 

visões preconceituosas vem sendo desenvolvida por essas próprias 

minorias, que produzem obras visuais capazes de refletir a sua 

multiplicidade de manifestações e preservar, assim, suas diferenças. 

(Gazire 104) 

An alternative, more open and less rooted in academicism and prejudiced 

views is being developed by these minorities themselves, which produce 

visual works that reflect the multiplicity of its manifestations, and thereby 

preserve their differences. 

Moreover, the technology itself in some cases can be perceived by foreign and city-based 

audiences as a tool for the preservation of the same cultural heritage. Again we notice the 

emphasis on cultural manifestations and differences: “Mais do que uma consequência do 

progressivo acesso às tecnologias digitais, a mídia indígena representa uma escolha por 

um resgate mais preciso das heranças culturais que estão se perdendo de um mundo 

globalizado”47 (Gazire 105). In a similar fashion, the Indigenous working on this project 

report similar opinions. Zezinho Yube, an Indigenous moviemaker who recently 

participated in a VNA production, states that: “Esse processo mudou nossa visão. Hoje eu 

trabalho esse fortalecimento cultural através do vídeo como forma de registro de nossa 

história” (qtd. in Gazire 105). 48  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47 ‘More than a consequence of progressive access to digital technologies, Indigenous media represents a 
choice for a ransom of more specific cultural heritages that are being lost in a globalized world.’ 
48 ‘This process has changed our view. Now I work through this cultural strengthening using video as a way 
to record our history.’ 
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One exception to such a perception would be Índios do Brasil, presented by 

Ailton Krenac and produced by Carelli. This production consists of ten episodes on the 

themes that include constant participation of Indigenous, and asking the general 

population of Brazil about the disinformation they carry regarding the Indigenous in the 

country. There is some political content, although that is also heavily didactic. It was 

created in 2010 with resources from the public channel TV Escola and the Ministério da 

Educação ‘Department of Education’ in order to increase awareness of these populations 

among non-Indigenous, justifying that goal by availability for free online, and thus 

increasing the possibility of being seen both by Indigenous and politically aware people.  

Another puzzling issue relates to the appropriation of cultural material by 

dominant groups. Some Indigenous moviemakers are gradually gaining awareness, for 

example, that they should not have their movies edited by non-Indigenous people without 

strict supervision.  The degree of autonomy or collaboration could impact the final 

product and influence power relations in the production process. Moreover, referring 

back to the quote by Anapauaka Tupinambá, in which he states the need to monitor 

visitor usage in order to adapt it to the interests of the audience, how much do audience 

and commercial issues, besides interest by the public in festivals, etc., influence the final 

results in these co-productions? 

If we accept Gabriel’s thesis that “film is a new language to the Third World and 

its grammar is only recently being charted” (“Towards” 357), those videos by ethnic 

minorities in the Third World are using an even more foreigner grammar, to both non-

Indigenous and Indigenous alike, which has began being charted by individuals such as 
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Turner and Ginsburg, but which needs much more specific analysis. The idea of a 

different grammar appearing seems elusive, since the technique of more established 

Indigenous filmmakers seems to emulate that of standard documentaries.  

In order to explain this emulation, a couple of issues need to be considered: first, 

the abundance of similar projects involving traditional cinema classes. This imposition of 

styles can be seen in different productions across the country. That is the case of a series 

of videos produced by the Xucurú community in the state of Pernambuco, Brazil. This 

community was trained in film-making classes organized and taught by a city-based 

video company called Cabra Filmes, with funding from the Petrobrás and FUNDARPE, 

and organized as weekend classes on scriptwriting, lightening, and sound, among other 

things. Later an unaffiliated group was created, the Project Audiovisual Xucurú 

(Pankararu, “Grupo”). When asked about the sample videos used to teach documentary 

techniques during their first filmmaking workshops, the producer at Cabra Filmes 

Halmilton Costa Filho replied that they used standard documentaries, not directly related 

to Indigenous topics, which again brings us to the issue of imposing a Western aesthetic. 

Some of the videos made by the Xucurú community focused on cultural aspects, but one 

stands out: Religiosidades Xucurú ‘Xucurú religiosities’ (2008) which includes scenes of 

their praying grounds, some of their rituals, and the influence of Catholicism on their 

ritual practices. This video was not to be released publicly but retained by the 

community, despite being finished and the large amount of effort involved. In this case 

we have a situation where technology works as a tool used by Indigenous to 

communicate among themselves, to record and preserve their culture but is not released 
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to others. This film was not entered in any of the film festivals along with their other 

productions, some of which received the 4th Young Director Prize in the city of Fortaleza, 

and another participating at a Latin-American festival. We could classify this production 

as one in which the video was seen more as a monument of memory, or as a preservation 

tool for their culture, exclusively for use by an internal audience.  

Even though the projects referred to previously might have as their intention the 

possibility of allowing a more participatory production by Indigenous groups, the 

questioning done by Achille Mbembe of our association of ideas of elementariness with 

the Third World is still relevant in our analysis of the Indigenous cinematic language. In 

order to achieve the political influence they want and do it in visual terms, different 

strategies will have to be developed in Brazilian and, more specifically, minority-

produced cinema. However, that is not to say that they are in a more backward state of 

cinematic production, as the critic and scholar Luis Zanin Oricchio implies when 

paraphrasing Carelli’s interpretation of the Vídeo nas Aldeias productions:   

Segundo Carelli, eles já filmam e editam de maneira competente, mas 

ainda estão no que se poderia chamar de “estágio descritivo” da gramática 

audiovisual. O trabalho é fazê-los caminhar na construção de uma sintaxe 

mais refinada do cinema, o que será importante agora e também para a 

próxima geração de videomakers indígenas. Carelli confia no futuro 

porque, uma vez inoculado o vírus do audiovisual, não haveria mais cura 

possível. Eles deverão continuar filmando––e cada vez melhor. (D1) 
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According to Carelli, they’ve shot and edited in a competent manner, but 

are still in what might be called the “descriptive stage” of audiovisual 

grammar. The goal now is to make them walk towards a construction of a 

refined cinema syntax, which will be important now and also for the next 

generation of Indigenous video makers. Carelli trusts in the future because 

once the virus of audiovisual is inoculated, it would not be possible to find 

a cure. They should continue filming—and getting better.  

This material clearly contrasts with the critique by scholars such as Naficy and Gabriel, 

who consider that imposing such a line of development of cinematic style implies 

following the same kind of aesthetic as performed by Western moviemakers. Moreover, 

when the director of the NGO and anthropologist Carelli claim, as indirectly quoted in 

Oricchio, that the Indigenous filmmakers are in a preliminary stage of aesthetic 

development, and that their style should be improved, we are returning to issues and 

concepts of superiority and inferiority heavily discussed and refuted by scholars in the 

field, such as Mbembe previously, or Walter Mignolo. Carelli’s view also affirms the 

need not only of Indigenous to depend on the help of the non-Indigenous to reach a more 

“advanced” level of audiovisual aesthetics, but also to follow the same models and to 

develop their aesthetics the same way that Western societies have experienced. 

Moreover, this claim should be analyzed, considering that those productions will 

influence future documentaries created by other Indigenous groups, serving as successful 

models for subsequent productions, and somehow self-perpetrating the same kind of 

aesthetics.   
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Thus one key question remains: these movies are sold and advertised as being 

representative of these cultures, as allowing these individuals to record their history, to 

express their point of view. Precisely this search for the difference seems to be its main 

attraction. At the same time, there is also a strong emphasis on the production of these 

“Indigenous moviemakers” to progress to “Western standards,” that is, to have their work 

resemble documentaries done by non-Indigenous in terms of framing, sound, lightening, 

etc. This way, I affirm, their strangeness is tamed, controlled, and bottled for 

consumption according to Western aesthetic values. This perception that their technical 

skills are less than desirable is also present in some of the statements by the Indigenous 

moviemakers not working directly with larger NGOs, as an internalization of this 

discourse of technical inferiority and of a supposedly correct line of development, as 

commented upon by Alex Pankararú, emphasizing how they are going through the 

process of learning by themselves, without outside help.  

Nevertheless, these “unaffiliated” groups of Indigenous working without as much 

interference from NGOs seem to continually motivate the younger generation to continue 

producing material. Let us use as an example the short video produced by teenagers 

during a workshop on making videos with cellphones (an easily available tool in their 

societies in contemporary times). This video lacks easily identifiable ethnic content, but 

seems to focus more on their use of the tool: 

Para grandes cineastas esse vídeo pode não ter, muitos termos técnicos e 

nem uma imagem apurada, mas para os jovens indígenas que os fizeram 

isso sim foi uma grande obra de arte. Pois eles tiveram a percepção que 
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podem fazer, filmes usando as tecnologias que são acessíveis as suas 

condições financeiras. Sendo assim hoje acredito, que de certa forma, essa 

oficina sérvio para aumentar a alta estima desses jovens, e com certeza 

alguns Etnocelumetristas vão sai do povo Pankararu. (Alex Pankararu and 

Luciano Pankararu) 

For great filmmakers that video might not have many technical terms and 

not an accurate framing, but for the young Indigenous people who made 

them it was a great work of art. Because they had the perception they can 

do movies using technologies that are accessible to their financial 

condition. So today, I believe that somehow this workshop served to 

increase the self-esteem of these young people, and surely some 

“etnocelumetristas” will appear from the Pankararu. 

By “etnocelumetristas” they mean those filmmakers using cell phones to make films with 

ethnic content. However, it is noticeable in this discourse that they are incorporating this 

self-awareness of making “less-than-Western films”: the goal of movie making, then, is 

not solely at this point representing their own Indigenous view of their cultural practices, 

but that the idea of video making as having artistic goals. The problem, however, is that 

by borrowing dominant aesthetic concerns of this kind of art, however, they remain 

attached, once again, to the idea of Western movie making.  

This fascination is also noticeable in an attempt to become financially self-

sufficient. We could also notice how the Indigenous themselves have internalized this 

myth in believing that access to the Internet will bring improvement, despite the many 
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problems still faced even with this kind of technology available and within their reach. At 

the same time, a search for romanticized images of Indigenousness can fuel a market for 

certain products. In the Amazon forest itself, the fascination brings attention from the 

outside world: “Estrangeiros são 43% dos visitantes no Amazonas”49 (Lupinacci), but it 

is not exclusive to the forest. This fascination also exists in the countryside of the state of 

São Paulo, a highly industrialized state producing the majority of the gross domestic 

product of Brazil.  When certain Indigenous communities discovered the touristic 

potential of bringing non-Indigenous to visit their villages and charge for it, they began 

producing a process of commodification, as in the sale of DVDs showing Indigenous 

cultures, for example. This performance reinforces the idea of commodification, 

considering that the Indigenous need to look attractive to fulfill the expectations of the 

tourists, thus promoting the consumption of their culture as part of a market for 

consumable difference. Therefore, we can notice how this attempt to show their culture is 

an instance in which it can be lucrative, providing the Indigenous with self-sustenance 

without damage to natural resources or without implying leaving their communities to 

adopt the urban environment as their new home.  

Unfortunately, not all of these commercial enterprises can be successful, since 

projects will eventually compete for the audience in this market for ethnic difference. The 

market for ethnic pottery or handmade products is extremely volatile since it also 

depends on fashion trends that often reinforce preference for certain kinds of products. 

Even more, how can they survive long enough, if at a certain point, as an Indigenous 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49 ‘Foreigners are 43% of the visitors to the state of Amazonas.’ 
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Huni KuĨ woman claims, we are losing “nosso artesanato. Roubam o que é nosso. Estão 

roubando os nossos desenhos”50 (“Novos Tempos” Huni KuĨ). Therefore, this attempt to 

survive economically mostly on the sale of Indigenous merchandise could easily be a 

dead end if they are not able to ensure copyright on cultural materials, and if, due to 

increased sales by non-Indigenous, such eccentric materials stop being wanted. For 

example, the Apiwtxa blog by the Ashaninka Association also provides information on 

the economic goals of the Cooperativa Ayonpare, inside the Ashaninka community, 

which is responsible for selling handmade materials. As they explain, since 1990 the sale 

of handmade items economically maintains the community:  

Desde 1990, o artesanato é responsável pela manutenção do dia-a-dia da 

Aldeia Apiwtxa do Rio Amônia, onde vivemos da caça, da pesca e da 

produção alimentícia na própria Aldeia. Desde então, a produção e a 

comercialização externa de artesanato têm assegurado os trabalhos 

comunitários desenvolvidos pela Comunidade Apiwtxa, sendo a principal 

fonte de renda da nossa Comunidade. ...temos muitas encomendas 

pessoais, e ainda vendemos durante a participação em eventos nacionais e 

internacionais. (Piyãko) 

Since 1990, the crafts are responsible for maintaining the day-to-day 

Apiwtxa Village at the Ammonia River, where we live by hunting, fishing 

and producing food in our own village. Since then, production and foreign 

trade of handicrafts have financed projects for the community work 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 ‘Our handicrafts. They steal what is ours. They are stealing our drawings.’ 
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undertaken by the Community Apiwtxa, being the main source of income 

for our association… we have many personal orders, and we still sell 

during our participation in national and international events.  

Likewise, this concern by Indigenous groups with their rightful access to their natural 

knowledge is also observed in terms of neoliberal projects that claim to have a natural 

intent. During the last Cumbre regional amazónica ‘Regional Amazonian Meeting,’ such 

an argument was presented, as explained in the “Mandato de Manaus” ‘Mandate of 

Manaus’ of 2011:  

Denunciamos a hipocrisia e contradição nas políticas globais e nacionais 

sobre as florestas, em junto a declarações, planos, pequenos projetos 

“sustentáveis”, aprofunda-se a depredação, o desmatamento, a degradação 

por parte dos negócios de minérios, de hidrocarbonetos, mega hidrelétricas, 

pecuária extensiva, soja, agronegócio, “agro-combustíveis”, super estradas 

de colonização, transgênicos, agrotóxicos, superposição de áreas protegidas 

em territórios indígenas, biopirataria e roubo dos conhecimentos ancestrais.  

We denounce the hypocrisy and contradiction in the global and national 

policies on forests, with the statements, plans, small “sustainable” projects, 

delving into devastation, deforestation, degradation by the mining industry, 

hydrocarbons, mega hydroelectric, extensive cattle ranching, soy, 

agribusiness, “agrofuels,” highways for colonization, GMOs, pesticides, 

overlay of protected areas in Indigenous territories, biopiracy and theft of 

ancestral knowledge. 
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Based on this argument, apparent sustainable solutions can, using the rhetoric of 

environmental help and cultural preservation, have profit as their main goal which might 

lead to, deliberately or inadvertently, hurting that environment. This is the case in the 

blog entry on certified wood commented on previously in the Apiwtxa blogpost 

denouncing the illegal extraction of wood on the border of Brazil. Likewise, the fact that 

the spheres for denouncing those public and private policies are reaching more website 

visitors should be seen as a positive influence.   

What seems to hinder more political involvement, despite so much use of 

technology, is perhaps the intense availability of information on the web with a lack of 

awareness by mainstream society about the Indigenous. At the same time, what could 

potentially be a freer information outlet in the sense of its capacity for not being 

dominated by hierarchical knowledge structures ultimately minimizes the reach of such 

political content. Since search engines rely on their own criteria for importance (namely 

key words, numbers of links, number of citations by others, besides paid positions at the 

top of the search list, and number of previous visits), these projects are trying to gain 

visibility in a medium that has its own power structures, although perhaps not less 

exclusive than any other medium. There are many different Wordpress sites with distinct 

presentations of information, making it even harder to catalogue and to select from the 

kind of material available. One should wonder how much readership the Indigenous can 

really get when competing for the attention of outside visitors. We will look at some 

statistics of website hits shortly. Therefore, the projects that succeed are apparently the 
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ones with more resources, such as those with support from NGOs and financing from the 

government to get their point-of-view across.  

In the current situation, each community seems to be rushing to create its own 

Wordpress website, but in terms of political communication, they are still trying to gain 

an audience. This is visible by the fact that mostly members of the same community with 

knowledge of the project being developed comment on the posts of the bloggers. From 

the point of view of the academic researcher looking for political use of Internet 

resources, they offer rich study material, but are not very useful in terms of political 

impact in terms of the general society. At the same time, even other groups that claim 

autonomy, such as Índios online, as described earlier, end up having their information 

limited to their own productions. This site has had 2,217,073 visits since April 2004 as of 

April 2012. Blog contributors have posted videos, text, and images with information they 

think relevant to other Indigenous peoples around the country, and visitors had a chance 

to comment and interact with the blog producers. For a full analysis of this specific 

project, please refer to Xenia Bucchioni “Blogs Diários: reflexões sobre a identidade 

indígena na virtualidade” (2010). The project became so vast at a certain point that it 

promoted several instances of a “Encontro Nacional da Rede Índios Online”51 (Bucchioni 

74) to discuss challenges, goals, and best practices. When interviewing one of the former 

organizers of the project, Alex Pankararú, in April 2011, he explained a different change: 

that in more recent times, due to increasing autonomy, different groups were spending 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 ‘National Meeting of the “Índios Online” Network.’ 
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more time creating their own blogs and content online, as opposed to collectively 

composing material. Thus they managed to acquire  

autonomia para criar seus veículos de comunicação, seus blogs, seus sites. 

Mas isso resultou numa grande perda para os Índios Online porque ele foi o 

início, né? … só que hoje com a facilidade das ferramentas digitais, né? 

Eles mesmos tão criando, eles mesmos tão desenvolvendo e tão 

alimentando, e eu acho que isso é que é autonomia, né?” (“Personal”) 

autonomy to create their own vehicles of communication, their blogs, their 

sites. But this resulted in a great loss for Índios Online because they were 

the beginning, right?... Except that today with the easiness of the digital 

tools, right? They are creating it themselves, they are developing it and 

they are creating content for it, and I think that is autonomy, right?  

Perhaps it is a naïve misconception that in order for a product to have potential, it has to 

have a large audience. I wonder if generally on personal web access sites like Wordpress 

and even social networks, like Facebook, etc. there is a large imbalance between 

production and consumption.  Many are creating but few are consuming—even with 

recorded “hits,” are these acts of consumption, real interactions or just records of a 

fleeting glance?   Instead, I propose a reading of such online performances as attempts to 

disseminate information, and of contribution to distinct oppositional gazes, drawing upon 
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hooks’ theory.52 We might consider what hooks observed of the spaces of agency and the 

power of the gaze and the power of resistance by others: 

Spaces of agency exist for black people, wherein we can both interrogate 

the gaze of the Other but also look back, and at one another, naming what 

we see. The “gaze” has been and is a site of resistance for colonized black 

people globally. Subordinates in relations of power learn experimentally 

that there is a critical gaze, one that “looks” to document, one that is 

oppositional. In resistance struggle, the power of the dominated to assert 

agency by claiming and cultivating “awareness” politicizes “looking” 

relations—one learns to look a certain way in order to resist. (my emphasis, 

hooks 166) 

The possibility of the Indigenous camera, blogs, and photography reaching other 

communities and even an outside audience might constitute a resistance to the hegemonic 

gaze, and actually an imposing of their own gaze. Such a critical and politicized gaze by 

Indigenous individuals, and the importance they express in developing a critical discourse 

and of using such Information and Communication Technologies (TICs) are, collectively, 

a considerable step forward in helping the questioning of a colonized gaze. Consequently, 

whether Indigenous groups achieve an intended audience or reach and capture an 

unintended one, their production process has importance in self-definition in ethnic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 The concept of “Oppositional Gaze” by hooks (166), used by this North-American media scholar to 
describe the process of an African-American audience questioning its passive spectatorship and self-
identification with stereotyped roles usually shown on screens large and small can be useful to us, and also 
applicable to other colonized ethnic groups. 
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politics, even if showing their children examples of technology may be incompatible with 

ethnic culture.  

 

V. Removing the Fish Bones: Issues of Knowledge and Technique 

In his influential book Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern 

Knowledge, and Border Thinking (2000), Walter Mignolo contends that our 

contemporary Latin American societies are characterized by “the emergence of forms of 

knowledge that have been subalternized during the past five hundred years” (22). In other 

words, these forms feature the blurring of boundaries between what was previously 

considered the Occidental and the Oriental, as well as the constant struggle for 

oppositional voices to emerge, leading to the possibility of new epistemologies being 

communicated. Here I draw upon Taylor’s differentiation of the reportoire and Taylor’s 

defense of the need to consider embodied memory as such, in the shape of spoken words, 

singing, and acts, for example, and how these consist of valuable expressions of Latin 

America (“The Archive” 22) despite their absence from the official, written archive often 

recognized by history and policymakers. Consequently, the recording of Indigenous oral 

tradition in digital format, for example, as conducted by many different communities,53 

serves the purpose of creating registers of their culture, but also the purpose of 

communicating among themselves and with the other societies.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 For an informative listing of available released recordings and their production information, the website 
by the Iandé - Casa de Culturas Indígenas lists over 30 titles, even though few of them are available in their 
virtual bookstore.   
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Moreover, if we consider the value of orality in these communities and how these 

groups are appropriating a mainly written form of communication online (such as blogs, 

forums, mailing lists), we again should return to Mignolo’s idea of new epistemologies 

and observe the confluence of both modes of expression. As described by Ong, “To learn 

what a primary oral culture is and what the nature of our problem is regarding such a 

culture, it helps first to reflect on the nature of sound itself as sound ... Sound exists only 

when it is going out of existence. It is not simply perishable but essentially evanescent” 

(32). These communities are appropriating the written technology tools available to them, 

but adapting it to their own oral traditions: I am more intrigued by the dialogue and 

process created with these new media than by the simple use of the sound recordings as a 

construction of an oral archive, as suggested by the terminology of Taylor previously 

defined. If, considering what was expressed in terms of their intermittent guidance and 

technical support on the use of those non-Indigenous tools, some Indigenous 

communities are left to explore those technologies mostly by themselves, it should not be 

a surprise that they exercise those technologies in different and unexpected ways. 

Besides, similarly to the affirmation by Western scholars that “in oral cultures a request 

for information is commonly interpreted interactively” (Ong 67), many bloggers perceive 

the online medium as a possible venue for written communication, collaboration, and 

strengthening of community ties in some of the ways the Indigenous use oral 

communication.54 Their blogging could also become an archive of what these individuals 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54 See the blog by the Aldeia Anhamandú Mirim, from the village located in the Indigenous Territory 
Piaçaguera, in the coastal region of São Paulo. Their website maintains a list of theme-related blogs, as well 
a list of community members participating and commenting on their content. Despite this intent of 



!

!

154!

think about their current social and political situation which, if not erased from a server in 

the coming decades, could remain as records of their own “border thinking” (Mignolo, 

“Local Histories” x). As Mignolo defines it, “the fractured locus of enunciation from a 

subaltern perspective defines border thinking as a response to colonial difference” 

(“Local Histories” x). Seen as a fractured location, then, this border discourse as 

characterized by Mignolo goes beyond a hybridized discourse, and is rather a voice 

produced from an ambiguous situation within hegemonic ideology (Mignolo, “Local 

histories” x), and influenced by it. It helps explain the mimicry and repetition of counter-

hegemonic practices such as the jargon and tactics used by other social movements in the 

past century, such as the syndicalists and racial groups, at the same time they appropriate 

increasingly more hegemonic media forms for their cause.   

In trying to bridge Mignolo’s border thinking with Taylor’s repertoire to expound 

these spaces as a process of debate in a semi-public arena, I find the Indigenous style in 

itself rich in breaking away from more formulaic contemporary blog production. In 

further exploring how these communities adopt tools of the written culture in order to 

create new community bounds, what is noticeable, for example, as a component of this 

style is the constant repetition of content from news articles by the communities, often 

copied/pasted from the original source in multiple blogs and association sites, as an 

attempt to inform specific subgroups, but also to give support to specific causes. The very 

concept of authorship and originality in these blog productions is often less emphasized 

than the commonality of the goal of the news shared. For example, a news article 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
maintaining a group of related readers, what the numbers of posts indicate is a gradual abandonment of the 
community: the blog maintained 12 posts in 2010, reduced to 3 in 2011, and none in 2012.  
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appeared on the struggle of an Indigenous group from Piaçagueira, in which was reported 

how they were illegally offered a large amount of money for their protected lands for the 

construction of a port. Indigenous descendants and FUNAI employees were involved in 

the illegal transaction as well, attempting to convince the Indigenous that selling the land 

was the best procedure (Rainha). When the news finally became discussed at large in the 

hegemonic media, the transaction was nullified. The article is already a combination of 

selected sources: a narrative of the struggle supposedly written by Cacique Tukumbó 

Robson Miguel, an extract from the decision by the FUNAI on the ownership of their 

land, as well as several links to videos and governmental documentation.  The same 

article was also posted by the blog organizer, Ronaldo Rainha, word-by-word, at another 

blog where he contributes, Anisp Filhos da Terra. The news article was also reprinted on 

September 4, 2011, at “Saga de uma índia Puri…,” and a blog by the Aldeia Anhamandú 

Mirim.  In this case, then, the originality of the message is not relevant, nor is its potential 

for creative expression. Instead, the discourse by one individual, which was then 

perceived as politically relevant to the whole community, was being appropriated and 

echoed by others. Consequently, in this specific case, the distinct blogs were not used to 

shape the content for a specific audience, but as a quick distribution for the article, as is 

constantly done in mass media venues. Ultimately, this kind of news sharing, which is 

not exclusive to Indigenous groups, takes away from the possibility of voicing more 

personalized (and diverse) blogging, and in facilitating the intention of the author of the 

original message. Returning again to the possibility of pinpointing the speaker of the 

original protest, its pyramidal distribution collaborates with the crystallization of a single 
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point-of-view, leaving us with the question of who the “I” producer of the message is. In 

another sense, it does serve the purpose of connecting various groups of Indigenous 

around a single perspective. However, it is also important to remind ourselves that this 

crystallization, as Michel Foucault reminded us in The History of Sexuality, is never 

permanent (334-335): and even when counter-hegemonic discourses are starting to spread 

to the outside public in hegemonic ways, another perspective can quickly usurp and 

relocate their power. Similarly, this case of repeated news triggered a debate at 

Indiosonline.com, when the same Indigenous FUNAI worker allegedly involved in the 

case complained about not being authorized to represent the institution at the United 

Nations convention (Kaiagáng), and website visitors replied by questioning her integrity 

and dedication to the cause. The confrontational comments were never censored, thus 

maintaining a more participatory aspect of the public debate, and without the blog 

organizers attempting to take a side on the issue.  

