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The Culture of Nations
(1983)

here was this Englishman who worked in the London office of 2
Tmultinational corporation based in the United States. He drove
home one evening in his Japanese car. His wife, who worked in a firm
which imported German kitchen equipment, was already at home. Her
small Italian car was often quicker through the traffic, After a meal
which included New Zealand lamb, Californian carrots, Mexican
honey, French cheese and Spanish wine, they settled down to watch a
programme on their television set, which had been made in Finland.

‘Nation’, as a term, is radically connected with ‘native’. We are born
into relationships, which are typically settled in a place. This formrof
primary and “placeable’ bonding is of quite fundamental humai amd—
natural importance, Yer the jump from thar to anything Tike “the
modern nation-state is entirely artificial, What begins as a stgnificant
and necessary way of saying ‘we’ and ‘our’ (as so much more thap 7™
and ‘mine’) slides by teaching or habit into bland or obscuring-
generalities of identity. The strongest forms of placeable bondingare—
always much more local: a village or town or city; particular valleys or
mountains. Still today in societies as different as Wales and [taly people
82y where they come from, where they were formed or belong, in these

of now as ‘regional’

identities and loyalties. Buc that rerm, ‘region’, illuminates a very

fferent process. A ‘region’ was once a realm, a distince society. In its
modern sense, by contrast, it is from the beginning a subordinate part
of a larger unity, typically now a part of a ‘nation’, What has then
Happened is that the real and powerful feelings of a na
ative formation have been pressed and incorporated in
litical and administracive organization,
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194 ‘nationalist’ at all. Its own For what they will not challenge, except in selecred marginal ways, j
_ fail to see itself as ‘nationa 1 s by contrast with Capitalism jtself. Yet it s Capitalism, especially in jtg most developed

nation-state, can f: erceived as natural and O.bVIC,’u. ctive progress Stages, which s the main source of )] the contemporary confusions
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called a ‘defence force’ even when some of their weapons are obviously
| aggressive: these, unambiguously, are the real functions of a state. And
|| then the basis of a state 1s a nation, gnd the circ.:le is squared. .
| It can be seen either way: as a cynical retention of just those nation- mode] of ‘4
state powers which defend the existing social and economic order and f i
head off, at minimum cost, movements of discontent which its enemies
| might exploit; or as a more generous if still limited recognition that
there are social purposes which must still be sustained, if necessary by
protection from the market. It matters very much which of these
interpretations is at any particular time more true — for indeed, as
purposes and methods, they vary and fluctuate. But it matters even
more to see that on either interpretation there is a nation-state which
does not even claim to be a full society. What it actually is, whether
cynically or generously, is a deliberately partial system: not a whole
lived order but a willed and selected superstructure.

This is the functional significance of its artifices. It is significant that
the aggressive radical Right who are now in power in so many countries
combine a pro-State rhetoric and practice, in military forces and a
heavily policed law-and-order, with an anti-State rhetoric and practice
in social welfare and the domestic economy, and in international

monetary and trading exchange. This can be said, in a comforting way, , cans drawin
to be a ‘contradiction’, but it is better seen as an open and class-based which both mobile privat Gon and conmeei and the
atization and ot
. c
superficial and alienated versions 0 nalism ang g e mos

division of powers which is a genuine adjustment to an intensely com-
petitive and profoundly unstable late capitalist world.

The national statism is to preserve a coherent domestic social order,
both for general purposes and as a way of meeting the consequences of
its commitment to open ‘international’ competition. It permits the ruin
of certain ‘national’ industries by exposure to full transnational com-
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petition, but it does this as a way of enforcing transnational efficiency alternative policies not only d

| in what remains: the efficiency, indeed, of ‘the Yookay’, no longer a about other emphases andy foites ofie hron ™ s
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encourages the outflow of socially gathered capital (in pension funds
and insurance and in the more general money market) to investment in
whatever area of the global economy brings the highest money returns.
So far as it can, against the established interests of communities and
workers who are still its political electorate, it withdraws what it sees as l
distorting or enervating support for its own ‘national’ enterprises.
Thus an ideal condition is relentlessly pursued. First, the economic
efficiency of a global system of production and trade, to include a re-
organized and efficient ‘national’ sector within an open and inter-
penetrating market flow. But at the same time a socially organized and
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that different forces can be generated. It is in two positive and connected
initiatives: first, the cultural struggle for actual social identities; and
second, the political definition of effective self-governing societies. I will
first consider these separately.

