BEYOND THE PALE – Labour’s Deliberate misuse and abuse of the term ‘racism’
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This article appeared in the May 2006 issue of Cambria magazine.  This is the original version which includes some sentences which were not seen in the published issue because of lack of space.

The Idiom of Dissent by Gomer Press, isn’t a book most people would pack away with their towels and sunglasses as they prepare for their summer holiday, but if you’re interested in the manipulation of the media in Wales then there is one chapter which makes interesting reading.

In a chapter called ‘The Idioms of Race: the ‘racist nationalist’ in Wales as bogeyman’, Simon Brooks, the editor of Welsh-language current affairs journal, Barn and a leading member of the Welsh-language pressure group, Cymuned, outlines the new speak used by the Labour party to create the ‘racist nationalist’ phantom to save its own electoral skin.  It’s a chapter about one of the shabbiest periods in Welsh political life. 

At its heart it exposes the colonial attitude towards the Welsh language by many journalists and politicians, the weakness of the Welsh media community and the lazyness of individual journalists and even academics.

The chapter recalls the events following the Simon Glyn Affair. Readers may recall that Simon Glyn, a Plaid Cymru councillor for Gwynedd Council commented on a BBC Radio Wales phone-in on 17th January 2001 that the movement English people to Welsh-speaking villages was changing the language of the villages.  He suggested that there wouldn’t be a problem if there was a monitoring of that movement and that people moving into such area were made aware of Welsh culure and were persuaded or made to learn Welsh. 

Glyn was instantly branded ‘anti-English’ and ‘racist’ even though North Wales Chief Constable, Richard Burnstrom concluded in September 2001 that ‘there is no evidence you intended to created racial hatred’ and at  the heart of Glyn’s comments was a concern for language not race.  Glyn was effectively lynched for stating the bleeding obvious and what were, in hind-sight, a totally unremarkable set of comments.  Glyn’s assertion and concern was that the movement of a people from strong a linguistic community (English) into an area of a language with low prestige was going to weaken that smaller language community (Welsh).  Labour politicians would habitually ask people to insert ‘Pakistani’ for ‘English’ and see the racial correlation, even though, as they well knew, it would have been more instructing to insert the words ‘Welsh’ with ‘Tibetian’ or another smaller stateless language and ‘English’ with ‘Chinese’ or another larger and more prestigous state language.  It’s to the eternal shame of the Commission of Racial Equality, a body of high prestige and power within the Labour Party, that such simple and obvious points weren’t made at the outset of the Affair which would have lead to a more enlightening debate. 

No difference, Simon Glyn was just the wrong man and the wrong place concerned about the wrong language.  Following Plaid Cymru’s surprise success at the first elections for the National Assembly in May 1999, it seems that as early as September of that year the Labour Party in Wales had decided on strategy of creating the ‘racist nationalist bogey man’ with the Welsh language becoming the Welsh equivilant of the Orange Card.

The Labour party strategy was ruthlessly excecuted and set the tone of a debate in the press.  Genuine racial attacks which occured at the time were under-reported in comparison with the perceived ‘racial’ debate around the Welsh language.  The continuation of the ‘racist nationalist bogeyman’ narrative gave the prejudice an air of authenticity.  As the political lecturer, Dr Richard Wyn Jones noted a Big Lie can be accepted as Truth when it is repeated and not challenged.  The Big Lie went virtually unchallenged in part due to the fact that Plaid Cymru’s weak leadership had a virtual political nervous breakdown following Glyn’s comments.  The defence of Simon Glyn and the whole concept of Welsh-speaking areas was left to individuals with little political clout, no financial backing and little power or control of the mass media – a fact the notorious Labour supporting Welsh Mirror was well aware of and could exploit in the knowledge that he nor his supporters would have neither the strength or the finance to sue any libellous comments or access the mass of Welsh population without in most cases going through the distorited prism set out within the ‘racist nationalist’ narrative.

