What’s the Point of Wales?

This article appeared in the April 2008 issue of Cambria magazine

If the historian, Gwyn Alf Williams, famously asked ‘when was Wales?’ I’d like to ask, ‘what’s the point of Wales?’ That is; why chose to invest effort in furthering Welsh nationality and why then wish to create a Welsh state?

It’s a question l’ve been pondering over for some time and it popped up again during the fall-put over the Government’s funding (or lack of funding) of the proposed Welsh language daily newspaper, Y Byd.
Assuming that all persons have to live in a state of some sort then the decision has to be made on what criteria should that state be based? We could all live in our own city-state or maybe another entity devoid of the suspected evils of nationality. This, some believe, with almost child-like innocence, will immunise us from xenophobia. We could base our state on ideology or religion – communism maybe, Jewish Eruv, Islamic Ummah or be like the Holy Roman Empire – though, I doubt neither non-national states would immunise us from conflict nor injustice. So, why chose a state based on Welsh nationality?

I would argue that the creation of a Welsh state, as opposed to a state based on another identity,  gives prestige, status and power to a language which otherwise would be totally marginalised. That is, the political and cultural agenda of creating a Welsh state is a vehicle to strengthen the Welsh language and culture – it’s not an end in its self. The revival of the Welsh language is the moral purpose of Wales. That’s the point of prioritising a Welsh nationality rather than a regional, city or British one. In a globalised world, not having a nation state is certain death for ‘small’ languages – as the leaders of the recent Tibetan intifada understand only too well.

The moral purpose of a state, in the European model at least, isn’t to make its citizens either wealthy, healthy, happy or fair-minded. Although these attributes are all important, they are all attributes which can be given to the population by another state – a conquering state or a more powerful ‘paternal’ state. No, the moral purpose of a nation and the only reason for its unique existence, is to promote the language and culture of a nation. If the state which that nation is a part of doesn’t achieve that, then, there is no moral purpose to that state. 

So, the reason for ‘inventing’ nationality is to defend and promote a particular language and culture. In fact, the argument in favour of conferring nationality is similar to the one about defence and includes the same irony which I’d argue should be reversed. It always tickled me that it’s always the larger countries that claim they need a nuclear bomb to 'defend themselves'. But historically, should it not be the other way round? Should not Chechnya or Poland have the nuclear bomb not Russia; New Caledonia not France; Tibet not China? Nuclear bombs should be given to countries that really need it to defend themselves. Likewise, should not nationality or independence be conferred to communities which need it to strengthen a weak or threatened language rather to those whose identity is already strong enough: Lakota Indians, Karen or Bretons (or Welsh) rather than USA, Burma, France?
 

And back to Wales and the cause célèbre of Y Byd – the dreamed-of Welsh language daily newspaper which had been lead to expect sufficient financial support from the Welsh Assembly Government but which has been offered a grant which is simply too low. The whole issue of language and culture in Wales should be put in the context not only of what’s possible but what needs to be done to further the moral purpose of the Welsh state. The defence of the British state of what it sees as its moral purpose should put this, and other decisions by the Welsh Government, in context and, maybe, ask us to frame our whole political argument in a different world view. 

The moral reason for the British state is the big question Gordon Brown is grappling with today. After a heady series of post-national or anti-national arguments he’s been forced and agree to an old-fashioned criteria for the moral reason for the British state which could be summed us as Mother tongue, Military and Monarchy.

What price this Britishness? Well, you could say the lives of 48 Welsh Guards. That’s how many died on the Sir Gallahad war ship in the South Atlantic to defend the Falkland Islands from Argentine control in 1982. Now, unlike many Welsh nationalists, I believe the Falklands war was a just conflict as, from a British point of view, a hostile force had invaded a part of the national territory. Had the UK not defended that territory then the whole question of the viability of its state would have been brought into question. Thatcher decided she had to fight back. Moreover, Argentina was ruled by a junta which was chucking Good People out of aeroplanes or ‘dissappearing’ them. But that doesn’t deny the fact that the Falklands war, more than a war about oil, or Thatcher’s prestige or a fight against a fascistic junta, was an ethnic war. It was a war by an English-speaking community which didn’t want to become a Spanish-speaking community. It was no different in essence to the recent Balkan Wars, First World War, Palestinan Intifada or Glyndŵr’s war. 


A case could have been made that incorporating the Falkland Islands into Argentina would have improved its economy, health service and education. But that isn’t the point of a state. The point of a state is to defend the language that is indigenous to that state. That’s the moral point of having your own state. There is no other point for having a nation-state and is there a moral point to a state if it isn’t a nation state?

