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Speaking for Wales: Sport and secessionism in a small nation 

John Harris 

 

Abstract 

Wales is a small country with a population of around three million people.  For many years it 

has been subsumed under a larger and more powerful neighbour as part of a broader union.  

Sport has long been an important site for the promotion of Wales and Welsh national identity.  

Rugby union, a game developed in the public schools of England, has become the national 

sport of Wales and a key site for discussions of the nation and national identities. Wales hosted 

the Rugby World Cup in 1999, the same year that the assembly government was formed as part 

of the devolution of power from London. This chapter considers the interplay of sport and 

politics in relation to discussions of secessionism and highlights the ways in which Wales is 

(re)positioned in international sport.  Drawing upon the work of the cultural theorist Raymond 

Williams, it analyses the ways in which Wales is both present and absent within discussions of 

the nation and considers the contested terrain of sport, politics and independence.  

 

Introduction 

Almost fifty years ago Raymond Williams (1971/2003, p.3) asked ‘Who speaks for Wales? 

Nobody. That is both the problem and the encouragement’.  This chapter looks at the 

positioning of Wales and considers both the problem and the encouragement of international 

sport.  Wales is a nation that competes against other nations in sports such as football and rugby 

union.  It is also part of the wider collectives of Great Britain and the United Kingdom so Welsh 

athletes compete for Team GB in the Olympic and Paralympic Games.  In cricket, many of the 

leading Welsh players would hope to play for a team named England.  Sport then, like many 

other spheres, reflects the complex and multi-layered identities of citizens in the British state.  

The continuous struggle to articulate and a promote a separate Welsh identity is captured well 

by the following quote: 

‘For Wales – see England’. This notorious directive in the early editions of the 

Encyclopedia Britannica crystallizes all the emotion, the humiliation, and the 



patronising indifference which helped to launch the national movement in Wales 

(Morgan, 1971: 153). 

EnglandandWales is a term still often used today as if it is referring to a single place.  This 

domination means that many Welsh people have felt a conscious need to affirm their own 

separate national identity ‘in the face of what is perceived to be the continual threat of cultural 

genocide’ (Bowie, 1993: p.169).  This place of course is never referred to as WalesandEngland, 

a point which clearly emphasises the hegemony of one nation over the other.  

Whist space does not allow an exhaustive overview of the history of this coupling a few key 

points are important to note to help set the scene for the discussion that follows in this chapter.  

The descriptor of a people as Welsh is said to derive from the word ‘wealh’ (foreigner).  Wales 

is an English name for the land of foreigners and came into existence in the ninth and tenth 

centuries ‘as a junior partner in a Britain run by England’ (R. Williams, 1985/2003, p.67).  It 

has of course been noted that if viewed in this way the Welsh are foreigners in their own land.  

The fact that Wales had never been a unitary kingdom meant that its union with England, 

formalised during the Tudor period, made the integration of the two a smoother process than 

the subsequent union with Scotland at the beginning of the 1700s.  Most of the key decisions 

about Wales were made in the capital city of England but Wales finally secured its own 

assembly government towards the end of the last millennium as part of the devolution of power 

from London to other parts of the United Kingdom.  

In the twenty-first century there has been a great deal of focus given to the possible break-up 

of Britain.  A referendum on Scottish independence in 2014 (see Wigham’s chapter in this 

collection), was positioned as being a once in a generation event but the prospect of another 

vote looms.  The subsequent decision by the United Kingdom in 2016 to leave the European 

Union (Brexit) resulted in much uncertainty and debate about the position of the constituent 

nations going forward.  Although there is support for separatism, there is not as strong a lobby 

for independence in Wales as there currently is in Scotland.  The union between Wales and 

England dates back hundreds of years and Evans (2019, p.168) provides a succinct overview 

of this coupling: 

Since the 1536 Act of Union, whereby Wales was politically and legally incorporated 

into England (reflected in the enduring ‘England and Wales’ legal jurisdiction), Wales 

has historically been far more closely assimilated into the English state than either 



Scotland or Northern Ireland. It has never had the unifying political resources of a 

distinct national civil society, press, a educational system or military, to bind it together. 

Some believe that Wales may be viewed as an internal colony (e.g. Hechter, 1975).  Others 

have suggested that a better way of describing Wales would be as a dependent periphery 

(Evans, 1991).  Williams (1983/2003) noted that whilst it could be said that the Welsh people 

had been oppressed by the English state for seven centuries, the English people have been 

oppressed by the English state for even longer. 