Technology has long been held out as the once and future time machine that will 

return us to our communicative origins, release us from the constraints of “mere” 

language. When forecasting the possible changes caused by technology to oral and 

written traditions in the 1960s, Marshall McLuhan hypothesized that “the communication 

of the future will be ‘tactile, post-verbal, fully participatory and pan sensory’” (McLuhan 

1964, p. 80 qtd. in Brady et al. 386), and contemporary scholars such as Brady et al. have 

attempted to pinpoint such multisensory medium in the non-logocentric traits of 

Indigenous cultures. Brady et al. use the term coined by John December of “tertiary 

orality” (387) to refer to new formats such as text messaging, which they believe present 
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features of both oral speech and written texts. In the case of online forums and social 

media groups, we can find similar characteristics to those presented by December:  the 

spontaneity of orality and the use of oral expressions in writing, as well as the 

interactivity mentioned by Ong. This interactivity could be used to describe the 

comments and feedback given by Indigenous to other Indigenous’ posts, which often 

include a greeting, sometimes in a non-Portuguese language, and many even transcribe 

dictums and expressions from their mother tongues. These interactions offer some degree 

of repetition in their support for specific political causes and are successful in 

establishing rapport in the community. Rather than relying on a “tertiary orality” to 

explain the production of blogs by these groups, however, and returning to the corruption 

news just analyzed, the extensive use of text in many Indigenous blogs has to be 

recognized: the use of text even overcomes in length what has been admitted as the 

“traditional” blog ––here using a non-quantitative (and by no means all-inclusive) sample 

of Western blogs that rely on shorter and frequent texts to keep readers captive. Their 

non-formulaic appropriation of blogs also extends to academic citations and issues of 

authorship, as mentioned previously, but which may be also a trend of contemporary 

social media and its tendency to share more than produce content. This type of 

appropriation still begs the question of voice and subjectivity, by troubling our discussion 

of subalternity, and leaving unanswered the question of who the projected “us” of the 

original post is.  

In terms of the perceived benefits of the Internet to the communities themselves, 

the discourse on the potential of this medium for self-representation and activism is 
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constantly mentioned by ethnic groups. A statement by Airton Krenak on literacy, “Tirei 

as espinhas [do peixe] e escolhi o que eu queria”55 (qtd. in Leite and Dodebei 621), refers 

to the process of eating a fish, in which the fine bones are thrown away, but the meat of 

the fish is seen as something positive, worth eating. Thus, even though the process of 

literacy is connected with Western cultures, Krenak implies that it is possible to choose 

parts of it for one’s own benefit.56 Returning to the idea in the paragraph above of cutting 

and pasting, using and sharing information by other individuals from what they 

understand as their larger Indigenous community, as well as legislation, news reports, 

images, their appropriation of the material also shares the same utilitarian attraction. As 

described in Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s “Constituents of a Theory of Media,” “it is 

wrong to regard media equipment as a mere means of consumption. It is always, in 

principle, also means of production and, indeed, since it is in the hands of the masses, 

socialized means of production” (56). Be it in the shape of content creator, distributor, or 

an active or passive audience, the possibility of creating those networks of support needs 

to be recognized.  

When observing partnerships between NGOs and Indigenous groups, a similar 

semantic choice seems to happen with both scholars and Indigenous people. It can be 

attributed to similar concerns, but its borrowing of discursive speeches should be 

emphasized as well. For example, in an online article by Geraldo Hoffman published at 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
55 ‘I removed the bones and chose what I wanted from the fish.’ 
56 It is also similar to the discourse of the Manifesto Antropófago ‘Cannibal Manifesto’ by the Modernist 
writer Oswald de Andrade in 1928. The reference is to cannibalizing the aspects of other cultures that one 
considers strong and productive, at the same time that it also consists of an attempt to resist cultural 
domination.  
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Deutsche Welle “Índios usam internet para defender seus direitos”57 (2006), obvious are 

the similar expectations by the Indigenous participating in the project and the scholars 

interviewed regarding the alleged liberating power of technology, and how the 

Indigenous perform a mimicry of the expressions used in academic texts. Some of the 

quotes by Nico Czaja, a German ethnologist who gave specialized support to the Índios 

Online portal, strongly resemble the vocabulary used by the Indigenous participating in 

the short video with the same title. His statements on the project seem to emphasize self-

expression and using the Internet as a means whereby the Indigenous can empower 

themselves. When comparing Czaja’s expectations for the project with some statements 

from Indigenous themselves, and by another non-Indigenous researcher, there are clear 

resemblances (as in the topics of community building, minority access, and the social 

weapon). In the article, the coordinators from an NGO working with Internet and 

Indigenous groups mention some of these perceived benefits:  

Speaker Perceived benefit, using their own expressions 
Ivonne Bangert, non-
Indigenous researcher 

“romper isolamento” [break free of isolation]  
“ferramenta para chamar a atenção” [tool for calling for 
attention] “comunicação entre os povos” [communication 
among people] “acesso de minorias” [access of minority 
groups] 

Coordinators 
(Indigenous, varied) 

“índios na visão dos índios” [Indigenous viewed by Indigenous] 
“resgate da cultura e cidadania” [recovery of culture and 
citizenship] 

Edilaise Santos Vieira 
(Tuxá Indigenous)  

“esse espaço uniu nações” [this space united Indigenous 
nations] “criou solidariedade entre parentes” [creating solidarity 
among “family members]  
“inserir no mundo digital” [entrance in the digital world] 

Alex Pankararu “fortalecimento com a Internet” [strengthening with the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 ‘Indigenous use the internet to defend their rights’ 
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(Indigenous) Internet]  
 
Figure 7 - Perceived Benefits of the Internet, as quoted at Hoffman’s “Índios Usam Internet” 
!

Comparing the phrases above, by the researcher and by Indigenous individuals, the 

benefits of online usage are mentioned by both groups, making them seem unanimous in 

their belief in the apparent benefits of technology for their communication and 

expression. There is a semantic borrowing in the use of the expressions, which mimics 

both scholarly and activist discourses: words such as “resgate,” “fortalecimento,” among 

others. The sentence on their entrance into the digital divide is also another version of 

what Ginsburg addressed previously. However, it is necessary to return to Spivak and 

problematize the presence of what constitutes an “authentic voice” as understood by the 

expression of these minority groups, and investigate the influence of Western scholarship 

and NGOs on defining goals and standards for the use of media by these Indigenous 

groups. As in the case of the movie workshops mentioned previously, we are the ones 

lending the tools (cinema techniques AND politicized vocabulary) in our quest for 

finding our “ideal” informant. Consider what Enzensberger reminds us:  

There is no such thing as unmanipulated writing, filming, or broadcasting. 

The question is therefore not whether the media are manipulated, but who 

manipulates them. A revolutionary plan should not require the 

manipulators to disappear; on the contrary, it must make everyone a 

manipulator. (54) 
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My concern is not only the fact that the Indigenous are borrowing the terms/tools, but 

rather if, in this process, we are imposing both our vocabulary and ideology on them in 

our attempts to help these communities.  

Another example of borrowed terminology is from a fifteen-minute short film 

called “Transformação Etnodigital” directed by the Indigenous Curupaty Abaeté 

Tupinambá of a community called Tupinambá de Olivença (as part of the Índios Online 

project). In this film, several Indigenous individuals from different communities 

(Pankararu and Potiguara) express their own impressions on the changes in technology, 

including the ability to communicate with other communities. By paying attention to the 

choice of words, what can be noticed is the intense repetition of certain ideas and 

expressions such as “technology facilitating our lives,” but never specifically mentioned 

are the changes noticed. The emphasis itself is on the benefits brought by technology, and 

how this technology is affecting them. One such example would be a testimony by Aida: 

“Eu aprendi muitas coisas, muitas coisas, para mim e para minha comunidade em 

geral.”58 This kind of speech is often repeated. “Hoje em dia as coisa mudou demais. 

Hoje em dia as moça namora por internet”59 (Maria do Carmo Pankararu). What exactly 

are they learning, then? “Este projeto mudou minha vida porque eu me tornei uma 

‘etnojornalista,’ agora eu sei dizer o que está acontecendo na minha vida”60 (Raissa 

Potiguara). This last statement is by a young woman, probably in her early twenties, but 

again without reference to specific changes. The video also returns to the trope of cultural 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 ‘I learn many things, many new things, for my community and myself in general.’ 
59 ‘Nowadays things have changed a lot. Nowadays the girls date online.’ 
60 ‘This project changed my life because I became an “ethnojournalist.” Now I know how to tell what is 
going on with my life.’ 
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authenticity, by showing traditional music and dances between the interviews, somehow 

contrasting with the technology in the testimony they are giving, but enforcing their 

thesis that it is possible to be both “Indigenous” and “digital.” This could be analyzed as 

one of the testimonials, following Beverley’s theories as explained in Chapter 2. As one 

interviewee claims, they are using the Internet to express how they feel about the 

problems they face (since in the past they had no way of expressing it) (Jamopoty 

Tupinambá). In other words, the video tries to convince other communities of the positive 

use of technology, at the same time that it also impels other Indigenous groups to 

accomplish the technological revolution the world seems so desperate to witness, as we 

discussed in the image of the “savvy Indigenous.” Perhaps this could be an instance of a 

new revolution, an attempt of this group to encourage others to use this technology in 

order to insert new strength into this social movement.  Some of these Indigenous groups 

have perceived the need to focus less on cultural videos and more on some political 

aspects, in using new media for benefiting their communities socially and economically. 

This has created discourses connected with political activity by groups emphasizing what 

some call “ethnojournalism” (“Índios Online”), a word that has grown in political 

importance among them and is often repeated. Nonetheless, despite their best intentions 

what can happen is an empty and unconvincing repetition of slogans for that alleged (and 

still in process) transformation of the new technology.  

Attempts have been made to further political education by the Indigenous using 

these tools. If the productions that focus on discussing the benefits of the technologies in 

their communities seem to somehow imitate academic and activist discourse in their 
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usage of expressions, their voice is definitely clearer in other media objects with more 

focused political goals. In terms of political immediacy and an attempt to speak up, 

Esperança indígena presents a 2-minute film by the autonomous producer Petei Xe Rajy, 

mentioned previously, with Indigenous people talking about their hopes for the new 

politicians elected in 2010. Some of the frequent issues voiced by them are concerning 

health, land, and education. This piece seems unpretentious in terms of video production 

and simple in its editing of interviews, but is useful in showing Indigenous participation 

in election debates. Considering the census claim of 1% of Brazilians as Indigenous, by 

itself that does not represent much voting potential. Perhaps locally there is significance, 

however, in terms of exerting influence on local governments directly faced with 

Indigenous conflicts. At the same time, the video is representative for showing their 

political insertion in a national debate. The fact that this video lacks examples and actual 

facts might diminish its political impact for the general audience, but their involvement in 

taking a role in the self-determination of their community sets this project apart, 

removing the participant from a marginalized locus to inclusion in a national discourse. 

As in the previous video Transformação etnodigital, it is clear the absence of concrete 

examples by the presenters makes it less convincing for an outside audience, but my own 

insistence on evidence could be considered, once more, a Western way of thinking. This 

small website by the producer had only 363 hits as of 2/21/11.  

Perhaps this perceived lack of evidence (in this video and some others) has to be 

considered a Western bias, and is mirrored in other discourses by non-Indigenous 

individuals when emphasizing the role of ICTs in the lives of these communities. The 
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director of the NGO Thydewa that supports the creation and operation of Índios Online, 

Sebastián Gerlic, points to the use of the Internet for practical purposes by these 

Indigenous communities:  “Os índios valeram-se da tecnologia para cobrar salários 

atrasados, receber merenda escolar, tirar o lixo de suas aldeias e ser cidadãos mais 

ativos”61 (qtd. in Hoffman).  Other Indigenous might say that there are similar benefits to 

these new technologies for their political struggle, as does Joaquim Maná, Kaxinawá, an 

Indigenous teacher:  

no passado era bom, claro que foi bom, mas nesse momento a gente está 

sendo pressionado, tem aquele texto, não sei quem foi que escreveu, ‘Índio 

precisa de apito’, não só de apito mas de outras de outras estruturas que 

essas estruturas podem nos favorecer dentro do nosso movimento, dentro 

do nosso trabalho, dentro da nossa economia. (“Nossos direitos”) 

in the past was good, of course it was good, but now we're being 

pressured, there is a text, but I don’t know who wrote it, ‘Indian needs a 

whistle, not only a whistle but other structures as those structures that can 

benefit our movement, within our work within our economy.  

Returning to Schiwy’s analysis of Indigenous media in Chapter 2, and the accessibility of 

video making to societies traditionally lacking literacy, and the potential of technology 

for communicative purposes, Schiwy fails to acknowledge the participation of non-

Indigenous peoples in the process of creating those products, as we have addressed 

previously in the case of Indigenous moviemaking, and in the case of the NGOs above. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
61 ‘These Indigenous people have relied on technology to collect delayed wages, receive school meals, take 
out the trash from their villages and be more active citizens.’ 
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According to Ivonne Bangert, from the Sociedade Alemã para os Povos Ameaçados 

‘German Society for Threatened Peoples,’ the Indigenous use of the Internet was a 

process of self-discovery, but also in many instances helped by NGOs (qtd. in Hoffman). 

That is the case for many in terms of acquiring computers, internet providers, and even 

governmental grants for movie making—the influence and power of NGOs in terms of 

capturing resources seems to restrict the autonomy of the Indigenous, resulting in a 

situation of co-dependency not easy to escape. Most importantly, it is not the outside 

assistance from NGOs, government, scholars, and activists that taints each project, but 

the system as a whole that does not collaborate toward the diffusion of Indigenous news, 

and the biased distribution systems that privilege cultural information and silences 

political discourses, and effectively extends a social prejudice that both desires to see 

Indigenous using technology, but is critical of successful capitalist enterprises by 

Indigenous groups as a loss of authenticity.  

 To finalize, I would like to compare three other materials produced by Indigenous 

communities in Brazil, and notice how they are working with the different political 

discourses discussed previously, as well as showing the cultural heterogeneity of their 

people. At the same time, all three express a certain concern in terms of self-

determination and the autonomy of Indigenous groups, and the role of technology in the 

process.  

The first material is connected with issues of Indigenous languages and 

knowledge and that in order to contribute to the use of their own Panará language in 

school materials, the government jobs at FUNAI for the Indigenous to work with 
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Indigenous communities often, in fact, result in working in the capital, Brasília, and 

visiting the home community only occasionally, but not necessarily going back to address 

the daily issues and concerns of the village. This reality is clearly shown in the Vídeo nas 

aldeias production O Amendoim e a cutia62 (2005), by Kiasãrâ Yõ Sâty. It consists of a 

documentary/film produced by the Panará community in Mato Grosso, showing the visit 

of a young Panará school teacher on the occasion of the harvest of the peanut crop, and 

his using the opportunity to record the ritual associated with the harvest and to educate 

the children in their native language by using their traditional folklore. Throughout the 

film, the community enacts the ritual for the shooting. In the story, the inconsistency of 

his presence at the local school also becomes clear, since part of his job is to collaborate 

with the production of schoolbooks for his community in the capital, Brasília. During the 

period of time when he is back in his village, then, he has the opportunity of sharing what 

he has learned with the community.  

The intermittent periods of absence of the schoolteacher from his community as 

represented in the film indicate, however, the problematic aspect of this inconsistent 

contribution in terms of how Indigenous knowledge is to be constructed and distributed 

in contemporary Brazil. If, in real life, this professional needs to leave for Brasília in 

order to accomplish other administrative tasks, he is reaffirming the disconnection 

between his bureaucratic responsibilities and remaining in his community to directly 

contribute towards its betterment, whereas the capitals, such as Brasília, remain as the 

sites for the production of knowledge. In other words, the “way out” of their economic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62 ‘The Agouti’s Peanut.’ 
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crisis, in this panorama, is literally leaving the community, even if it is with the intention 

of benefiting one’s own people by preserving its cultural heritage. Preservation of 

language, then, is seen as isolated from the community of speakers, but restricted to 

institutionalized initiatives lead by non-Indigenous bureaucrats. That is certainly true for 

many, and the presence of Indigenous people in the capital working together with 

bureaucrats is necessary, but a solution in terms of self-preservation to help those 

communities find economically viable solutions to survive in their inherited land is also 

necessary. In other words, and returning to the initial quote of the chapter, this perception 

of new technologies as creating globalized communities and bridging distances still needs 

to be reassessed, precisely if, in order to produce a language textbook the relocation of 

some Indigenous to the city is necessary, or, in the case of the documentary film, the 

presence of non-Indigenous staff in the village is needed. It implies that more than 

bringing multiple production places and different perspectives of knowledge and voice, 

this loci of enunciation is still consistently dependent on the presence of outsiders to 

concretize the project.  

The second example in this last section is another blog by another group of 

Ashaninkas Indigenous about a lawsuit by them against a company called 

Natura/Tawaya, protesting the biopiracy of a natural component of soap called mururu. 

On the website, they posted a link to the lawsuit, explaining their reasons and hopes. In 

this case, the company’s reliance on the image of the exotic soap as a marketing strategy 

for selling the soap returns us to Shohat’s explanation of the fascination of the First 

World (or urban world) with the exotic. The struggle for copyright recognition of 
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traditional medicines and knowledge used for traditional groups is a contested topic for 

many. Besides this post on the legal issue, their website also provides information on a 

video created by the Ashaninka in partnership with Vídeo nas Aldeias, narrating their 

struggle for self-sufficiency in growing food. After a long process of ensuring their future 

nourishment by teaching their children how to work in agriculture, expanding the 

availability of food crops in their territory to 146 different species of plants, the 

Ashaninkas have also found an outlet market for their excess domestic production. 

According to their website, those Indigenous fought for the right to become suppliers of 

the fruits and vegetables purchased by the local public school, thus ensuring commercial 

viability and profitability of their production and their insertion in the capitalist market. 

Both these examples available on their website, of the soap and of the fruit crop, indicate 

some of the uses of technology—in the first, to gain public attention for a legal cause 

involving a famous natural soap company; in the second, to publicize their video and also 

show some practical and ecologically-effective solutions for self-sustenance. Differently 

than other projects that have a more didactic function in explaining about technology and 

its potential use, this website is geared towards more direct communication and 

information.  

A last case is the blog Baniwa Online, which provides political information 

relevant to Indigenous association and self-governance in the northwestern part of the 

Amazon. It was created by Daniel Baniwa, a teacher and political leader in the 

Amazonas, and is very well updated, including proceedings of meetings of leaders, 

posting news of health laws, government spending, prizes and grants, new job openings 
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at governmental agencies, and also leading several discussions about the situation of the 

mining industry in the area.  

 
Brazil 3,096 
United States 273 
Undefined 76 
Portugal 52 
Mexico 31 
France 29 
Peru 25 
Colombia 23 
Bolivia 12 
United Kingdom 12 
Other country 130 
Total 3,759 

 
Figure 8 - Total website visits for the blog by the schoolteacher Daniel Baniwa as of the last week of April. 
 

Considering the number of visits to the website shown above, they are small in 

comparison with the over two million individuals that have visited their partner website 

Índios Online, the larger project with more funding and support. At the same time, this 

blog still has received some attention, and the fact that one of its goals is to keep readers 

well informed, as can be noticed from the coverage of the grants and laws above, 

indicates the potential social and political contribution of the blogger. Hypothesizing 

about its relative unpopularity, a list of reasons could be raised: because of its blog 

structure, its limited participation by others impacts the sense of ownership by visitors. 

Along this line of thought, perhaps Índios Online’s greatest marketing strategy was to 

frame itself as a collaborative project, in which joint participation and effort was 

essential. It also created a pyramid effect, in which each contributor brought in a different 
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audience, multiplying its readership potential. Nevertheless, the less impressive numbers 

for Boniwa’s blog do not invalidate its potential. Its clearly informative content can be 

used by different communities, but the accessibility of the material for individuals with 

less formal education is another barrier, such as the post by Baniwaonline called “Projeto 

de Resolução do Conselho Nacional de Educação que instituirá as Diretrizes Curriculares 

Nacionais da Educação Básica na Educação Escolar Indígena,”63 or the laws governing 

the inclusion of Indigenous languages and cultures in the school system, and the 

adaptation of curricular content to classrooms in the Indigenous villages.  Here referring 

to the complexity of the language used in the documents. Again, it makes us return to the 

previous discussion on Mignolo’s locus of production, and the fact that our Western, non-

Indigenous imposition on these minority groups (since many of the documents, laws, and 

materials provided by the blog were produced by the government and other institutions) 

implies their need to adapt to our bureaucratic and Western academic knowledge to 

access those grants, to benefit from those laws, and to compete for those jobs.  

In conclusion, in this chapter we have discussed relevant issues in order to 

analyze the kind of media production currently being done by Indigenous groups in 

Brazil. Most importantly, their cultural differences, as well as physical location in 

specific parts of the country will affect their Internet access. The brief online survey I 

conducted has shown some of the concerns expressed by distinct communities, including 

the fact that the so-called “digital divide” is not nearly bridged. Aside from that, their 

media production has shown different levels of influence by mainstream society in their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63!‘Resolution Project of the National Education Council which will institute the National Curricular 
Guidelines for Basic Education for Indigenous Basic Education.”!!
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discursive abilities as well as techniques. In other instances, we have also found these 

Indigenous communities appropriating the technology to suit their needs, as in Krenak’s 

reference to the fish bone, or in the case of the Suruí project with Google. In other words, 

many pro-active Internet users expressed their fascination with technology as a way to 

communicate with one another, to discuss and care for common interests and, most of all, 

to denounce unfair situations to their group. But the easy association of the Internet and 

globalization needs to be reevaluated. The village, as implied in the beginning of this 

chapter, might be “arriving” at the Internet, but the power relations emerging from this 

association are daunting: on the one hand, we might visit the online village to “consume” 

cultural products and perhaps to sympathize with political causes. The Internet arriving at 

the village, on the other hand, involves broken computers and satellite dishes, two-year 

grants with pre-requisites and elaborate reports, language barriers for job applications and 

“benefits” written in legal jargon. What many of these projects ultimately represent is a 

brave attempt to gain ground in learning how to use these tools in a context of unfair 

relations of political, social, and educational power.  
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CHAPTER 4 - MEDIA BY ROMA AND THE FOSTERING OF AN ONLINE 

TRANSNATIONAL IDENTITY 

About the expectations for the future of Roma women living in urban centers such 

as Barcelona in contemporary Spain, one informant expressed that, “I have to say that 

now young women with baby girls also think different. I think that within a short time 

children will go to school with no problem. I wish Roma girls were able to study, to have 

a degree and not to depend on their parents first, and then on their husbands. I don’t 

know, and if they ever became a widow, they would be able to defend themselves” 

(Rromia). This statement is by one of the Roma women interviewed in Rromia, a 

documentary about the lives of Roma women in the city of Barcelona, filmed in 2007.  

The documentary, further discussed in this chapter, specifically deals with issues such as 

education and work in the lives of Roma women. It was a low-budget production with 

interviews with specific women related to the protagonist and co-author, but with strong 

significance in terms of addressing relevant topics to their daily lives, and in suggesting 

possibilities of speech for this ethnic minority group. Rather than focusing on the major 

economic, political, and cultural impact of Rromia and other similar projects, I would like 

to start by focusing on small media productions that are being shared online and 

promoting mutual self-understanding among the Roma and non-Roma community, both 

locally and abroad.  

