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MINORITY CULTURES 

Minority cultures: lack of cultural voice, associated with lack of 
control over representation of their own culture  

(Smith, 2007, Decolonizing methodologies).  

Concept of voice: 

•  Postcolonial studies: voiceless, lacking the power to express 
their cultural uniqueness, but also the power to claim their 
moral, legal, social and economic rights (Spivak, 1985, Can 
the subaltern speak?) 

•  ICTD: voice poverty can be overcome by using ICTs for 
empowering people to speak, express, claim, ask, but also to 
become aware of their right to overcome their disempowered 
position (Tacchi, 2008, Voice and Poverty) 



COMMUNITY MEDIA  

“Media produced by, for and about local communities.” (Howley, 
2010)  

Two defining features: access and participation  
Depending on focus, four approaches:  

•  Community media: inclusiveness, multivoicedness, 
empowerment 

•  Alternative media 

•  Civil society media  

•  Rhizomatic media  

(Carpentier, 2007)  

 

 

 



STUDY RATIONALE  

Need for respectful, inclusive methodologies for using ICTs 
towards cultivating minority voices taking into account the 
collective dimension and aiming towards community agency and 
continuity 

 



RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

(How) can the potential of ICTs be harnessed for cultivating 
minority voices?   
 

1. (How) Can the members of a minority culture use digital 
technology to research, represent and interpret their own culture?  

2. (How) can they produce multimedia that conveys a truthful 
depiction of the knowledge they possess and the reality they live 
in?  

3. How does the choice of the audience (insiders vs. outsiders to 
the community) relate to the way the minority is representing its 
culture?   

 



OBJECTIVES 

At an analytical level:  
•  Understand the interplay between technology and cultural 

participation in minority contexts: how do people perceive and 
engage with communication technology (old and new) in relation 
to cultural practices.  

•  Understand how the local context shapes the perception and 
usage of communication technology (old and new) in relation 
to cultural practices. 

At a practical and action-oriented level: 
•  How can local factors be adequately taken into account in 

designing local content production initiatives 
•  How to spur engagement and participation of the members of a 

local culture in content production.  
 



EXPECTED OUTCOME 

A context-responsive methodology that can support the use of 
digital technology by members of minority cultures for 
researching, interpreting and representing their cultural traditions.  

•  Transferable for one context to another, while  
•  responding adequately to the local conditions in each new 

context of implementation.    



APPROACH: BRIDGING THEORY AND FIELD ACTION 

The analytical eye: a sociocultural lens is used for framing the 
study.  

 

Designing field action: A participatory communication model is 
used for designing a field intervention, in which new technologies 
are introduced.  

 

The magnifying glass: activity theory is used as a descriptive 
tool for analyzing the experience on site.   

 



SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY 

Concept of cultural community: focus on the participation of 
individuals in cultural practices and traditions across generations 
(Rogoff, 2003)  
Mediated action, using cultural tools, both symbolic (e.g. 
language, narratives) and material (Wertsch, 1998, Erstad and 
Wertsch, 2008)  
•  New types of tools transform human activity, they do not 

merely facilitate it   
•  Narratives as cultural tools: not individual creations; 

embedded and negotiated in a sociocultural context  
Analyse the process of introducing new technologies in a local 
context based on the concepts of mastery and appropriation 
(based on Wertsch, 1998) 
 
 



PARTICIPATORY COMMUNICATION  

New paradigm in development communication, following top-
down approaches  

The ethics embedded in participatory communication based on 
principles of  

•  democratic decision-making,  

•  dialogue,  

•  reciprocity, 

•  inclusiveness and multivoicedness,  

•  and the pursuit of community-beneficial outcomes.  

(Servaes and Malikhao, 2005)  

 

 



ACTIVITY THEORY 

Analysis focus: the activity system, “object-oriented, collective, 
and culturally-mediated human activity.” (Engeström and 
Miettinen, 1999) 

Dynamic system characterized by internal tensions, as for 
example between individual goal-oriented action and collective 
activity, therefore generating development and change 
(Engeström and Miettinen, 1999) 

 



THE COMMUNITY 

The Roma: debated concept, multiplicity of frames  

Two paradigms in studying the Roma:   

•  Purported common ethnic identity and origin 

•  Marginality, criminality and poverty  

(Lucassen, Willems and Cottaar, 1998).  