Wales has its own language but according to the 2011 census only a fifth of the population 

speaks any Welsh.  Representatives of the national teams in most sports are a combination of 

Welsh and English speakers.  The debates around language are linked closely to discussions of 

secessionism put forward by the social-democratic political party Plaid Cymru (Party of 

Wales).  Before moving on to look at some specific cases where Wales is present (and absent) 

in international sport, the next section outlines how the work of Raymond Williams informs 

the discussion presented in this chapter. 

 

Theoretical framework 

In this chapter I use the work of Raymond Williams as a lens to look at the topic of 

secessionism.  Williams, who grew up in the small Welsh village of Pandy close to the English 

border, was an academic and leading cultural theorist whose work transcended traditional 

disciplinary boundaries.  He began as an Adult Education tutor in Sussex and at the time of his 

retirement was Professor of Drama at Cambridge University.  Yet beyond this, Williams wrote 

about Wales in his novels (e.g. Williams, 1960) that explored the workings of a border country 

that had been the site of political and military struggle for centuries (see also, Smith, 2008; 

Williams, 2003).  Williams (1985/2003, p.67) was to reflect upon the advantages of being born 

and bred in this environment with its plethora of official identities: 

Wales and Monmouthshire, as it was for me at school, with special force since we lived 

in the appendage. England-and-Wales: that administrative, legal and even weather-

forecasting area. Wales for rugby but All-England for cricket. Welsh Wales and English 

Wales. Wales and Cymru.  



He also noted that whilst it was a nightmare for anyone looking for an official status it was a 

blessing ‘to anyone trying to think about communities and societies’ (Williams, 1985/2003, 

p.67).  It was his experiences growing up in Pandy that he integrated into his writing on a host 

of topics both in his academic work and in his novels. This may seem like an unnecessary 

statement to make but is worth noting for even now students/academics may still be told to 

write in the third person and not acknowledge subjective positioning. This seems like a strange 

point to make here for we can only see the world from our own place within it.  In speaking 

my position as the author of this chapter, I was born in south Wales and spent most of my 

childhood living there.  Much of my adult life has comprised of living and working in England, 

the USA and Scotland.  I do not claim to speak for all of Wales but note my own location here 

in trying to better understand the issues that relate to the topics discussed in this chapter.  

As a student at King Henry VIII Grammar School on Abergavenny, Williams played rugby for 

the first XV.  Although noting his enthusiasm for watching televised sport, commenting that it 

was ‘one of the very best things about television’ (Williams, 1968), like other key scholars 

whose endeavours helped provide the groundwork of what we now commonly see referred to 

as cultural studies, his work did not encompass the study of sport although occasional passing 

references to it are evident in observations such as the following discussion of Welsh culture: 

When we hear the word ‘culture’, some of us reach for our fancy dress. Real life is 

home, family and a job; wages and prices; politics and crisis. Culture, then, is for high 

days and holidays: not an ordinary gear but an overdrive. So if you say ‘Welsh culture’ 

what do you think of? Of bara brith and the Eisteddfod? Of choirs and Cardiff Arms 

Park? Of love spoons and englynion? Of the national costume and the rampant red 

dragon? (Williams, 1975/2003, p.5)    

Here then it is the stadium where the Welsh national team played its rugby matches, Cardiff 

Arms Park, that is one of the things identified as what most may associate with the words 

‘Welsh culture’.  The Arms Park, a name that was often used when referring to the national 

stadium, stands alongside the ultra-modern Principality Stadium (formerly the Millennium 

Stadium) which now dominates the skyline of Cardiff.  The rugby ground at the centre of the 

capital city of Cardiff is perhaps one of the most famous places in the whole of the rugby-

playing world. I will return to discuss the importance of the development of the new stadium 

at the same time as the formation of the National Assembly for Wales later in this chapter. 



Before looking specifically at the role of rugby union, the next section will briefly outline the 

broader significance of sport in Wales. 

 

Sport in Wales 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, sport in Wales takes many forms and representing 

your country on the international sporting stage can mean different things.  Sport can provide 

a particularly important site for the promotion of national identities for stateless nations such 

as Wales (Harris, 2015).  Sport Wales is responsible for the distribution of monies from both 

the national lottery and the Welsh government and views its role as using sport to ‘shape Wales’ 

culture, identity and international profile’ (Sport Wales, 2012, 22).  Sport Wales (2012, 22) 

further note that ‘We see sport as more than just a part of Wales’ cultural fabric. Sport defines 

us as a nation’.  This powerful statement gives some indication of the importance of sport in 

contemporary Wales and highlights the wider role that it plays in an international context.   

