22 November 2006

Conference report: Warwick University. The Riddle of Devolutionary Identity. 

The plenary session was given by Stephen Knight and entitled: ‘From Anglo-Welsh to Cymreig: The Evolution of Welsh Fiction in English’. Rather than complying linguistically with a paternalistic English power that is ‘generously devolving’ power to Wales and Scotland, Knight prefers the term ‘evolutionary’ to describe writing from Wales. He advocates the use of postcolonial theory. He also spoke about the practices of London-based editors, who he argues have effectively censored until recent years what got published and known as quintessentially and nostalgically Welsh. For example, some short stories by Dylan Thomas were rejected for not being Welsh enough, while Sorrow for Thy Sons was initially rejected because it was considered to depict too negative a portrait of Wales (and more can be read on this in a book by Kirsty Bohata, which is listed on the general theory reading list). Knight argued that English-language writing from Wales tends to be auto-ethnographic and increasingly based in urban centres rather than in rural settings. Interestingly, there is a new generation of crime fiction set in Wales, which conference delegates confirmed is also the case in Scotland, Italy, Spain and Catalonia. Delegates in the discussion suggested that crime novels are a means of tackling and decoding threat together with unresolved issues of emerging identity and self-definition within stipulated surroundings, although I know there is a much more elaborated discussion on crime fiction in the burgeoning number of studies on the subject, which discuss the politicisation of the genre as well as its psychological/sociological aspects. Comment was also passed in the conference on the politicisation of science-fiction writing in Scotland particularly. A later speaker, Professor Neil Corcoran, noted that, in postcolonial theory, there is not much significant discussion of the significance of genre. 

Lisa Harrison, from the University of Glasgow, gave a paper called ‘Devolutionary Momentum: Robert Crawford and Scottish Literary Identity’. She was criticising Crawford’s work because, she argued, in advocating a ‘separatist approach’ (‘devolutionary momentum’) to Scottish literature and regional writing in general, there are certain inconsistencies in his argument. She noted that the language in which his argument is couched persistently undermines his wider vision. For example, he uses the term ‘minor’ literature to refer to Scottish writing and uses English literature as a constant point of comparison. However, if (as he argues) Scottish literature itself spawned the study of English Literature, why refer to it as a minor literature; what exactly is Scottish literature ‘devolving from’? She also noted that he refers to Scots as ‘dialect’ and, elsewhere, as ‘a variety of the English tongue’, which implies Scots is ‘English badly spelled’ (Norman McCaig). In effect, he fails to ‘devolve his own language’. 

B. Jenkins gave a paper on ‘J. R. Jones’ and argued against Blunkett’s point that you must speak English at home to be truly British. What about Welsh speakers or Scots speakers? (Obviously there is another layer to this in terms of ‘native British languages’ – after all, the vast majority of English speakers live outside the UK!). But it illustrates, in devolutionary terms, the significance of slippage from ‘English’ to ‘British’.    