This chapter addresses the use of media for self-representation by the Roma 

community in Spain, and their process of negotiation of a local, national, and 
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transnational Roma ethnic and political identity. More specifically, it focuses on three 

distinct examples of media projects: Veus gitanes, a radio program created in the city of 

Barcelona in 2005; three theme-related documentaries dealing with the lives of Roma 

women in contemporary Spain, namely Sacais Romi (2006), Rromia64 (2007), and, 

finally, Romnia (2010); and virtual communities created using social media by NGOs and 

cultural associations, more specifically of the Facebook pages of the Secretariat Gitano 

de Barcelona and the Instituto de Cultura Gitana in Madrid, and the electronic mailing list 

called Mundo Gitano. I argue that by constructing a myriad of interconnected discourses 

on radio, newspapers, blogs, and emails, among other media forms, a variety of self-

identified Roma are working on collaging together pieces of what they consider to be 

their ethnic affiliation and identity, through multiple and constant (re)presentations of 

these communities in contemporary Spain. These are some of the questions guiding this 

analysis: 

• How does this collage of identities coexist as an ongoing process of negotiation, 

considering the tensions and exclusions created by such discourses? How do 

discourses contribute to the creation of an imaginary about this population? 

• What are some of the cultural barriers kept and minimized when affiliations are 

attempted by different groups of gitanos, such as the ones from Catalonia, 

Andalucía, or even Eastern Europe, each bringing in different perspectives of 

immediate goals in terms of cultural and social preservation? 

• Lastly, how do the relations of the Spanish Roma to communities in other nations 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
64 ‘Roma Women’ 
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and within Spain influence their understanding and performance of their own 

ethnic identity?  

By reflecting on this constant process of creating ethnic affiliations, we can observe how 

certain cultural aspects are emphasized to the detriment of others, how globalization and 

multicultural discourses affect such performances,65 and how, within the attempt to unify 

Roma groups, tensions are created, either because of the diversity of the groups trying to 

unify, or because of new power struggles created by any sort of discourse on cultural 

unity.  

 

I. Issues of Ethnic Affiliation and the Trope of an Essentialized Identity 

The process of ethnic affiliation described previously has to be understood as a 

response to several variables, including the marginalizing discourses about Roma groups, 

restricting their visibility to certain performances and scenarios commonly stereotyped as 

part of their cultures. In addition, considering the discussion in Chapter 2 regarding the 

overall absence of statistics about the Roma population in Spain, one of the causes of the 

lack of reliable information, including about the diversity within the Roma group, as 

stated by Chao and Sancho, is that, “en ningún censo, listado o registro oficial español 

aparecen datos sobre pertenencia étnica”66 (162). According to a study developed for the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 I am following Judith Butler’s definition of performances as the ways in which “social agents constitute 
social reality through language, gesture, and all manner of symbolic social sign” (“Performative Acts” 
519). Consequently, this performance of Roma identity could consist, for example, in behavioral 
associations, habits, family connections, or even the very speech act of self-defining as Roma.  
66 ‘Ethnic affiliation data is not included in any census, list or official Spanish registry.’ 
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Ministerio de Sanidad, Política Social e Igualdad,67 the explanation for the absence of 

ethnic and/or racial information on official Spanish statistics is because, “por tratarse de 

datos muy sensibles de la personas, que cuentan con una especial protección”68 (Panel 

11). Arguing that ethnic and/or racial information needs to be protected does not justify 

not collecting it mainly when other organizations indicate significant racism and social 

disadvantages faced by ethnic and racial subgroups. The absence of statistics about racial 

and ethnic minorities consequently supports to a certain extent and is one indication of 

the nationalist and assimilationist rhetoric of the governmental structure that insists on 

“minimizing” the presence of racialized groups by means of a discourse of homogeneity, 

but which has historically ruled against proper democratic participation of all its 

inhabitants. As indicated by the European Observatory for Racism and Xenophobia, in 

the years 2004-2005, immigrants and Roma in Spain suffered prejudice in searching for a 

job, renting a house, or in the educational system, based on unofficial data by NGOs 

(EFE “España discrimina”). Besides attempting to ignore racial differences in the 

country, behavioral and cultural traits also have to be reorganized in the national project. 

In the context of the appropriation of the folclórica ‘folk’ music in Francoist Spain, for 

example, for the purposes of nation-building, Jo Labanyi argues that it represented “the 

need to eliminate difference through the incorporation of the subaltern into dominant 

culture” (57), thus eliminating the visibility of racial groups. This intolerance towards 

racial and ethnic differences, although unclear in the census, can be easily pinpointed in 

racist Spanish laws, even resulting in the term the “Gypsy Problem.” The attempt to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
67 ‘Ministry of Sanity, Social Politic and Equality.’ 
68 ‘Since they are very sensitive data, thus possessing special protection.’  



!

!

176!

transform the presence of the Roma into a “problem” refers back to the Pragmatic by 

Fernando VI in 1749, when the Spanish king established a series of norms to attempt to 

completely assimilate the Roma (Hernández, García, and Martínez 87).69 This construct, 

popularized as “el problema gitano” ‘the Roma problem,’ was based on the belief that 

their habits and acts of geographically and culturally varied groups of people should give 

in to some normative understanding of being Spanish, European, and Occidental. This 

perception of Roma as a group as something to be solved by assimilation, integration, and 

homogenization has lingered into contemporary times. In fact, Kaprow, in assessing the 

non-Roma mobilization of NGOs, religious entities, and voluntary associations in the 20th 

century, indicates that the term was widely used in the assessments of these organizations 

in what they perceived to be the social and economic conditions of the Roma (“Resisting 

Respectability” 418). Thus, the “gypsy problem” might have been eliminated from 

official censuses, but remained ideologically present in state apparatuses. The same 

expression was used by the Italian prime-minister Silvio Berlusconi in 2010 when 

discussing the first round of deportations of European Roma from France, before the ones 

in Italy, and justifying that it was a common problem to all European countries 

(“Berlusconi afirma”).   

The attempts to erase the Roma from public visibility and discourse, especially 

carried out by both state and non-state sponsored persecution, have contributed to a long 

standing practice of the Roma hiding their ethnic affiliation from the general public. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
69 Isaac Motos Pérez, in the article “Lo que no se olvida: 1499-1978,” analyzes the semantic process of 
constructing “lo gitano” ‘the Roma’ during the four centuries when, based on its historical legislation, 
Spanish society focused on reducing or eliminating what was perceived as the Roma “difference” (74).  
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Persecution has included, for example, the prohibition of the Roma language during the 

16th century, and, during the Franco years, of wearing traditional Roma styles.70 

Regarding the performance of ethnic identity in this group, Juan Gamella has suggested 

that “this historic rejection by others has meant that Gypsies have become highly capable 

of cultural adaptation in settings where they have had to survive” (Gamella qtd. in Briggs 

112). What Gamella implies is the adaptive assimilation by the Roma to mainstream 

Spanish culture has been selective, incorporating certain cultural traits from mainstream 

groups, hiding specific traces of Romaness at the same time that they reveal other more 

acceptable Roma traits. This particular form of “boundary crossing”(Silverman 

“Negotiating” 261) is what Silverman uses to explain how the Roma “keep themselves 

distinct while appearing to assimilate” (“Negotiating” 273). This displaying of Romaness 

happens, then, in specific cultural contexts as well as in instances of political activism.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70 Antonio Peñafiel Ramón indicates that there were in 1766 a series of assimilationist laws, including 
discrimination for their distinct dressing habits (52-53). During the Francoist regime, Article 4 of the 
Reglamento de la Guardia Civil, established on May 14, 1943 established that: “Se vigilará 
escrupulosamente a los gitanos, cuidando mucho de reconocer todos los documentos que tengan, observar 
sus trajes, averiguar su modo de vivir y cuanto conduzca a formar una idea exacta de sus movimientos y 
ocupaciones, indagando el punto al que se dirigen en sus viajes y el objeto de ellos” ‘The Roma will be 
carefully monitored, taking care to re-examine any documents they have, observe their costumes, recognize 
their way of life and all that leads to forming an accurate idea of their movements and occupations, 
investigating where they are going on their travels and their goal.’ Later in the article, it described a series 
of stereotypes of the Roma in the 18th century: “Como esta clase de gente no tiene por lo general residencia 
fija, se traslada con frecuencia de un punto a otro en que sean desconocidos, conviene tomar de ellos todas 
las noticias necesarias para impedir que cometan robos de caballerías o de otra especie” ‘As such people 
usually do not have permanent residence, moving frequently from one point to another so as to remain 
unrecognized, it is convenient noticing all their information to prevent them from committing horse thefts 
or any other kind’ (qtd. in Hernández, García and Martínez 91).  
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Some of the media objects analyzed here emphasize cultural, political, and gender 

issues, depending on what is perceived as the most urgent goal by the group or 

association of Roma involved in its production. The Instituto de Cultura Gitana, for 

example, is very active in promoting music, festivals, and publications done by Roma 

people and about them, such as the exhibit called “Vidas Gitanas/Lungo Drom” ‘Roma 

Lives’ (Huerta) and the exhibit of paintings by Lita Cabellut (winner of one of the prizes 

given by the Institute yearly), as reported by the journalist Alberto Medina. Their 

community is very active in posting regularly new content, but the amount of interaction 

with the Facebook page is relatively small—averaging two to three comments with few 

exceptions. Returning to the ideas presented in Chapter 3 regarding the possibilities of 

these new forms of media shaping new positions of power, what many of these projects 

indicate is also restrictions in terms of the democratic potential for such tools, with some 

few exceptions. As in the case of the Indigenous communities forming new relations with 

their access to technology, specific Roma communities participating in organizations will 

find more privileged positions to engage in political activism.  

As you will notice, the objects analyzed are mostly the product of a joint effort by 

a group of individuals receiving some sort of financial assistance for production. Some of 

these projects have been sponsored by Canal 2, Consell Municipal del Poble Gitano de 

Barcelona, or the Asociación Enseñantes con Gitanos, for example. Considering that 

previous attempts at representing the Roma population, in general, were largely done by 

non-Roma, occurring in the scholarly work of anthropologists, journalists, and even non-

Roma artists, this ability to self-represent in their cultural and political diversity, even if 
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in the cases studied the effort is institutionalized, constitutes a change in their power to 

contribute to this collective cultural construction. The Roma are increasingly assigning to 

themselves the task of reflecting on their identity—either through symposia, colloquia, 

academic journals, social media, or art. But the effectiveness of such representations, 

however, will always be subjective in the sense that such judgments of effectiveness 

depend on the criteria used to gauge the goals of the representation: effective to whom 

and if the goals are political to what political goals? Here I am suggesting that these 

political goals are meant to be culturally effective to a specific sub-group or groups 

within the larger representation of the Roma. What is occurring here is complex in the 

sense that it involves distinct levels and spheres of “effectiveness,” ranging from the 

individual, to the local and the global. Besides, such representations also involve constant 

reformulation. Lastly, it is necessary to perceive that counter-hegemonic discourse can 

contribute to a social and political bettering of the lives of real individuals living through 

the effects of such discursive constructions. The collective cultural construction by Roma 

working with new media is also a response to intense hostility faced by the most socio-

economically marginalized Roma, especially those associated with negative stereotypes 

formulated throughout the centuries in Spain and in Europe in general.  

Considering the centuries-long hostility toward and rejection of this people 

throughout Europe, both mainstream society and often the group itself have contributed 

to a perception that the Roma are a united group, with an alleged common identity and 

group goals. As stated by Michael Stewart in The Time of the Gypsies (1997), 

“establishing a separation between themselves and outsiders/others and then ‘policing’ 
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the boundary were central parts of their cultural activity” (234).71 In this continuous 

boundary creation between Roma and non-Roma, their internal variations might be 

blurred, and other regional, gender, class identities precluded. From the other side of this 

divide hostility toward the Roma has taken multiple forms, as evident historically, either 

as criminal persecution or the creation of specific laws against anti-nomadic behavior, 

among others.  

Consequently, this emphasis on Roma difference is also perceived as more than a 

set of behavioral acts, but linked to an essentialized perception of their identities, such as 

in the claim by Ramón, arguing that “la cultura gitana ofrece una escala de valores 

distinta a la de los pueblos occidentales”72 (Ramón 38). This emphasis on an Oriental 

origin (supported by Angus Fraser and Ian Hancock), even though under constant 

discussion (such as by Judith Okely) (Prieto i Flores 46), has also contributed to a 

common prejudice throughout Europe in focusing on their image as exotically other, as 

an instance of, in Edward Said’s sense, the “oriental.” Likewise, it has also contributed to 

a constant reinforcement of a division between the insider/outsider, as if the Roma were a 

homogeneous group around the world. Thus, despite their increasing participation in 

mainstream Spanish institutions, Roma, either so identified by themselves or by others, 

are perceived as unwilling to accept neoliberal (or modern) values such as individualism 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
71 Charnon-Deutsch addresses some studies such as the work by Timothy Mitchell on the origin of 
Flamenco, in which the author “disputes the racial core of gitano identity by challenging the ‘legendary 
gitano endogamy’ and even the Romani source of Caló, arguing that gypsiologists have ‘always’ been 
aware of the difference of Spanish gitanos, a non-racial confluence of groups including exiled Moors in the 
seventeenth century, whose core ethnic identity is defined by their mode of life” (Charnon-Deutsch 37). 
Charnon-Deutsch criticizes Mitchell’s work in his choice of sources that leads him to question the existence 
of a Roma group (38), instead of focusing on the process of creating such social identity.  
72 ‘Roma culture offers a scale of values different from the cultures of occidental peoples.’ 
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or a capitalist work-ethic,73 which is framed as oppositional to what are seen as Roma 

values: large-family cohesion, preference towards non-institutional jobs, or even 

nomadism. Despite the rare presence of nomadic groups in the Spanish region in 

contemporary times, due mainly to legal impediments to such a lifeway, there still exists 

an image of the Roma groups as resisting the acceptance of a “Spanish way of life.” The 

question for the Roma is not just whether they can be integrated to and accepted in 

Spanish society while retaining some Roma identity but whether, in the course of trying 

to resolve this issue, the unique character of the many Roma subgroups will be or must be 

suppressed. Cazorla Pérez ponders this crux when he writes,   

una sociedad a ser verdaderamente pluralista como la nuestra ... los gitanos tienen 

derecho a la diferencia, a su diferencia, frente a la casi irresistibles tendencias que 

por otro lado fuerzan a la standarización, a la uniformización... deben 

proporcionársele institucionalmente los mismos medios que a los demás, pero 

tiene derecho a ser una nación más dentro del Estado español.74 (“Minorías” 36) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
73 Kaprow indicates that the attempt to resist becoming part of the proletariat is not exclusive to the Roma 
community, but also found in Basques (for their industrial cooperatives) and Catalans (small businessmen). 
The Roma, then, actively sought for a while non-regulated occupations, in which they had more liberty to 
organize themselves. This scholar mentions merchants in clothing trade, and sellers of antiques, among 
other occupations (400). Kaprow has a perspective of the Roma in Saragossa as nonconformist, in a sense 
not completely conforming to law and standards of propriety, at the same time that she finds that “ethnic 
organization is virtually absent from social relations: individuals rarely manipulate their ethnic role in 
dealing with outsiders or one another, but proceed, instead, on an ordinary basis of being a kin, 
acquaintances, or neighbors” (“Resisting Respectability” 402). Hernández, García, and Martínez, on the 
other hand, affirm that the majority of the Roma community suffering from marginalization did not have a 
chance or did not want to be employed by someone else, thus indicating that it was not always an issue of 
preference for self-employment (92).  
74 ‘a truly pluralistic society to be like ours ... Roma have a right to be different, their difference, compared 
to the almost irresistible tendency on the other hand force the standardization, the standardization ... 
institutionally, should be provided the same resources as others, but is entitled to be a nation within the 
Spanish State.’ 
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The most striking part of this statement is that the focus on difference is not on the rich 

texture of plurality and difference among the Roma but on reinforcing the emphasis on 

Roma as a unique nation or group oppositionally positioned within and to the Spanish 

nation (which is by itself diverse and fragmented). As in the study by Emilio Heredia 

Cádiz “La utopía de la minoría gitana o todos los gitanos somos primos,”75 based on the 

analysis of how distinct groups of Spanish Roma interpret the habit of calling one another 

“primos y primas,” thus fostering a feeling of unity (1). Contrary to this perception, as 

pointed out by Òscar Preto i Flores in his field research in Catalonia in 2007, in “Sobre la 

identidad gitana y su construcción panétnica: el caso Gitano en Barcelona,” in the period 

of the large internal migration of Roma communities from impoverished Andalusia to 

industrialized Catalonia in search for work, few marriages occurred between families of 

these different regions (174), a situation that changed with the passage of time. Thus the 

cultural difference perceived by the gitanos from different areas themselves was stronger 

during the first part of their adaptation, but gradually was overcome. Following a similar 

integration discourse that indicates a non-automatic affiliation among distinct groups of 

Roma, an interviewee declared, “yo estoy completamente convencido que el Gitano 

rumano en dos generaciones se acabe mezclando al gitano de aquí”76 (qtd. in Preto i 

Flores 175). The claim above is a response to the perceived conflict existing not only 

between the Spanish majority and the Romanian Roma, but also between the Spanish 

Roma and the Romanian Roma, conflicts that question the discourse of cultural unity 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 ‘The utopia of the Roma minority, or that all the Roma are cousins.’ 
76 ‘I am completely convinced that the Romanian Roma will be mixed with the Roma from here in two 
generations.’  
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expressed previously. Preto i Flores’ informants, then, see the adaptation of the 

Romanian Roma as still problematic for this generation of Spanish Roma, but believe that 

gradually the two groups of Roma will integrate. On April 24, 2010, a political pamphlet  

by Xavier García Albiol, a candidate for the mayorship of Badalona, a city near 

Barcelona, was distributed on the streets in an attempt to gain votes by relying on a panic 

rhetoric against immigrants—the top-right image displays a poster that reads “no 

queremos rumanos” ‘we don’t want Romanians,’ along with the words “+Seguridad” 

‘More security’ in the blue box of the pamphlet. This kind of scapegoating is not 

exclusive to rightist politicians, but also is heard among the minority groups inhabiting 

the neighborhoods of Badalona, including the Spanish Roma who feel the impact of 

being associated with the immigrant group. The distribution of this pamphlet caused viral 

reactions in online support groups, and the prosecution of the said politician was still 

being heavily debated on online networks as of June 2012, as a decision on the case 

against Mr. Albiol for xenophobia was still pending.   

Returning to the gradual integration of the Romanian Roma, as expressed in Preto 

i Flores, his informant is emphasizing a perception that the flattening to a uniformity of 

the differences between distinct Roma communities was more powerful than their 

tendency to blend with mainstream groups, or that distinct Roma cultural practices are 

more adaptable to one another than to hegemonic forces of assimilation into mainstream 

society. What he does not mention, nor did Cazorla Pérez previously, is the capacity of 

both of those cultural subgroups, Spanish Roma and Romanian Roma, to incorporate 

certain cultural practices and modify those as their own, as pointed out by Silverman 
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previously: in their case, an idealized unity can be considered a survival strategy for 

continuous affiliation, but those discourses and the relations created by such tendencies 

need to be problematized.  

Framing their identity implies making conscious and unconscious choices on how 

to portray themselves. In fact, some scholars, both Roma and non-Roma, have pointed to 

the double-identity of mainstream Roma as switching between identities and also almost 

performatic. As described by Porras, “tomorrow, to become again payo” (qtd. in 

Rodríguez 194) was a statement by a Roma when referring to his job routine. This 

individual meant that the following day he would be again at his job in a bank, having 

spent the weekend among Roma. “Payo” is the term used to refer to non-Roma, and often 

used in pejorative terms. Manuel Reyes recalled that his mother often complained that “to 

live as a Gypsy 24 hours a day is very complicated” (Rodríguez 194). In these statements, 

it is implicit that the “performance” of culture is not continuous, and often depends on the 

social context of the interactions they experience.  Not determined, however, is whether 

this play between hiding and displaying Romaness comes as a response to the 

discrimination the Roma face.  

At the same time, we also need to keep in mind that the concept of gitanidad used 

in surveys and studies needs to be problematized as well. As argued by Chao and Sancho, 

when working with school surveys on the Roma population, “estamos haciendo uso de lo 

que la gente que se pone al teléfono entiende por ‘ser gitano’”77 (168), indicating that at 

least their research (and possibly that of others) did not solely rely on the subjective 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 ‘We are using what the people who answer the phone understand as “being Roma.”’ 
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interpretation of ethnic traits by foreign others, but also on self-definition (which is also 

subjective). Thus in theory we could speak of multiple processes of being represented and 

representing themselves, which, therefore, is constantly modifying our (the non-Roma), 

as well as their own understanding of what a gitano/a is. The ambiguity of meanings of 

gitanidad is precisely what allows perpetual questioning and redefinition, making it at 

once slippery, political, and theoretically more ample. 

In sum, because of the stigma attached to Roma identities, these individuals are 

forced by the police, governmental institutions, the school system, and neighbors to adapt 

to a local culture, at the same time that they attempt to maintain their connections to their 

Roma culture. Some individuals living in contemporary Spain refer, for instance, to a 

group of “educated Roma,” currently involved in NGOs connected to Roma issues, 

identity politics, and activism, who are thus constructing new values and revisiting old 

ones.  Some of them are lawyers, politicians, university professors and public service 

workers directly involved with what they perceive as issues relevant to their community. 

They themselves are perceived by their community as a separate group for having 

overcome the stereotype of incompatibility between Roma and formal education (see 

Prieto i Flores for a detailed study on this specific value), but have attempted to prove 

how education can actually foster a stronger political project for their communities. In 

terms of the creation of a sense of solidarity, “las consecuencias de ello han sido la 

reafirmación de los propios valores frente a ‘los otros’, la discriminación de los payos 
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hacia los gitanos, y la autoexclusión de éstos”78 (Cazorla Pérez, “Análisis” 136). What 

Cazorla Pérez hints at is the active role of the Roma in that self-exclusion, even though 

caused by what they consider to be exterior motives. The problem in the reaffirmation of 

values is caused by the attempts by some more organized/dominating Roma groups to 

crystallize certain values of this Roma cultural heritage as more important than others, a 

reductionist effort that creates tensions as it tries to impose a unitary reading of a 

heterogeneous ethnic culture, and reinforces the same binaries of we/they; binaries that 

lead to a continuation of the same prejudice that the anti-discriminatory discourse 

attempts to eliminate.  

Considering the diversity of Roma living in any particular region of Spain, an 

invented tradition of “common origin” empowers the discourse a unitary identity. Typical 

of this misconception of a common and unified history and identity is the view of Botey, 

when he states that “El gitano, en efecto, tiene una verdadera cultura… tiene su visión 

personal del mundo y su modo peculiar de adaptación”79 (12). I argue that Botey chooses 

a paradigmatic (male) Roma to serve as the representation of such a heterogeneous group. 

Besides, his definition of a “peculiar way of adapting” dangerously borders on the 

idealization of a shared group of values, just as when, in order to define gypsyness, Botey 

emphasizes a common historical situation, despite cultural changes that the Roma have 

faced: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
78 ‘Its consequences have been the reaffirmation of their own values in opposition to “the others,” the 
discrimination by non-Roma against Roma, and the self-exclusion of the latter.’ 
79 ‘The Roma, in fact, has a true culture… he has his own personal vision of the world and his peculiar way 
of adaptation.’   
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 Su tragedia compartida en la dispersión de la conciencia al profundo 

convencimiento que tienen de ser un “pueblo aparte,” pero, a pesar de 

todo, “un pueblo.” Comunidad de origen y lengua común, en medio de 

ambientes totalmente extraños a su herencia india, les dan derecho a 

reclamarse como formando parte de un mismo pueblo” (33).  

Their shared tragedy in the dispersion of a conscience to deeply 

understanding that they should be “a separated people,” but, despite of 

everything, “a people.” Original community and common language, 

surrounded by environments completely strange to their Indian heritage, 

gives them the right to claim themselves as belonging to a common 

people. 

By relying on a common historical origin, this critic reproduces the same kind of 

“pintorequismo” ‘exoticism’ that he criticizes in his work, when that is found in the 

mainstream perception of Roma communities. This questioning of the problematic 

aspects of the myth of an unitary identification has been questioned by scholars dealing 

with other Roma communities in Europe, and also recently in the works of Preto i Flores 

and from a sociological perspective in the work of Paloma Gay y Blasco, but more 

analysis is missing that takes as its data the careful observation of the Spanish Roma and 

their discourses of identity. A similar result, of the reiteration of the concept of the 

simplified unique cultural group is denounced by Charnon-Deutsch in relation to the 

reinforcement of myths constructed by other academics repeating “other legends 
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borrowed from the pages of The Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society” (33) that was 

published from 1888 until 1982.  