Football is widely considered to be the most popular team sport in the world (Giulianotti and 

Robertson, 2009).  Wales has only qualified for the men’s World Cup Finals on one occasion 

in 1958 where they were knocked out by Brazil who went on to win the trophy.  After a number 

of near misses in World Cup qualifying campaigns, Wales made it to the finals of the European 

Championships in 2016.  With talisman Gareth Bale, who had won the Champions League 

with Real Madrid leading the way, Wales progressed to the semi-finals of the tournament, and 

in November, 2019 secured qualification for the 2020 European Championships.  Bale had 

attended the same high school in Cardiff as the Wales and British & Irish Lions rugby captain 

Sam Warburton and Team GB cyclist and Tour de France winner Geraint Thomas.  Each of 

these men had succeeded at the very highest level of their respective sports, but the 

representative honours they received and the different teams they have represented highlights 

the ‘fuzzy frontiers’ (Cohen, 1995) of national identities in Welsh and British sport. 

It is not only men who help to define Wales as a sporting nation.  In 2012, Jade Jones won an 

Olympic gold medal in taekwondo and celebrated by running around the arena carrying both 

the Union Jack and the Flag of Wales.  It is often pointed out that Wales is not represented on 

the Union Flag but Welsh women who have won gold medals for Team GB (e.g. Tanni Grey-

Thompson and Nicole Cooke) would have watched as the Union Jack was raised to the sounds 

of God Save the Queen.  This anthem was also played before Wales rugby union internationals 



for many years although now it is Hen Wlad fy Nhadau that is sung with great gusto ahead of 

such matches. Of all the sports that Wales competes in, rugby is the one game that stands apart 

as an activity that has long provided a means not only for the Welsh to define themselves but 

for others to define them (see Holt, 1990). 

 

The importance of rugby union to Welsh identity 

The historian Gwyn A. Williams (1985) wrote about how rugby was both Welsh-national and 

British imperial.  Here it was observed that rugby was ‘the only field where it was possible to 

be simultaneously Welsh and a gentleman (normally a difficult undertaking), where doctor and 

lawyer could ruck happily shoulder-to-shoulder with miner’ (Williams, 1985, p.221).  Mackay 

(2010) uses rugby as the focus for the first chapter of his book Understanding Contemporary 

Wales.  Rugby is important as it ‘continues to be prominent in representations of Wales and as 

a focus for identification with the nation’ (Mackay, 2010, p.21). 

Without wishing to over-simplify, or indeed over-state the importance of the sport, it was 

through rugby that Wales was able to be an equal, if not the better, of its bigger neighbour in a 

way that was not always available in other spheres.  Williams (1983/2003) captured this well 

with his descriptor of ‘the Welsh rugby team, outrucking Chamberlain and Hoare and Halifax 

and the young toffs they’d persuaded to stand in for them’ (p.17).  These three figures were not 

English rugby players but members of the establishment, the bourgeoisie English.  

The open professionalisation of rugby union in the mid-1990s meant that the sport underwent 

a period of considerable change.  The most significant change within Wales was the creation 

of regional teams resulting in the demise of many famous club sides.  Another change that 

many predicted would be negatively impacted by professionalism was the British and Irish 

Lions touring team.  Yet rather than disappear as a result of professionalism, the Lions have 

survived and developed as a brand.  They have often comprised of a strong Welsh core and 

retain an important place in the international rugby landscape (Harris, 2010).  Two players from 

Wales (James Davies and Sam Cross) represented Great Britain & Northern Ireland in the 

men’s rugby sevens team when the sport debuted at the Rio 2016 Olympic Games.  The Welsh 

winger Jasmine Joyce was the only player from outside of England to be part of the women’s 

team at the same event.   



This ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983) of a nation through the medium of sport is 

clearly one that has a popular appeal.  The identities we see given prominence, including those 

framed in national terms, are not merely invented but are part of what we might recognise as 

belonging to a ‘selective tradition’ (Williams, 1961).  Nations, and the continual making and 

remaking of national identity through sport, can change over time (see Bairner, 2009; Carroll 

and Bairner, 2019; Harris and Vincent, 2015).  G. Williams (1985, p.304) noted that ‘Wales is 

an artefact’ and that the Welsh as a people have lived by making and remaking themselves 

‘usually within a British context’ (p.304).  It is important to state that although these national 

identities might be imagined this does not mean that they are imaginary (Bairner, 2009).  

