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Wales and Beyond


Stephen Woodhams


Raymond Williams has never been a figure easy to place. His self-description as ‘Writer’ encapsulates much of the reputation yet leaves sufficient open to be explained. A consequence has been closer attempted designations, of which perhaps best known is ‘Cambridge literary critic’. Though commonly used, this however limits Williams by place, tradition and intellectual scope and fails to comprehend the breadth of his engagement. The acclamation, ‘founder of cultural studies’, is not unrelated to literary critic, but captures the idea that Williams moved on, as it were, from Culture and Society to The Long Revolution, engaging with continental European thinking where, from the early twentieth century, the study of culture was understood and accepted as a science. Other titular headings have followed; ‘European intellectual’ overtly places Williams in a series of twentieth-century figures and has the advantage of situating him among his contemporaries on a broader more appropriate scale. Each of the headings helped fill out the envelope, adding substance, yet we need still the generic term of writer if the full body of work and its creator is to be kept as a single whole.


To approach Williams in academic terms would, given the compartmentalisation of knowledge imposed by the academy, mean missing the greater part of his work. The creative writer for fiction and documentary does not sit easily with the history of reading or education, any more than a regular television column does with the abstract theoretician of culture and determinism. The division so regularly imposed on Williams, as between critic and novelist, has served to obscure the integral singleness of the writing. This failure of understanding was once commonly found, even among those who might be expected to know better; for Politics and Letters, the interviews on the novels were conducted in 1978, a full year after those done for the rest of the book where most attention was on the critical works. Yet, rather than taking the opportunity of this separate questioning to delve in depth, there is a bias toward overt politics in the interviewer’s questions, with a consequence that much else, such as the emotions of characters which in places make up the intricacies of a narrative, are left under-explored.


In similar manner, Williams’ years in adult education have at times been left to discrete discussion. The ascriptions, whether Cambridge literary critic, or founder of cultural studies, require their subject to be of an academic standing as measured by current criteria, where being anything other than inside the academy will simply not do. This is ahistorical of course, given that for a long period intellectual advances were more likely from outside the university classroom domain of upper middle-class Anglican males. One source of innovation arrived with refugee intellectuals from fascist-controlled continental Europe, who found work in the more liberal environs of university extra-mural or extension faculties. This is an as yet under-researched dimension of Williams’ maturation, but one that may bear fruit. How far a work such as The Long Revolution can be said to benefit from the presence in the Oxford Delegacy of forced migrants from the imminent ravages of a war-torn continent is not an easily answerable question. This 1930s migration remains an as yet submerged background to the development of Williams’ thinking.


The point brings us to what earlier was cited as a third alternative for identifying Williams, that of the European intellectual. One qualification to be inserted with this measure is that unlike, for instance, Eric Hobsbawm, we should not expect to find Williams presiding alongside other senior figures over their intellectual trade. Yet, of course, that is just the point. Eric Hobsbawm was a historian, and history as a subject could presume a hierarchy whereby its finest practitioners might meet, debate and even adjudicate. Raymond Williams did not work according to academic subject, but wrote across intellectual boundaries, pursuing his own path as an original intelligence. In this manner, Williams engaged with diverse thinkers across Europe, sometimes using Cambridge as a place where they might find a voice, or at other times himself venturing out, as he says, to the cities he had seen and in which he found means to explore and exchange thinking.


The novels, his role in adult learning, and as a European intellectual are directly responded to here, while the conventional views of him as Cambridge literary critic or founder of cultural studies are displaced. The book locates movements out, along the different channels of Raymond’s mind, from the vantage point of Wales, premising that it was the solidity of this beginning that enabled him to practice so many forms yet keep each together in a life that retained at its centre a memory of the Black Mountains. Television critic and historian, playwright and theoretician were made possible within a single figure because emotionally he had, early in life, internalised a secure base from which to offer and receive change within an active process of engagement. Raymond Williams was born in Pandy on the Welsh Border, five years before the General Strike of 1926. The coincidence of an event that had dramatic effects in South Wales, and over Raymond’s formative years, was to result in a lasting influence on him; one confirmed by the strike’s central place in his first published novel, Border Country. Yet Pandy was not in the Coalfield, the epicentre of the events of that year. Rather the village was settled in the lee of the Black Mountains. A subject in interviews and recurring in his novels, this physical landscapes’ most emphatic presence was as the central character of his last and tragically unfinished work, People of the Black Mountains. Settling the life of the young Raymond, or Jim as he was known in his home village, was the circumstance of home. His mother worked first to maintain house for father and son, and then on the field and garden that the Williams’ used to augment the wages of a railway signalman. This, his father’s occupation, figures as a spine in Border Country, and appeared in films such as The Country and The City, while the man himself was, up until his death in 1958, an immense presence in the son’s life.