The actual defence of the English language (but not Welsh) by war is then an integral part of the morality of the British state. But the British state goes another step in its moral justification and that is in its identification with the British military and even the support for extra-territorial wars. These wars can be called ‘Crusades’, ‘white man’s burden’, ‘just wars’ or ‘liberal interventionism’ but they all add up to what the French would recognise as la Glorie. The price of promoting British Glorie? Well, at the last count, the Iraq and Afghanistan wars will this year cost £3bn. War, the justification of war, are all essential parts of British moral identity with the Second World War becoming in all but name, what the Russians would call, The Great Patriotic War. For, after all, what’s the point of Britain if it doesn’t have a military which ‘punches above its weight’? So, £3bn is one price on promoting a moral reason for the British state.

What of other costs for promoting the moral purpose of the British state? Lets say the British Council with its budget of £500m or likewise, the BBC’s World Service budget of £250m again for promoting British culture and the English language and that’s before we mention the Olympic-sized £9bn for the 2012 Olympics. These are all valid, good cultural strategies and show an inherent understanding on the behalf of the British state of the importance of Mother tongue and Glorie. On the other hand, the entire budget of the National Assembly of Wales’s  Heritage Department for the defence and promotion of our morality is only £156m. It’s worth keeping these figures in mind when the our politicians and yes, we the public, discuss culture. 

Which brings us on to the debate about the funding of Y Byd. The sum offered was £200k or, to give some context, 0.2% of S4C’s annual budget. Since the inception of the Assembly the prestige of publishing in Wales has increased, but I’m still struck by the discrepancy between money thought acceptable for publishing as compared with what many think is vital for television. Maybe the poverty of our economy is as nothing compared to the poverty of our ambition maybe, the whole debate about what is ‘politically acceptable’ to finance publishing in Wales needs to be seen in another context?


Many arguments against giving additional money for Y Byd centred on the incompatibility of the state funding a daily newspaper. This of course is a valid argument but seems to ignore the fact that the state in other countries do subsidise daily newspapers and press. The British state has funded the English language press in the UK and here in Wales by a number of laws that created English-speakers and then English-readers to create a viable market for English language press. The ‘Acts of Incorporation’ of 1536 and 42 made English the sole official language in Wales and with that financed a network of courts and bureaucracy – it was in effect an English Language Act. The Education Act of 1870 made English the sole language of instruction in Wales and by doing so created a new market among the Welsh working class for English language press. The British state could have taken the same decision as the Hapsburg Empire which decreed, in its education act of 1867, that the medium of instruction in primary schools would be in the mother tongue of the children and by doing so created a viable market for languages like Slovene and Czech. The Education Act of 1870 was supported by a massive investment of capital to build hundreds of new schools, train and pay thousands of new teachers and publish hundreds of thousands of textbooks. This on a scale, which would be called ‘nation-building’ or even ‘nationalist’, were it done in a Welsh language context.  When one considers the financial commitment undertaken by the British state to turn Wales from a majority Welsh-speaking nation into a majority English-speaking one, the sums discussed today in Wales are miniscule if not laughable.

The Byd project is also important for the health of a diverse news outlet in Wales – a news agenda which is controlled almost entirely by the BBC and Trinity Mirror which chinks of light from magazines such as Cambria. It is also important from the point of view of creating a literate Welsh public. 

The whole argument about funding of Y Byd has repercussions for the Welsh print media in English. A literate Welsh culture, in both languages, is imperative for the well being of Wales. Civic nationality goes hand in hand with literacy - an illiterate identity is a tribal identity. So, should not our whole political effort be to create a more literate nationality? Should not the Welsh state do all it can to make publishing in Wales easier? Thankfully, the Assembly Government have acted in various degrees on this but many would like to see a quantum change. Why not tax exemptions for Welsh publishers? Why does the Welsh state subsidise stupidity – drunken people receiving treatment ‘free at the point of delivery’ for their own self-inflicted injuries or doctors prescribing shampoo as part of the famous free prescriptions - but seem more circumspect about ‘subsidising’ literacy?  0.5% of the Assembly’s health budget for instance amounts to some £40m, or almost a quarter, of the current Heritage Department’s budget.

The moral purpose of the Welsh state is to promote the Welsh language and Welsh culture through the medium of English. That’s its whole point. The morality of our state is to overturn centuries of discrimination against the indigenous language. Everything else can be done by another state. If the British state is willing to send men to war to promote and defend the English language then the Welsh state should be ready to do everything in its power to create a truly bilingual, literate Welsh nation. If it won’t do that, then the vehicle for change that is the Welsh state and the concept of Wales has lost its moral purpose. If that’s the case, then, there is no point to Wales.
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