Under the perspective of the formation of  “imagined communities” as defined by 

Anderson (6), NGOs and associations created to become ancillaries in the inclusion of the 

Roma have also contributed to a sense of group cohesion among distinct and diverse 

populations, here including Roma from different autonomous regions, and even different 

European countries. Examples of associations, among others are Asociación Romi, of 

Roma women, located in Granada; Federació d´Associacions Gitanes de Catalunya, in 

Barcelona; and the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC). Individuals working in such 

associations participate in international conferences and provide mutual support for their 

causes, as noticeable in their attempt to share information written by other groups on their 

websites, electronic mailing lists, and Facebook pages.  Thus the Roma involved in 

politics and cultural activities sponsored by governmental and non-governmental 

agencies are also part of the construction of certain forms of representation tainted by 

mechanisms of homogenization and exclusion.  

However, there are cultural practices by Roma groups that resist both processes of 

homogenization with the hegemonic national population as well as with the idea of a 

single Roma culture. For example, Saba Tesfay, when observing a group of Roma 

individuals in Romania, in “Wearing Gypsy Identity in a Gábor Gypsy Community in 

Tîrgu Mores,” points to the use of clothing as a symbolic representation of difference that 

is held against non-Roma, but also by the Gábor against non-Gábor: “This boundary 

excludes the gajes and the non-Gábor Gypsies and encompasses all those features that the 
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group appropriates, internalizes and adorns with meanings that define them vis-à-vis 

other groups” (Tesfay 4). Moreover, besides arguing that this social practice 

differentiates this specific group of Roma from other communities, Tesfay also argues 

that these symbols change periodically:  

It is not only the sense of believing in a common ancestor that makes one a 

Gábor, but all the concomitant hereditary patterns of normative behavior and the 

set of traditions. The interpretation of the past and the norms of behavior might 

change during the course of their lives, the group features they attribute to 

themselves, which are endowed with significance, might change accordingly … 

[but] the boundary remains and what counts is the power to demarcate the group 

from the rest of the world. (Roosens 1990 qtd. in Tesfay 5) 

Consequently, this same perception by Roosens in terms of the constant revolving 

significance of their difference can be applied to the Spanish context, then, and more 

research is necessary in terms of the differences existing in the cultural practices of 

gitanidad from groups residing in different areas. One example of a religious difference 

is the rapid growth of the Protestant Movement among the Roma in Andalusia, as argued 

by Manuela Delgado, referring to the cultural transformations and hybridization faced by 

these groups (59-60), which were traditionally Roman Catholic in the region. This single 

division between Roma and non-Roma, then, minimizing internal Roma differences, 

appears within the context of a transnational and politically charged discourse, rather than 

in reference to cultural projects for the benefit of the local population.  
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The political discourse that gathered strength in the 1970s was a pan-European 

Roma movement that attempted to unite distinct populations with a common ideology, 

flag, and hymn.80 As pointed out by Juan Gamella, the emphasis on this common 

ideology deemphasized linguistic and cultural differences occurring in the adaptation of 

these groups to their geographical regions (“Los gitanos andaluces” 2) and attempted to 

focus on a common origin, as posited by Botey, and on a common prejudice faced by the 

group. Returning to the idea of the Romanian Roma mentioned previously, other 

informants working in associations, rather than focusing on the hostility expressed by 

neighbors against them, perceived those differences as positive, as these informants 

perceived the Romanian Roma as displaying “traditional” and “authentic” traits of what 

they perceived to be a Roma culture (“FAGIC”). The nostalgia for certain traditions and 

romanticizing of a “lost past” working in associations is demonstrated by the visual 

material chosen for the covers used for the Catalan-based journal I Tchatchipen (‘The 

Truth,’ in Romani). The original images can be found on their website, and the covers of 

issues number 40, 52, 60, 37, and 64, for example, portray a series of old photographs of 

Roma communities: a Roma wagon, a Roma woman wearing a traditional veil with 

embroidered flowers, a group of women carrying baskets and working together, a Roma 

man with a traditional hat and a girl playing the guitar, and a last family portrait with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
80 For example, in a special edition of the newspaper magazine Presencia published from May 20-26, 2011, 
called “Dones i gitanes” ‘women and Roma,’ one anonymous interviewee claimed that “Com a símbols 
d’aquesta solidaritat internacional entre gitanos hi ha una bandera comuna, un himne, el Gelem, gelem i 
també un romaní estàndard (‘as a symbol of this international solidary among Roma there is a common 
flag, a hymn, called the Gelem, gelem, and also the standard Romani language;’ 10) 
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traditional photos as well. All these images refer back to an Eastern vision of Roma, and 

also referring to a less modernized way of living, in a series of photographs from the first 

half of the 20th century. The second set of photos I analyze here, comprised issues 46, 59, 

and 55, rely on modern art performances to illustrate what they characterize as a Roma 

identity. These covers reveal an enduring fascination with what can be perceived as 

traditional customs, or Eastern Roma, or flamenco dancers and artists, thus contributing 

to the same perception that what is visually noticeable as Roma is connected with this 

picturesque, exotic, and thus “oriental” imaginary. These images, with the exception of 

the modern Roma artist in Figure 3, all refer to past cultural practices of nomadism and 

dress codes that evoke a shared history, thus emphasizing a choice of cultural 

revitalization. I Tchatchipen is a locally produced journal with articles written by and 

about Roma internationally: it self-defines as a publication that “ofrece a sus lectores la 

posibilidad de acercarse al pueblo gitano desde una perspectiva social y cultural.”81 As 

suggested during my field research, however, it is not a production targeted at a popular 

audience, or with broad readership numbers, even among the literate Spanish Roma with 

university degrees. It was not available at the public libraries, or online. Many of the 

informants responded not having access to those volumes (Font de Miguel). The issues 

are easily available at the universities in Spain and in the United States. This insistence 

on iconic and selective cultural practices, as theorized by Williams (58), leads us to 

wonder how it would be possible to visually represent contemporary gitanos with 

obvious markers of their cultural difference, other than dancers, if that were to become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 ‘Offers its readers the possibility of approaching the Roma people from a social and cultural perspective.’ 
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the intention of the journal.  As Williams contends, “much of the most accessible and 

influential work of the counter-hegemony is historical: the recovery of discarded areas or 

the redress of selective and reductive interpretations” (59).  

 In a similar way, in terms of the use of a romanticized past to shape their 

collective identity, the social practices of a specific group of Roma in the surroundings of 

the city of Madrid have been studied by Paloma Gay y Blasco in 2001, observing how 

this group loosely refers to the “life of before” (634) This scholar observes that “they lack 

any institutionalized context where a body of myths, genealogies, or legends would be 

openly or elaborately rehearsed” (634), thus not relying “on the transmission of essences 

from the past together with knowledge of the origins and trajectory of the group” (642). 

Instead, during her research they would speak vaguely about the past, without referring to 

specific dates, names, or specific stories. This observation clashes with the attempt of 

these journals and online and offline projects to memorialize the past, such as in the 

Lungo Drom project cited previously, or an exhibit called Porrajmos, Gitanos en el 

Holocausto II, a poster project displayed online and in physical exhibits portraying the 

Roma genocide during WWII (“Exposición”). Gay y Blasco, however, in the foreword to 

the article, discusses that, as she was preparing to publish the article, she had noticed a 

more recent cultural practice among a subdivision of the group: among the group of 

Roma Evangelists she perceived an active effort to remember the past (644), similarly to 

the memory recovery projects just mentioned. This specific subdivision, as noted by Gay 

y Blasco, assert their historical origin to the Old Testament as one of the Lost Tribes 
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during Moses’s wandering in the desert (643), and interacts with other Roma groups for 

religious goals. 

 In this attempt to bring to the fore their own symbolism, many of these activists 

such as the Instituto de Cultura Gitana, the Fundación Secretariado Gitano, and the 

TernYpe (International Roma Youth Network) are using their online presence to 

highlight their history and their presence in Spanish society, not in marginalized urban 

spaces commonly attributed to economically disadvantaged populations, but in newer 

spheres that have social significance, such as universities, NGOs, and the government, for 

example. These middle-class, educated Roma, by highlighting their ethnic origin, help in 

breaking with some of the stereotypes about poverty, even though recreating other 

traditions, such as those newly acquired symbols of ethnic affiliation mentioned 

previously. In fact, the slogan of a recent educational campaign was “gitanos con 

estudios, gitanos con futuro.”82 As Williams maintains, “the effective establishment of a 

selective tradition can be said to depend on identifiable institutions” (59): therefore, their 

attempt to gain support and to create new institutions that would espouse their political 

and cultural goals is another step against reinforced discourses and anti-Roma practices in 

contemporary Spain and its Autonomous Communities.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 ‘Roma with education, Roma with a future.’ 
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II. The Project of Pan-Romaness  

Pushing in the opposite direction from the reinforcement of a unique Roma 

identity, whether of the local family, national subgroup or Pan-European Roma identity,83 

there is still an emphasis by hegemonic society on discourses of assimilation and cultural 

integration. These are situations in which ethnic minorities are faced with the dilemma of 

improving their standard of living by foregoing their perceived traditional heritage and 

emphasizing a non-Roma identity for the sake of integrating into neoliberal, mainstream 

society. Stepping back into the larger frame of this dissertation, a link can be seen 

between these two larger ethnic groups, of Brazilian Indigenous and Roma, in how 

minority groups facing intense discrimination eventually are forced to learn the skills to 

navigate both cultures, their own and the majority culture, shifting back and forth 

between the two and, as Stuart Hall would argue, recreating the one and then the other, as 

neither are stable. Cultural identity, as proposed by Hall in “Cultural Identity and 

Diaspora,” is a  

matter of “becoming” as well as of “being.” It belongs to the future as 

much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending 

place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, 

have histories. But like everything which is historical, they undergo 

constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some 

essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous “play” of history, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 I am avoiding the word “clan,” because of the numerous arguments against its use and the negative 
connotations associated with it. For a more detailed analysis of the patronymics used among these families, 
and against the existence of lineages among those communities, refer to David Arias’ “Modern Gypsies: 
Gender and Kinship among Calós from Catalonia.”  
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culture and power. Far from being grounded in mere “recovery” of the 

past, which is waiting to be found, and which when found, will secure our 

sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the 

different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the 

narratives of the past. (394) 

This attempt to recover and emphasize a common identity by distinct Roma sub-groups 

serves the purpose of empowerment, and it also contributes to rewriting a common 

history of oppression and marginalization. But Hall’s assertion reminds us to consider the 

interplay of historical events and contemporary identities, and how past and present get 

articulated in shaping cultural identifications. Moreover, in the case of minority groups, 

how do they articulate national, regional, gender, race, and ethnic identities 

simultaneously, forging then common identity projects? As pointed out by Dimitrina 

Petrova in relation to the Roma, they are seen currently as “a continuum of more or less 

related subgroups with complex, flexible, and multilevel identities” (qtd. in Herakova 

281), and their coming together as “a unified transnational Roma identity is sometimes 

contested and seen as a political assumption more than anything else” (Herakova 281). 

Moreover, Herakova adds that “the historical construction of Roma’s marginal social 

status as national citizens seems to have affected the historical construction of a 

transnational Roma identity … for the Roma, discrimination is (largely) a national 

experience, while the antidiscrimination effort has more transnational dimensions” (280). 

Herakova uses the term “national,” but in the case of the Autonomous Regions in Spain, 

and because of their legislative and administrative differences, regional experiences will 



!

!

196!

vary widely. These allegedly clear boundaries between the national and transnational are 

precisely what needs to be questioned: as in the case of the journal I Tchatchipen, the 

images of cultural significance, musical influences, sense of affiliation, and even their 

religion cross those boundaries, as do people. It is true that there is a noticeable 

difference between the national and the international experience of the Roma, not only in 

terms of discrimination and antidiscrimination efforts, but also in the social class of the 

people involved in the spheres in which these discourses happen. National and 

international experiences feed on one another, and are not mutually exclusive.  

This disarticulation between lived Roma identity and the construction of 

discourses about Roma identity is not new in this area of study. Colin Clark, reviewing 

Wim Willem’s In Search of the True Gypsy (1997), describes Willem’s criticism of the 

emphasis put by Heinrich Grellman on the Indian origin of the Roma, as opposed to 

emphasizing how their identity was constructed inside Europe, and how the Roma suffer 

the influence of the academic research as to their origin. That is, what Willems denounces 

as “paper Gypsies” are the mere inventions of scholars such as Grellman,84 George 

Borrow85 and various other figures from the historical world of Romani studies, like the 

Gypsy Lore Society (Clark 82). But whether the studies of their origins and culture might 

have generated new meanings and fueled a political discourse, their lived experience, as 

argued by Mbembe previously in regard to the African experience, cannot be taken for 

granted as imagined prejudice or merely minor social practices of exclusion. Clark puts 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
84 Dissertation on the Gypsies (1807). 
85 Borrow’s The Zincali: An Account of the Gypsies in Spain was published in 1841 in England, based on 
the experience of this Englishman’s travels.  
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the issue this way: 

To be clear, certain academics may be unsure about the “true” ethnic 

identity of those we “know” as Romanies and Gypsies, but the racists who 

harass them and the governments that deport them are clearly not so 

uncertain about who “they” really are … they [the ‘recovered’ identities] 

filter down into the wider public arena and have real implications for those 

affected. (83) 

Whereas discrimination is more closely experienced to different degrees and in different 

forms on a personal and everyday basis by the poorer populations living in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods such as La Mina and other suburbs of Barcelona, the antidiscrimination 

effort is being conducted by a group of educated intellectuals and public figures who are 

trying to give a new dimension to the continental perception of this group of people. This 

does not mean, though, that discriminatory practices are not part of the international 

agenda of Roma politics, or that the effect of the internationalization of the Roma cause 

by the educated elite will not affect the lives of those individuals locally.  

The dislocation of the educated voice from the direct experience of 

marginalization itself is not new or unique. Our notion of subalternity, as claimed by 

Spivak decades ago, is again tainted by the realization that the subaltern, once more, is 

not speaking. Moreover, those who do take it upon themselves to speak in the perceived 

terms of the subaltern may not be accurately representing the real concerns of the 

subaltern or addressing those from whom the oppression actually originates. Issues of 

power and knowledge, as Foucault speculated, can also contribute to this dislocation: 
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formal knowledge has a role in defining the new power structures formed within the 

Roma communities, even when focused on the common goal of letting the 

disenfranchised speak. There are power relations involved in the choices leaders have in 

defining what is to be considered gitanidad—and the structure of power that grants that 

privilege. Questioning such relations has been undertaken by Charnon-Deutsch: “Is it 

elitist to pit definitions of ethnicity based on modern sociological theory that speak ‘for’ 

the Roma against self-definitions by the subjects who are the interested parties but who 

do not have access to elite Western methodologies?” (38). The answer would be 

affirmative: it is just as elitist to deny them a space to express themselves (here following 

Mignolo’s understanding of the privileged locus of enunciation and the power created by 

such discursive privileges because of their lack of training in Western methodologies) as 

it is elitist to deny the creative potential of Indigenous cinema because of non-compliance 

with Hollywood standards of film-making, or denying the value of any minority groups 

speech because of non-standard use of the official hegemonic language. Nevertheless, 

when the Roma do articulate their discourse and promote their cultural choices, the issue 

of subalternity is again relevant. 

The continental project of the Roma such as the transnational Romawoman 

project, or the TernYpe just mentioned, as perceived by Herakova, implies the formation 

of a transnational community, resembling the project of the European Union and also 

implying maintenance of multiple identitarian connections. What this argument lacks is 

the perception of the artificiality of a political project such as the European Union: as 

scholars such as Harvey and Spivak have argued, despite increasingly globalized 
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economies, national borders are not to be extinguished as part of a neoliberal project. 

There may be fluxes of capital and commodities (and perhaps cheap labor), whenever 

demanded by the economic system (Harvey, “Neoliberalism” 66; Spivak, “Borderless”), 

but restrictions and impediments for migration, products, and even information, will 

possibly never cease. What the recent forced removal of Roma camps in Italy and France 

in 2010 shows, as did the online protests on Twitter by Roma defense groups, is that the 

emphasis on open borders for European citizens is also a failed project due to diverging 

economic opportunities within the European Union. In other words, the concept of a 

common affiliation among distinct regions is a project politically and economically 

envisioned by the European Union, a Western fantasy as previously discussed in relation 

to the Indigenous, but which has already failed in terms of inclusion, especially for ethnic 

groups that have faced hatred for centuries. As Frank Johansson, Chair of Amnesty 

Finland, indicates in terms of the distinct treatment given to the Roma within Europe, 

“We wanted a Europe without borders. But we clearly do not want freedom of movement 

to apply for those who are without means. Instead of addressing the fact that Europe is 

half-built and should be completed, we simply criminalize them for being poor” (qtd. in 

Björkqvist). Here lies the contradiction inherent in the neoliberal discourse supporting 

globalization and capital flow, which at the same time applies new restraints to the 

movement of minority groups.   

As a political project, the organizational struggle of the Roma continentally 

gained impetus in the 1970s, leading to the development of associations and venues for 

increased agency and communication from within the community. It is also connected 
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with this attempt to self-represent as described by Nicholae Gheorge, a Romanian Roma 

activist founder of the Roma Center for Social Intervention and Studies, who addressed 

the need for art done by Roma individuals to represent themselves at the 2007 Biennale 

in Venice. The works were selected to create a Roma Pavilion based on the reasoning that 

if “the representation of Romani identity is a process of ethno-genesis which involves the 

Roma self-consciously playing with their identities, then perhaps we must recognize that 

constructing effective representations involves the artist as much as the scientist or 

politician” (Gheorge qtd. in Junghaus). Even as we acknowledge Edward Said’s 

contribution to our understanding of how the West constructs and dominates the East 

through its discourses (5), it is necessary to go beyond that understanding and to also 

recognize the possibility of agency by the Oriental in framing themselves for specific 

political and cultural purposes—here disregarding whether their origin from India is 

accurate, or if their difference and configuration as a group is a consequence of their 

centuries of social practices, as discussed by Willem in his critique of the Indian origin 

thesis of Grellman. Moreover, certain scholars would claim that the internationalization 

of the problem—whether it has a true international dimension or not as it affects the 

actual lives of Roma—is nothing more than a strategy by certain Roma leaders and 

NGOs to gain attention for the Roma cause: “the idea was that the more grandiose and 

non-border-confined the problem, the larger its chance of receiving international support” 

(Herakova 283). This way, “the idea of a common Roma-ness becomes a Roma activist 

tool” (Herakova 283). The problem with a common Romaness is that, in the simplicity of 

its conception, it must be grounded in an ethnic identity bordering on the racial, therefore 
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making it easy to attack and exclude those who are not identified with such an identity, 

especially in the racially charged context of 21st century Europe. Returning again to the 

concept by Benedict Anderson of “imagined communities” (6), I argue that this particular 

vision of Roma identity depends upon what Herakova defines as “a politically 

constructed Roma transnationality as an ethnic community” (Herakova 284), herself 

drawing upon Anthony Smith’s definition of ethnic community in The Ethnic Origins of 

Nations (1988) as depending on “possessing a myth of common descent, common 

historical memories, elements of shared culture, an association with particular territory 

and a sense of solidarity” (Smith 9). The belief in the importance of a transnational 

movement relying on an essentialized origin is also mirrored inside the Spanish 

institutions: Sergio Rodríguez, from the Secretariado Gitano mentioned previously, stated 

that “antes dejarán de existir los Estados-nación que los gitanos, porque son flexibles y 

adaptativos” (qtd. in Batalla). This statement is lacking in the perception that nation-

states, as previously analyzed by Aretxaga in Chapter 2, are also adaptive and subjective, 

thus possibly not ceasing to exist despite the supposed difference erasing effects of 

globalization.  

Besides, another problem that needs to be address resides in the fact that, as 

Horváth contends, an “exclusively ethnically-based Romani politics would result in 

further isolation of Romani people in an ethno-genetic political ghetto.” First, it is 

necessary to question the possibility of such a political movement becoming exclusively 

organized by Roma individuals, considering the high number of non-Roma working in 

the cultural centers and associations in the city of Barcelona, to draw an example. The 
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selection method for working at such institutions does not rely solely on ethnic 

affiliation.86 At last, even when the presence of the Roma is not questioned, the honesty 

of such institutions might be under scrutiny:  

El problema de nosotros son los gitanos que nos lleván, el que el gitano 

tenga una asociación es bueno, por que habiendo asociaciones tiene que 

haber federación y si hay federación tiene que haber confederación para 

que el 7% del irpf de los trabajadores, no se pierdad en el camino y no selo 

lleven el secretariado gitano que no hace nada de nada, que solo hacen 

calendar el sillon y que no se lo lleven a quellos que…87 (Jimenez).  

Moreover, in terms of a transnational attitude towards Romaness, this political movement 

has to be understood as modifying the perception of the Roma themselves towards this 

grandiose project of cultural unification, which by itself has to be problematized. This 

movement also tries to shape the attitudes of others towards the Roma by using symbolic 

language and by resting on the belief in the reality of a symbolic culture. In Barcelona, 

for example, the emphasis in the offerings of courses of Romani language represent such 

interests, as do some of the neighborhood associations in Barcelona, as with the 

publications of some materials in Romani by the Unión Romaní, or the Summer Courses 

on Roma Culture promoted by the prestigious Universidad de Alcalá de Henares: this 

attempt to recreate some fluency in a language that has not been spoken in the Spanish 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 The Fundación Secretariado Gitano, for example, maintained in 2011 that 40.8% of its employees are 
gitanos (“Informe” 30). 
87 ‘Our problem is the Roma who lead us. That the Roma have an association is a good thing, because by 
having associations we will also have a federation and if we have a federation there needs to be a 
confederation so that the 7% of the IRPF of the works does not get lost on the way and so that the 
Secretariado Gitano, which does absolutely nothing, since they only know how to warm their seats, so that 
it won’t be taken by those that…’ 
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territory for generations consists in a series of top-down decisions to construct the basis 

for a common cultural understanding, a common cultural affiliation that would strengthen 

this transnational movement. Language restoration is universally seen as a key 

component in cultural preservation, as a tangible aspect of cultural tradition that tends to 

pop-up in these kinds of processes. Whether and how those attempts can be fruitful needs 

further questioning. Perhaps the difference rests in some associations and projects 

concentrating more on political decisions that deal with the kind of harsh prejudice 

noticed by NGOs working with deportation laws, whereas local agencies are 

concentrating on alleviating other more local burdens on the daily lives of the Roma, 

such as job preparation support, housing, and school adaptation.  

 

III. The Case of Multiculturalism in Catalonia 

As pointed out by Shohat and Stam, media can catalyze multicultural affiliations: 

multicultural aspects, then, need to be articulated in intellectual terms with a critique of 

colonialism and racism, as well as other forms of stratification—race, class, gender, 

sexuality and nation (7). Similarly, Naficy and Gabriel question the “equality” of 

multiculturalism (1). In Catalonia, as compared to Eastern European countries such as 

Hungary and Romania, where overt racism is constant, a more subtle prejudice can be 

found, as analyzed by Montserrat Ribas: “there is seldom expression of overt, blatant 

racism, but a more moderate, often indirect expression of a number of familiar 

xenophobic stereotypes and prejudices” (qtd. in Dijk 31). This perception of the so-called 
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subtlety of racism in Catalonia is not backed up by locals, who claim it results in real and 

tangible effects: disadvantages in a job search, in police profiling, and ill treatment by 

landlords and by school teachers. As in the case of the Indigenous groups discussed in the 

previous chapter, the factual changes are often hard to measure, even though tangible: 

according to Antonio Algaba, in “La discriminación en el acceso al mercado de la 

vivienda: las desventajas de la inmigración. Novedades y permanencias,”88 the Roma 

community is the ethnic group suffering the most when attempting to rent an apartment, 

for example.  

Moreover, cultural groups, such as the NGO SOS Racismo, have also denounced 

the many overstated discourses on multicultural acceptance and tolerance by distinct 

regions, such as Barcelona, as superficial and implicitly racist, as indicated by Dijk. He 

focuses not on overt racism of the extreme right wing, but rather on racism of 

contemporary public discourse consolidated by the upper class and embedded in 

legislation and regional nationalisms, such as in Catalonia. He also indicates strong 

criticism of political correctness, or the growth of larger sections of the population 

questioning that discourses on equal treatment and non-prejudice are overly receptive and 

tolerant, and that harsher policies on immigration and social policies are needed (34). 

Despite the prevalence of racist discourses connected to immigration, NGOs and 

institutions focus on how Roma individuals do not enjoy the full benefit of inclusion—

and in some communities it is common to find verbal attacks against the Roma and the 

fact that they are not seen as integrated yet. Despite the linguistic similarly of Spanish 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88 ‘The discrimination and the access to the housing market: disadvantages of immigration. Novelties and 
permanencies.’  
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Roma and that many consider their culture to be adapting into mainstream culture, their 

sense of separateness is still clearly apparent, as indicated in the observation by Algaba 

on the difficulty of finding an apartment to rent because of discrimination as discussed 

previously.  