The appearance in 2008 of Dai Smith’s biography, Raymond Williams: A Warrior’s Tale, made clear the means by which features from early years were kept as memory, and eventually adapted to use in his writing. The life and the work were a unity, so making for a depth of experience that gave the writing what has been described as layered meaning. In short – the words had substance. Raymond Williams went on to write of his experience and offer it to others at times in the form of short biographical accounts. The extraordinary variance in forms of writing, the published interviews and broadcasts have induced increasing responses across Europe and beyond. His was a departure from expectations – working class, Welsh, Cambridge English, adult-education tutor, and then Cambridge’s first Professor of Drama. On the assumed terms of some, it did not add up. An added final identity was the return to the border, a cottage in the hills above Pandy, where he could write and of course see his beloved Black Mountains. He had become besieged; requests to speak here, write a few words there, the demands went on. The cottage at Craswall was perhaps a means of creating at least some distance, setting a boundary; enabling the necessary time and space to pursue the endless stream of writing that from early in life he set himself. His work addressed global experiences; in Border Country, the pull of return yet its impossibility, in The Fight for Manod, the need for the development of land yet the threatened loss of localised control. Williams recognised the connections, local to global and back to local in ways that became more commonplace only years later. That which Williams wrote and spoke about most immediate to his own native country, was, in 2003, collected and presented by Daniel Williams in Who Speaks for Wales? The first extract dates from 1971 and indicates the direction of Williams’ thinking in relation to a country to which he had made a partial return. It is a short essay responding to Ned Thomas’ The Welsh Extremist, and provides the book with its title.


I used to think that born into a Border country, at once physical, economic and cultural, my own relationship to the problem of Wales was especially problematic. But I now see, from Ned Thomas, among others, that it was characteristic. I remember focusing first on the powerful political culture of industrial South Wales.


But there was always another idea of Wales: the more enclosed, mainly rural, more Welsh-speaking west and north. For me, in the beginning, that was much more remote. It was a commonplace that in consciousness there is often a great distance between what can be called but are not really two halves of the country. In the last decade especially, and to a large extent because of what had happened to the earlier and wider movements in politics and education, another idea of Wales, drawn from its alternative source, has come through in the campaigns of Plaid Cymru and the Welsh Language Society.


Ned Thomas has written a description of his own experience and position relating to modern Welsh literature and the feel of the language. But from that local and specific idea of Wales he comes to conclusions which I would wholly endorse: that the only thing to do is ‘to live out the tension, to try to work it out by changing the situation’.


This means challenging personally and publicly and from wherever we are, the immense imperatives which are not only flattening but preventing the realities of identity and culture. It is a cause better than national and more than international, for in its varying forms it is a very general human and social movement.


Since 1989 the name Raymond Williams has continued to appear on the cover of books, whether collections of his writings, critical essays or biography. Recently the output has been substantially advanced with the republication of a number of his books. Raymond Williams came to refer to himself as a Welsh European; that he could carry each of these terms equally was in no small part because he lived both. He had crossed borders in person on numerous occasions since his youth, later coming to address audiences in many places while exchanging ideas in print and speech. From an early date, whether on drama or, slightly later, culture, his writings reveal an intellectual internationalism that did not become familiar perhaps until the seventies. As he wrote, he distilled these influences to produce not an arcane vocabulary in the manner of some, but a mode where meaning was densely layered yet located in a recognisable landscape. ‘Culture is Ordinary’, one of his earliest and finest pieces, starts with a bus ride from Hereford into his native Black Mountains. He is leading us into his thesis yet refers to the landscape through which the bus is passing. Later in the essay, he highlights sharp differences and antagonism by way of description of a tearoom in Cambridge, and the manner of speech used to display arrogant self-assuredness. Toward the essay’s end, three swans on a lake are seemingly casually referred to, each being used for casting a wish. Yet in between these deceptively simple references, is woven an argument that defies standard interpretation of ‘culture’ to claim a place for people and ways of life with which Raymond Williams is intimately familiar. His own anchoring is through the knowable community that goes to make the Black Mountains, the place, he said, that he could see in his mind irrespective of present residence or physical distance.