What is most intolerable and unreal in existing projections of
‘England’ or ‘Britain’ is their historical and cultural ignorance. “The
Yookay’, of course, is neither historical nor cultural; it is a jargon term
of commercial and military planning. | remember a leader of the
Labour Party, opposing British entry to the European Community,
asserting that it would be the end of ‘a thousand years of history’. Why
a thousand, I wondered. The only meaningful date by that reckoning
would be somewhere around 1066, when a Norman-French replaced a
Norse-Saxon monarchy. What then of the English? That would be some
fifteen hundred years. The British? Some two thousand five hundred.
But the real history of the peoples of these islands goes back very much

further than that: at least six thousand years to the remarkable societies
of the Neolithic shepherds and farmers, and back beyond them to the
hunting peoples who did not simply disappear but are also among our
ancestors. Thus the leader of a nominally popular party could not in
practice think about the realities of his own people. He could not think
about their history except in the alienated forms of a centralized nation-
state. And that he deployed these petty projections as a self-evident
argument against attempts at a wider European identity would be
incomprehensible, in all its actual and approved former-European
reorganisations, if the cultural and historical realities had not been so
systematically repressed by a functional and domineering selective

‘patriotism’.

All the varied peoples who have lived on this island are in a substan-
tial physical sense still here. What is from time to time projected as an
‘island race’ is in reality a long process of successive conquests and
repressions but also of successive supersessions and relative integrations.
All the real processes have been cultural and historical, and all the
artificial processes have been political, in one after another dominative
proclamation of a state and an identity. It is obvious that there can now
be no simple return to any of what may be seen as layers of this long
social and physical process. But it should be equally obvious that this
long and unfinished process cannot reasonably be repressed by versions

of a national history and a patriotic heritage which deliberately exlude
its complexities and in doing so reject its many surviving and diverse
identitics. Thus the real inheritance of these hundreds of diverse and
unevenly connecting generations cannot be reduced to a recent and

The Culture of Nations 199

Cleally €nou h the blood& Sfupldlf& Of the P[evalhng Ve[SIOns Of
g
bl &
patIlOtlsm. Yet ChaIaCtellstlcaHy the C()IlSCqUCnCCS are funCthlla”y

monopolize ‘patriotism’s In practic ' B e
€ Yes, since many of thoge whose

c ; S
ozftuslions and prejudices are obvious
the same time m jons.
. any generations of f i
xporen e . ot formerly diverse peo
e ;inzdapted ltlo a differently rooted though ﬁvef }ZS h?"e
as at all earl; i n ae ot
oo e , : er stages of relatjve ; i
i e integrati
o e % ilu's is f}rlteau;l of, at worst openly hostile to, new%omicl)ln Zf;at
et n}()) aecntzn}enop now crudely interpreted ag ‘rac;gsm’ i
al racism: it f] i iffi ‘
o e the 18sme it tlows withour difficuls
e e hl(efcjt;ve fc])grmg, as it flowed also, in modern timzsfr;; 'the
ws. But it is a prof i refer il
fhe s and ¢ profound misunderstand;
: n
deolpers ind nc]ult¥flal tensions of the arrival of new peo 2%etso trefelf -
‘ rms. Lhe real working of ideology, both Waysp l()) -
, €an be seen

——




200 Politics
goes.on to specify them as ‘blacks’, to be met by the standard liberal
reply that ‘they are as British as you are’. Many people notice the
ideological components of the protest: the rapid movement, where no
other terms are available, from resentment of unfamiliar neighbours to
the ideological specifications of ‘race’ and ‘superiority’. But what of
the ideology of the reply? It is employing, very plainly, a merely legal
definition of what it is to be ‘British’. At this strict level it is necessary
and important, correctly asserting the need for equality and protection
within the laws. Similarly, the most active legal (and communal)
defence of dislocated and exposed groups and minorities is essential.
But it is a serious misunderstanding, when full social relations are in
question, to suppose that the problems of social identity are resolved
by formal definitions. For unevenly and at times precariously, but
always through long experience substantially, an effective awareness of
social identity depends on actual and sustained social relationships. To
reduce social identity to formal legal definitions, at the level of the
state, is to collude with the alienated superficialities of ‘the nation’
which are the limited functional terms of the modern ruling class.