Labour’s attack covered several sections of the media and several levels, all indicating a ruthlessness and vindictiveness which it had learned after years in opposition and, ironically, after years of similar slander and lies by the London Tory press in the 1980s.  It could be argued that politics is a rough game and ‘all’s fair in war’. However, putting aside the moral and political worth of the idiotic vector which the likes of Labour’s Ken Livingstone or even Neil Kinnock had to put up with in the 1980s and the dubious morality of applying the same tactics when in power, the ‘discourse’ was hardly on a level playing field.  The very weakness of the Welsh language and ignorance of it’s situation in Wales not to talk of outside the country, gave the Labour Party all the best cards.  Welsh was given a weak hand with weak players.

The day following Glyn’s comments the Labour Party’s paper of choice, the Welsh Mirror screamed ‘Voice of Hate’ giving no nuance to the concern thousand felt for the future of the Welsh language.  This set the ball rolling and Labour invested heavily in it.  The Wales on Sunday newspaper reported on January 28 2001 under the title ‘Exposed: A Web of Deceit’ how Labour’s London Millbank headquarters was found to have sent 1,275 messages under pseudonym on a Welsh politics chat room to turn the heat of the political debate and made up quotes attributed to Plaid Cymru members.

Insensitive comments by one Plaid Cymru member, Gwilym ab Ioan (who is married to an English woman) and John Elfed Jones, former head of Dŵr Cymru but not a Plaid member, were exploited beyond all proportion.  One suspects however,  were the majority of people in Yorkshire or Kent (or the Rhondda) unable to speak English then comments like those of ab Ioan or Jones would totally unremarkable.  A situation like that would ever to be allowed to happen of course.  After all Englan/Britiain has fought several wars so that they ‘don’t all speak French or German now’ and comments made during the recent debate about Welsh-medium schools in Cardiff illustrate the strong feelings felt by people who wish to stay monolingual English-speakers.  But double standards apply in respect to Welsh.

In March, a Plaid Councillor from the Rhondda was slated for condeming British imperialism, because in doing so he had accused the ‘English’ of having ‘raped ... every country that they’ve been in’.  Two months later, Leanne Wood, a Plaid general election candidate was accused in the Welsh Mirror with no sense of irony, of ‘wipping up hatred’.  Under the Mirror’s title of ‘Plaid War of Hate’ Wood’s crime was calling Labour a ‘British nationalist party’ – which scrictly-speaking it is and which recent comments and policies on nationality and language by Blair, Brown and Blunckett as well as Welsh Labour AMs confirm.  Again, she was just stating the bleeding obvious.

The misrepresentation and faux horror on comments made by various nationalists was a case of playing hard-ball with politics – a fact which Leanne Wood understood and tried to counter whilst the leaders of Plaid tried in vain and fear to be more ‘reasonable’ and by doing so gave credibility to Labour’s slurs.  Labour’s tactics certainly put Plaid on the back-foot.  The calls of racism verged on the ridiculous and became a parody of itself. As the English commentator, Patrick McGuiness noted in Planet 159, June/July 2003, the term racism was used ‘in politics and media for everything from supporting the Welsh football team to the Welsh language act from advertising jobs that require fluency in Welsh to S4C’s lack of subtitles’. 

The Labour party also employed a Welsh-speaker to trawl and mis-translate articles written in Welsh.  This person (or persons) who, in the spirit of Nazi and racist parlance of the time, can only be called Quizlings to their language, gladly sold Welsh for a few pieces of silver and votes.

Beca Brown, the daughter of English parents who moved to Gwynedd and learned Welsh, was one of many to feel the heat due to Labour’s selective translation.  In an article in Barn of July/August 2001, under the title ‘O ba beth a gwnaethpwyd hiliaeth’ (what is racism made of but has the poetic overtones of the Welsh folk song, ‘o pa beth y gwneuthpwyd hiraeth’) Brown dealt openly and honestly about the whole question of ‘race’ and identity.  She said, that as a member of a minority, she harboured ‘racist’ feelings towards a ‘colonial’ majority.  Such feelings were unacceptable and had to be challenged: ‘racism breeds bullying - and we have to release ourselves from this terrible cycle’.  The Wales on Sunday printed a doctored translation of her text – translating ‘cenedl’ (nation) as ‘race’ but chose to edit out the final paragraph which condemned such ‘racism’ as bullying.  As Brooks notes in his article, it would be interesting to know if the translation was Wales on Sunday’s own of if it was a doctored copy supplied by Labour. 