An ability to turn ideas into a form of writing which, though notoriously deep could yet refer to the familiar, was arguably a skill gained from direct experience. As an adult-education tutor, Williams encountered the difficulty of integrating personal contributions brought to a class with ideas from inside the academy. Before then had been the experience of an oral culture in which he had grown up, where learning was respected and where the moving out to other worlds was familiar. In Wales, children maturing to move out from their home into school teaching, the ministry, civil service and law was not something that earned rejection but carried respect and was even expected. A reference to this condition was made in a conversation with his contemporary Richard Hoggart and published in the first issue of New Left Review in 1960. Yet, from his fiction we learn how movement out also carried anxiety, as so poignantly recreated in Border Country. The return of Matthew to be met as Jim, and the tension this double being creates, is intensely present in a scene where for Matthew/Jim standing beyond a door, aware of a conversation in the room behind and how he is being situated in the words, raises an anger which yet he does not feel able to let break through.


As the door closed behind him, he stood in the passage fighting down the anger. He had learned very thoroughly to be ashamed of anger, and certainly it could be blamed, here in this anxious house. Yet he could not much longer go on accepting the unacceptable terms in which he was received. But the thread of the anger was confused. If he worked it loose, he could not know where it would lead.


In another scene, Ellen, Jim/Matthew’s mother, had spoken of the ordinariness of people visiting to seek news of Harry following his stroke and, too, that they should naturally speak of the son’s presence now, when otherwise he was away elsewhere. Ellen recalled also how, even though Harry had needed his son, he had been hesitant to ask for him to leave his work and come home. If it is his mother’s words that the reader is hearing, it is into Matthew’s complex emotions that they are drawn:


Matthew drew in his breath. As he looked away he heard the separate language in his mind, the words of his ordinary thinking. He was trained to detachment: the language itself consistently abstracting and generalising, supported him in this. And the detachment was real in another way. He felt in this house both a child and a stranger. He could not speak as either; could not speak really as himself at all, but only in the terms that this pattern offered. At the same time, and quite physically, the actual crisis took its course.


The biographical features of Raymond Williams’ early life offer obvious connection with Wales. Later, however, these associations take on a different manner. In the interviews that make up Politics and Letters, there occurs an as yet little-researched comment that in the later fifties he began to reread the history of Wales. This would have been difficult to achieve, and how Williams carried out this re-education bears further investigation. From around 1968, however, an altogether different situation emerged. The part move to a cottage on the border meant that opportunities to talk with writers and thinkers in Wales became more available. The prospect in The Fight for Manod, of Matthew working at the new Institute and Library for Industrial Wales, is a theme that might reasonably have come to Williams out of the kinds of work going on in different forms and places and with which he was gaining contact. Written over two phases, the first between 1965 and 1969, the second 1974 to 1978, meant that The Fight for Manod had time to absorb diverse expressions of cultural politics. Organisational forms varied as between Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg from 1963, the ‘new left’ wing of a reinvigorated Plaid Cymru and Llafur: The Welsh Labour History Society from 1970, pulling together differing, and often opposing, constituencies of interests and skills. Writing and publishing initiatives, long a prime means for expressing a sense of Wales, continued to struggle to be started and survive; Poetry Wales (1965), Planet: The Welsh Internationalist (1970), Arcade: Wales Fortnightly (1980–1982), Radical Wales (1983–1992). Then, catching the popular need to be engaged, were ongoing protests at the flooding of valleys with water dammed for the benefit of the English midlands and Liverpool. The ‘National Question’ was indeed again on the move though not in the conventional political calculations weighed only in votes. It can only here be an observation, but Raymond Williams was himself a crossroads, through which moved ideas connecting people and places, while at the same time he independently fashioned his own often more penetrating analyses. It was this working on the border, moving out to the cities where he spoke and discussed; then back to those people working in his native land, that made Raymond Williams a Welsh European. The ideas were important, but it was through his own life, that the step beyond England was made possible, and which repositioned Cambridge as only one vantage point among networks that transcended such educational and cultural destinations whether in England or Wales.


