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Okely, Judith (1997) “Some political consequences of theories of Gypsy ethnicity.  The place of the intellectual.”  In James, Alisson et al. (eds) After Writing Culture.  Epistemology and Praxis in Contemporary Anthropology.  London: Routledge, pp. 224-243; Reader 63-72.

1). Central Quotation:  “…the power of some ideas as opposed to others depends on the historic moment that gave the context for those ideas to flourish.  But in turn those ideas, as crystallised by academics and intellectuals, have the potential to affect history…intellectuals and even the most ensconced academics are in a position to present ideas that are inconsistent with and potentially subversive to the currently identifiable policies and ideology associated with either Gramsci’s ‘civil’ or ‘political’ society.”

2). Argument:  Okely’s general argument is that intellectuals have a large impact on the shaping of social, political and historical identities of Roma.  Okely frames her argument around the academic debate over the origins of the Romany people and its important connections to (and its advantages within the context of) a changing social policy and identity.  Okely also describes the situation of Romany identity being shaped by non-Romany intellectuals and she is highly critical and sceptical of their ability to understand and get mainstream society to understand Romany social issues.  

3). Question:  Why is it so important that academics are shaping Romany identity?  Must the Romany cause and/or identity be championed by gorgio (non-Gypsies)?  If so, will our own cultural biases distort what the Romany identity is?  Have academics formed your own identity?  In what context can we understand identity without “others”?  

4). Experiential Connection: I can relate to the debate on academics shaping identity and issues.  For example, I have been taking a few American History classes here in the past two semesters at Charles University.  As an American, I can see great differences in what is taught in the Czech Republic about American History and what is taught in America about American History.  For example, George Bush is supposedly championing the United States as the leader in the fight against terrorism.  However, the United States is the only country in history to be condemned by the World Court for terrorist activity (in Nicaragua 1986).  However, political and academic leaders have shaped the September 11th attacks in such a way that an American would never consider his/her country a terrorist state. (Chomsky 2002).

5).  Textual Connection: I think one of the great connections from another reading I did comes from my Disability History course.  There we have recently discussed the mainstreaming and intellectual understanding of disabled identity.  With the history of the disabled and the Romany I see that there is a conflict between who is creating who’s identity.  Are the Romany or the disabled creating their own identity, or are intellectuals creating their identity for them.  “Whereas McGill believed a positive image of blindness had to come from blind people themselves, Campbell assumed public perceptions must change before the blind could gain this self-confidence.”   (Kudlick 2001)

6). Implications:  Due to the large non-Romany intellectual community that studies Roma and effects the social policies and identity of Roma, Okely argues the Romany themselves have been given little chance to influence social policy or their own identity.  Because non-Romany scholars act as bridges between the Romany community and mainstream society, Romany ideology and identity gets distorted by a non-Romany view of their culture.