In Catalonia, additionally, there is a celebratory—though superficial—acceptance 

of multiculturalism by government, institutions, and the people in general, but restricted 

to certain aspects of the Roma culture and the culture of other immigrants. Dijk also 

suggests that the discourse on otherness in Spain has in contemporary times substituted 

the Roma for the image of the immigrant  (15), even if still connected with the Romanian 

Roma. In practical terms, this scholar points out that the policies of both major political 

parties, the Partido Popular (Conservative and Christian) and the Partido Socialista 

Obrero Español (Center-Left), contribute to the continuation of racism in practices that 

influence immigrants and minorities (“Elite Discourse” 19). The question always returns 

to the number of immigrants, with the implication that there are always too many. 

Policies are created based on a panic discourse on immigration, relying on the political 

influence of nationalist conservative groups. In Spain, besides separate “peripheral 

nationalisms” within each autonomous region, there exists a “tendency to oppose 

multiculturalism, multilingualism, immigration or any other way ‘national unity’ or 

cultural or linguistic homogeneity are seen to be threatened” (Dijk 25).  The prejudice 

against immigrants in Spain and in other European countries is also connected to the 

socio-economic status of the individuals, since work migrants are the focus of policies. 

The attempt to restrict the entrance of immigrant workers occurs by relying on a 
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discourse of defending the resources of the country. Moreover, as discussed by Stam, 

clarifying on a previous debate by Fredric Jameson’s “Third World Literature in the Era 

of Transnational Capitalism,” these internal differences within the Spanish context, and 

even within the European continent, should make us question the simple notion of a 

Third World division, which is often articulated in contexts of anti-immigration: “The 

notion of ‘three worlds,’ in short, not only flattens heterogeneities, masks contradictions, 

and elides differences, but also obscures similarities. The first-world/third-world struggle 

takes place not only between nations but also within nations” (Stam, “Eurocentrism” 

218). Similarly, Mike Featherstone in “Localismo, Globalismo e Identidad Cultural” 

discusses the development of third cultures, or transnational groups that share similar 

ideas and behaviors, at the same time that the government also defines an emphasis on 

maintaining certain cultural traits and traditions that can be marketed for their symbolic 

impact (19). !

In the Spanish case, we are referring to an economically complex notion of First 

World, a country that is a member of the European Union but having within it striking 

internal differences in terms of industrial development, income, and even social quality of 

life. A similar position is defended by Carrillo when claiming that “el tercer mundo vive 

también dentro de nuestras fronteras, no sólo viene de fuera”89 (96), what Charnon-

Deutsch defines as a kind of “internal colonization” (22), or that certain ethnic and 

geographical groups will be socially constructed as having inferior status in a society, 

thus excluded from certain protections guaranteed to its other citizens. This situation of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89 ‘The Third World also lives inside our borders, it doesn’t only come from the outside.’ 
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exclusion also implies a passive acceptance by the majority, even if justified through an 

ideology of economic class division. As a result we find that many sub-groups of Roma 

and Indigenous, despite their geographical differences, still occupy inferior de facto 

citizenship—even when their nationality is not contested. As Mignolo claims, modernity 

and colonial discourses are intertwined (“Local Histories” 50), and through the 

“emergence of border thinking” can lead to the questioning of First World epistemology  

(“Local histories” 93). Thus both Indigenous and Roma within each specific country, 

despite their geographical differences, occupy an inferior status, one as a Post-Colonial 

subject, the other as a pre-national diasporic people that has never been accepted as 

Europeans.   

The multiculturalism position is ultimately a new discourse of exclusion, a fiction 

erected to benefit the dominant majority especially in the urban context. As suggested by 

Sharon Zukin when analyzing cultures in city spaces, “culture... has become a more 

explicit site of conflicts over social differences and urban fears” (137). What theorists 

remind with the notion of a Fourth World is that, in the American continental case, the 

lived experience of Native peoples in post-colonial societies is still very divergent from 

those of Third World descendants of whites. There are internal differences and struggles 

within nations as referred to by Stam previously. In Spain, similarly, the regional 

differences will imply another layer of variation, and within the minority groups such as 

the Roma, even though they live in nicer neighborhoods if their diaspora led them to 

Spain in a pre-nationalist period, their presence and classification as Europeans/nationals 

is still contested by others. As Zukin explains, for capitalist reasons, cities have been 
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investing in “cultural consumption... and the industries that cater to it fuel the city’s 

symbolic economy” (137). The emphasis on multiculturalism, thus, occurs on a 

superficial level of producing commodities and attracting capital, rather than as part of a 

process of true inclusion, in an acceptance of difference as exhibited by minority groups. 

Zukin can help us understand the contrast between the symbolic and celebrated image of 

Barcelona’s multiculturalism and the prejudice denounced by many of the Roma, as is the 

appropriation of Roma music. What persists is the fear of the immigrant, at the same time 

that the multiculturalist position is consumed which focuses on something different. Also, 

it could be argued, their struggle against discrimination is further weakened by that de-

emphasis that masks the existence of real (even though, perhaps, subtle) discrimination in 

that society.  

The incorporation of Roma culture in a state-sponsored event as a larger process 

of appropriation of Roma culture within a discourse of multiculturalism is the featuring 

of Roma music. About this matter, and in relation to the role of music in the 

representation of Spanish (not only Catalonian) Gitaneidad ‘Romaness, Alberca García 

examines the incorporation of the flamenco into the mainstream discourse of cultural 

symbols in the period of the Transition after Franco and in the 1980s and 90s, pointing to 

the role of flamenco in establishing an image of difference for the Spanish culture. As she 

claims, “La configuración de una imagen de España para la democracia: Juventud, 

vanguardia y tradición, para seguir cumpliendo y perfeccionando dicho papel tradicional 

es importante reforzar las marcas de identidad que lo han configurado tradicionalmente 
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como país exótico dentro de Europa”90 (192). Following Theodor Adorno, for Alberca 

García what would distinguish the flamenco as an art form from that music as a 

commodity is this music style as being produced precisely for an ‘industry’ of flamenco. 

I will first address the flamenco as a signal of cultural difference, before the issue of an 

industry per se. The study by Alberca García observes the epistemological changes in 

flamenco throughout the 20th century by cultural elites or even by the government, 

showing how different groups used flamenco in an attempt to represent the exoticism of 

their culture (180), even if, by doing so, they acquired the label of being pre-modern. 

Despite the connection of the flamenco of Barcelona as being closer to the worker class, 

this style, even in Barcelona, is borrowed by the elite who decide what gets included in 

mainstream culture and who do so in order to forge an image of cultural diversity that is a 

marketing point in selling Barcelona as a tourist venue at the same time that other aspects 

of Roma cultural complexity have been found to be better left ignored or, what is worse, 

attacked. 

This changeability in the value of a minority’s cultural product is supported by 

Agustín Vega Cortés, from the Associación Opinión Romaní, when he analyzes the 

change in the market for flamenco music, but also in emphasizing how the Roma 

themselves perceive the value of the flamenco for their ethnic identity. As in the images 

on the covers of I Tchatchipen, as analyzed previously, besides the state appropriation of 

those images, this is a process to which the Roma themselves contribute. Based on the 

popularization of Roma artists such as Camarón de la Isla, Diego El Cigala, and José 
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90 ‘To continue fulfilling and perfecting this traditional role it is important to reinforce the identity marks 
that constituted it traditionally as an exotic country in Europe.’ 
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Merced, along with an increasing popularization of this style in mass media, Cortés 

claims that “el flamenco ha entrado en una nueva etapa en la que cada día crece el 

número de aficionados y adeptos tanto en nuestro país como fuera de él y está muy 

presente en los grandes escenarios de España y del mundo.”91 The popularity of these 

artists is seen as positive, connecting to a bettering of mainstream perception of Roma 

people. Cortés claims that it has, however, created  

“la industria del flamenco”, por parte de personas no gitanas, … que son 

apoyadas por unas instituciones políticas guiadas muchas veces por 

intereses ajenos a la música y con frecuencia impregnadas por prejuicios 

racistas, están provocando una desgitanización del flamenco profesional… 

los interpretes no gitanos … están recreando un nuevo flamenco 

desprovisto de la fuerza intuitiva y verdadera ... y los gitanos nos 

quedaremos sin la más importante insignia de nuestra identidad 

colectiva.92  (My emphasis) 

Cortés suggests that flamenco is facing a period of strong popularization, but that this 

dissemination is being done by others, non-Roma individuals. First and foremost, this 

vision seems to imply that the consumer tastes and the music market would be 

completely controlled by non-Roma political institutions, and thus institutions are 

pushing this change for racist reasons. This specific reference is not clear.  It is necessary 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 ‘Flamenco has entered a new phase in which every day the number of fans and followers grows in our 
country and outside it, and this music is present on the great stages of Spain and of the world.’ 
92 ‘The “Industry of flamenco,” by non-Roma people, most of them with a clear animosity toward Roma 
artists supported by political institutions often guided by interests other than music and often permeated by 
racial prejudice, are causing professional flamenco to lose its Roma traits… non-Roma performers … are 
recreating a new flamenco devoid of the intuitive and true strength... Roma would be left without the most 
important insignia of our collective identity.’ 
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to address the possibility of resistance to interpretations of hegemonic power even from 

the music market, as Néstor Canclini does in “From the Public to the Private: The 

‘Americanization’ of Spectators”: “mass audiences are more diversified and complex 

than is assumed by those who divide them into the educated and the entertained” (120). 

Rather than maintaining this binarism of level of education, as Canclini suggests, 

consider how individuals, regardless of their educational status, are involved in the 

process of creating media for communicative activism. At the same time, I acknowledge 

that, in an attempt to commodify certain music styles to a national and international 

audience and make them more acceptable for the general consumer taste, it is inevitable 

that some products will be, to a certain extent, “watered down,” by eliminating specific 

social themes, or by limiting the appearance of Roma artists. The success of such a music 

industry cannot be determined solely by political or market decisions. As Adorno says, 

“the culture industry itself could scarcely exist without adapting to the masses” (“The 

Culture Industry” 99). Consequently, rather than thinking of the industry of flamenco as 

an anti-Roma movement coming from a top-down pattern from institutions and the media 

to influence the consumers, there is an on-going process of adaptation of the industry to 

the masses, at the same time that the latter are also influenced by the industry. As pointed 

out by Canclini previously, the art industry is not a hegemonic force imposing styles on 

the subalternity—there are gaps of resistance and unpredicted variety in the demand for 

the treatment of “historical themes or contemporary social problems” (“From the Public” 

122).  
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The reference made by Vega Cortés previously to “political institutions” refers to 

the role of the government in cultural production. On this same topic, a second concern 

would be the influence of larger structures such as governments and markets in 

influencing how the performance of identity is reshaped or selected. Thus, in “The 

Politics of Folklore in Bulgaria,” Silverman observes, “some minorities are discouraged 

from displaying folklore which conflicts with the image of a national unity…. In these 

cases, not only religion, but also ethnicity is seen as detracting from the image of national 

unity” (56). Such a process was also discussed by Dijk before, in terms of the existing 

autonomic regions and the attempt during the Franco regime to create a unified image of 

“Spanish culture.” Moreover, governments have a role in influencing what kind of 

folklore is incorporated into a national culture through financial sponsorship or what she 

calls “examples of selective preservation and directed innovation for cultural and political 

purposes” (Silverman, “Politics” 60). In terms of the Roma, they are one of the ethnic 

minorities in Spain offering resistance to this image of national culture and are thus 

erased from visibility, except for the rare cases when their cultural items are domesticated 

and incorporated by mainstream culture. In terms of influencing the market, Silverman 

shows how “musical tastes and aesthetics are shaped by the ensembles because of their 

high visibility…the international public become more accustomed to hearing the newer 

ensemble style and, thus, public taste is molded” (59). A similar situation was 

demonstrated in Chapter 3 in the case of the films produced by the Indigenous 

communities and the use of standard cinematic techniques by those moviemakers: as a 

consequence of their traditional Western training, using commercial documentaries for 
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such training. The style of a minority’s presentation of its own identity, is thus to a 

certain extent influenced by mainstream market interests for the national and 

international public. 

In addition, this discourse on governmental and market influences on the culture 

industry has to be problematized in terms of the power of resistance and adaptation of 

minority cultural groups. As pointed out by Alberca García, even though there is a 

scrutinizing of the popularization of flamenco in the country, there are still margins for 

minority and regional differentiation: “El significado que tiene el flamenco en Barcelona 

es bastante diferente del que tiene en Madrid, ya que allí ha sido asociado 

tradicionalmente con la cultura andaluza, charnega, que es la cultura de los emigrantes 

trabajadores. Su significado en Barcelona está más cargado de simbología étnica y 

marginal en el sentido de clase”93 (195). Despite the class difference implicit in the 

flamenco in Barcelona, as noticed by Alberca García, the performance she mentions in 

the Olympic Games and at the April Fair also indicate the acceptance of flamenco into 

both cities as part of the hegemonic culture, even though selectively choosing a specific 

Roma artist, Peret, the greatest name in rumba catalana. The song performed was called 

“Gitana hechicera” ‘Roma witch.’ 94 Thus, again, we could argue that his presence in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
93 ‘The meaning of the flamenco in Barcelona is very different from that of Madrid, since it has been 
associated there with the Andalusian or non-Catalonian culture of the migrant workers. Its meaning in 
Barcelona is more charged with ethnic and marginal symbology in the sense of class. In spite of this, the 
fact that Peret sang in the ceremony of the inauguration of the Olympic Games, or that the April Fair in 
Barcelona received attention from a multitude of Catalonians is commented on today by the critics as an 
unusual political-cultural happening] 
94 “Ahí está esa hechicera gitana/ con su poder te llenará de ilusión. / También cambiará tu vida / pues sus 
hechizos son buena suerta,/ salud, amor y fortuna / si se lo pides con devoción. / Gitana hechicera. / 
Hechicera gitana. 
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those performances shows an opening of the majority of culture to what was before a 

style of music and performance deeply inscribed with marginal and ethnic symbology, or 

rather, what has occurred here is a selective choice of the style in order to incorporate 

items from it that would be non-threatening and possible to insert into hegemonic culture, 

but still giving that hegemonic culture an appearance of diversity. As Harvey makes clear 

in Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography, “if claims to uniqueness, 

authenticity, particularity and specialty underlie the ability to capture monopoly rents, 

then on what better terrain is it possible to make such claims than in the field of 

historically constituted cultural artifacts and practices and special environmental 

characteristics” (404-5)? There exists an attempt to set the Spanish difference apart from 

other countries of Europe, even if romanticizing and restricting the Roma presence to a 

limited number of certain cultural aspects. Consequently, there is a connection with the 

neoliberal project based on the competition for investments and tourists in terms of “the 

power of collective symbolic capital, of special marks of distinction that attach to some 

place, which have a significant drawing power upon the flows of capital more generally” 

(“Spaces” 405). As claimed by Harvey when analyzing the preparation of Barcelona for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
romántica reina. / La que nos parió. (estrofa siguiente) Ella tiene poder, / ella tiene poder, / Barcelona es 
poderosa, / Barcelona tiene poder.” ‘Here is this Roma witch/with her power she’ll fill you with 
illusion./She will also change your life/because her spells mean good luck,/health, love, and fortune/if you 
ask her devotedly./ Roma witch,/Roma witch, romantic queen./That gave us birth. (Following stanza) She 
has power,/she has power,/Barcelona is powerful,/Barcelona has power.’ Notice the recurring theme of the 
bewitching woman, here working as a metaphor for the city of Barcelona itself. The Roma witch and the 
enchanting Barcelona are presented together in a parallelism, so that the latter is feminized. One interesting 
point is that Peret became the most famous among his contemporaries practicing the same style, 
popularizing it in Spain and internationally. The song is of his authorship, and the performance represented 
his own culture in such a way that it did not seem conflicting with a superficial image desirable for such an 
international, celebratory act.  
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the Olympic Games, “los rasgos distintivos de Barcelona empezaron a desaparecer” 

(“Entrevista”).95,96 Albeit precisely as a response to this homogenization he refers to there 

is an attempt to bring the Roma culture to restore the difference of Barcelona, or at least 

the Roma difference as perceived in flamenco music. In this case, not only is Barcelona 

represented as multicultural and inclusive, but it is also bewitching.  

Another example of how the dominating culture has incorporated the culture of 

the Other when deciding to incorporate the history and culture of the Roma people is in 

the Spanish educational system. In the last decade, there has been an emphasis on the 

symbolic flag, the International Roma Day (April 8th), the language Romani, and the 

motto “Gelem, Gelem,” also written as Gyelem, or Dzelem, or “We will go on.” This 

emphasis is increasingly taking place inside the classroom as perceived contributions of 

the cultura gitana. My question while examining such materials remains constant: what 

else could be taught in the classroom that could lead to a truly engaging understanding of 

these people, if that is possible, without relying so much on symbols chosen to represent 

them? How to change social prejudice in Catalonia and Spain, beyond a superficial 

acceptance of a date, flag, and a song? Should not the recognition of their cultural 

contribution to the country in cultural and ethnic terms, be connected with their de facto 

citizenship and participation in a society, before recognizing them as a unified other, now 

armed with and identified by a flag and an international day? Perhaps the repetition of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95 ‘The distinctive traits of Barcelona started to disappear.’ 
96 In an interview during The City from Below Conference in March of 2008, Harvey explained the 
changes in the city in preparation to the Olympic games (“David Harvey”), and his personal impression that 
Barcelona “no tardó en convertirse en una ciudad bastante monocultural … Barcelona se ha convertido en 
sosa y neoliberal” (‘did not take long to become a very monocultural city… Barcelona became boring and 
neoliberal,’ “Entrevista”). 
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these “foundational myths” carried out by Roma leaders themselves has reinforced the 

same kind of essentialization performed by the non-Roma. Not all schools have accepted 

these so false myths yet, and there is still more work needed for convincing school 

teachers to rethink their stereotypes. Thus the struggle to get those symbols recognized 

can potentially lead to improvements in different areas as with the attempt by Enseñantes 

con gitanos to promote their projects of cultural awareness.  

The ongoing concomitant and paradoxical process of the flamenco and the Roma 

symbols in the educational system simultaneously showcases and erases the presence of 

Roma individuals and some aspects of their culture. Charnon-Deutsch describes this 

effort as part of the process of nation-building, as “dominant groups construct 

marginalized ethnic groups simultaneously as diseased members of a body that should be 

if not amputated at least quarantined, or, conversely, as exotic assets to some imaginary 

pluralist society” (11).97 If we consider the urban history of this population in Barcelona, 

a physical quarantine can be seen in the photograph below.  The photo shows some of the 

Roma population of the beach of Somorrostro in 1975, before their removal during the 

gentrification of their living spaces in the 1970s. This population, then, was removed (or 

“quarantined,” as Charnon-Deustch reminds us) to isolated areas lacking infrastructure, 

an urban process discussed by Harvey in “The Art of Rent: Globalization and 

Commodification of Culture.” In a related case Harvey describes the changes on the 

waterfront in a later period in preparation for the 1992 Olympic games, which is relevant 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
97 Cazorla Pérez, back in 1978, analyzed marginalized groups in Spain, and pointed to the “gitanos” as 
having been excluded for their physical, historical, economic and cultural differences, thus resulting in an 
“imposed endogamy” that maintained their difference still more tellingly from other Spaniards (“Análisis” 
120). At the same time, he also indicated the historical effort by Castilians in maintaining their lineage and 
difference from the Roma population.  
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to the earlier removal of the Roma from several shantytowns in the previous decades, as 

“gentrification removes long-term residential populations and destroys older urban fabric, 

and Barcelona loses some of its marks of distinction. There are even unsubtle signs of 

disneyfication. This contradiction is marked by questions and resistance. Whose 

collective memory is to be celebrated here?” (“Spaces” 406). This attempt also existed 

previously in the case of the barraques in Montjuïc and El Carmel.98 Even though life in 

the shantytowns was not exclusive to Roma populations, noted has been the 

predominance of Roma in many of these areas, at that time located in the peripheries of 

the city (Walker and Porraz 8). As the metropolis grew and urban planners decided on the 

need to gentrify neighborhoods that were gradually becoming more central areas, more 

families were relocated into what would become even further out peripheral 

neighborhoods.  Besides, as Harvey reminds us, capital impels “urban restructuring 

through ‘creative destruction,’ which nearly always has a class dimension since it is the 

poor, the underprivileged and those marginalized from political power that suffer first 

and foremost from this process” (“The Right” 16). Harvey draws upon Haussmann’s 

example, in which Haussmann “deliberately engineered the removal of much of the 

working class and other unruly elements from the city centre, where they constituted a 

threat to public order and political power” (“The Right” 16).  As a result, these minority 

groups were targeted in an attempt to decrease their visibility in an increasingly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98 For a more detailed account of the establishment of the shantytown in Montjuïc in 1929 and its later 
gentrification attempt, please refer to Henri Lefebvre and the Spanish Urban Experience: Reading the 
Mobile City, by Benjamin Fraser.  
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commodified space, and specifically targeted were the Roma populations, despite the 

continuous symbolic appropriation of their culture by official discourse.   

 

Figure 9 – Somorrostro (Barcelona), 1975. Photograph by Joan Vidal i Ventosa. Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona. 
Reprinted with permission.  
!

Their relocation was not solely an issue of social assistance, even though many of 

them did receive better housing. In the case of the elimination of the slums in MontjuÏc, 

in 1964, for example, for the construction of the amusement park, Maricel Parc, they 

were moved into the Southwest area of Besòs. One of the problems, then, was as 

described by Mercè Tatjer and Cristina Larrea in Barraques: La Barcelona Informal del 

Segle XX: “Així doncs, s’atorgava un pis per barraca, sense tenir en compte que en molts 
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casos a cada barraca hi vivia més d’una família”99 (138-139). The fact is that many found 

their local housing to be adequate—after their own investment (economic and personal), 

and that their relocation to other housing was indeed forced.  This was the perception of 

someone who was relocated: 

Con el tiempo fuimos mejorando y reformando la barraca; primero el suelo, 

el techo, el agua, la pica, la cocina de gas... Y ya teníamos la sensación de 

que nos íbamos a quedar allí toda la vida cuando de golpe nos dijeron que 

nos íbamos a un piso y se nos abrió el cielo porque pasar de vivir en una 

barraca a un piso es como pasar de la noche al día ... Cuando llegamos y 

vimos que los edificios eran solo de dos plantas, pequeños y con el techo de 

cartón cuero, y encima tenían delante una gran charca de agua llena de 

ranas y mosquitos... Allí no se podía estar ... Pues te iban dando los pisos 

por barraca. Te apuntabas y entonces venía el señor Mensa y te decía: 

“¿Cuántos viven en esta barraca?” Pues vivimos dos matrimonios.100 (140) 

As indicated, those families affected by the Plan de Eliminación de Chabolas, including 

many Roma families, received housing in peripheral, non-equipped new neighborhoods. 

The changes themselves did not imply an improvement for all families: many did not 

receive appropriate housing, and there were even deaths caused by inadequate apartment 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
99 ‘So one apartment was given per slum house, without taking into consideration that more than one family 
lived in each slum house.’ 
100 ‘Eventually we got better and reformed the slum house: first the floor, roof, water, sink, gas cooker ... 
And we felt that we were going to stay there forever when suddenly we were told we were going to an 
apartment and was as if the sky opened because for us to move from a shack into an apartment is like 
changing from night to day ... When we arrived and saw that the buildings were only two-floors high, 
small, and with cardboard ceiling, and in front of it there was a large pond of water full of frogs and 
mosquitoes ... We couldn’t stay there ... Well, they traded each shack for an apartment. You would sign up 
and then Mr. Mensa would come in and say: “How many live in this hut?” Well, here there are two 
different families [couples] living here.’ 
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structures. What this indicates, then, is that this urban renewal was not an attempt to 

provide social assistance to the individuals living in the chabolas (slums) such as in the 

photo above, but rather to remove them from visibility in the central places of the city of 

Barcelona. In fact, most of the neighborhoods where they were relocated were, 

technically speaking, outside the urban limits. The relocation conducted in the 1970s is a 

pattern not exclusive to that time period. Here we need to notice that the process of 

elimination is still taking place, and affecting their presence in those neighborhoods. 