* * * * *


There is a forward momentum in time underlying the present book. Dai Smith’s authorised biography, Raymond Williams: A Warrior’s Tale, provided a new and detailed insight, one that few else could have written and which had not previously been possible. Any reader is directed toward that work, where understanding of its subject starts from the position that in Raymond Williams, life and work were an integral whole. The present book is indebted to Dai Smith but necessarily must move beyond the year where A Warrior’s Tale ends in order to address Raymond Williams as his own engagement with Wales became more open. The word ‘open’ is used deliberately because when Border Country was published, his very personal attachment to the country came as something of a surprise to some. This attachment, however, has been affirmed in the collection of Williams’ writings and interviews, Who Speaks for Wales? It was the first time Williams’ commentaries on Wales had been brought together and, with the fine essay that forms the first part, the achievement of Daniel Williams’ efforts is, here, apparent throughout.


Raymond Williams: From Wales to the World has been written with the intent that it should be readily accessible, and the academic ritual of burdening texts with references has therefore been replaced with a short list at the end of each chapter citing the main works consulted. Accessibility is the intent, too, in indicating how Williams may be approached. It is hoped that in citing Raymond Williams not only in print but through audio-visual and online, readers will be able to appreciate the breadth and scope of one of the twentieth century’s most substantial intellectuals, and our continuing need for him if the long revolution he set out for us is to be realised.


Raymond Williams
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A Longer History


Stephen Woodhams
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Look at this graph, a simplified outline of Welsh population growth. Is there a peak more jagged in Snowdonia?


That right angle in the late eighteenth century is the population explosion. Together with the conquest of energy and steam and the breakneck growth of industrial society, it created modern Britain, western Europe [and], in terms of the human race as a biological species occupying a particular stretch of territory in Europe and its offshore islands, that explosion turned everything that had gone before into a kind of prehistory.


Consider some literally vital statistics. There was something over half a million people in Wales in the middle of the eighteenth century when, in every area, numbers started to multiply. From the 1780s when iron strikes its roots in the east, the increase becomes cumulative. During the first half of the nineteenth century, it is breakneck. By 1921, there were 2,600,000 people in Wales. Over little more than four generations, the population has nearly quintupled. These changes seem to me to rank with the discovery of steam.


That explosion, so tellingly expressed by the historian Gwyn Alf Williams, is our base. In a few decades, the population had migrated internally so that a majority of the country’s people soon existed in and by the extraction of coal and the production of metal in the south-east corner. The modern history of Wales, Glanmor Williams stressed, started from the 1760s, and that is the substance of the present chapter. What, it is stressed here, marks Wales and the Welsh, was a capacity to create a culture both in the sense of a way of life and as creative expression. The two modes entwined in hymn singing, band playing, acting, playing ball, or building temples that became chapels, miners institutes and libraries, proving the means through which further learning was sought.


The chapter seeks to sketch a history whereby the figure of Raymond Williams may be realised against a longer time frame than might be usual for a more intimate portrait. We set out chronologically a little before ‘The Crucible’ from whence emerged modern Wales, cross-analysing demography, industry and culture, to end at the formative moment of 1926. Beyond lay those turbulent years, of which a fine account has already been told by Dai Smith in his celebrated biography A Warrior’s Tale, when Raymond Williams, matured and set off, first to school in Abergavenny, then on to Cambridge University and world war, and so with the Army to Normandy, Brussels and over the German border into a then crumbling Reich.