National identities take many forms.  Meanings are always produced they are never simply 

expressed. It is in trying to better understand aspects of this production that this chapter now 

turns by looking at the role of Wales as a host nation for major sporting events.  

  

Major sporting events and national identities 

Bidding for, and hosting, major international sporting events has become a key part of the 

policies and strategies of politicians and various other stakeholders across the globe.  Cities 

and nations now compete for the rights to stage the biggest of these with the FIFA Football 

World Cup (Men’s) and the Summer Olympic Games being by far the two most prized mega-

events to host (Zimbalist, 2015).  Just below these two mega ‘megas’, there is generally less 

competition to host the next group of events, but many of these are still sought after as a badge 

of honour that bestows upon its hosts the pride and prestige associated with staging them. 

Although we have known for some time that the bidding process for the majority of these 

events is positioned on a very shaky platform of under-estimated costs and over-estimated 

benefits (Whitson and Horne, 2006), there continues to be a strong desire to host such events. 

For a number of nations, like Wales, who do not have the land mass, population size or 

economy to bid for the biggest two events mentioned above, then the Rugby World Cup is in 

effect the largest sporting event it could ever host if we were to accept its claim to be the third 

biggest sporting event in the world (see Harris, 2010; Harris and Wise, 2019).  There is 

something of a contested landscape here as other events like the Ryder Cup, staged at the Celtic 

Manor resort near Newport in 2010, also lay claim to this title (Harris, 2015, 2018).  There is 

still no real consensus as to who can legitimately claim this particular title but the fact that it is 

such a contested term makes it such an attractive banner to use and although vested 



stakeholders might not be able to definitively prove they are part of the third biggest event it is 

also tricky to prove that it is not. 

There is no denying that in the two decades since devolution that Wales has developed a much 

stronger profile within international sport more broadly and that Cardiff has acquired a 

reputation as a city that can do an excellent job of staging major sporting events (Harris, 2015, 

2017).  The impressive stadium at the heart of the city with its retractable roof has been used 

for a whole host of different sports and staged the prestigious UEFA Champions League final 

in 2017.  Yet it would be wrong to state that this is directly linked to devolution although the 

focus on major events as a driver for wider development is important to note (see Welsh 

Assembly Government, 2008).  In most cases it is not the macro political landscape, but the 

politics of sport (politics with a small ‘p’) that determines hosting opportunities.  The Rugby 

World Cup (RWC) provides an interesting case to consider here. 

The RWC first took place in 1987.  This late entry into the major events calendar can be 

explained, in part, by the fact that rugby union did not become an openly professional sport 

until 1995. From the inaugural event hosted by Australia and New Zealand in 1987 the RWC 

has developed exponentially as the wider increased commercialisation and commodification of 

elite sport has dramatically changed the landscape of events.  Wales hosted some matches of 

the 1991 event and were designated as hosts in 1999.   

The building of the Millennium Stadium (supported by lottery funding from the Millennium 

Commission) was viewed by many as a symbol of a modern and vibrant nation (see Harris, 

2015, 2017; Holden, 2011; Williams, 2000).  Holden (2011) suggests that the opening of the 

Millennium Stadium was evidence of Wales branding itself ‘as a nation of sport, not one 

entirely based on rugby union’ (p.278).  The physical significance of the stadium is clearly 

highlighted in the following extract from the novel Cardiff Dead: 

The old stadium, the Arms Park, was almost invisible from the centre of town. 

You were only really aware of it when you looked at it from over the river in 

Riverside. The new stadium dominated the centre and you could see it from 

almost anywhere in Cardiff. And, like pretty much everyone else, Tyra found it 

surprisingly inspiring. It suddenly made you aware that Cardiff was changing, 

that all the bollocks you heard people spit on the TV about being a European 

capital for the new century was really true. 

(Williams, 2000: p.231) 



Whilst largely considered to be a success in terms of showcasing Wales and promoting the city 

of Cardiff (despite the fact that the host nation lost to Samoa again as they had at the 1991 

RWC), the tournament did not bring the economic returns that were predicted (see Jones, 

2001). 

