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Just a thought. Can I sue a decade? C’mon, Cambria’s readership must include some lawyers who want a break from profiting on other people’s bad judgement and bad luck? How about this for a case? The media is full of 1980s retrospectives at the moment and the politicians and programme makers are people whose informative years were in the 80s, but I’d like to sue the 1980s for being a terrible decade and for casting an unwarranted shadow on Welsh political life – for the wrong reasons.

My eighties phobia re-emerged like a particularly bad curry recently as I drove down to Cardiff. Real Radio, the commercial station for southern Wales, had an ‘Eighties Anthems’ show on celebrating all those hair spray rock songs of my youth. My stomach turned all the way from Carmarthen to the Capital, a nervousness filling my gut as reminders of past uncertainties and teenage awkwardness churned my belly. Maybe more than any decade there were two sides to the 1980s – the ’80s of the Yuppies, Falklands War, Thatcherism and Wham! and then there was the other alternative ’80s of CND, soggy protest marches, Miners Strike and The Smiths. Yeah, and guess which 1980s I was a part of! Now, don’t get me wrong, I graduated in 1989, and I did have had a good time in the eighties, but apart from the Welsh language rock scene, I have no nostalgia for the decade at all, only regret and anger. It’s been and it’s over and can the media just leave it at that?

Unfortunately, it seems, the media won’t just leave it – it’s that deja vous feeling all over again. Women’s magazine are full of features on retro 1980s fashion which seems to mean the return of the dreaded leggings; those crotch-smelling, bum-sack sagging, knee indented shapeless trousers which showed up every tin traddodiadol Gymreig (traditional Welsh arse). I spent the 1980s wishing women would dress, well, like women. Instead it was the decade when feminists decided not to look feminine and wore Doctor Martin boots, leggings and horrible floral skirts. Radio Cymru are also in on the act, broadcasting a turgid hiraethothon every Saturday morning, playing all the worst songs of the 1980s. It’s totally uncalled for provocation inviting me to bark at the radio like a mad man, much to he bemusement of Owain, my year old son.

But back to my salmonella re-heated ’80s moment on the M4. Somewhere before Pyle, where the Margam Steelworks rise like Tel Aviv from the sand dunes, an unfamiliar sound crept out on Real Radio. It was the thud of the shoulder pads against the soft mutation which confirmed how much we’ve (thankfully) moved on since that decade. The unfamiliar and yet familiar sound seeping from the Real Radio 80sfest was the sound of the Welsh language. It was an advert in Welsh promoting the Assembly Government’s health campaign to raise awareness of back-pain (Real Radio listeners being prime ‘sickie-taking’ candidates it seems). The advert was in Welsh promoting the stupendously named website cefnaucymru.com . Halleluiah for back-pain! I was almost embarrassed at not recognising my own language – so unfamiliar and out of context was it. But, hearing an advert in Welsh on an English-language radio station by the National Assembly Government is something which wouldn’t have, couldn’t have happened in the 1980s. That’s one other good reason not to have any nostalgia for that dreadful decade and why the 1980s should be binned not recycled.

Some things then have changed a lot since the 1980s – but others haven’t.

The Conservatives under that nice Mr Cameron have started to apologise for their mistakes in the eighties. The politics of apologising is a sorry state of affairs but now that the Conservatives are reassessing their contribution to the 1980s isn’t it also time others in Wales reassess what lessons we should take from that decade?

In Welsh mythology the 1980s were, in the words of the great historian Gwyn Alf Williams, ‘the years of the plague’. That may be true to large extent – but is it the whole story, and are the Tories the only ones who should repent and admit their mistakes? 

 
I was at a book launch recently held by anti-nuclear campaigners who claimed their sit-ins around Greenham Common helped end the Cold War. Really? That would be news to the Soviets who were brought to their knees economically by the nuclear arms race but brought to their knees laughing by CND rainbow scarves and mittens. There’s nothing I’ve read which suggest that the anti-nuclear campaign did anything to bring the arms race to an end. It’s self-delusion to think otherwise. A collective self-delusion, which goes unchallenged by many in Wales. 

Likewise, the Tories are blamed for the closure of the coalmines. I remember collecting food outside Asda superstore in Whitchurch, Cardiff for the families of the strikers but does anyone believe there would be many more mines left here today had Thatcher not been in power? 

Thatcher, the Ugly Sister, forever ‘behind us’ in the pantomime of Welsh politics did the ‘dirty work’ which left-wing politicians can boo-hiss her for. They’re the same MPs and AMs who are eternally grateful that she was man enough to save them from taking tough decisions. Are these the same left-wing politicians and journalists who celebrate or who work in the information economy of Cŵl Cymru? The UK’s service and creative industries were built on the realisation that manufacturing in the UK could never compete with cheaper economies – a realism many chose to ignore in the 1980s but scoff from the trough of IT and media today.

As this column goes to print the elections for the third Assembly are in full swing.  And what a bizarre election it is for an Assembly which seemed not to touch people’s lives in 200 weeks until the convenient smoking ban and free prescriptions of the last week of its mandate. Maybe the next Assembly should take a brake until April 2011 too and save us some cash?