Suggestion that early modern Wales could be envisaged as conservative in its allegiances may surprise. Yet, before 1700 Wales not only conformed to the Established (Anglican) Church but had previously a long heritage of Catholicism that continued well beyond the Reformation. In the Civil War, while there had been supporters and soldiers for the beleaguered Parliament in London, the predominant tendency was for Wales to side with the King and indeed at one point in the War supplied, as did Ireland, a substantial military presence in the Royalist ranks. Given the outpouring of radical Dissent in England in these years, continuance of a Catholicism, practiced secretly and away from the gaze of the inspectors of the new religious order, might suggest that Wales was as far from affording home to nonconformity as is possible to imagine. That Dissent seeded deep into Welsh soil, however, owed much to conditions where a semi ‘peasantry’ lived under the sufferance of a landowner, and, when no longer wanted, a landless worker had to move with little prospect of anything but further hardship and distress. A key to the change of religious allegiance was the role of the Established Church as not only the official religious body but as a secular master, foremost among the landowners on whose decisions even the very life or livelihood of a person might depend. It was this division of landlord on the one side, and tenant farmer and landless labourer on the other that encouraged affiliation to a religious culture that was to become so much the hallmark of nineteenth-century Wales.


The Methodist Revivals of the mid-eighteenth century had repercussions far beyond the doctrinal religious. In fact, the remarkable growth in religious observance was not confined to Methodism, rather spreading across the denominations of Old Dissent and even the Established Church. The statistics for Chapel attendance are remarkable in themselves, but it is the less quantifiable spread of a Nonconformist culture that was the real effect. Here we must move beyond the Chapel service to the closely related history of learning and education. Before the nineteenth century, it is safe to say that aside from the small numbers taken into Choir or Grammar Schools, learning was informal, conducted through a passing on of knowledge and skills. The traditions of poets, storytellers, folklore, as well as wisdom in matters ranging from the treatment of sickness to the tending of crops, was not separated out as a compartmentalised ‘education’ but was simply part of the general learning of a people. Yet nearly all this knowledge was transmitted from generation to generation orally. It was a feature of Welsh society in the later eighteenth century that concerned literate, and mainly English, observers. It was at this point that language, learning, religion and the take up of Methodism, met. A central figure was Griffith Jones. His plan was for a continuous process of ‘circulating schools’, which would not depend on any fixed structure, either in terms of building or people, but would reside in a village or community for a period of weeks, during which time classes for children and adults would occur. Success was to be realisable because the teaching and learning would be in the language of the population, and there is little doubt that the circulating schools were historically significant in enabling Cymraeg to be read by a much greater number of persons than before. The increase in the numbers attending chapel over the one hundred and fifty years after the circulating schools, and the part played by chapels in enhancing a sense of national identity, forms then one of the structural features in the history of nineteenth-century Wales.


As a land-owning class found an anglicised identity to be to their advantage, taking on the language and religion of the powerful neighbours into which they sought to assimilate, so it found itself outside a nation rediscovering itself. A distinctly Welsh ‘middling sort’ was coming into being, and however much it lacked in number, it more than made up for by industriousness. If rural unrest was a marker of one kind of newfound confidence, then the flowering of literary and cultural periodicals in both Cymraeg and English was another. It would be a mistake to imagine a sudden conversion on the part of even a substantial percentage of the population to literary matters and they remained a minority concern, yet the appearance of the magazines was significant, marking as they did a resurgent national consciousness among a new class.


With this deep cultural change moving through Wales, went equally profound demographic and economic alteration. Before 1850, Wales boasted few large concentrations of people. Old trades such as the wool industry with its drovers pushing on their animals toward the midlands of England, remained, though these did not involve sufficient numbers of people to register more than local impact. The few market towns, though significant for trade and craft industries, were associated with the needs of a largely agricultural workforce and the geographic parameters for most of Wales was local, in terms of both the destination of produce and the import of materials. This might be understood as part cause for the underdevelopment of agriculture in much of the country. The lack of external influence and relative insularity of experience compounded the underinvestment by landowners, who were content to reap a surplus for little effort. From mid-century this began to change with the onset of new farming practices. If for landowners the incentive was increased income, for tenant farmers the incentive was the chance to improve the appalling standards of living commonly suffered.