Returning to the image of El Vacíe actresses in the introduction, performing the play by 

García Lorca and becoming very popular, while at the same time that the return to their 

houses in the slums after the tour, their segregation in marginal (in both senses—at the 

edge and of low quality) urban areas is still a reality. The attempt to create the radio 

gitana, for example, works to foster connections between those distanced populations—as 

is the case of the Indigenous in distant villages using electronic mailing lists and blogs to 

connect and learn more from one another. Using new media the Roma of Barcelona both 

work against urban marginalization and resist isolation. The administration can easily 

relocate the population living in the traditional neighborhoods to newly formed 

neighborhoods distant from the city center by, while their cultural imaginary is 

maintained and commodified by the media. They are either quarantined, as specified by 

Chardon-Deutsch, or transformed into an exotic asset in cultural representations.  
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IV. Media Potential and Support Groups 

To illuminate our discussion on media production about cultural identity in an 

increasingly transnational context, it is helpful to consider Appadurai’s definition of the 

five dimensions of global cultural fluxes: (a) ethnoscapes, (b) mediascapes, (c) 

technoscapes, (d) finanscapes, and (e) ideoscapes (“Disjunctive” 296). These are distinct 

fluxes of ethnic groups, media, technology, capital, and ideas, connecting different spaces 

and groups of individuals. Consequently, the intensification of Roma conferences on a 

transnational scale, for example, represents not only a flux of people belonging to an 

ethnic group, but also of the ideas that they will share across their borders. In the case of 

Roma media, much emphasis comes from other similar institutions in other countries, 

creating a strong support group among themselves. This viewpoint of Appadurai’s also 

brings to the discussion issues of power and privilege, even if within the distinct groups 

of Roma themselves.  In this process led by some Roma individuals to represent more 

faithfully their identity as a group, some of Roma heterogeneity will eventually be 

deemphasized, according to the selection process for involvement in those activities. The 

question is whether Roma media usage can achieve their larger goals, individually or 

collectively: to stand up against injustice, to become self-reliant in economic terms, and 

to show their “cultural difference” even as difference is expected to justify policies 

specific to certain cultural minorities.  

 In terms of the first goal, as in fighting stereotypes, it is clear that the Roma have 

long been and continue to be scapegoats when attention focuses on social problems, for 

the alleged poverty or criminality of the Roma is usually emphasized. As stated by Juan 
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de Dios Ramírez-Heredia, in ¿Periodistas contra el racismo? La prensa española ante el 

pueblo gitano 2008-2009,  

“Gitanos”, “clan familiar gitano”, “joven gitana”, “secuestradores 

gitanos”, “madre gitana”. Así lo leímos en casi todos los periódicos, lo 

oímos en casi todas las radios y lo vimos en casi todas las televisiones. 

...se hunden bajo sus pies esfuerzos sobrehumanos por hacer posible la 

convivencia entre unos y otros, por tender puentes de acercamiento entre 

“payos” y gitanos. 101 (15)  

One way to see more clearly the extent of this persistent negative view of the Roma is to 

look at the statistics created by the institute Unión Romaní, which checks the content of 

news articles published on newspapers dealing with Roma issues. The attempt of this 

publication is to police the newspapers nationwide, and denounce those cases in which 

the journalists seem biased toward reinforcing negative stereotypes. In 2008, 81.54% of 

the articles published were neutral in tone, whereas in 2009 only 51.59% of them were 

neutral. This increase in ostracism has been pointed out by many as a consequence of the 

difficult political and economical crisis faced in the country. Consequently, this kind of 

stereotyped representation in both 2008 and 2009, by focusing on the criminalization of a 

whole ethnic group rather than individual actions, helped deflect attention from more 

important issues such as the unemployment rates, at the same time that it justified the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
101 ‘“Roma”, “Roma family clan,” ”Roma Lady”, “Roma kidnappers”, “Roma mother.” We read it in 
almost all the newspapers, we hear it on almost all the radios and we see it on almost all the television 
channels. And when facing such reiterations of identifying the aggressors with the Roma community, one 
feels sinking under one’s feet all the superhuman efforts to make possible the coexistence of the one and 
the other, all the efforts to create connections between “payos” and “gitanos.” We should make this 
completely clear: there are good and bad people everywhere and all virtues, just like defects, are not a 
unique heritage of any particular human group.’ 
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laws and violence perpetuated against the Roma. By focusing on certain acts of violence 

perpetrated by minority groups, it also deliberately takes our attention away from the 

systemic violence that Slavoj Žižek defines, drawing upon Etienne Balibar, as “inherent 

in the social conditions of global capitalism, which involve the ‘automatic’ creation of 

excluded and dispensable individuals from the homeless to the unemployed” (11). This 

group of excluded individuals seems to also include both immigrants and unwanted 

others, such as the unassimilated ethnic minorities non-confirming to a capitalist mindset.   

Some attention has been given to the fact that the Roma community and its 

members or, at least, the middle-class Roma community participating heavily in 

organizations and institutions directly related to this ethnic group, have increasingly been 

using technology to communicate amongst themselves. According to Teresa de San 

Román, this process of organizing themselves politically started during the transition 

from the 1960s to the 1970s, el asociacionismo (“Entre la marginación” 219). It was part 

of a larger continental movement among Roma involving the creation of NGOs and 

continental conferences and meetings, as previously discussed. Despite this mobilization, 

however, scholars such as San Román point out that the regular Roma, the gitano de a 

pie, at that time were not usually directly involved in such organizations (219). Thus, it is 

noticeable how these institutions are working in two different spheres: first, there is a 

much more politicized European movement that attempts to receive formal recognition 

by the United Nations in terms of legal rights, whose aim is to consolidate a transnational 

Roma movement and which bases itself on a symbolic common history. The second 

sphere is working at a more basic level, focusing on stimulating education among the 



!

!

224!

Roma community, training for the job market, and trying to promote the inclusion of the 

Roma in the neighborhood itself.  As one Roma in a long Facebook discussion stated, 

when trying to find a solution for what they perceive to be the inactivity of the NGOs and 

associations working with the Roma causes,  

La asociación tiene que asociar a los gitanos de base y dejar que sean los 

gitanos de base los que marquen el camino, y no constituirse en una 

organización paternalista que dice representar a los gitanos sin tenerlos en 

cuenta y que al final se convierte en el medio de vida de una familia a base 

de recibir subvenciones sobre las que no han de rendir cuentas a nadie.102 

(Heredia) 

The following case studies attempt to show how these two spheres intermingle, and how 

the Roma in Spain are using media to resist certain assimilationist discourses at the same 

time that they are attempting to create a helping community on a transnational scale and 

to fight for what they perceive to be inferior European status in the countries inhabited by 

them. What is illuminated in all these efforts is the artificiality of the concept of 

citizenship, since they are rhetorically and institutionally denied a space in those 

societies.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 ‘The association should connect to the Roma on the base, and let the average Roma decide the way, and 
not become a paternalist organization claiming to represent the Roma without taking them into 
consideration, which, in the end, becomes a way to support a single family by receiving grants that won’t 
have to be reported to anyone.’  
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V. Cases of Internet Use and its Political Potential 

The question that initially frames examination of Roma use of the Internet is to 

what extent Internet activism can be strong and effective. Andy Merrifield, in a political 

commentary connecting “the right to the city” (Lefebvre 1968), online social media, and 

political activism, suggests this: 

The politics of the encounter can mediate between the lived and the 

historical; it can overcome the inertia of apparent mass and individual 

powerlessness. Active affects somehow replace passive affects; people 

start to recognize a “singular essence,” especially humiliated and exploited 

people, who encounter one another not always directly, but through a 

mode of relating to the world, through unstated forms of solidarity. (17) 

In this piece, Merrifield reviews Clay Shirky’s Here Comes Everybody and Shirky’s 

optimistic perception of the power of social media for social movements. Merrifield, 

rather than supporting such view, questions the efficacy of social media in producing real 

political activism employing Malcolm Gladwell’s critique of social media in the political 

context. As Gladwell sees it, weak connections are the online ones, as opposed to the 

strong type of activism that can be found in political rallies, for example. Gladwell’s 

position is that even though protesters would support online causes, the amount of 

commitment of time and effort needed for social change would be more than that. 

Ultimately, Merrifield argues for the utility of the online and for the possibility that 

online and offline activism can become “an illicit rendezvous of human bonding and 

solidarity, a virtual, emotional, and material topography in which something disrupts and 



!

!

226!

intervenes in the paralysis” (19). Merrifield impels us to rethink the use of new 

technologies as both supporting political activism and as a translocal and albeit volatile 

media for overcoming geographical separateness and offering resistance. In the case of 

the Roma, as we will see, this engagement at a local level has resulted in social projects 

being conducted by and/or related to women, but which are discussed and shared across 

borders.  

Keeping in mind the connection between what urban theory has taught us in terms 

of capital and political activism, Harvey described this interaction between citizens and 

the urban space, appropriating it as their own, as follows: 

The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban 

resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city. It is, 

moreover, a common rather than an individual right since this 

transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power 

to reshape the processes of urbanization. The freedom to make and remake 

our cities and ourselves is, I want to argue, one of the most precious yet 

most neglected of our human rights. (“The Right” 4) 

Consequently, these urban projects that try to appropriate parts of the city, such as 

neighbors who improve their own neighborhoods, for example, and resist removal from 

one section of the city to another can be a first step in this process of autonomy.  This 

collective power, which Harvey reminds us of, can even take the mundane form of 

providing classes for professional training in the neighborhood centers or in the videos 

created by independent, beginner filmmakers about the lives of their neighbors. 
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Moreover, those projects that allow for the participation of these groups like the Roma 

will allow for some say on how the governmental resources will be allocated, to whom 

they will be distributed, as well as the increased sense of belonging and a decrease in the 

sensation of powerlessness. Some elderly Roma from La Mina, for example, expressed 

having collaborated alongside the police of the neighborhood to fight drug trafficking. 

Other Roma from Granada recorded a video on their fight to take all their children to 

school on rainy days. Such efforts are, albeit small, example of self-governance, many of 

which use media as a resource for empowerment, and the consequences those media 

products might have for the affiliation and self-definition of those groups are important. 

To give some background information about the use of Internet in Catalonia, and 

how Internet usage might contribute in this definition of group bonding, Castells et al. 

conducted an analysis of the usage of Internet, social structuration and subsequent 

exchange (233). In terms of how individuals from this autonomous region used the 

Internet to connect with others, Castells et al. points to the Catalonian society as “a 

territorially rooted culture, family-oriented, and with highly dense networks of strong ties 

in social relationships, [which] builds networked sociability on top of community and 

kinship as the predominant mode of social interaction” (247). Their study indicates the 

use of the Internet as a support for communication among pre-established offline 

community and social groups. Moreover, they found the Catalonian society not to be too 

involved in online political participation, except among some groups (244). Despite the 

apparent low involvement of Internet users in political issues, as claimed by Castells et 

al., the authors affirm that the Internet has a political use by groups using it to discuss and 
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reaffirm their Catalonian identity as their national identity (in contrast to the dominant 

officialdom of Spain) is an entrenched feature of Catalan society, a society that has 

preserved its own language and culture throughout history in spite of suffering centuries 

of linguistic and cultural repression from the Spanish government, at least between 1714 

and 1980” (241). Consequently, the Internet is perceived as a tool for communication 

amongst these groups when facing the need to reinforce that particular identity. The 

situation for the Roma community within Catalonia is not different. They also work with 

these multiple dimensions of identity; those who consider themselves “first Roma, second 

Catalonian, third Spaniard,” as repeated by two of my informants, demonstrate how their 

ethnic identity and family ties (within the Roma community) are central to a complex 

identity. It is a product, a consequence of a series of activities that alter identity. Their use 

of the Internet for their political projects is characteristic of how “studies on the uses of 

the Internet have shown that people adapt the Internet to their needs and projects, rather 

than submitting to the logic of the technology” (Haythornthwaite and Wellman qtd. in 

Castells et al. 239).  

Similar to the process of formation of online communities among distinct 

indigenous ethnicities through the Internet in Brazil, some Spanish scholars, such as the 

anthropologist Mayte Heredia, have noticed that, despite its language and origin 

differences, a recent increase in Internet use, which has also led to the formation, 

according to the activist Santino Spinelli, of “Ciberfamilias gitanas locales, unidas no por 

el linaje, sino por preocupaciones compartidas y afinidades”103 (qtd. in Oleaque). Thus, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
103 ‘Local Roma cyber families, united not by lineage, but by mutual concerns and affinities.’ 
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the perspectives of both Heredia and Spinelli imply the political need for action for the 

Roma community, and that the access of these Roma activists to technologies and media 

products offers relatively easy and inexpensive access for spreading information that has 

helped the campaign, reaching out to Roma individuals across the continent and 

internationally. 

One such use of technology for sharing information relevant to their community is 

the mailing list “Mundo_Gitano,” an open-entrance mailing group created in November 

of 2001, currently having 359 members (as of 4/6/12). I will focus on four different 

examples of messages in Spanish sent out by members to this community, all four related 

to the use of Internet as a tool for connecting those individuals. On June 13, 2011, a 

message was sent out with the following subject line: “Gitano de a pie, ¿gitano 

representado?”104 The message suggested that some of the interests of the regular Roma 

are not being emphasized either by the existing NGOs or by associations. The author 

claimed that 

veo asociaciones hablando de integración para buscar subvenciones por 

que eso vende pero en realidad ¿qué queremos los kalos? Creo que seguir 

siendo kalos… Cuanto más aleje a mis hijos de esta sociedad paya mejor. 

Que sus famosas libertades solo traen divorcio e hijos dejados, o ancianos 

en el asilo… a la hora de la verdad no somos españoles, o argentinos 

somos gitanos para los payos rroma para nosotros. 

I see associations talking about integration in order to ask for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 ‘Common Roma, ¿Represented Roma?’ 
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[governmental] subventions because it’s a selling point, but, to be honest, 

what do we, kalos [Roma] want? We want to continue being kalos… The 

more I can isolate from this paya [non-Roma] society, the better. Because 

their famous liberties only bring divorce and abandoned children, or 

elderly in foster homes… at the time of truth, we are not Spaniards, or 

Argentinians, we are gitanos for the payos, and Rroma for ourselves. 

Ultimately, the message ended with a message in Romanó-Caló. Obviously it is the 

personal manifestation of one self-identified Roma who expresses some concerns 

common in other mailing lists and social media messages. But the perceived difference of 

family values is mentioned, as well as a clear claim that integration is not desired. It also 

points to a separatist attitude that reproduces a discriminatory posture of hegemonic 

culture. The message also indicates a discord between the average Roma and the 

associations that are leading such political and social projects. Similar protests also 

occurred recently on Facebook, by certain individuals accusing some associations of 

having financial interests, such as in the statement analyzed previously on the privileges 

given to specific families. Most postings by Roma individuals, however, are not that 

critical in terms of the associations or their objectives. At last, as discussed in Chapter 3, 

how the Roma use the Internet and other technologies for communicating their political 

and cultural ideas raises questions on how power structures and new relations are formed. 

A distinct concern expressed in another message, entitled “Ciber espacio 

gitano,”105 is the accessibility and availability online of information related to and by the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
105 ‘Roma cyberspace.’ 
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Roma. At the same time, it also returns to the idea of a society apart. The author writes, 

“Me gustaria crear un portal como google pero gitano, un barrio virtual como Second 

Life donde se reunieran la rromipen donde los sentimientos de nuestro pueblo darian 

calor a la autopista de www”106 (“Ciber espacio”). “Internet Superhighway” was an early 

nickname to the Internet, and Second Life is a virtual world for social and educational 

uses, among others. It is interesting that the same concern about creating a Google 

platform specific for their ethnic group was also expressed by some of my informants 

with the Brazilian Indigenous or of creating an Indigenous Google. This concern of 

creating a search engine specific to the interests of their communities indicates that 

information relevant to their causes might not be gaining enough attention, or is harder to 

browse for amid such diversity of non-ethnic related content, or with information biased 

against their communities. This attempt, though, is still problematic because it relies on 

further detachment from a bigger and more plural debate.  

A third message is related to the linguistic concerns of the community, and 

language’s potential value as a community bond. The message had as subject “La lengua 

rromani en España siempre la nota pendiente,”107 and it was sent on June 13, 2011 and 

discussed the need for the Roma to create more resources for their language to be 

learned: “En España la lengua rromani sigue siendo una causa olvidada, para el gitano 

español que quiera aprender su lengua sera algo casi imposible, no hay material en 

español, hay estupendos materiales en otros idiomas pero ninguna asociación los traduce, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106 ‘I would like to create a portal like Google, but only about the Roma, a virtual neighborhood such as 
Second Life where we could collect the rromipen (Romaness), where the feelings of our people would 
warm the superhighways of WWW.’ 
107 ‘The Rromani Language, always an unresolved issue.’!
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algun curso de tres meses máximo.”108 The author ultimately raises the possibility of 

using the Internet for making those language materials more available to the Roma 

community across Spain, and even in creating some online courses in Romani. This 

attempt to recover the communicative value of Romani among the Spanish Roma is part 

identitarian, but also a communication strategy with other Roma across Europe. Lastly, a 

fourth selected message indicates this attempt to share information about Roma people in 

other countries, and it was sent on October 5th, 2011, with the subject of “Jorge Emilio 

Nedich (Gitano Argentino).” The message promoted a video by the Argentinian Roma 

writer Jorge Emilio Nedich. In this YouTube video, the writer discusses the similar 

prejudice faced by his people in both Europe and in Argentina, and the lack of policies 

directed to protect his people in South America. 

Overall, these four distinct messages express different concerns, but are all 

connected with the idea of preserving some behavioral aspects of their culture, as well as 

strengthening their political ties with other Roma across the world. The message about 

the language and the video on the shared suffering in Argentina reinforces this feeling of 

commonality amongst themselves, despite the geographical distance and that Roma in 

Spain are pursuing a shared sympathy toward other Roma. They are also using it to 

express their worry about the priorities and the agenda of some of the institutions that are 

created to represent and care for their interests. We can also argue that these networks are 

also used to promote opportunities for their people, as in the messages discussing job 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
108 ‘In Spain the Romani language is still a forgotten cause. If a Spanish Roma desires to learn his or her 
language it is almost impossible. There isn’t material in Spanish; there are incredible materials in other 
languages, but none of the associations translate it, [there are] a few courses lasting three months at the 
most.’ 
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opportunities, such as “Call for Applications: Youth Response to Xenophobia and 

Racism in Europe,” which offers grants for projects throughout the continent. The main 

challenge of such a communication outlet seems to be low readership when compared to 

other media outlets, and that the participation in Spanish by the local population also 

seems to be decreasing. In fact, the majority of posts in the present time (Spring 2012), 

despite being high in numbers, seem to be more limited in terms of the diversity of 

people posting.  

It is also worth noticing how the English language is increasingly being used in 

such communities, pointing to an increasing internationalization of their concerns, but 

also restricting access in terms of the audience inside Spain. In the case of the listserv 

“Mundo Gitano,” even though targeted at providing information to the Spanish-speaking 

Roma community, recently most of the messages have been heavily in English. When the 

mailing list was created, the first 40 messages from November 2001 to June 2002 were in 

Spanish. If we compare that to the online activity at this point, of the last 40 messages 

sent from April to June 2012, only 8 were in Spanish, many of which were reposted from 

partner affiliations in other nations, thus excluding the possibility of participation (or at 

least comprehension) by those not fluent in English.  

Besides the use of mailing lists, which are more directed to enrollment in a 

specific open group with specific participants, and tend to have longer messages with 

more political content than other social media, it is also important to address the use of 

other platforms among Roma, NGOs, and the outside audience. Inside Facebook, for 

example, we can find the Instituto de Cultura Gitana, a public cultural foundation with 
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national influence. Its Facebook community currently has 5,897 people following it (as of 

4/2/12).109 El Secretariado Gitano de Barcelona, a different institution, has 2,438 

followers, targeting specifically the population of the city, but with followers from other 

regions and even abroad.110 Another group, the Fundació Secretariat Gitano de 

Catalunya, however, just joined this program in October of 2011, and as of 4/2/2012 is a 

page with only 21 followers, which means that their capability of reaching a larger 

audience has yet to be built, and that a small minority of the Roma population is involved 

in such projects. The Fundació Secretariat Gitano de Catalunya, for example, is an NGO 

member of a nationwide Fundación with the same name in Madrid, Extremadura, 

Cantabria, Linares, and Campo de Gibraltar, and despite its newness to social media, it 

has historically been working with the real community since 2000. One of its main 

contributions is a series of programs to train and employ Roma people, working 

alongside partner businesses in finding internships and permanent jobs for the individuals 

trained.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
109 The Institute itself is fairly recent. It was created in 2006 and presented by the then Minister of Culture 
Carmen Calvo, with the goal of eliminating the prejudice against the Roma and “de contribuir a su plena 
integración, y que tendrá a su cargo el cuidado de la cultura y la lengua romaníes” (“contributing to their 
full integration, and it will have as its responsibility to watch for the Roma culture and language,” “Nace”).  
110 The institution itself was created in 1965 by the Archbishop of Barcelona as part of the Secretariat 
Pastoral, but currently works independently. 
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Figure 10 – Poster for the campaign “El empleo nos hace iguales”111 by the Fundación Secretariado Gitano from 
2007-2009. Reproduced with permission. 
 
The Fundació Secretariat Gitano de Catalunya website has been used as a place for 

distribution of their campaign material, making all the posters and other publications 

available for public use, download, and sharing, thus consisting of a venue for the 

strengthening of the Acceder program, the goal of which is to fight prejudice in the 

workplace against the Roma community.  

 One peculiarity of social media created by these groups is the possibility of 

sharing information more easily across similar-interest associations. Their 

interconnection results in active group members sharing content across distinct Facebook 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111!‘Jobs makes us equal.’!
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Pages, thus intensifying their advertising power and activist results. It is a kind of 

surveillance done by educated or middle-class Roma as more active contributors, some of 

them posting political and social content in such virtual communities. For example, these 

participants recently organized themselves regarding a recent case of prejudice by police 

officers. The police recreated a crime scene at a public school and the individual role-

playing the thief imitated a Roma accent in June 2012 (“El Concello”). Because the 

Fundación Secretariado Gitano has not yet pronounced itself on a decision to press 

charges against ethnic prejudice (“El Concello”), several Roma participants in those 

communities are recruiting volunteers to write letters of protest. Meanwhile, they are 

sharing the news and also criticizing the associations supposedly working for the Roma 

causes who are not taking a stance. It is also noticeable that individuals who often post 

political commentaries in one community have strong ties with other Roma groups, as 

shown by their multiple affiliations, including other Roma protection groups in Europe 

and America, such as the Mundi Romani association, or Voice of Roma. There is no 

indication of the ethnic affiliation of the followers, except for those individuals who, 

instead of posting a profile picture, post the Roma flag or, similarly, post their own 

photographs with the Roma flag in the background or in the foreground (see Figure 6 

below). This is part of the symbolism attached to a common Roma origin discussed 

previously, and many Roma involved in such activism have started using that symbol in 

social networks. In these portrait photos distributed in a social media environment, there 

is a clear intention of signaling their ethnic affiliation. The portraits are the first item to 

be seen by any visitor, along with name and location, even when all the other data are 
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kept confidential (to friends only). The first image is a profile picture of an individual, 

adding the rueda gitana (Roma wheel) as a symbol of the hopes for geographical 

mobility connected with an itinerant past. The second is the Roma flag, including the last 

name of the family on the bottom (removed to maintain their anonymity). The third and 

last one is an artwork also used as profile image, which I have altered to maintain only 

the outline, and here solely illustrate the reiteration of the wheel, symbolically gaining 

importance in these representations and in the creation of social connection among 

distinct Roma groups. Above the wheel on the third image, there’s a superposition of the 

image of a woman, running with a slingshot in hand. The original has blue and green 

colors, similar to the flag itself, for the sky and the land.  

 

 

Figure 11 - Profile photos from Facebook users affiliated with some of the Roma associations. Identifiable 
information has been removed for anonymity, and the artwork modified to include only the outline of the main 
symbols in the image. 
 

Such efforts to create virtual communities could be perceived as an attempt to 

create a public sphere for debate, here making reference to Jürgen Habermas, and for 

denouncing human rights violations. As proposed by Herakova, drawing on the concept 

of public sphere by Habermas, “marginalization can be deliberately or accidentally 
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achieved by limited access to the public sphere… stereotyping is further perpetuated by 

lack of participation in the public sphere” (289), and also that “the political public sphere 

needs, but lacks, ‘input from citizens who give voices to society’s problems and who 

respond to the issues articulated in elite discourse’” (Habermas qtd. in Herakova 290). 

What needs to be questioned here, however, is the extent to which social media 

contributes to the voicing of such societal problems, and how inclusive it turns out to be. 

In terms of attempting to create a public sphere, several NGOs working with Roma have 

for a long time now been affirmative in surveilling mainstream media and denouncing 

biased journalism. However, in order to achieve a truly public sphere, and for minority 

groups and subaltern people to truly participate in the discussion, we need to address 

several issues of computer access and or encouraging participation. Besides, as discussed 

in the previous chapter, bridging the “digital divide” does not automatically lead to a 

politicized group voicing its own concerns. There are issues of audience, market interests, 

and financial support in determining which media projects are sponsored and how certain 

oppositional voices find an outlet for communication and expression.  

One such example of public debate was the discussion created by the British TV 

Show My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding, which was broadcast nationally in Spain. After the 

show was released, an open virtual community called “Ciudadanos gitanos indignados 

por ‘Mi gran boda gitana’”112 was created, now having 1,136 members (June 4, 2012). 