As ever, Labour’s increasingly Voelkish iconisation of the Valleys communities is in evidence. Its iconisation wouldn’t go amiss in an East European socialist workers poster of kerchiefed women and muscular men or 19th century Welsh-language novel. Like Fianna Fail’s republican narrative in Ireland, it’s a narrative which is now rooted more in myth than reality. Like Fianna Fail the politics of 1930s is forever refought with the Strike of 1984, and now the closure of Burberry factory, the latest in a line of misfortune which the Rhondda, uniquely, should be saved from. 

There is something profoundly rotten with Welsh politics and especially the political class now in their 40s and 50s who were active in the 1980s. The anti-Thatcher and almost anti-Tory racism, which is invoked across the political spectrum, is contributing nothing to our political debate.

If some Conservatives are mature enough to admit to the mistakes of the 1980s isn’t it time their adversaries did so too? I don’t mean apologising for slavery or the Holocaust and other events which Left wing MPs had personally nothing to do with – that’s easy – it’s just showing off; no I mean apologising for things which Welsh politicians did in Wales. 

Rather than keeping up the anti-Tory rhetoric whilst implementing Tory policy isn’t it time politicians and the political activists came clean and say they got things wrong? We could have a mass Peace and Reconciliation type event like they had in South Africa with politicians broadcasting live apologies on S4C and BBC2W. For instance; opposing ‘Thatcherite’ economic policies in the 1980 but implementing them in the 2000s; apologising for hounding Welsh-speakers as being racists in 2001 for voicing concern of the ability of Welsh to integrate English-speakers whilst implementing policies to integrate newcomers in English a year later; apologising for opposing nuclear power in the 1980s but supporting it in 2007. Apologise to Norman Tebbitt for ridiculing the ‘cricket test in 1992 but bringing the ‘British test’ in 2006. And we could go on.  

Of course – ‘we’re all Thatcherites’ now – or rather the electorate is. They, we, us, don’t say that of course. When the cold wind of capitalism threatens your job, then everyone’s a socialist. Not so much Stalin’s ‘communism in one country’ nor Trotsky’s ‘world-wide communism’ but more ‘communism in one person’; a nimbyism of the jobs market if you like. Of course, nobody’s honest enough to say this. So, when Burberry’s close their factory in the Rhondda we get the old ‘socialist’ campaign flags out. The Labour politicians couldn’t campaign intellectually against the closure as they’d just signed a treaty with China to broaden free trade (which Burberry took full advantage of and moved the production to a union-free factory in the People’s Republic). So, Labour, having lost their intellectual argument, fought what must be the first-ever politics-lite political campaign. Celebrities showed how really, really angry they were with Burberry for being a nasty, nasty company. Conclusion? Celebrity gets street cred, politician gets pic in local paper, government gets off the hook, Burberry couldn’t give a damn. Hey, everyone’s happy – except the Burberry worker.

In the old days Labour politicians legislated to keep work in the UK, now they just ask for signed autographs from celebs. More celebrity than cerebral politics it seems. The Burberry campaign used British nationalism to shame Burberry into giving the staff more redundancy pay and class nationalism, tied in with the memory of the 1984 Miner’s Strike, to paint the workers as the victims. Hmm, and I though nationalism was the refuge of the scoundrel? And I thought too, from what my British left wing friends told me, that the whole point of Wales staying part of the UK was that this big state was stronger than capital? But it’s not, so what’s the point of Britain?

Of course anyone dull enough to fight the forthcoming Assembly election on an avidly socialist agenda, pointing out the pit-falls of globalisation on communities like the Rhondda, will not win. Why? Because the electorate, like the politicians, are hypocrites too. I’ve been there. In a previous life I was a failed politician. I’ve tried convincing the public that we can legislate to keep jobs, and you know what, a blank slightly patronising face looks back at your earnest face; the public don’t buy it. In their bones, they don’t buy it. It’s all bunk. The British left wing has no new philosophy only policies. The Welsh nationalist left wing has the old philosophy but nobody believes in it any longer. 

The Left has lost the intellectual battle to the Right and like in the Rhondda it’s left with class jingoism and flying red flags. As a sign of its desperacy for some political legitimacy the Left campaigns on its version of fighting foreign wars - saving little children in Africa or supporting various third-world revolutionaries, and fighting past wars - on Slavery and the Holocaust … and the 1980s. The other battles have been lost intellectually or at the ballot box.

As the Assembly gains more power, as English and Scottish nationalism rises, and as the implications of demographic and environmental change kick in, Welsh politicians will be forced against their will to move away from the policies of bribes and gimmicks and towards more substantial, strategic policies. Flying the ‘bloodied flag’ of class nationalism won’t be enough. Welsh politics will also become more right wing and realistic and less about past tribalism – it’s a pity there isn’t a Welsh Gaullist party to champion this change. 

Change will come, but for it to happen the generation of the 1980 will have to bequeathed their duffle coats and protest stickers in Saint Fagans and bin the bunk they’ve dined on for last 20 years. Who knows, with their newfound honesty and realism maybe more people will bother voting then too? 

There are many lessons to learn from the 1980s – some good and some bad, but it isn’t just Margaret Thatcher and American football style shoulder padding that should do the apologising. Until everyone comes clean about the 1980s I’ll save any nostalgia for worthier causes and prefer the media wouldn’t remind me of that awful decade – unless they want to be sued.
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