Alongside agricultural changes came a substantial increase in the population in common with other parts of nineteenth-century Europe. What became distinctive, however, was a growing asymmetry whereby the increase happened almost entirely in a central and eastern part of the south while to the north and west the population decreased sharply due to migration into the newly industrialising area. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, this migration was hugely augmented by another into the south, this time from across the border in England and to a lesser degree, from Ireland and continental Europe. The movement into the coalfield and its metals industry at times outweighed that into London and meant that South Wales became perhaps the only area in Europe to gain population on such a scale. This inward flow of people was almost exclusive to Glamorgan and Monmouthshire, where in the early years the new iron towns acted as a frontier on which a new way of life and economy was being built. The push inside Wales, from mid and west of the country, was the chance to escape grinding poverty. That this may seem an odd claim is because the picture often offered from the nineteenth century is that of outside observers coming to the new industrial-based settlements from a place and class position which renders what they saw as something inexpressively hideous. Change the way of seeing, so that the perspective is that of generations of people who had struggled to survive in the face of landlord and farmer, and the ‘hideous’ iron town becomes a place of opportunity for a new life.


Plotting the increase in production of iron can serve as a chart for the changing face of Cymru and its people. In 1796 total pig iron output in South Wales stood at 34.4 thousand tons, by 1855 this had grown to 840 thousand tons. The rise is dramatic and made towns like Merthyr synonymous with a new South Wales and indeed with Wales itself. The relative lack of increase after mid-century can be simply explained by the shift to steel, though in reality the geographical movement could be slight as towns such as Nantyglo altered from one metal to the next. Wider settlements around the town, and Ebbw Vale itself, have been the subject of an in-depth study by John Elliott, a central argument of which was that this eastern section of industrial South Wales was a substantial contributor to the region, even if it has received less attention than the central coal field of Glamorgan. Iron towns like Nantyglo and Abercarn were now industrial centres with the makeshift cottages put up directly by the iron companies, forming lines as terraces stretched out from the works.


At mid-nineteenth century, however, when output of pig iron slowed, industrial growth was far from exclusively southern and slate quarrying in the north remained significant. Slate was increasingly being used for houses and other building, and demand over the second half of the nineteenth century ensured significant profits, none more so than those accruing to Richard Pennant whose Penrhyn Estate accounted for a substantial part of total output. Pennant’s infamy arose from the manner in which he controlled not merely the employment of workers but the life of families and communities whose cottages were parts of his estate, and from which they might be evicted. To the northeast, industry developed as part of the wider growth stretching beyond the Mersey and Manchester Ship Canal to cover much of northern England. Coal mining began in areas near Wrexham and in part served to fuel the demands of Lancashire, though the field remained limited in extent and output. In South Wales, however, the spectacular growth of the mining industry transformed the region. Between 1850 and 1890 the coalfield grew to become synonymous with the name ‘South Wales’.


Around coal grew the sister industry of steel, as the new metal replaced iron, notably in the extraordinary development of railways that swept Britain, and on across the world. Steel production partly settled on the sites of iron, but the expansion in demand as the nineteenth century established the familiar pattern of city and industry, meant that much greater concentrations of productive capacity were needed. At the same time altering technology produced higher quality as well as tonnage. Together these changes precipitated the required increased concentrations of capital investment until only a few steel corporations accounted for the bulk of output in South Wales, extending their power by means of control of supplies of iron ore, shipping and rail lines. This pattern of increasing concentration of ownership would in time come to likewise typify the coal industry. In the mid-nineteenth century, however, the coal pit still represented something of an isolated venture, with single owners, discreet villages and labour-intensive extraction. A century later, this last feature was blamed for the economic weakness of the coalfield, but in the early years, it also reflected the human movement intent on escaping the poverty of rural life. A probable further attraction of the coal villages was the superior quality housing as compared with the earlier iron towns. A less attractive common experience was the near lordship over workers, which iron masters and early coal owners could exert by way of the company shop and truck system that allowed them to direct what people ate and had within their home.
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