Mis-translating ‘cenedl’ (nation) for race was one popular trick which the Welsh Mirror and Labour knew the vast majority of people would never pick up on and by the time the person would have complained it would be too late.  The damage had been done. Brooks himself was mistranslated.  In an editorial in March 2002 he talked of ‘civil disobedience’ (anufudd-dod sifil) only to see the Labour party release a ‘translation’ via a press release with the term changed to ‘civil disorded’ with images of war-torn states.  It was somehwhat ironic in such cicumstances to hear Labour politicians like Don Touhig lecturing Paid to read more Martin Luther King.

Even when Welsh nationalists showed hostility to those with genuine racist tendencies who had moved into Wales, it was the Welsh nationalist who was painted as the villain by Labour.  One famous case of Labour spin happened at the Meifod National Eisteddfod and was reported extensively on the BBC on 8 August 2003 (was the BBC smarting from Labour’s claim in the Welsh Mirror on 20 June 2002 that it was ‘Biased Broadcasting Channel:Station accused of being  “pro-nationalist”?).  The ‘English race claim’ as the BBC termed it, was based on a selective reading of a quote made by Plaid Cymru President, Dafydd Iwan and given to the BBC by the Labour party.  Iwan’s concern that an element of racist ‘white flight’ from multicultural urban conurbations was one factor why some were moving to rural Wales was turned on 180% on it head to suggest that Iwan supported the white flight and almost welcomed such people and prejudices!

Very soon the whole canvass of Welsh language culture was being questioned as being inherently racist or (again used with no irony by one Labour AM) ‘beyond the Pale’.  Prof Dafydd Glyn Jones a distinguished and dilligent academic was almost censored from giving evidence at an Assembly Committee to discuss the Language in May 2001.  Huw Lewis Labour AM for Merthyr said Assembly committees might have to consider ‘outragous, sexist, xenophobic, racist, inflammatory, even illegal statements in the future’.  The Labour Education Minister, Jane Davidson, suggested that evidence might have to be vetted before hand. The idea was rejected following legal advice but it shows the Labour mindset whose aim was not just to rebut language arguments, but by using the ‘race-language’ discourse, to deligitimise them and deligitmise an adult discussion about the future of Welsh – which is what was really ‘beyond the Pale’.  During the same period of course, other Welsh Labour MPs and the Labour Prime Minister were shaking hands and enjoying tea and scones in the company of convicted terrorists from IRA/Sinn Fein as part of the ‘peace process’. The over-whelmingly pacifist Welsh nationalist movement evidently didn’t warrant the same respect.
Welsh language activists were labelled ‘language loonies’ or ‘language nutters’.  The Welsh language was a ‘secret code’ and Welsh-language articles were published ‘under the cover of the Welsh language’ (Bigots Harm Wales, Welsh Mirror, June 22, 2001). Even the National Eisteddfod infamously became, the ‘festival of fear and hatred’ (Welsh Mirror, August 2, 2002) – which must have been news to the girls performing the floral dance or the thousands of visitors, including many thousands of non-Welsh speakers.

Compare these comments and the lack of similar comments towards those communities in England which recently elected members of the racist BNP to see how a whole language, culture and group was targetted as opposed to individuals.  We will no doubt now soon see the ‘issues’ and ‘concerns’ raised by these BNP-voting constituencies climb their way up the Labour policy ladder as have other so called issues which Labour once labelled xenophobic or nationalistic.  Welsh nationalism seems is almost unique in being the only ‘right wing’ set of policies Labour has not adopted since 1997.

