Nation-State and Nowhere women


[bookmark: _Hlk30331465]“A nation-state is a sovereign state whose citizens or subjects are relatively homogeneous in factors such as language or common descent. Colonies cannot be a state because they do not have their own government and are not recognised by other states as such.”

For colonised people, their native land is not a safe and stable home; their home has been invaded, and they themselves have become powerless. The strategy that has been successfully employed by many oppressors during the history of mankind is to give a bit of power to some oppressed people who then use that power to oppress those who have less or none.

Welsh writers tell stories of the life in Wales, and their stories reflect what they witness and experience, and at the same time, they also create a Nation-state, imagine it. 

The Oxford English dictionary defines oppression as "Prolonged cruel or unjust treatment or exercise of authority". 

There are the romantic Hollywood versions of Wales, such as ‘How Green Was My Valley’  or ‘A Man Who Went Up the Hill and Came Down The Mountain’, the first one written as a book in the ’40s and made into a movie some years later. Innocent at first glimpse, but when seen in the context of the time it was written, dangerous in its nostalgic backwards cascading romanticising. The latter is celebrating the picturesque and unique, also romanticising and not aiming to be anything but light entertainment.

Very different and disturbing are the dark and bleak descriptions of industrial and rural Wales, by writers such as Gwyn Thomas, Christopher Meredith, Margiad Evans or Trizza Azzopardi. 

[bookmark: _Hlk30331526]In the 80’s John Lennon sung ‘Woman is a nigger of the world’ and that has been and still is a situation of many women across the globe. In all the stories I have read so far describing the post-industrial time in Wales, discrimination of women comes across in no uncertain terms. They have no options, their voices are not heard, and they are helpless victims under the whims of brutal men. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In this presentation, I am going to focus on two different stories that narrate, not only the effects of colonisation but focuses on women, highlighting even further the absolute powerlessness based on nationality, gender and class. The second story also includes the deep sense of alienation when you are a mixture of both the oppressed (Welsh) and oppressing (English) nations. 


‘My People’ was written in 1916 by Caradoc Evans who got the nickname ‘the best-hated man in Wales’. Welsh people did not appreciate the ways they were presented in Evans stories. The inescapable misery, the creeping uncanny of the inevitable, grasp you like a cold skeleton hand squeezing your heart.  Evans short stories suck its readers into Calvinistic Chapel culture, and the worst kind of self-serving, greedy religious hypocrisy, like horror stories do. Powerless men descent to cruel physical brutality as the only way they are able to escape the overwhelming sense of powerlessness. Women become victims of incest, and violent abuse, and their only release is escape into madness or death. The (post) colonial reality is founded in unfairness and misuse of power, and so it rewards the oppressor and punishes the victim. 
“In this wise he drove her before him, in the manner in which a colt is driven, to the madhouse of the three shires, which is in the town of Carmarthen, and the distance from Manteg to Carmarthen is twenty-four miles.” (My People/Lamentations)

The style of writing bypasses rationality and front brain affecting directly the semiconscious, and the feeling is a claustrophobic horror. In his style of writing Evans resembles both Poe and Grimm’s fairytales, and the effect of his short stories keeps lingering on.

In her short novel ‘Country Dance’ Margiad Evans tells a story about Ann, a young woman who struggles with her national identity. Her mother is Welsh, father English, and the story takes place in a border country. Ann is born in Wales, brought up in her father's farm in Wales and her English suitor Gabriel comes from Wales - and her Welsh suiter is a wealthy farmer in England. 

There is very little difference between either side of the border, a lambing season is a lambing season and importances are local. Weather is far more important than faraway national or international events.

Ann’s mixed blood is a source of her many inner conflicts. She is bilingual, finds herself between two countries and two men. The story is told in the form of a diary in brief sections and the time is always present apart from the last entry, after her murder.

The border region where the story happens is a liminal space, an in-between country, a nowhere land with trans-national tensions and it is a where farmers are subject to untamed forces of nature and diseases beyond their control.