That even some socialists should reply in such terms — socialists who
should entirely depend on deeply grounded and active social identities
—'is another sign of the prepotence of market and exchange relations.
One reason is that many minority liberals and socialists, and especially
those who by the nature of their work or formation are themselves
nationally and internationally mobile, have little experience of those
rooted settlements from which, though now under exceptionally severe
complications and pressures, most people still derive their communal
identities. Many socialists are influenced by universalist propositions of
an ideal kind, such as the international proletariat overcoming its
national divisions. Many liberals are influenced by North American

thought, where for historical reasons a massively diverse mobility was

primarily integrated at legal and functional levels. There can then be a
rapid intellectual supersession of all the complex actualities of settled
but then dislocated and relocated communities, to the point where
some vanguard has a clear set of general ‘social’ positions only to find
that the majority of its nominally connected people have declined to
follow it. When this turns, as sometimes, to abusing them, there is a
certain finality of defeat.

A socialist position on social identity certainly rejects, absolutely, the
divisive ideologies of ‘race’ and ‘nation’, as a ruling class functionally
employs them. But it rejects them in favour of lived and formed ident-
ities either of a settled kind, if available, or of a possible kind, where
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Bydd dyn wedi troi’r hanner-cant yn gweld yn lled glir
Y bobl a’r cynefin a foldiodd ei fywyd e’.

(Having turned fifty, a man sees pretty clearly
The people and places that have moulded his life.)

D. Gwenallt Jones, Y Meirwon’

Das Vorleben des Emigranten wird bekanntlich annulliert.
(The past life of the émigreé is, as we know, annulled.)

Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia
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The stimulus for assembling this collection was the wish to resist the
‘danger of withdrawn and resentful enclosure and submission’ that
Raymond Williams identified as a possible response to the persistent
‘cultural indifference’ towards Wales and Welsh literature in the Anglo-
AW@E@. Part of the problem of course, as Williams
noted, is that any attempt at following the internal arguments within
a specific culture results in ‘the reader from elsewhere” wishing ‘that he
or she had come in at the beginning, to get the shape of the discourse
and to understand all'the references back’. The explanatory notes at
the back of this volume were initially intended as a means for that
‘reader from elsewhere’ to gain a sense of the Welsh context. It became
clear i;_tﬁg_p-rc;éégémof teaching Williams at Swansea, however, that
there was also a case for including some information on figures such as
Hoggart, Leavis and Konni Zilliacus, as well as Aneirin, Carnhuanawc
and Saunders Lewis. Williams rarely documented the influences and
sources of his ideas, but where he included footnotes in the original
they appear at the bottom of the page, while my explanatory notes —
intended primarily for readers unfamiliar with this cultural and
political terrain — appear at the end of the book.

Jamies Baldwin once noted that you ‘never get the book you wanted,
you settle for the book you get’, and some omissions had to be made in
order for this volume to_appear at a reasonable price. This collection
spans the years from (1971} when Raymond Williams turned fifty and
began e_n_ga_t_g&pg_s_g]f—cé‘rﬁfously with the meaning of his Welshness, to
his untimely death in 1988, Williams’s writings on Wales were presaged
by his first two novels, Border Country (1960) and Second Generation
(1964), and by two — widely available — pieces from the 1950s, which I
discuss in the introduction but have not included in this volume:

{‘C@, first published in Norman Mackenzie (ed.),
Convictions (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1958), 74-92. Collected
in Raymond Williams, Resources of Hope (London: Verso, 1989),
3-18, and John Higgins (ed.), The Raymond Williams Reader

(Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 10-24.




