What did Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger mean by an ‘invented tradition’? Answer with references to examples relevant to Wales

Eric Hobsbawm was a historian, as well as a Marxist. According to a brief Wikipedia introduction, he “was a British historian of the rise of industrial capitalism, socialism and nationalism. A life-long Marxist, his socio-political convictions influenced the character of his work.”[footnoteRef:1] The New Yorker goes on to say that “he left behind an astonishing body of work, including a widely read tetralogy spanning the years 1789-1991 and a vocabulary that revolutionized the study of modern history” … (such as) … “the ‘invention of tradition.’”[footnoteRef:2] Hobsbawm is very well educated in regards to his knowledge of life in the industrial era, and as such can be seen as a reliable source to the development of Welsh culture as it was during this period that the revival of Welsh culture would occur. In addition to this, Terence Ranger was a historian on African studies. According to Perspectives on History, “he spoke passionately about innovative research in African history” and “inspired generations of scholars to write about oppressed peoples living in the shadows of history.”[footnoteRef:3] As such, it can be argued that he is experienced in delving into the history of colonized nations, and so is very reliable in regards to what he is saying about the Welsh, as they themselves had been occupied by the English resulting in their traditions diminishing. Both of these authors explore what a tradition is and how it comes about, in their book “The Invention of Tradition,” as well as how Welsh tradition specifically would revive itself after centuries of destruction.  [1:  Wikipedia, Eric Hobsbawm (2021) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Hobsbawm > [06/10/21] ]  [2:  Corey Robin, Eric Hobsbawm, The Communist Who Explained History (2019) < https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/eric-hobsbawm-the-communist-who-explained-history > [06/10/21] ]  [3:  Allen Isaacman, TERENCE RANGER (1929–2015) (2015) < https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/october-2015/in-memoriam-terence-ranger > [06/10/21] ] 

Hobsbawm states that an “’Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.”[footnoteRef:4] This implies that when a tradition is carried out, it involves a repetition of behaviour and customs in order to celebrate an event which the nation is proud of. This can be seen in many instances of Welsh tradition, but none more so than with the eisteddfod. According to Morgan, “The word” …(eisteddfod)… “means simply a ‘session,’ and it described a set of musical and poetic competitions.”[footnoteRef:5] but more broadly HISTORIC UK states that it “is the largest and oldest celebration of Welsh culture.”[footnoteRef:6] The purpose of these annual events is to provide the Welsh with national pride, by being proud of their culture and of their history. “The last of the professional bards had virtually ceased activity in the 1690s, so the poets who attended the new eisteddfodau were amateurs.”[footnoteRef:7] … “All the same, there was an element of traditionalism: the poets tried to stick to the elaborate poetic rules of the Middle Ages.”[footnoteRef:8] As such, it is clear that the tradition here is being invented, as Hobsbawm stated that “Nor should we overlook the break in continuity which is sometimes clear”[footnoteRef:9] … “the very appearance of movements for the defence or revival of traditions” … “indicates such a break.” … “Such movements” … “can never develop or preserve a living past” … “but become ‘invented tradition.’”[footnoteRef:10] As such, the eisteddfod is a clear example of what Hobsbawm would classify as an ‘invented tradition,’ which can be defined as where there is an enactment of a historical custom, set within defined boundaries of rules and rituals, in order to remind the nation of a particular event.  [4:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.1 ]  [5:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.56 and p.57 ]  [6:  Ben Johnson, The National Eisteddfod of Wales < https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofWales/The-National-Eisteddfod-of-Wales/ > [07/10/21] ]  [7:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.57]  [8:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.58]  [9:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.7]  [10:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.7 and p.8 ] 