This TV show caused turmoil among the Spanish Roma, since they claimed that the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 ‘Outraged citizens against “My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding.”’  
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group portrayed in the show were Irish Travellers, non-affiliated with the Roma, the 

gitanos, as they see themselves. The description of the group states the following: 

Este grupo nació como indignada reacción a la emisión del programa ‘Mi 

gran boda gitana’ pero ha ido creciendo en su proyección y queremos que 

sea un lugar de encuentro, reflexión y defensa de lo que más nos gusta, el 

romipén, la cultura gitana, queremos que sea un lugar de celebración y de 

reivindicación de nuestra gitanidad y de lucha en contra del antigitanismo 

y la gitanofobia.113 (“Ciudadanos gitanos”) 

Such an act of denouncing was reported by the Instituto Gitano, a Facebook group was 

created, and it resulted in a high number of likes, comments, and shares.  The TV show 

never changed its name or stopped being exhibited in Spain or England, however. At the 

same time, the denunciation worked as a creative response by engendering an active 

online community. These events also suggest that some Roma not directly involved in 

politics or local institutions are willing to participate in online activism when they feel 

that their image and customs are threatened. It is a kind of online solidarity, but it does 

not guarantee the fostering of the type of commitment proposed in Merrifield’s 

theorization of the online encounter, as described previously.  

Perhaps what connects the following two cases with the issue of Internet usage is 

that films, radios, and other forms of media, which will be addressed next, if not created 

directly online, are using it to reach an intended audience, thus benefitting from its 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 ‘This group was born out of the indignation against the program “My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding,” but it 
has been growing in projection and we want it to be a place for meeting, reflecting, and defending what we 
like best: the romipén, the Roma culture. We want it to be a place for celebrating and rejuvenating our 
Romaness and to fight against the anti-Roma and Romaphobia.’ 
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communication possibilities. Resources, then, are allocated to organizations and 

associations and, as suggested by some of the criticism of such allocations by online 

users, these resources do not always reach a truly diverse group of individuals. Local 

needs will vary, as will the political agendas of distinct subgroups. Thus, as pointed out 

by Castells et al. previously, it is this media activity that allows the “extension” of the 

interests of minority groups that has already taken place in other forms through their 

political activism. The following cases consist of products of Roma women (a film, a 

book, and an article), and of a radio station. Despite each originally being framed as other 

media, at this point they are benefitting from online social networks. They are using 

support networks to spread information about their projects, either through websites, or 

through the exhibition of their videos on YouTube and Vimeo, or by distributing print 

material in electronic format. Thus, despite apparent differences as case studies, social 

media do work concomitantly with the issues being discussed in the next two cases.  

 

VI. Modern Roma Women: Education, Women Rights, and Transnational Feminisms 

Figure 14, a studio portrait of a Roma woman by Francesc Serra from the beginning of 

the twentieth century, is one of many by Spanish photographers at that time that portray a 

fascination with these people, especially the women: the poverty of the Roma, their 

exoticism, foreignness as spectacle.    
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Figure 12 - Photo: Model de Isidre Nonell, by Francesc Serra. Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona, no date. Reprinted 
with permission.  
 
 
Compared to the lack of agency of the early 20th century, today in Roma political and 

cultural activism, there is a high level of production of feminist or women-focused 

discourses than on any other focus or topic.  Just within the period of four years, three 

documentaries have been produced in Catalonia about Roma women and how their lives 

are changing: (1) a documentary created by a Roma youth group, Sacais Romi (2006), 
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directed by Álex Carreras, a social educator in the town of Font de la Pólvora, sponsored 

by the Generalitat of Catalunya (accompanied by a DVD and a book telling the stories of 

24 distinct Roma women in a neighborhood of the city of Girona, in Catalonia); (2) 

Rromia (2007), a short documentary by Francesca Svampa and Tatiana Font de Miguel, 

autobiographical about a young Roma woman, Tatiana, who broke some boundaries by 

pursuing an undergraduate education and studying abroad, and her relationship with her 

local culture in the city of Barcelona; and (3) Romnia (2010), by Pablo Vega, another 

documentary about several Roma women from Huesca, in the nearby autonomous 

community of Aragón, focusing on and emphasizing successful professional Roma 

women. 

The question all these productions open is why there is so much emphasis on the 

“modernization” of Roma culture through the lens of Roma women. Within the field of 

transnational feminism, distinct groups have had a strong impact in pushing for political 

and cultural change in societies that were considered by Western feminists as male-

oriented. The Roma culture, with its patriarchal structure and emphasis on the submission 

and purity of women as demonstrated in the ritual of the “pañuelo,” or testing the 

virginity of the bride during the wedding celebration, has also been associated with ideas 

of backwardness, female repression, and, consequently, anti-modern culture. We could 

see a point of similarity if we compared this process of intensifying the strength of the 

women’s movement to the process that occurred in Latin-America in which suffragist 

women borrowed ideas from Europe and the United States, associating the rights of 

women with the development and modernization agendas pursued by Latin American 
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countries. Thus, feminists have used in their discourse a connection between their own 

desires of change for women and the desire of the nation for modernization, bringing 

examples from Europe and from the U.S., and focusing on female progress to prove their 

point.  What is not focused on, however, is that, in incorporating the Western belief in 

education and modernity as possible agendas for their own improvement (and that of 

their culture) they are uncritically absorbing the modernization discourse that judges 

Roma groups as backward.  Moreover, the appropriating of such beliefs that promote 

education also raises issues of equal development of distinct Roma groups even within 

the same geographical regions. There are many, among those represented in the videos 

mentioned in the Romawoman project, who decided to give back to their communities 

after reaching their educational goals—doctors, school teachers, or lawyers. Precisely it is 

so among Roma women that desire for cultural and social changes are being brought to 

the fore with intensifying strength, and the projects seem to be emphasizing those 

changes. In terms of a gender approach to these issues, and of participation of Roma 

women in these political and cultural activities, an estimated 24 Roma associations had a 

specific emphasis on Roma Women (Carrillo 94). The question raised, then, is how the 

influence of non-Roma developmentist groups will be able to influence Roma 

educational and professional goals, and if they will truly be able—being both Roma and 

women—to enjoy equal opportunity, and have their choices valued. As in the case of the 

Indigenous groups in Chapter 3, the emphasis on self-determination and the capacity to 

contribute to the curricular training needs to be brought into the discussion. Both groups 

have expressed their interest in sharing more about their history and cultures in the school 
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system, and in these two cases those changes are still slow. Moreover, pushing specific 

groups into certain occupations, and changing their traditions in order to fit into a 

preconceived model of work ethic, may not be respecting the kind of cultural recognition 

granted by the United Nations and other Human Culture groups.  

Returning specifically to the idea of Roma women associations, many attempt to 

address specific needs of the female members of their community by giving support in 

professional training, as acting as channels for communication and by promoting female 

participation. Moreover, these groups of politicized women serve as role models for the 

rest of the community they deal with. “I’m a European Roma Woman” 

(http://www.romawoman.org) is a campaign that started with one such group of five 

women from distinct countries in Europe who were trying to question stereotypes. Using 

the previous experience of two of them with Romedia, a group working with media for 

Roma in general, Roma Woman.org started creating a short documentary about the lives 

of five women. This NGO is based in Budapest, Hungary, and was started in 2009 with 

little funding, creating a video for online distribution, which captured more interest than 

expected from associations and from the general public. The following campaign, in 

2010, was regional. Some of the topics discussed are racism, forced sterilization, police 

brutality, among others. First, it is relevant to mention that their discourse insinuates the 

need for Roma to become more integrated into the larger non-Roma culture, an 

interesting strategy if compared to what was done in the previously discussed discourses, 

such as the emails on the mailing lists.  
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Such videos emphasize the educational and professional accomplishments of 

these Roma women. At the same time, each of those videos also emphasizes their 

adherence to certain cultural affiliations, including family relations, thus representing 

themselves as modern but not losing their connections with their respective communities. 

There are regional differences mentioned, including a comparison by a young woman 

describing her “easier” life as a Roma in Austria and how they were a little more modern 

in terms of education, job opportunities for women, etc. Another informant described 

religious differences, depending on the region where the Roma community lived. As 

defended by Carmen Santiago, a Spanish Roma lawyer, “hay una nueva generación de 

mujeres fuertes, bueno, formadas también, que estamos conscientes de cual es la 

situación de la población gitana, de las mujeres gitanas en especial, y que no nos 

conformamos, no queremos continuar en esta situación.”114 As one of the goals of the 

original formation of the group, its mission statement says that  

For the very first time, modern communication technologies are giving us 

the chance to build a virtual space for our own self-representation and 

make connections, wherever we are. It is up to us to speak out and be the 

change! We work together to make our lives and our communities 

stronger! Our own strength ensures that our children can grow up healthy, 

ready to learn and be proud. (“Mission”) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
114 ‘There is a new generation of strong women, well, with education too, and we are conscious of what the 
situation of the Roma population is, of the Roma women especially, and we are not accepting it, we do not 
want to continue in this situation.’ 
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By focusing on themselves as role models for a new generation of women, they are also 

pushing for self-identification with Roma groups. As discussed in their mission 

statement, one of their goals was to let other Roma women know that they should be 

proud of their heritage, by looking up to them. An interesting comparison to a similar 

form of political protest can be made to the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, 

who emphasized their social roles as “mothers” to protect themselves from the 

Argentinian dictatorship while protesting the disappearance of their sons and daughters 

during the military regime. At the same time, as discussed by Taylor (“Disappearing” 

193), their emphasis on the performativity of their roles as mothers justified their protest, 

giving them a space to act.  

This kind of change in the outlook of Roma women, of seeing their activities and 

mission as a transnational project has been happening in Spain. The Roma anthropologist 

Mayte Heredia, interviewed in the article “Ni típicas, ni tópicas: jóvenes gitanas” by 

Inmaculada de la Fuente, describes a generational improvement for Roma women in 

Spain, and how mothers have played an important role in this improvement. The 

journalist argues that Roma mothers are the ones supporting the decisions of their 

daughters to (or not to) work and study while at the same time confronting the questions 

of the male members who keep asking “¿todavía estudia? ¿cómo dejas que no te 

ayude?”115 The impression is that these Roma women who have started breaking some of 

the gender expectations have adapted to a new society and thus achieved a better standard 

of living.  However, the article does not mention much, beside the stereotypical male 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
115 ‘Is she still studying? How come you let her not help you [in the household]?’ 
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response, in terms of other intergroup or intergenerational conflicts that might be 

expected in such a change arising from these gender adaptations. During one of my 

interviews with a Roma young woman in Barcelona, for example, this informant who 

was working at one of the Roma associations mentioned that her brother did not allow 

her to use Facebook. Does the degree of adaptation to the non-Roma world vary 

depending on the region or economic status of the family? Overall, the general discourse 

is that they have adapted and conquered a workspace, but have still maintained their 

“Gitano” identity to be accepted by their group, thus creating an intermediate space for 

the co-habitation of both their traditional culture and modern capitalist jobs.    

 Much of the discussion on the behaviors of Roma women in Spain focuses on 

how they have gained new spaces for performance by exploring public arenas and 

identity politics. As Carrillo describes, “el asociacionismo femenino gitano se considera 

una forma de discriminación positiva en cuanto sirve de instrumento para lograr que la 

mujer tome conciencia de su situación y de sus problemas”116 (94). In 2001, the 

Association Drom Kotar Mestipen (Path to Liberty) organized its first conference called 

“The Roma Women of Barcelona in the 21st Century” (Ortega 218). The Fundación 

Secretariado Gitano did a similar project in 2002, called “Roma woman, a space for 

participation” (Ortega 219). When pointing to the changes for Roma women within their 

societies, Ortega claims that a kind of change has been produced, mainly as a 

consequence of education, through which women have found new work areas (Ortega 

221) and on this basis an understanding of capitalist individualism.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
116 ‘The process of Roma feminist associations is considered a type of positive discrimination, because it 
works as a tool to help women gain consciousness of their situation and their problems.’ 
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In terms of the film productions, in the work of Vega and Font de Miguel there is 

an insistence on success as a result of study and that doing so is difficult but worthwhile. 

Vega’s work was framed as “Va dirigido a quienes se pierden en el significado de ser 

gitanos, hay muchos que creen que ser gitano no tiene que ver con estar formado”117 (qt. 

in V. Hernández). From this perspective, Romnia focuses a lot more on the success of one 

specific idea—the advantage professional women have in adapting to a highly 

competitive, modern capitalist society. The women chosen as role models are educated 

Spanish women working in different areas, with different specializations, ages, and levels 

of education. The common aspect for all of them is that they are successful in what they 

do and express fulfillment in working stable jobs, measuring their success in neoliberal 

terms. Perhaps it would have been interesting to see more discussion on some of the 

challenges faced by Roma women in general in order to better illustrate what prevents 

some Roma women, with situations similar to theirs, in achieving the same positive 

results. Since Romnia is focused mainly on promoting work interest among Roma 

women, it addresses different prejudices from those discussed in the Acceder campaign 

previously. It works to convince Roma women of the benefits of becoming independent 

in their careers, as educators, as lawyers, and even as street vendors, and all of them 

emphasize the need to pursue an education.  

The other production, Rromia, is emphatic in its focus on the autobiography of its 

co-director Tatiana Font de Miguel, but without preaching for one specific way of 

educating Roma women. She was the first Roma woman in her neighborhood of Gracia, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
117 ‘It is directed towards those who forget the meaning of being a Roma; there are many who believe that 
being a Roma cannot be related to having graduated [from the university].’ 
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in Barcelona, to receive a university degree, and the production was entered in film 

festivals and won prizes, among them for “Best documentary film” at the Roma Film 

Festival in Macedonia in 2010, the prize “Hecho por Gitanos” [Done by Roma] at the 

Tikinó International Contest for Roma Audiovisual in Granada in 2009, among others, 

and it was exhibited on the public channel TVE (2008) and on local BarcelonaTV (2009) 

(Rromia). The video is also available for free at Vimeo.com. In the documentary, Font de 

Miguel discusses her wish to study, and records some conversations with other Roma 

women from her neighborhood about the future of the other girls, marriage expectations, 

and the perceived role of women in their community. One of the women interviewed, 

while discussing the future of her own daughter, mentioned that Font de Miguel was 

different, and that her wish to continue studying was odd. Font de Miguel believes that 

her traditions and culture have not been changed by the fact that she pursued an 

education, and the film tries to represent that the protagonist, in her freely interacting 

with the other women in her family, has not damaged family interaction or caused a 

disassociation with the group. At the same time, one of the participants claimed, while 

having coffee with Tati, that her hopes for her own daughter are not similar to Tatiana’s 

career—instead, she perceives education as an option only if her daughter decides on her 

own to continue studying, and the daughter working was optional while living with her 

until the daughter’s marriage at the age of 19 or 20. There is also an interesting testimony 

by Font de Miguel’s aunt, whose opinion appears at the very beginning of this chapter, 

who hopes for better conditions and independence for Roma women. 
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 Sacais Romi, on the other hand, attempts to break some stereotypes about the 

lives of women in a poor neighborhood that has a bad reputation for high criminality. 

Because Font de la Pólvora was often seen as a marginalized neighborhood, the film 

helps us question some preconceived images of a struggling barrio. Sacais Romi uses 

interviews in order to get closer to the lives of those individuals and to humanize the 

individuals living in the neighborhood. The short film interviews different women while 

in their houses and while interacting with one another. Considering that so much of what 

is heard and seen about the Roma community is, as many of these Roma claim, biased 

and stereotyped, these projects describe the daily experiences of these women in ways 

that approximate their experiences to those of other non-Roma women. In the case of 

Font de la Pólvora, women from different age groups participated in the video: 

adolescents talk about their career and marriage goals, young mothers compare their lives 

and the generation gap as compared to their mothers, elderly women discuss how they 

perceive the society as changing, among other themes. From that combination of 

narratives, there seems to be a variety of interests, goals, and ideologies, and the presence 

of multiple stories contributes to a plural and less stereotyped vision of that community as 

violent and abandoned. The uniting factor is their lives in the neighborhood are not 

confined to stories of criminality and poverty usually associated with the location, but 

these are stories with concerns common to all people: their family, their work, their 

houses, etc.  

In general, the three film productions seem to, at a certain point, mention the 

possibility of education in improving the lives of women, even though the perspective in 
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Sacais Romi is less homogeneous. The similarity between the three, though, is that they 

never question the authenticity of any of those groups of women in terms of ethnic 

affiliation, despite their different socio-economic and educational levels and relative 

degree of belief in the power of education.  What can be understood, then, is that these 

women working in these projects are attempting to represent education and cultural 

background, even in women, as compatible within modern Romaness. Some of these 

products seem to be directed towards the Roma community themselves, with an agenda 

of convincing their own people. None of them is radical in terms of cultural opposition or 

of breaking completely with gender roles: in fact, the women in the films who identified 

themselves as university students seem to be studying with the permission of their 

parents, thus conforming to the family structure and hierarchy that is so often emphasized 

by their own discourse on Roma difference. Some of them expressed wanting to have a 

traditional Roma wedding, others stated a different opinion. However, no one mentioned 

the possibility of not marrying, and not a single woman mentioned issues such as same-

sex marriage, just to cite one potentially controversial example. Education, ethnic 

identity, and gender roles are, thus, framed as compatible with Romaness. Two strategies 

seem clear: a family conflict is avoided by representing education and ethnic affiliation as 

complementary at the same time that it expands the concept of Romaness, creating the 

possibility of reaching a larger audience for this cause.  

This emphasis on an educational campaign is perhaps a result of the perceived 

illiteracy of the Roma population as a persistent problem, also reinforced by Roma 

scholars, such as Ramón, who perceives that group as “una comunidad marginada y casi 
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analfabeta” (38).118 In Europe, only 30 to 40% of the Roma children were regularly in 

school in 1985 (Comité Européen sur les Migrations qtd. in Chao and Sancho 162). It 

should be pointed out that this essentialization in regard to illiteracy is not taking into 

consideration the increasing educational attainment of the Roma, including especially the 

elite of Roma activists. In 2011, an article at the newspaper El Mundo indicated that 4 out 

of 10 Roma in Spain are still illiterate (“El analfabetismo”). For women, the Asociación 

de Mujeres Gitanas de Andalucía pointed to 90% of Roma women in Spain leaving 

school when they enter the ESO, or Mandatory Secondary Education (for children from 

12-16) in 2009 (Lojo). Perhaps a parallel would be the increase in Indigenous individuals 

seeking university degrees in present-day Brazil, transgressing the common stereotype of 

the illiterate individual, and the Indigenous and Roma both coming to perceive education 

as a tool for understanding the bureaucratic systems from which they were always 

excluded.  

The importance of improving not only the quality of education but the way the 

educational institutions include the Roma population has also been productively 

questioned. Returning to Romia, the fact that the protagonist and co-director Tatiana Font 

de Miguel, who represents herself as respectful of and well integrated into her Roma 

family and neighborhood successfully managed to go through an undergraduate 

education, and even studied abroad, transmits the message that other Roma women are 

capable of repeating her successful academic career. She decided to dedicate herself to 

the task of working as an “educational promoter” (Font de Miguel) working for the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118 ‘A marginalized and almost illiterate community.’ 
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Generalitat de Catalunya in the public school system, thus serving as a link between the 

Roma families and the educational institutions (Generalitat 7). In addition, in further 

reference to education, that there exists a ghettoization of the population in the 

educational system is also revealed in a recent survey on the number of Roma students 

present in specific school—as noted by Chao and Sancho:  

En una pequeña proporción de éstos [centros] (1,7% sobre el total) los 

gitanos son mayoría. Extrapolando este dato, estimamos que podrían 

encontrarse en esta situación más de 300 centros españoles de enseñanza. 

Se trata, con toda probabilidad, de centros que han sido progresivamente 

abandonados por las familias no gitanas, dando lugar a un proceso de 

‘guetización’ que es fiel reflejo de un conflicto interétnico latente, teñido 

de prejuicios y situaciones de incomunicación. (169)  

In a small proportion of these (1, 7% of total) Roma are the majority. 

Extrapolating this data, we estimate that this situation could be found in 

over 300 Spanish schools. It is, in all probability, of city centers that have 

been gradually abandoned by non-Roma families, leading to a process of 

“ghettoization” which is a reflection of ethnic conflict, tainted with 

prejudices and situations of lack of communication. 

Here this issue arises: even if an increased interest from the Roma families is 

demonstrated in terms of promoting more educational results, their presence in schools is 

already perceived negatively. A process of creating consciousness among the Roma 
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families would be necessary, but also among the non-Roma in terms of accepting their 

full inclusion in the regular school, without the segregation practices described above.  

In terms of film production, workshops taught by the Universidad Autónoma are 

training economically disadvantaged youth in filmmaking, where some of them have had 

their first contact with a camera. That was the case with Rromia. Despite the presence of 

some professional filmmakers in the Roma community, most of them are beginners 

participating in community workshops or university projects. Continuing some of the 

discussion on how discourses can be shaped by the tools provided for self-expression, it 

is necessary to question how these productions might have been influenced in format and 

themes by the training, editing, and distribution of these projects. Two of them received 

financial support from their region—Sacais Romi and Rromnia, and this support ensured 

them a wider distribution in wider television markets (Rromnia at TVE) and in the public 

libraries, for example, as a published DVD, in the case of Sacais Romi. There is also a 

strong attempt to promote an annual film festival called Tikinó, Concurso Internacional 

de Audiovisual Gitano ‘International Competition of Audiovisuals by Roma’ 

(“Premios”), and the participants have shown a great interest in that the movement grows 

in such a way as to create a stronger market for their films. The three documentaries, 

then, have been mostly distributed by the centers through their websites and online 

communities and at this festival. Some productions are sponsored by governmental 

institutions working directly with the Roma to promote culture, and the ones working 

independently have their own challenges in distribution. The sources of funding bring 

back again our questioning of multiculturalism. Some of these issues are raised by the 
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difficulty in getting an audience for Roma productions. Those made by cultural centers 

are usually paid for with grants and governmental money, but with restrictive guidelines 

on content or format. On the other hand, independent productions rarely get large 

distribution. One documentary, a high-quality production about the life of the 

photographer Jacques Leonard, was supposedly a success in terms of criticism and media 

attention throughout the country. It was based on the photographs taken by Leonard 

during two decades living among the Roma, showing new images of the groups with 

whom he met, and reconstructing his life. The film was shown in many art houses, and 

even considered for exhibition abroad. The director of the documentary, Yago Leonard, 

however, was still struggling in 2011 to find support for a second movie, as he informed 

this researcher during an interview. What these film producers have expressed, both the 

experienced and newcomers, was their desire to continue with movie production, but how 

they were limited in the possibilities for artistic freedom or resources to develop such 

enterprises. The existing market for productions about the Roma is directly connected 

with political projects by funding agencies, thus restricting their capacity to become 

economically feasible.  

 

VII. The Radio Program Veus Gitanes and the Perspective of an Oppositional Gaze  

As pointed out previously, the increasing number of projects focusing on Roma 

women continentally is noticeable; however, it does not imply that there are no projects 

being done at the local level.  
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!
Figure 13 - Computer Lab at Centro Cultural La Mina.  
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Figure 14 - Entrance of the Institution. 
!

These two photos are from the Centro Cultural La Mina, one of the neighborhoods where 

the Roma were relocated after their removal from Montjuïc. It is a center for assisting the 

Roma community with job searches, educational support, and technology training in a 

disadvantaged neighborhood. In La Mina there was one of the most interesting projects in 

terms of media usage and popular participation. It started as a podcast radio project 

entitled Voces gitanas, or Veus gitanes, in Catalan, or, in English, “Roma Voices.”119 The 

project was gradually developed in 2005 as a joint effort by Roma and non-Roma women 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Ortega maintains that the project was created in 2005 by two girls aged 10 and 12 as a local radio show 
about the Roma (226). This information does not coincide with any of the statements in the interviews 
given by the organizers or with the website content. My only explanation is that she could be referring to a 
different radio show.  
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as a continuation of a project called “Gitanas abriendo camino,” which attempted to 

promote job training for young Roma women. In this initial project, they were trained at 

Academia Llongueras, a beauty school in Badalona, in the metropolitan area of Barcelona 

(Cruells, “Communication”).   

