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I had a novel experience watching the 2007 Rugby World Cup a few months ago. For the first time ever I wasn’t supporting ATBE (any team but England). Whilst I didn’t rush out to buy a Cross of Saint George flag, I’d go as far as saying that I would have been quite glad had the English retained the Webb Ellis Trophy.  

I’ve traditionally taken the ATBE position not through anti-English xenophobia but for political reasons. Were I, and thousands of other Welsh people to support England, the media and political class wouldn’t applaud us for our cultural generosity but would see the equation; the Welsh support England, ergo, the Welsh are essentially English. Not supporting England is an easy-to-read way of making the point, ‘we’re Welsh, don’t take us for granted’. 

Which brings me back to my surprising Damascene revelation. My relaxed attitude towards English success at this exciting World Cup of underdogs had nothing to do with a newfound feeling of Brownite Great-British nationalism and nor am I comfortable with English flags flying in Wales. After all, the first recorded use of the St George’s Cross as an emblem of England was in a Roll of Accounts relating to Edward I’s war of 1275 against Welsh independence - his Drang nach Westen. How would the Poles feel seeing the Teutonic flag fluttering over the rooftops of Warsaw? Seeing English flags flying in Aberystwyth is a sign of an English cultural, linguistic and economic power dwarfing a weak Welsh identity – it’s like Edward’s army was back in town.
But I do now enjoy the bittersweet irony that the success of the England rugby team, and my support for that success, far from strengthening the Great British narrative, undermines it. With every drop-goal Jonny Wilkinson kicked in France the ties of Britishness weakened and Englishness strengthened a little. Put simply, the stronger English sentiment becomes, the stronger becomes the call for an English parliament and with that, a stronger Welsh parliament. Since I believe that the moral purpose of creating Welsh nationality is to be a vehicle to strengthen the Welsh language and culture, and since those most hostile to the Welsh language and Welsh nationality are the one’s most keen to promote Britishness, then that’s good news. That’s why I find myself able to support the English rugby team but not a British athletics team. Britishness claims territorial jurisdiction over Welsh culture and political aspiration, Englishness doesn’t.
The rise in English self-awareness is now well documented. However, what’s interesting from a Welsh point of view is the difference between English nationalism and the Welsh version. Whilst Welsh nationalism is very much part of the left-wing, idealistic epoch of the civil rights and anti-colonial movements of the 1960s, English nationalism is of today. It’s a more right of centre, cynical, (or realistic - if you like) zeitgeist rooted in the politics of the new century - democracy and demography.  This has been a cause of concern for many left-wing English people and an excuse for some Welsh nationalists not to share platforms with English nationalists. Now this is a peculiar reaction by Welsh nationalists; after all, isn’t nationalism based on the premise that different national communities have different priorities?

In his excellent new book on the political philosophy of Plaid Cymru, ‘Rhoi Cymru’n Gyntaf’, (University of Wales Press) Dr Richard Wyn Jones draws our attention to the three steps of nationalist development identified by the Czech historian, Miroslav Hroch. Step A is the intellectual activity which gives the national community its self-awareness by studying and elevating that community’s language, culture and history. In the Welsh case this would be represented by the era of Iolo Morganwg. Step B develops from the work of pioneers - a concerted effort to spread the national awareness among the general population. Again the Welsh version is represented by people like Michael D. Jones or Emrys ap Iwan. The final step, Step C, sees a critical mass of the population accepting the importance of their ‘new-found’ national identity at which point it becomes a hegemonic force, penetrating all walks of the nation’s life from trade unionism to education and commerce. This final step didn’t happen fully in Wales, or at least it hasn’t happened yet.

From a Welsh point of view, what is interesting about English nationalism is the absence of the Step A group of people. Who is the English Iolo Morganwg, Slovak Streymyer or Slovene Prešeren? In fact, who are the intellectuals championing English nationalism? It seems to have gone in one leap straight to Step B if not Step C. Of course, the English have never had to validate nor justify their language or culture - it’s never been banned nor been under threat. England didn’t have such a ‘peasant culture’ as were we Welsh or, say, the Estonians had. And yet, as this new English nationalism recreates a new political English identity, one would expect to see English intellectuals giving it a voice. But more of this later.
And what of Step B, the acceptance of this new identity being broadcast by a second generation of nationalists? Michael D. Jones in Wales, L’udovít Stúr in Slovakia, Josip Juraj Strossmayer in Croatia and Frantisek Palacky for the Czechs. Again, the English link is weak. It seems there are no nationally known leaders fighting the case for English nationalism - or is it that they’re yet to become well known? And this may be the biggest difference between the English and Welsh or other ‘non-historic nations’. Whilst Welsh and nineteenth East European nationalism was stuffed full of ministers, sons of ministers, teachers and publishers; English nationalism seems to have totally by-passed this class of people. English nationalism, so different from Welsh nationalism, is the nationalism of the self-made man, the White Van Man. A man caricatured for his lack of fine words and concepts. 