THE ROMA IN THE VILLAGE PODOLENI 



THE ROMA IN THE VILLAGE PODOLENI 

A notable population of Romani origin: 1012 registered Roma, 
2010 

Work: unqualified seasonal jobs in agriculture, constructions, 
gardening 

Economic standard: below poverty line for the grand majority 
(95% of the families of Romani ethnic origin were receiving social 
assistance in April 2010) 

Education: dedicated primary school and access to secondary 
education is ensured in nearby commune Barcea 

Romani ancestry: assimilated, as opposed to traditional Romani 
groups; Romani widely spoken  



THE ROMA IN KOGALNICEANU STREET 

750 people in 58 houses  

Main issues: unemployment, lack of house places, perpetual 
flooding danger  

The contact family 
(Kogalniceanu Street) 



METHODOLOGY 

Ethnographic action research (EAR), a methodological framework 
that mixes ethnography, participatory approaches and action 
research principles and methods (Tacchi, Slater and Hearn, 2003) 
Ethnography: 
•  Defines the approach: holistic, set details in relation to the bigger 

picture  
Action research: "
•  Research as “informed reflection”, integrated in the four steps of 

the project development cycle: Plan – Do – Observe – Reflect.  
Participatory approaches:  
•  Community is involved in decision-making and planning in all 

stages  
Researcher as social-cultural animator  



METHODOLOGY n 3 MAIN PHASES 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



METHODOLOGY n PHASE 1 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

Methods 
Findings 

Results 



First set of goals:  
•  Understand and learn about the local reality, spanning social, 

cultural, economic, and religious aspects.  

•  Understand how the local issues connect to broader issues of 
the Roma population, on the one hand; and of Romanian 
people, on the other hand.  

•  Understand how the project can best fit in the local reality.  

•  Build relations with people on site, and trust in the feasibility 
and importance of a content production project.  

 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 



Looking at:  

Patterns of cultural participation across generations  

Social networking  

Communication channels and patterns  

Media understanding, significance and usage  

•  Media repertoires (Tacchi et al. 2003): how people mix media 
in usage.  

•  Media contents  
•  Media significance  

Uncovered needs related to media and communication  

METHODOLOGY n 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



Methods 
Participant observation 
•  After each visit (n=19 at the moment), detailed field notes have 

been taken.  
Interviews  
•  Semi-structured interviews with local people (n=30)  
•  Semi-structured interviews with local authorities (Romani 

councilor, Roma expert, mayor, etc.) 
Focus groups 
•  Group discussions (n=4).  
•  Focused on cultural participation and media usage  

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 



Second set of goals: 
Assess the type of content that is meaningful to participants 
(subject of content production).  

 

Inform the design of the content production experience (work 
process).  

 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 



Methods 
Focus groups 

•  Group discussions (n=4).  

•  Focused on meaningful subjects to document   

Interaction with digital recording devices  

Recording kit: a video camera with a tripod, an audio recorder and 
a photo camera  

Interaction assessed at the level of: 

•  Product: the communicative artifact produced  

•  Process: the interaction among participants for producing it 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 



FINDINGS n 1. ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

Socio-cultural and economic context: 

•  Main problems: unemployment and poverty, lack of house 
spaces 

•  The situation of the Roma: good relations with the Romanians, 
no tensions or conflicts  

•  Education up until secondary school, difficult to pursue further 
due to financial issues  

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



FINDINGS n  

Culture: meanings and participation 

•  Strong sense of cultural community 
(Rogoff 2003), nurtured through 
events, work and language   

•  Community-wide participation in 
important cultural events, such as 
baptisms or weddings 

•  Low sense of Romani cultural identity 

•  Little preoccupation with the past: life is 
lived in the present.  

