Some Consequences of theories of Gypsy ethnicity by Judith Okely

“Ideas have consequences beyond the scholar, both in the larger dominant society and for ethnic minorities”1.

In this article the author theorises that ideas about ethnic origins have a great influence on the way that ethnicities are seen, policies are formulated and even laws are made.   If it is then recognised that these ideas and their influences lead to further theories then the original ideas influence becomes even more further reaching.   The author, Judith Okely focuses on the theories of Gypsy ethnicity and their influence on how Gypsies are percieved.   Okely theorises that in the case of Gypsy origin ideologies that were not necessarily true were propagated in order to make Gypsies more acceptable to the rest of society.   Also that there are persons who, in falsely claiming Gypsy heritage have given a false impression of Gypsies and their beliefs.   This is especially true in the cases where activists of a non-Gypsy origin have acted on behalf of Gypsies and caused legal troubles for Gypsies and been well meaning in their attempts to gain further rights for Gypsies.

One argument that I don’t feel is sufficiently well covered in this article is the conflict between actual and false ideas and whether the truth or falsehoods have more influence.   For example if an insider intellectual were to come up with a truthful description of Gypsy origin and culture would it be taken as fact and have the same influence as Gorgio intellectuals have??????

This article contains a great deal of parallels with my own experience and not just for theories of ethnic origin but also many other subjects.   Ideas are widely discusses and debated and then become the norm and the accepted truth about a subject, whether they are based on truth or not.   These norms then develop into the psyche of a person until it becomes the cemented truth about a subject and they argue to the point of extinction any other ideas about the subject in what is known the social construction of reality.

I would make a connection between this article and the words of Seyla Benabib who in her article talks, albeit on a different subject about the “creation of cultural unity”2 and includes a quote from Uma Narayan who wonders about how the practice of sati has come to be regarded as a norm in the Indian culture even though it is marginal to many Hindi communities let alone Indian ones.   In this case, a tradition noted by British colonials hundreds of years came to be the norm, false though it may have been and went down in history as a practice of all Indians.

This article contains many issues but the one that struck me most is the danger of latching onto one theory about a subject and not keeping an open mind.   As the author says “ideologies have shifted, intersected or conflicted according to the historical moment”3.   The possibility of further evidence being unearthed is always there as time goes on and people think further about ideas and answers.
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