English nationalism doesn’t bribe intellectuals with quotes by Italian Marxist nor French philosophers - it’s too uncouth for some. It is the belief of the self-made man who owes nothing to anyone, whose occupation doesn’t depend on ‘Britain’ - unlike British politicians, he British media who need to sustain a British context for their work, the British industrialists of the large retail stores. Nor does it depend on the traditional working-class occupations which upheld Britishness - such as coal-mining or ship-building - which are now long gone. The White Van Man of English nationalism doesn’t need Britishness. For his economic sphere is his local market town or conurbation, Britain is either too big or, in the globalised economy with China and india, too small.

Yet despite this seeming absence of Step A and B, English nationalism is starting to develop a hold on English aspiration, undermining Britishness from within. How is this happening? Well an obvious reason is that English nationalism is strengthened by its uneasy tango with Celtic nationalism. Again, the phenomenal (and, yes, lucky) success of Celtic nationalism in 2007 is something whose consequences are yet to be fully felt. The July meeting of the Council of Isles, with Alex Salmond of Scotland, Gerry Adams and Bertie Ahern of Ireland and Ieuan Wyn Jones of Wales seemed as if Armes Prydain, the tenth century Welsh prophesy when the Bretons, Irish, Manx, Scots and Welsh would unite against the English, seemed to have become fulfilled on the windy steps of Stormont. And yet in this setting the English weren’t the ‘enemy’ since they weren’t represented. Instead it was the Scot, Gordon Brown, the flag-waver of a born-again British nationalism, who represented England. Britishness, like Welshness and Englishness is a political choice rather than an ethnic identity.

Incredibly, ‘British nationalists’ attack English nationalists for promoting an ethnic English identity. This flies in the face of reason as the calls to create an English parliament, will, by definition, create a new England polity and civic identity. Incidentally a cause championed, by another Scot, Sir Malcolm Rifkind. And if some members of the ethnic minority feel cold towards Englishness, should not the organs of the state now be promoting an ‘inclusive’ Englishness rather than flogging the horse of Britishness which seems in danger of being the minority identity of choice of white English people? As Richard Wyn Jones also makes clear, we’re all nationalists, whether as part of the various strands of the ‘banal nationalism’ of the dominant state which Gordon Brown’s party so wholeheartedly supports, or the aspiring, forward-looking nationalism of the Welsh, the English, the Scots or the Cornish. Those of the British nationalist variety in government or opposition have no reason to look down their noses at Celtic or, indeed, English nationalists - the concept of Britishness has plenty of blood on its hands. Those who claim not to be nationalists at all share the same conceit as those American White’s who claimed that only other people were ‘of colour’.
The attack on the supposed danger of English nationalism and calls for an English Parliament draws parallels with Neil Kinnock’s opposition to the Welsh Assembly in 1979. Richard Wyn Jones in his book (which will soon be translated into English) recalls how Kinnock argued that Welsh nationality should continue to be a ‘matter of hearts and minds, not of bricks, committees and bureaucrats’. That is, although Kinnock had no opposition to the continuance of Welshness in its ethnic form (if we put the question of the Welsh language to one side) he didn’t support giving civic expression to that Welshness. By opposing an English parliament, aren’t Brown’s British nationalists just as guilty of confining English identity to the ethnic rather than the civic?

Britishness seemed once so strong and may be so again, but from the standpoint of the England-supporting rugby and football fan it’s looking decreasingly relevant. Funnily enough, the traits which made Welshness seem so weak, now seem to be its strength - which may have some bearing on Englishness too.

When Britishness was at its height in the nineteenth century, Welsh identity and language seemed equated with femininity (should I say with the contemporary implication of weakness?) - the cartoon figure of ‘Dame Wales’, mamwlad (motherland), mamiaith (mother tongue). Welsh was the language of the ‘gegin gefn’ (the back kitchen), it was the language of the hearth not the office. Isn’t it indicative of this that the branches of the Urdd, the Welsh-language youth movement, are called ‘aelwyd’, (hearth)? When Welsh was allowed in school it was reserved for the female-dominated primary schools. And when it was eventually taught in high schools, Welsh tended to be the language of the more ‘feminine’ social sciences. Britishness and the English language in comparison was a real language of the real men’s world. English, like British identity, was associated with the science, war and finance. 

But, it seems, the tortoise of ‘feminine’ Welsh identity was able to overtake the testosterone-fuelled hare of Britishness. Maybe, with the ‘feminisation’ of society, such practical male virtues are not so important. Maybe in the age of identity politics, people, naturally, feel greater affinity and love for their ‘mother’s’ side. Is this true in England too? As the old nation-states of the nineteenth century lose much of their power to global finance, Britain doesn’t seem so practical, what now is the point of Britain? Does the City of London, the bastion of British commerce for instance, now need Britain, would an English parliament really damage it? With the Bank of England now independent, would it really care were England itself independent too? With the exception of fighting wars, what can Britain do which England (or Wales) can’t?