The title of the book ‘The Country Dance’ suggests something joyful and playful. This is not a case. The language used is spare, has a monotonic rhythm with short sentences and without flowery adjectives; “The month has come in like a lion”. Cycles of birth, life and death follow each other, bad weather or disease can destroy the results of hard work. It is a merciless reality, unforgiving.

‘The Country Dance’ is somewhat similar to ‘My people’ in its chosen subject matter, but also very different. The intimacy of Ann’s diary makes it personal, but the spare nearly minimalistic language feels neutral and the images it creates, feel black and white; there is no colour, and there are no sunny days or laughter. The style is socio-realistic, and yet the story itself has Gothic and Romantic elements; two worlds, two suitors, uncontrolled passions and the drowning of Ann in the end. Ann’s writing in her diary shows that she is not a meek victim, but a bit feisty and has a mind of her own. Yet her choices are limited to whom she chooses to marry. She doesn’t escape to madness, she gets murdered. The image of drowned Ann is not unlike Ophelia, yet there is nothing romantic about it. It is deeply disturbing. Men’s emotions are reactive and violent, not loving. Gabriel’s passion is not hot and colourful; it is rather miserable, obsessive and pathetic, bleak as the reality that gave birth to it. 

Both these books are clearly fiction, but as such, they are an effective and hard reflection of real-life. They tell how women and children become the greatest victims of all when the only power left for men in the colonised oppressed country is the physical power they have in the face of those who are even weaker. Once they have given in and surrendered to that kind of brutality it corrupts them gradually and completely, and there is no escape, neither for oppressor nor the oppressed. 

These talented Welsh writers show us how the once oppressed nation, affected by its deep trauma, like an abused child who grows up to become an abusive grown up, is doomed to repeat its history and becomes an abuser. The story of the nation is portraited in the stories of families and individuals living in poverty and austerity. A Kafka like claustrophobic sense of a ‘no way out’ situations that are a growing reality of many even in these days


To conclude 

Reading these novels and short stories has already added to my perception and feeling of my new homeland. It is a beginning, but I can already see how much I have misinterpreted people without these insights.

This is but a starter research in how the trauma of a colonised nation continues to repeat itself and outplays itself in towns, small remote villages, hidden rural valleys and in families. 

Maybe these Welsh writers felt a calling to narrate stories in such a dark and powerful ways so the awareness of horrors that were everyday life for so many people would grow - hoping the readers could see how these horrors were consequences of circumstances under which men, women and children were forced to live and therefore inevitable. 

These consequences are still echoing today, in Wales and in the many Nation States around the globe - and many artists and writers are driven by pain, fear and hope. They seem compelled to not let us forget that the worst of the past is ready for a ‘come back’ at any moment.


Key Quotations

[bookmark: _Hlk30366542]“In this wise he drove her before him, in the manner in which a colt is driven, to the madhouse of the three shires, which is in the town of Carmarthen, and the distance from Manteg to Carmarthen is twenty-four miles.” 
Evans, Caradoc; My People 1916, short stories, Lamentations, a lecture handout
Unbelievable, yet painfully possible. Just a while ago in this place – and in every place


Wilt thou answer me straight like a man, since thou canst not speak to me like a woman?

Evans Margiad; Country Dance, 1932, p.23
The women should behave or speak is very fixed and controlled 

Women’s nationalities are determined by the men they chose as their partners.
Lecture 6 in the module, Jeni Williams
This gives further insight into Ann’s symbolic struggle of her choice of a husband and her hybridity

Place is always in the process being made. It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could imagine space as the simultaneity of stories-so-far.
Doreen Massey, For Space, 2005, p.9
This is interesting and what the whole module is about. Quantum. We imagine our world, individual worlds, nation state and collective world. 

Doreen Massey argues that ethnicity and gender are deeply implicated in the way we inhabit and experience place. She asks whose identities are supported by definitions of place which emphasise stability, oneness and security, and suggests that the answer is primarily white western males. In societies where genders are constructed as highly differentiated, boys need boundaries to separate themselves from their mothers and it is masculinity which is particularly threatened when boundaries dissolve.’

Her whole essay is interesting. She makes her case.
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