The 2015 RWC was hosted by England although Cardiff also featured in the Rugby Football 

Union’s bid for this event and was to be chosen as one of the host cities.  This type of decision 

in international rugby is not that unusual, for although Wales had hosted the 1999 RWC, only 

one fifth of all matches actually took place in the country.  As Cardiff had also hosted matches 

in the 1991 (UK) and 2007 (France) tournaments, it has been a host city for every RWC ever 

staged in the northern hemisphere.  The Visit England promotional campaign for the 2015 

RWC used the words of the hymn Jerusalem to highlight images of ‘England’s green and 

pleasant land’.   Jerusalem has been put forward as a potential anthem for England’s sporting 

teams who mostly still use God Save the Queen.  This, of course, is also the British national 

anthem and in London 2012 the Welsh players in the GB&NI football team did not join in the 

singing of the anthem (see Harris and Vincent, 2015).  

 

In being a part of England 2015, Cardiff was a city hosting part of a major international sporting 

event in a country of which it is not a part.  At face value many may be of the opinion that there 

is little wrong with this in that Cardiff (and by extension Wales?) would share in the prestige 

of hosting this event and the predicted economic benefits that such an event promises to deliver.  

Yet whilst this is undoubtedly in some ways a good thing, it also neglects the complex 

dynamics of having a city outside the national borders of the host nation involved in an event 

that is being used to promote England and tourism to England.   

Whilst I have commented on and tried to explain the joined up EnglandandWales in an earlier 

section of this chapter, it could be that we can learn more from looking at a new configuration 

of EnglandandCardiff in contemporary times (see also, Harris, 2015, 2017). There was no real 

rationale for including Cardiff as part of England 2015 as there were many large football stadia 

in England capable of staging these matches.  Yet to secure support in the voting for such 

events there is often a great deal of negotiation that takes place and the governing bodies of 

rugby in Wales and England have worked together many times.  WalesandEngland is a strong 

coupling as the announcement in 2015 that Cardiff, Bristol and Newport will work together to 

form the Great Western Cities alliance highlights.  Cardiff was also admitted to the Core Cities 

Group in 2014, a collective of self-selected cities outside of Greater London, formed to promote 



the role of cities in driving economic growth.  Cardiff and Glasgow are the only cities in this 

group of ten who are not located in England. 

London 2012 was cited as a good example of the collective strength of the United Kingdom.  

Yet whilst the Olympic and Paralympic Games were events where the constituent parts were 

competing as part of a wider collective of Great Britain & Northern Ireland (or Team GB in 

contemporary terminology),  the RWC was titled England 2015 so having a Welsh city as part 

of this confuses the issue as to where Cardiff is and who Wales are.  This is not a new problem 

though, for as Barlow (2005) highlights Wales has been variously understood as a ‘region’, 

‘principality’, ‘western extension of England’, and ‘national region’ (p.201). He goes on to 

suggest that having never been an entirely separate entity or a fully integrated one, then 

confusion or denial about its status ‘has had obvious and far-reaching ramifications’ (Barlow, 

2005: p.201).  Johnes (2012) notes how the conquest of Wales by England preceded the 

urbanisation of Cardiff and the surrounding areas, so by the time urban areas began to emerge 

in Wales ‘London was already well established as the centre of political power for the Welsh’ 

(p.510).   

Two of the matches which took place in Cardiff during England 2015 featured the ‘home’ team 

as Wales took on both Fiji and Uruguay in the Millennium Stadium.  The two other teams in 

this so-called ‘group of death’, where only the winner and runner-up proceeded to the knockout 

stages, faced the Welsh at Twickenham, London – home of the England rugby team.  

Twickenham was the venue for England versus Wales and Wales versus Australia despite a 

tongue-in-cheek bid by the Welsh Rugby Union to stage the England versus Wales match at 

the Millennium Stadium.  This, like the game against Australia, evidences the collective power 

exerted by those at the core of international rugby governance whereas those on the periphery 

such as Fiji and Uruguay are not afforded the same consideration (see Harris, 2010; Harris and 

Wise, 2019).  Wales may be on the periphery in many discussions of globalization, but in the 

rugby-playing world they are very much part of the core and continue to wield considerable 

influence in the sport.  I will now briefly look at some related issues in the wider landscape of 

international sport and some of the challenges relating to the place of Wales in relation to 

English and British identities.  