According to Cruells, in terms of funding, the project received funding from the 

Institut Català de les Dones (1.500 euros), La Fundació Jaume Bofill 

(10.000 euros) y el Departament de Cultura de la Generalitat de Catalunya 

(6.000 euros). También tuvimos financiació del Area de Benestar de la 

Generalitat de Catalunya (6.000 euros). Empezó conjuntamente en La 

Mina, Sabadell, Hospitalet y Gracia, chicas jóvenes de los diferentes 

barrios se formaron en la radio del Centre de Cultura de la Bonnemaison y 

luego hicieron programas en cada uno de los barrios. Lo que pasa que el 

grupo mas activo fue el de La Mina. (“Communication”) 

Institut Català de les Dones (1,500 euros), the Fundació Jaume Bofill 

(10,000 euros) and the Department of Culture of the Generalitat of 

Catalonia [the autonomous government]. We also received funding from 

the Social Welfare of the Generalitat de Catalonia (6,000 euros). It started 

collectively in the neighborhoods of La Mina, Sabadell, Hospitalet and 

Gracia, young women in different neighborhoods were trained at the 

Cultural Center of Bonnemaison and then they started programs in each of 

the neighborhoods. What happened later was that La Mina became the 

most active one. 
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Veus gitanes started and was supposed to be broadcast from three different areas in the 

city: La Mina (just on the limits of Barcelona, in Saint Adrià de Besòs), Gracia (a 

traditional neighborhood inside Barcelona where many Roma families live), Hospitallet 

(a city attached to Barcelona on its southwest side), and Sabadell (northwest of 

Barcelona). According to Eva Cruells, involved in the project from its beginning, it 

attempted to indicate to those girls the possibility of working outside their homes and to 

teach them some skills that later could help them in finding a job. The girls were also 

chosen from different areas so that they could leave the areas where their extended 

families lived and meet other unaffiliated Roma. This was justified with the intention of 

giving them the social skills to work with different people, even if still in an environment 

with other Roma individuals and with whom their parents trusted them to be safe 

(Cruells, “Interview”). Here we will notice how the inclusion of the young and older 

women in the radio project provides the perception of women in control at the same time 

that they can explore other themes, ideas, and images of themselves. If for a long time the 

female Roma identity was attached to certain stereotypes, giving them no control over 

their public identity established by the long circulated images and the media, this radio 

project, then, represented a way to channel anger, as these women are perceived as 

forging most of these images. One more interesting point is that, despite the fact that it 

was run and organized by women, the radio shows dealt with themes of relevance to the 

community but without restricting them to feminist or feminine topics. Veus gitanes at 

Radio La Mina (102.5 FM) lasted for 8 months, and it was done every two weeks. The 

station itself had been already created with the intention of establishing “un medio de 
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difusión al servicio de un proyecto comunitario y de acercamiento entre los vecinos del 

barrio de La Mina y cercanos”120 (“Quienes”). Unfortunately the other neighborhoods 

where the project also took place did not present the same degree of involvement: except 

for La Mina, in the other locations’ more limited programs were recorded only when 

special events were happening, for example, and the participants distributed the recording 

directly online (Cruells, “Communication”). The radio program, then, can be considered 

the most accessible to economically challenged populations, whereas the Internet 

program restricts its response to those with more resources.  

Voces gitanas represents a creative response to the situation of lack of attention to 

gender issues. Regarding the question of how anti-hegemonic these videos are, we need 

to consider it as a dual process in which Roma women are attempting to change certain 

aspects of their identity (by questioning stereotypes such as that of less education for the 

women, the importance of work training, or being submissive), but also borrowing 

discourses by others, especially feminists and sociologists. It counteracts Roma women’s 

elimination from certain spaces of visibility (“We are Roma women,” says the slogan of 

the European organization mentioned previously) at the same time that their discourses 

also emphasize their success in academic and professional terms. One more issue, which 

has been addressed before, is that of interference of show organizers (Roma or non-

Roma) into shaping the ideas and the kind of ideas transmitted.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
120 ‘A medium for communication for the service of a community project and to create connections among 
the neighbors of La Mina and its surroundings.’ 
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By broadcasting opinions and comments on local issues, this radio project 

attempted to create a community among those individuals, reaching different familial 

groups and Roma with distinct origins. Moreover, and with resemblance to the previous 

cases, they also emphasized educational values as a means of empowerment of this 

minority group. This effort can be understood as an example of what Ortega mentions in 

“Mujer gitana e integración”: “Las mujeres gitanas, han aprendido a trabajar en red a lo 

largo de estos años y se comunican entre sus asociaciones”121 (221). Again, referring to 

what Castells et al. established in terms of lack of political involvement, we can notice a 

strong desire to establish that “resistance identity,” forming alliances that can benefit 

their community (242).  

Two interesting aspects directly come to mind when analyzing this project: first, 

the fact that this project attempted to create a channel of communication across 

geographically isolated neighborhoods, more specifically disadvantaged ones. Second, 

those creating this radio project made a conscious decision to bring in people from the 

community to speak out about distinct topics, without making much distinction between 

high and low culture. This perception of the equal validity of different types of 

knowledge has to be recognized. For example, many of the interviews recorded were 

done with the elderly regardless of their level of formal education as the elderly are 

considered in Roma culture as respected individuals. Returning to the idea of the 

“Lettered City,” and how within the Latin American context it was possible to question 

the power of words (as Michel Foucault reminds us) in imposing a colonizing mindset in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
121 ‘Roma women have learned how to work as a network throughout these years and they communicate 
among their associations.’ 
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a colonial context, what is at stake here is that the knowledge of the elderly within the 

Roma culture has traditionally been regarded as more valued than academic (or 

canonical) knowledge. As scholars have previously pointed to a hierarchy inside those 

communities, the elderly composed a group of respected individuals whose voices were 

heard, and academic knowledge and written information were not part of their 

categorization of power.  

However, at later stages of the project a new website went online as 

Vocesgitanas.net, and unfortunately not all the archive is currently available online. The 

examples presently available at the website (as of March 2012) are some recordings done 

in the neighborhood of La Mina during a celebration on April 8 in 2006, in which 

different people from the neighborhood or involved in the association were interviewed. 

There are interviews with prominent, educated Roma, but more interesting is the material 

showing the voices of the community are not yet available as archival material. The 

history of the radio station was later recorded in the documentary bearing the same title, 

Voces gitanas (2006), a production of 21 minutes created by Raquel García Muñoz, a 

filmmaker living in Barcelona. The documentary received a mention at the 2o Concurso 

Internacional de Audiovisual Gitano122 in 2010. At the present moment, the radio project 

is going through a second restructuring and planning phase, reformulating its goals, and 

seeking further financial support.  

In summary, in this attempt to occupy a more visible role in the Spanish society, 

and to prove their relevance and contribution to the nation, Roma groups and individuals 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
122 ‘Second International Festival of Roma Audiovisual.’ 



!

!

263!

are working alongside NGOs and the government to foster a better understanding and 

acceptance of the Roma online and in media. As a consequence of the prejudice and 

marginalization suffered in the Spanish territory as well as in other parts of Europe and 

the world, illegally in the cases of national citizens and unquestionably against Human 

Rights regulations, more emphasis is given to the need create mechanisms for improving 

economic differences, as in the Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005-2015), which is almost 

over but in which very little has been accomplished in practical terms. At the same time, 

there are active projects trying to combat false multicultural acceptance and truly promote 

cultural understanding. Groups in the local, national, and transnational spheres are 

attempting to use the new digital media tools to make the struggle their own and to 

promote the debate on self-determination among the Roma themselves. Analogous to the 

“right to the city,” this is an attempt to produce media, to assume cultural forms, and to 

represent themselves and the unavoidable issues of voice and subalternity implicated 

here. On the one hand, a positive result of such Roma projects described earlier is that 

they consist of attempts to become an active, visible, and respected part of the national 

project from which they have been mostly excluded. On the other hand, these active 

performances of ethnic identity inevitably create other power decisions, such as those 

taken by NGOs, politicians, sponsors, and other types of leaders, thus raising questions 

regarding the autonomy (and heterogeneity) of those voices and issues of control within 

these counter-hegemonic movements themselves.  
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CONCLUSION – MINORITY MEDIA, NEW SUBJECTIVITIES AND THE 

CULTURAL MARKET 

“Who is this emergent, new subject of the cinema? 
From where does he/she speak? Practices of 

representation always implicate the positions from 
which we speak or write.” (Stuart Hall, “Diaspora” 

222) 
 

This dissertation’s focus on media as channels for self-representation of ethnic 

difference mirrors the words of Stuart Hall in noticing the positionality of enunciation, 

time, and context of the production of a subject position. The attempt by some distinct 

Roma and Indigenous groups to revisit their past and showcase their own media projects 

might be a first step in counterbalancing what Franz Fanon perceived to be the effect of 

colonial thinking on the historical understanding of minority groups in post-colonial 

times. As Fanon argued in 1968, “Colonisation is not satisfied merely with holding a 

people in its grip and emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of 

perverted logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and 

destroys it’” (qtd. in Hall “Cinematic” 211). As we have established in the cases of 

Indigenous groups in Brazil and the Roma community in Spain, the selective erasure of 

their participation in national culture, the series of laws that oppressed and forced their 

assimilation into distinct communities, as well as unspoken prejudice crystalized as social 

marginalization have denied them an active role in major aspects of the construction of 

their respective nations. On January 13, 2012, some online participants were protesting 

anti-Roma Twitter trends. Individuals were protesting on Facebook the fact that non-
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Roma people were twitting racist remarks of what supposedly happened in “En Gitania” 

(a hypothetical Roma land), relying on stereotypes such as connection with crime, etc. 

(Gómez). The expression was a top trend, which means being highly visible in Twitter 

for two consecutive days, and the social networks were being used to bring awareness to 

the issue from the perspective of those who felt offended by it. Such examples of 

prejudice indicate that, at the same time that flamenco and Indigenous words are 

mythologized into the substrata of what we consider to be Spanish and Brazilian cultures, 

respectively, not much importance is given to the variety of Indigenous and Roma 

practices selectively forgotten in the process.  

On the other hand, NGOs, the government, and even autochthonous leaders push 

an educational and work agenda guided by certain ideas of progress and modernization 

that are forced ––colonized— into their cultures by external ideologies. These agendas 

often dictate what should be taught in the school curricula, the best procedures for job 

training, as well as their style of camera and technology use. Reinstating some of our 

initial questions, is the “primitive” in history being designated a genuine spot for 

knowledge production and action, as argued by Saldaña-Portillo (48)? Little by little, the 

idea of a neoliberal, capitalist-oriented and individualistic society seems to push our 

desire to see their “development” in their projects. And lastly, our understanding of their 

cultural representations is also guided by both our fascination for the exotic, as well as 

our desire to see them assimilated in real life—off the screen. In the case of Indigenous 

groups, their non-acceptance of capitalist methods in understood but impatiently 

expected: it is perceived as a delayed but inevitable process in their assimilation, but still 
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relying on concepts of “improvement” to define those goals. In the case of Roma 

individuals, the rhetoric of education and professional success resting on a Western 

perspective have already been incorporated by many, as we saw in the videos by women 

emphasizing Roma education as the solution for the socio-economic divide. Above all, 

the pressure to conform to other social behaviors has influenced both minority groups in 

the constant process of negotiating their ethnic identities. 

In 1982, even before the emergence of media outlets examined in this dissertation, 

Hans Magnus Enzensberger speculated that “the new media do away with all educational 

privileges and thereby with the culture monopoly of the bourgeois intelligentsia. This is 

one of the reasons for the intelligentsia’s resentment against the new industry” (20), 

argued Enzensberger, also claiming the egalitarian structure of what then was considered 

to be “new media” (20). Most of the works produced and examined in this dissertation 

were thematically related to culture rather than political protests as an attempt to include 

a new generation of intellectuals, students, and activists in the process of displaying and 

shaping the knowledge about their cultures. The challenges to real technological 

inclusion imply that more portals and projects are needed to support public access to 

those resources and outlets for their content, thus leading to a more constructive dialogue 

in terms of cultural inclusion and common understanding among different cultures. 

Moreover, it is necessary, as has been done in the case of the Instituto Gitano, I 

Tchatchipen, and Índio Educa, to include individuals in the choice and creation of 

materials that directly relate to their cultures—in the creation of textbooks, in the 

judgment of grants, and in the production of videos produced for educational use. If our 
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goal is to allow the questioning of the perverted logic of colonization, as defined by 

Fanon previously, the past of oppressed minority groups needs to be recovered, and their 

own construction of those cultural signifiers posited. These new formulations might bring 

forward new issues of power from within those communities themselves, or in terms of 

the market for commercialization of cultural products. However, in the constant 

reworking of those signifiers exists the potential for oppositional discourses and for 

resistance against oppressive conditions.  

There are more opportunities for increased dialogue among members of distinct 

communities being developed, even with the financial and sometimes political challenges 

faced. Even though new power dynamics might be formed in the process of selectively 

choosing specific cultural practices to represent, as addressed previously, oppositional 

projects still consist of putting forward the construction of new directions of dialogue, 

including oppressed minorities in the dialogue, and coordinating efforts to help their own 

community. Returning to Spivak, obviously, the process of constructing new interactions 

for dialogue does not imply a free and all-inclusive public sphere ––it creates new 

questions in terms of equipment ownership, technical training, and media distribution. 

Those benefitting from success are not disenfranchised anymore, but many are new 

leaders expressing distinct opinions. The question of authenticity and positionality is 

again renewed, this time in inquiring in what conditions are we allowing that discourse to 

be shaped, in what kind of training are those videos being done, and what kind of grants 

are being provided––to whom, and under what circumstances. Also, in two projects this 

dissertation examined the co-authors were members of their respective communities 



!

!

268!

actively addressing what they perceived to represent main goals. Such is the case with the 

protagonist of the video Rromia, Tati Font de Miguel, who decided to study Social 

Services and then returned to work with her community or also in the case of the Panará 

school teacher in The Agouti’s Peanut, who believed in the importance of teaching the 

language back in the community, and worked for the creation of elementary school 

textbooks in his native language. These two videos remind us that it is necessary to move 

the locus of the production of content and media from capital cities to inside the 

communities themselves if the goal is to strengthen these communities from the inside 

out. It would then be possible for different individuals to engage in voicing specific 

concerns, opposing homogenizing views, and to facilitate multiple affiliations and 

networks of support to be created. As argued by Enzensberger, “Franz Fanon was the first 

to draw attention to the fact that the transistor receiver was one of the most important 

weapons in the Third World’s fight for freedom” (26), and now new paradigms have to 

be investigated to deal with the consequences and opportunities of digital technology 

becoming available to these communities, not only in the Third World, but among 

minority groups in increasingly globalized societies.  

There are other potential uses of technology for cultural purposes not included 

here, but which could be addressed in future investigations. Some Indigenous informants 

mentioned the production of CDs recorded by outside directors within the Fulni-ô 

community in the Northeastern part of Brazil, and the website Iandê: Casa de Culturas 

Indígenas, physically located in São Paulo, offers three different CD recordings on that 

specific Indigenous group, among many other groups, such as the CD recording Eu sou 
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Fulni-ô: cantos do semi-árido. Other projects conducted with the goal of recording 

cultural performances were developed by the Museu do Índio, justified by an 

institutionalized interest in archiving certain cultural information for future generations. 

Attempts to record and disseminate Roma oral tradition include a storytelling project at 

schools promoted by the Fundació Pere Closa in Barcelona, which also resulted in a print 

book of Roma tales (Contes Rromane, by Sebastian Porras Soto). The Fundació received 

support by the Secretariado Gitano and the Department of Education local government to 

promote the school visits (“History”). As for potential radio usage, as examined in Veus 

Gitanes, without a doubt it could solve some of the communication challenges faced 

when working in areas still unreached the Internet, or where access to computers is still 

financially impossible for the majority of the population. To illustrate this potential, we 

can mention some radio stations that broadcast shows in Indigenous languages, such as 

one in San Gabriel de Cachoeira in Brazil (Xukurú), or occasional community TV shows. 

Along the same lines, Juan Francisco Salazar, in “Indigenous Peoples and the Cultural 

Construction of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in Latin America,” 

discusses technology in Latin America, and points to the case of radio by the Ashaninka, 

a group found in Brazil but also in other locations:  

Through the use of high frequency Internet radio, over 60 Ashaninka 

communities, located in a relatively extensive area of the Peruvian Andes, 

have been able to establish a network of intra-communal information that 

ranges from cultural revival to protection of native rights to natural 

resources and traditional medicine. (21) 
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A similar case is the radio station of the Terena Emídio Pereira Neto in the village of 

Bananal, at the Reservation Taunay/Ipegue, in Mato Grosso do Sul: as described, “‘toda a 

programação, inclusive a musical, é apresentada no idioma nativo’, orgulha-se. O terena é 

como se fosse a ‘língua oficial’ da região”123 (qtd. in Quintanilha 20). As for an attempt 

to promote Indigenous films within their own communities, an annual event of film 

exhibits geared towards the community (and not for an outside audience), called Cine 

Kurumin (2011), is held in the state of Bahia (Kurumin). Others exhibits are promoted in 

other states, but often in urban spaces that are not as accessible for Indigenous visitors. 

These technologies have not been fully addressed here, and offer interesting possibilities 

for new projects in terms of their continuous use of language, and its important to watch 

their development in the future.  

Aside from the distinct technologies that are being used, the “digital divide” itself 

is another issue for further investigation. In both groups analyzed, a more extensive 

survey could be conducted on the challenges faced by the people to achieve technological 

autonomy in terms of owning the equipment needed for their projects, having for 

distribution accessible Internet access or access to other media, but also in having 

technical support available. Official discourses on technology inclusion have been highly 

celebrated in both countries, but the survey results and conference comments point to the 

opposite: many groups are still facing difficulties of accessing that kind of information 

and consequently to getting their points of view heard. Here it is worth mentioning that, 

even in a developed country such as Spain, certain minority groups do not have the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
123 ‘“All the programming, including the musical part, is presented in the native language,” he proudly 
affirms. The Terena functions as an “official language” of the region.’ 
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resources to take over their own media production, due to socio-economic restrictions. 

Among the Roma, and within the technical and job training projects mentioned earlier, 

there are initiatives to prepare Roma women to use computers, for example. Considering 

the predominance of English, however, their challenge within this constraint is to 

communicate even on their own electronic mailing lists. The case of Barcelona and the 

difficulty of those individuals in accessing those tools is a real example that the 

technology existing in a city does not imply accessibility in marginal urban 

neighborhoods, nor does it imply knowing how to effectively use it for their personal and 

group goals. Even the central location of the public libraries in large cities such as 

Barcelona is a limiting factor for certain populations in disadvantaged communities 

displaced to the fringes of the city. 

There is, therefore, a definite need for more analysis of the political material 

supposedly produced by the Indigenous communities, but not distributed to the general 

public, as suggested by Pat Aufderhle in the article on the politicized videos produced by 

Vídeo nas Aldeias. Another major finding was that many of these cultural productions are 

reliant on partnerships, and my suggestion is that we need to investigate those affiliations, 

as well as independent projects to be developed in the future. At the same time, I have 

also attempted to show the positive outcomes of some of these partnerships, as in the case 

of groups formed by Roma and non-Roma in Spain, in Chapter 4. In Chapter 3, we 

discussed the Online Conference organized by the local NGO Opção Brasil, entitled 

“Projeto Índios na Cidade,”124 which works with the government in São Paulo to improve 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 ‘Indigenous in the city.’ 
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the lives and fight for the official recognition of Indigenous living in the city. At this 

event, they organized a large online community to promote discussion. As I see it, and as 

suggested by other scholars I referred to in Chapter 3, partnerships often occur at the 

learning stage of the appropriation, and they can contribute to minorities learning to fight 

our system and bureaucracy by themselves. In my argument, particularly in the analysis 

of Chapters 2 and 3, I examined whether the tools (both video techniques and discourses) 

are imposed on “native informants,” and I argue that much of the fascination about these 

communities as being tech savvy and “authentic” ethnic media producers is largely a 

consequence of our academic wish to see them break free from a colonized status.  

However, as the Roma women do in the videos in Chapter 4, in the three videos and the 

Roma Women project, many of those interviewees have found ways to combine 

creatively Western discourses with their culture, such as the discourse on education and 

modernization combined with cultural preservation.  

Financing and distribution of video and other media products is also key to the 

results of minority media: the paradox resides in the fact that, if minority groups engage 

in successfully selling their media products, society often claims that they have sold out 

their authenticity, and thus are producing easily digestible videos, especially the 

Indigenous groups. The opposite, when they seek governmental and private support for 

production, often leads to a diatribe on dependency. Such arguments lead to circular 

reasoning, and more productive questions need to be elaborated in terms of cultural 

production and governmental support (which has already been done in Europe and Latin 
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America in debates on support for national cinemas) and thus promoting cultural 

productions that could truly lead to social thinking and changes.  

Another limitation and a pressing issue is the unpredictability of those materials in 

terms of archival needs. The videos distributed online, the forums and email discussions 

being conducted, and the websites promoting cultural awareness are fostering an arena 

for public discussion that can be easily erased and lost. As relevant as these products are 

to collaboratively revisit contemporary Roma and Indigenous cultures—online forums, 

blogs, and some counter-hegemonic videos are ephemeral in nature. In other words, 

many of these blogs and projects to create online libraries may disappear due to the cost 

of server space, if not replaced by other sources. Consequently, we can refer back to 

Diana Taylor’s definition of the repertoire to remember the importance of non-written 

performances of identity in the construction of specific signifiers, such as ethnic 

associations. Some research has been done in describing and keeping a record of some 

projects;125 however, these media usages are often short-lived even if fundamental in the 

process of contemporary articulation of cultural identity. Finally, the importance of the 

appearance of more oppositional perspectives brings further concerns in terms of group 

identity and political goals: how are they influencing the community and the interaction 

among themselves? Do communities that read and interact in chats and blogs present 

similar political interests? How effective are those interactions for counteracting 

prejudice by mainstream society, and in their self-determination? Brazil is a country of 

continental dimensions. Roma communities are also geographically distant, as they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
125 For a detailed description of different blogs produced by Indigenous groups in Brazil, refer to the thesis 
by Eliete Pereira, “Ciborgues indígen@s.br: a presença nativa no ciberespaço” (2007).   
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engage in this pan-Romaness movement will the access to one another’s productions 

strengthen their ties and political identities?  

One such example of how certain political ideas reverberate amongst groups are 

the vibrant projects by and about Roma women that defend how those women are 

changing some aspects of their society and the discourse on gender equality in terms of 

educational access, as well as their justification for improved job training for the new 

generations. As claimed in the quote from the documentary Rromia in the first part of 

Chapter 4, the financial independence of women is perceived as a new benefit of many of 

the interviewees in contemporary times, but other participants expressed their reluctance 

in accepting the duo of education and professional work for themselves or for their own 

daughters. Romnia attempted to convince the audience of the benefits of both education 

and professional work. As for the Indigenous, many of the bloggers and leaders are 

women involved in their own political movements, and there are other associations of 

Indigenous women working with a variety of different causes, but not strictly mimicking 

a feminist discourse. In their films, as in O amendoim e a cutia, clear gender divides are 

still represented in the case of work responsibilities, but the participants in the discussion 

of those differences in interviews and blog content did not emphasize gender oppression 

as an issue. For future investigation, this could lead to a more in-depth field research with 

those Indigenous women participating in Indigenous women associations or filmmakers, 

investigating the influence of feminist ideas or gender expectations in their creative 

processes.   
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On April 25, 2012 the media group Voces gitanas posted on their Facebook page 

two distinct photos on a second project, restarting their weekly radio shows at the 

community radio station Rabalnet on Fridays from 4 to 6 pm. Besides posting the time 

and broadcasting dates, the community was also calling for more participants interested 

in learning more about the technique needed for a radio show (Voces gitanas, 

“Formación”). Other photos show those women learning how to operate the equipment in 

the camera room, and preparing to record. As Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan inquire 

in Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices, “Yet we 

know that there is an imperative need to address the concerns of women around the world 

in the historicized particularity of their relationship to multiple patriarchies as well as to 

international economic hegemonies” (17). In this line, future projects and the 

development of the existing ones should bear in mind the feminist conscience (or its 

absence) in the works analyzed. Focusing on the particularities of those concerns would 

enable scholarly research to problematize any quick association between 

woman/family/ethnic nation, and further develop critique to any totalizing associations 

that might homogenize these gender and ethnic relations. At last, reiterating Teresa de 

Lauretis’ question in “Rethinking Women’s Cinema: Aesthetic and Feminist Cinema,” a 

lingering concern is that “the contradiction of the women in language, as we attempt to 

speak as subjects of discourses that negate or objectify us through their representations” 

(140). In the analysis of these media products I have discussed the potential of new 

projects collaboratively or independently run by these ethnic minority groups, others 

specifically by women, and I tried to focus on the potentialities of such projects to 
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deconstruct crystallized understandings and to develop new ways of seeing, as well as in 

helping other communities understand more about the diversity of issues deemed relevant 

to these distinct minority groups.   

 In conclusion, the media producers interviewed and participating in this dialogue 

reiterated the perceived benefits of digital technology and new media to bring to light 

their voices and political opinions.  Drawing upon Néstor Canclini here, these groups are 

engaged in the appropriation of certain weapons or, as argue by Homi Bhabha, 

conducting mimicry of standard media models. In terms of both the Roma and the 

Indigenous community, it is worth wondering how their political movement is going to 

grow in its effectiveness in using technology tools. As for the multicultural consumption 

by mainstream markets of the product of these communities, it is also volatile and 

changing according to audience tastes. The ability of minority groups to self-represent 

should not be based on such ephemeral circumstances either, since technology and its 

more democratic use offer the possibility of new nuances of identity discourses, new 

performances of culture, and also bringing into the light of new issues relevant to the 

analysis of processes of self-determination and struggle for minority rights. At last, I 

hope this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the problematic exclusions in 

both Brazil and Spain of these larger ethnic groups, and to the context of their ethnic 

discourses in a globalized society. 
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