 
1. Ethnography 2. Content 

production 
3. Content 

organization 



FINDINGS n  

Media and communication  
•  “Only television tells the truth” 

•  No use of radio, occasional use of written media 

•  Oral communication primacy 

•  Widely spread use of mobile phones 

 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



Contents: reflect stringent issues rather than cultural traditions    

Media usage: strong preference for the video 

Audience: preference for publication rather than restricted 
community use  

Process: 

•  Event-based recording 
•  Fixed roles, slowly ascending skills transfer 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

FINDINGS n  



Main results for next phase:  

•  A list of community relevant themes  
•  An oral history guide  

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

FINDINGS n  

Results and findings feeding in  
             Phase 2. Content production  



METHODOLOGY n PHASE 2 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

Methods 
Findings 

Results 



The Inquiry cycle, University of Illinois’ Community Informatics 
Center (Bruce and Bishop, 2008).  

•  inspired by pragmatist education, especially Dewey 

•  5 steps, Ask-Investigate-Create-Discuss-Reflect.  

Adaptation in Romani Voices: 

•  Inquiry  

•  Creation  

•  Reflection 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 2. CONTENT PRODUCTION 



Inquiry 

Creation 

Reflection 

•  Collective recording sessions 
•  Recording sessions run by the 

community 

Focus groups  
Informal group discussions 

•  Visualization of footage and edited 
contents 

•  Group discussion 

Support artefacts: 
•  List of themes  
•  Oral history guide 

The content production cycle 



•  Consistency in approaching key subjects  

•  Contents 

•  Relating: the event or story as link between two or more 
themes  

•  Confirmed preference for visual media (no use of audio)  
•  Process 

•  Division of labour and roles attribution based on skills and 
previous knowledge  

•  Skills transfer happening slowly, incurred by need 
 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

FINDINGS n 2. CONTENT PRODUCTION 



Main results for next phase:  

•  Validated list of main themes and relations  
•  Database of audio-visual contents  

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

FINDINGS n 

Results and findings feeding in  
             Phase 3. Content organization 



METHODOLOGY n PHASE 3 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



Concept of cultural ontology, R. Srinivasan: the information  
architecture for cultural contents should reflect the dynamics of the 
cultural life of that community  (2006, 2009) 

 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 3. CONTENT ORGANIZATION 



Information architecture 

•  Reflects the themes refined, validated and related throughout 
with community input  

Contents relating 

•  Through transition units that are relevant for more themes  

Final validation:  

•  Card sorting, negotiation  

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 

METHODOLOGY n 



THE WEB DESIGN FORMAT  

A reflection of the process, based on mainly audio-visual content 
units and meaningful relations among them 

Two types of navigation  
1: Regular navigation 

•  Metaphor: windows onto Roma life 

2: Narrative navigation 

•  Metaphor: storytelling  

•  Transition units link pieces of content  

•  Storyteller’s voice as narrative thread  

 

1. Ethnography 2. Content 
production 

3. Content 
organization 



SUMMING UP n COLLECTIVE STORYTELLING 

The process  
•  Mix of individual and collective input over a timeline  

•  Inquiry: focus groups in a convivial atmosphere 
•  Creation: collective recording sessions & community-led 

recording 
•  Reflection: triggered by visualization of contents, discussion, 

negotiation  
 
The product  
•  A cultural ontology design 
•  Contents: authentic voices, minimum editing  
•  The community story as the meaningful relating of individual 

stories, collected and recorded through collective effort  



COLLECTIVE STORYTELLING n PROCESS 

•  Explore 

Ethnographic 
research 

•  Inquiry, 
creation, 
reflection 

Content 
production •  Selection 

•  Association 

Content 
organization 



 COLLECTIVE STORYTELLING n PRODUCT 

•  Themes 
•  Oral history 

guide 

Ethnographic 
research 

•  Contents 
(stories) 

Content 
production 

•  Related, 
selected, edited  
contents 

Content 
organization 

The community story  
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