So, who are the new English pioneers, the Iolo Morganwgs of the English cause? If it was the ragged, exotic antiquarians who revived or invented Welsh, Estonian or Slovene identity in the nineteenth century, my guess is that it could be authors such as Stephen Oppenheimer for the English in the twenty first who marry genetics and linguistics as they plot the early pre-historic history of England and the English language. Oppenheimer’s book ‘Origins of the British (a genetic detective story)’ and M.J. Harper’s ‘The History of Britain Revealed’ challenge the assumptions based on the fifth century Brythonic historian, Gildas, that the Anglo-Saxons invaded England and slaughtered the indigenous Brythoniaid (ancient Welsh) who inhabited the whole of Britain south of Edinburgh. Their assumption is that English has been spoken continuously in parts of England since before the Roman invasion and that the infamous Anglo-Saxons were another Germanic-speaking people related, but not identical, to the indigenous English. Both historians (if Harper is a genuine historian and not a nom de plume) offer the thesis that Britain was divided linguistically and genetically since pre-Roman times, with the Brythoniaid/Celts to the west of the Pennines and source of the Thames and English to the east. If true of course, this would explain the near total absence of Welsh/Celtic names in eastern England and could explain the possible ethnic cleansing which would have had to have been on a Nazi scale to account for near zero ‘Celtic’ genes in that part of Britain.

Does the prehistoric history of Stone Age man or migration of nations during the Dark Ages mean much to the tribes of today as they slurp their smoothies and gossip during office hours with their Facebook friends? Superficially, no, of course, but then big ideological movements never do ... at first. But what this newfound interest in English history suggests to me is a new interest in engaging with English history. Not a slip of the tongue England-when-we-mean-Britain, but England. It’s a historic step in English historiography which puts a full-stop to the arrogance which started in the tenth century when Ealdorman Aethelweard declared that Britain ‘is now called England, thereby assuming the name of the victor’. And if the English and the English language is indigenous to Britain, then the Brownite Britishness narrative of ‘we’re a nation of immigrants’ is wrong – unless you call migrating during the Holocene Age 10,000 years ago, cultural diversity. And, if that is the case, then doesn’t Brown’s Britishness just look a bit, well, recent. In the great vista of English history, if the English have been here since at least 8,000BC then the 1707 British Union just looks a bit Johnny-cum-lately. 

Of course, this doesn’t discount the need to create a multi-ethnic English identity - and I don’t think it will. If nations are ‘invented communities’ as our intellectual class have told us over the past twenty years, then all communities can be re-invented. And if a boil-in-the-bag African state like Zambia, my country of birth, created from nothing in 1911 and gaining independence in 1966, can create a national narrative, then surely it’s not beyond the whit of the English to create a national narrative which can, and does, include people of different races and backgrounds.

There is a prejudice against England.  Why is ‘Little Englander’, for instance a term of abuse when it was coined during the Boer War against those who wished not to send troops to South Africa. What’s so narrow-minded about that? Maybe the peace protesters today who don’t wish to be part of the liberal intervention should call themselves Little Englanders too?  How is it that the Archbishop of Wales, Barry Morgan, can lead a forum to strengthen the power of the National Assembly but that Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, doesn’t support a similar English Parliament?  Would not an English parliament help create an inclusive, civic English identity as the Welsh and Scottish parliaments do? 

Political Britishness is being challenged. Britain’s main supporters seem now to be the incongruous extremes of the BNP and the CRE. As Cambria goes to press, the Conservative party has suggested setting up an English Grand Committee. My guess is that the Tories know this isn’t workable, and the Grand Committee is a bit of kite-flying to check that the wind’s blowing favourably before they go for a proper English parliament. But would a stronger English identity be so threatening? 
Were England to have her own Parliament, or, even in the unlikely situation of the break-up of the UK, would it really mean the “Balkanisation of Britain” as Pontpridd MP Kim Howells so graphically warned us in true camp, British, Hammer-House-of-Horror style? No, of course not. It would be less Balkanisation, more Scandinavianisation. It may not be so snappy a term, with two syllables too many, but it’s a far more appropriate political analogy, representing as it does, three closely-related nation-states, cooperating to their mutual economic and cultural benefit, but taking their own decisions. In fact it would be a bargain - three states for the price of one. As we celebrate cultural diversity should we not now also celebrate constitutional diversity too? Britain would still exist, but would not three nation-states on the island give us true diversity and choice - or does diversity stop at food and music? And we already have several examples of real living Scandinavianisation of Britain: the Anglican Church, the rugby, football, boxing or bowling unions, the legal deposit libraries and, in politics; education and health policies. And talking of politics, when will the media - and Gordon Brown - realise that the government in Westminster is increasingly, in everything but name, an English parliament? The Health, Education and Transport Secretaries are de facto English ministers, as the remit of Westminster doesn’t run the other side of Offa’s Dyke or Hadrian’s Wall. 

So who will decide to ride the English lion out of the current union as Boris Yeltsin did with Russia in the USSR and Vaclav Klaus with the Czech republic and Czechoslovakia? To go back to Hroch’s three steps, the first two were there already, albeit perhaps being re-written, but it is the last step which is missing. It’s too early yet, but politics and culture are changing fast and when the English begin to mean England and not Britain when they say ‘in this country’, then the British flag will be a limp one. Who then wouldn’t bet that one politician might not go for glory and close the circle of English history as Europe’s earliest nation-state becomes the continent’s newest?
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