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Judith Okely: “Some Political Consequences of Theories of Gypsy Ethnicity: The Place of the Intellectual”

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 crystallized by academics and intellectuals, have the potential to affect history. … Texts can subvert received, racist and repressive representations, and more besides.”

2. Argument: Okely uses the example of theoretical approaches to the question of Gypsy ethnicity to illustrate her view of the impact of intellectual and academic writing. She challenges the Marxist view that such writing represents merely the ‘superstructure’ to the economic ‘base’ and that it necessarily serves to reinforce the hegemony of the ruling class and reflect their interest. She goes beyond some of the neo-Marxist notions of the role of the intellectual as well, asserting that academia is in fact “potentially subversive”
 and identifying several modes in which ideas and intellectuals may have an impact on overall society. 

3. Question: While I strongly agree with Okely’s rejection of a strictly class-based power play as the explanation for all intellectual activity and find her classification of academic influences quite insightful, I feel that her article and the examples given in it are not as positive as her argument and conclusions appear to be. I also would have liked to see more on how several of her categories of influence often interact and are mutually reinforced to produce “hardened ‘facts’”
 out of “speculative theories”
.

4. Experiential Connection: As a member of a society that has been much covered by the media across the world during the past decade, I could testify that the power and influence of the global (western) media today greatly reduce the possible impact of critical intellectual thought. It seems to me that such ideas are only allowed to have some impact outside the confines of (exceedingly narrow) academic circles if they can offer something which in that particular “historic moment” fits with the media’s need for sensation.

5. Textual Connection: Edward Said concerned himself more extensively with defining intellectuals and their role as social critics. For him, an intellectual is “neither a pacifier nor a consensus-builder, but someone whose whole being is staked on a critical sense, a sense of being unwilling to accept easy formulas, or ready-made clichés, or the smooth, ever-so-accommodating confirmations of what the powerful or conventional have to say, and what they do.”
 In terms of the intellectual’s capacity to question dominant ideas, Said sees it as more than just a possibility – it is part of his definition of the intellectual that he/she be someone who is “not just passively unwilling, but actively willing to say so in public”
.

6. Implications: Okely’s argument implies that the general understanding of culture, ethnicity, and minority-majority relations can be improved by intellectual and academic activity. While ideas can be and often are misinterpreted and authors ‘lost’, the intellectual can also be a tool for combating racism and changing policy. 
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