In addition to this, Hobsbawm goes on to say that “We should expect it” … (the invention of tradition) … “to occur more frequently when a rapid transformation of society weakens or destroys the social patterns for which ‘old’ traditions had been designed, producing new ones to which they were not applicable.”[footnoteRef:11] This is what had occurred in Britain as, from roughly 1750 the Industrial Revolution had begun, which brought about great social change resulting in ‘old’ traditions disappearing, and new customs emerging. The old medieval way of life was now gone, and society was now industry based. As Wales was largely agrarian however, scholars, artists and musicians began to appreciate Wales more as it was reminiscent of the ‘old way of life’ prior to the Industrial Revolution; this period is known as the ‘Welsh Renaissance.’ “In this period Welsh scholars and patriots rediscovered the past, historical, linguistic and literary traditions.”[footnoteRef:12] … “By his various books on Welsh music published between 1784 and 1820 Edward Jones was one of those who turned Welsh culture from being one of decaying but unselfconscious survival into self-aware revival.” [footnoteRef:13] [11:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.4 ]  [12:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.43 and p.44 ]  [13:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.44] 

A crucial element of the Welsh renaissance was the recovery of the Welsh language. Welsh as a language had been supressed for centuries by English colonizers, and a clear example can be seen by the 1536 Act of Union which, the BBC states, ruled that “English was to be the only language of the courts of Wales, and those using the Welsh language were not to receive public office in the territories of the king of England.”[footnoteRef:14] Laws such as these would heavily restrict the use of the Welsh language, so much so that “Thomas Jones” … “mentioned in 1688 that the Almighty had ‘corrupted our Language’, and more and more Welshmen were beginning to refer to Welsh as heniaith, the ‘old language.’”[footnoteRef:15] This was, however, steadily restored during the renaissance, especially by intellectuals such as William Owen Pughe. “Pughe attacked Welsh” … “He took the language to bits and reassembled it in an overly whole in his great dictionary and his grammar books and in his various literary compositions. In this way he found a Welsh word for every possible nuance in any language: he invented gogoelgrevyddusedd for ‘some degree of superstition.’” … (and many more) … “so that the dictionary published from 1795 to 1803 is quite conglobateous with a general plenty, at least one hundred thousand words, that is forty thousand more than Dr Johnson’s English dictionary.”[footnoteRef:16] To an extent, it could be argued that Pughes reassembly of the Welsh language would be a perfect example of an ‘invented tradition.’ This is due to the fact that he invented new words, whilst trying to build upon the old tradition of the Welsh language. Hobsbawm states that “where they are … (traditions) … invented, it is often not because old ways are no longer available or viable, but because they are deliberately not used or adapted.”[footnoteRef:17] Welsh had not been widely used, and had not been adapted to modern standards, so much so that Pughes had to invent words in order for the language to be adapted.  [14:  John Davies, The 1536 Act of Union < https://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/history/sites/themes/periods/tudors_04.shtml > [accessed 07/10/21] ]  [15:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.48 ]  [16:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.73]  [17:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.8] 

Furthermore, sometimes cultures have elements of traditions which are based on myths and legends rather than factual history. This is supported by Hobsbawm who states that “It is clear that plenty of political institutions, ideological movements and groups – not least in nationalism – were so unprecedented that even historic continuity had to be invented, for example by creating an ancient past beyond effective historical continuity, either by semi-fiction” … “or by forgery.”[footnoteRef:18] This can be seen in many different cultures worldwide, with a clear example being seen with the celebration of the mythical Chinese dragon on Chinese New Year. Regarding Welsh tradition, Morgan gives us an insight when he states that “The extensive neo-druidic literature published by Welshmen in the romantic period in Welsh and English has never been properly studied, but has been dismissed with a patronizing smile in the way historians used to treat early modern beliefs in magic and witchcraft.”[footnoteRef:19] As such, it is clear that the element of druidism in Welsh culture was an invented tradition which was based on reality but then mythologized, as they celebrated myths as part of their tradition as though it were their real history.  [18:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.7]  [19:  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Published by the Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 1983), p.66] 

To conclude, Hobsbawm would define an invented tradition as an enactment of a historical custom, set within defined boundaries of rules and rituals, in order to remind the nation of a particular event. This can clearly be seen with the eisteddfod, but it can also be witnessed with the revival of Welsh music and language as the whole purpose of the resurgence of these was to redevelop Welsh culture and tradition and bring it back to life. Therefore, in this way, Welsh culture was reinvented by taking the old culture and adding new elements to it. Finally, the influence of druidism on Welsh culture further demonstrates the invention of tradition as the addition of myths to their tradition meant that they created an ancient past beyond effective historical continuity. 
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