Labour’s great success however, was the the Big Lie became accepted in general parlance within academic and ‘respectable’ circles with the ‘racist nationalist’ making its way through the corridors of academia and the social sciences.  Part of the problem of course, as Brooks ackowledges in his article, is that ‘while secondary source material exists in English, most of the primary source material is in Welsh’ – a language many who decide to comment of the ‘racist nationalist’ haven’t been bothered to learn, maybe because of their own deep colonial attitude towards Welsh? 

A key figure in the academic canonisation of the ‘racist nationalist’ myth has been the respected and much liked academic Charlotte Williams.  However, in Planet (who’s editor could have asked her to consult the original article in the original language) Williams shoddily repeated the erroneaous suggestion lifted from the Wales on Sunday that Beca Brown hates the English ‘as a race’: an example of the ‘racist nationalist’ idiom following through, all the way from doctored translation (by the Labour party?) via tabloid expose to academic ‘fact’.  In her seminal book, A Tolerant Nation? – a seminal academic study of multiculturalism and race relations in Wales – she accuses Seimon Glyn of ‘racist terminology’
Five years on and what’s changed?  Well, Labour ‘won’ the war – good on them.  Plaid Cymru lost five seats and Rhodri Morgan was back as First Minister.  That Plaid Cymru failed to take an effective stand against Labour is neither here or there – politics is a tough game and parties come and go, that’s Plaid’s problem.  Though the whole affair demeaned a whole debate – which was the whole point of course.  I can now never see a cross-party alliance such as the 1997 Referendum ever happening between Labour and the other parties again.  However, the tragedy of the whole episode is that in the name of creating a ‘bilingual Wales’ the last remaining Welsh-speaking (that is bilingual) communities are dissappearing under the weight of British capitalism and Brown’s housing boom – a subject Labour made sure we couldn’t discuss.  On a happier note the Commission for Racial Equality have made great strides of engaging their previous, at times, colonial attitude towards the Welsh language and are now in dialogue with Cymuned (the movement founded in support of Simon Glyn) and Chris Myant, CRE Director in Wales also spoke at a Cymdeiths yr Iaith ‘Welsh – Equal rights?’ lobby in the National Assembly in 2006.

However, the most galling feature of it all is the dank hypocricy of the Labour party.  Genuine issues and concerns which Simon Glyn raised about movement of people were branded ‘racist’ or ‘beyond the Pale’ when discussing a language under threat, but are now discussed openly when discussing British identity and values.  Whilst Betty Williams Labour MP for Conwy berated Welsh nationalist in 2002 that ‘you can’t eat a flag’ Gordon Brown lectured us on flying the Union Jack from our gardens.  It was in 2001, the year of the Simon Glyn Affair, that the Labour party began to voice the idea that there should be restrictions on non-English speakers gaining citizenship of the UK and immigrants would be required to learn English.  By 2002, as Brooks notes, David Blunckett was calling for British Asians to ‘speak English’ at home.  Proposals which established tougher regulatory frameworks for citizenship language requirements became law as part of the 2002 Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act. 

The hypocricy doesn’t stop there either.  After a leaflet was distributed in Cardiff during the 2004 local election campaign that played on prejudice against Travellers and Gypsies, Labour became the only political party in early 21st century Wales that had to apologise for using racist propaganda in an election campaign (‘Welsh Labour apologise for offensive leaflet’, CRE website 29 September 2004).  Readers will remember that Simon Glyn was cleared of making any ‘racist remarks’.  Labour’s xenophobia did not however enter the discourse of political racism in Wales whereas manufactured examples of ‘racist nationalism’ were replayed in the media again and again.

Labour still peddle the ‘racist nationalist bogeyman’ lie and will, one fears, do so until the end of time as it is an essential need in their own self definition. One can only hope however, that students of media, of politics and the social sciences and the general public will be more circumspect in the future from believing the Big Lie which became the Truth.
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