 

 



It’s (not) just cricket: The complexities of national identities 

Cricket is often thought of as a quintessentially English game (see Malcolm, 2009; Wagg, 

2007).  In addition to the 2015 RWC case discussed above, Cardiff hosted an England team on 

another occasion in that year when it staged an international test cricket match between 

England and Australia. Four years later and Cardiff was also one of the venues for matches as 

England won the men’s Cricket World Cup for the first time in 2019.  The team was captained 

by an Irish man who had previously represented Ireland.  Its star players were an all-rounder 

born in New Zealand and a fast bowler born in Barbados who had become eligible for England 

just before the tournament began.  Under the auspices of the England and Wales Cricket Board 

(ECB) there has been an increased Welsh influence at the elite level in the past two decades 

(see Holden, 2011).  The missing ‘W’ in the abbreviation above is perhaps more noticeable 

now.  Unlike the 2015 Rugby World Cup, Wales was included in the title of the tournament 

which was marketed as England & Wales 2019.  Playing for a team called England represents 

the pinnacle for Welsh cricketers.  Yet this is not universally accepted.  In 2017, the then First 

Minister for Wales, Carwyn Jones, stated that Wales should have its own one-day international 

cricket team and noted that it was odd to see Ireland and Scotland playing this form of cricket 

whilst Wales were not.   

A number of red postboxes were painted gold in honour of those British athletes who won gold 

medals at the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games.  This included one for Jade Jones 

in Flint and one for Geraint Thomas in Cardiff.  Shortly after the success of the England cricket 

team in 2019, the traditional red postboxes in cities that had staged test matches were painted 

white to celebrate the victories of the England men’s team in 2019 and the England women’s 

team in 2017.  This was not universally welcomed in Cardiff where Yes cymru (a group 

promoting independence for Wales) stickers were soon plastered all over the postbox.  This 

reflects the tensions around Cardiff’s increasing prominence in major English/British sporting 

events where it is both present and absent (see Harris, 2017). 

Cardiff City and Swansea City both currently compete in the second tier of the English football 

pyramid.  Cardiff won the FA Cup at Wembley Stadium, the home of English football, in 1927.  

A little over seventy years later and the capital city of Wales staged FA Cup finals as Wembley 

was redeveloped.  During this time the Millennium Stadium also hosted Football League play-

off finals and became, de facto, the temporary home of English football.  There has long been 

opposition to the unique position of the four UK associations within the Federation 



Internationale de Football Association (FIFA).  The controversy around the formation of the 

League of Wales in the early 1990s and the decision of some clubs to remain in the English 

semi-professional pyramid structure visibly highlighted some of these tensions (see Duke and 

Crolley, 1996).  For many years the threat of losing independent status was one of the reasons 

why the idea of a UK team for football at the Olympic Games was resisted by some of the 

national associations including the Football Association of Wales.    

For the Olympic and Paralympic Games in Britain’s biggest city, London 2012 was conceived 

and promoted as a ‘British’ games (see Coe, 2012).  The first competition of this event took 

place in Cardiff as the Millennium Stadium was chosen as the venue for the women’s football 

match between Great Britain & Northern Ireland and New Zealand two days before the opening 

ceremony itself in London.  There was initially much scepticism and negativity surrounding 

London 2012 with some disquiet expressed over the so-called ‘Plastic Brits’ (athletes born 

outside of GB&NI) who had been chosen for the team.  The success of Team GB meant that 

the games were widely celebrated as a great success and a reaffirmation of British identity (see 

Harris and Vincent, 2015).     

Yet despite the successes of London 2012 many commentators wanted to highlight the strength 

of a particular nation or region within the wider collective.  Some pointed out where the country 

of Yorkshire would sit in the London 2012 medal table if it was an independent country.  

Similar claims were made about the achievements of Scottish athletes although both of these 

skirted over the fact that a number of these medals were won in team events where the majority 

of the team were from a region or nation outside those staking the claim.  There was an element 

of this in the coverage of the Olympic Games within the Western Mail, the self-styled national 

newspaper of Wales (Harris and Vincent, 2015), although the main focus within the newspaper 

was on celebrating the broader success of Team GB. 

 

Concluding remarks 

During a time of considerable anxiety and uncertainty, there has been much talk about the 

possible break-up of the United Kingdom.  With ongoing debates around Scottish 

independence and the significance of the Irish border in discussions of Brexit, then Wales is 

the nation mentioned least in any discussion.  In overall percentage terms the people of Wales, 

like England, voted to leave the European Union (EU) although many nationalists still see the 



future of Wales as an independent nation within the EU.  Discussions of national identities in 

a British context highlight the ‘fuzzy frontiers’ (Cohen, 1995) of Britishness and often means 

that Britain and England are used interchangeably.  The tensions that surround the relationship 

between Wales and England resurface in many spheres including sport.  

There was remarkably little commentary about having the capital city of Wales as part of a 

tournament promoted as England 2015.  This perhaps reflects the continued hegemony of 

England over Wales and muddies the water for those who may sometimes find themselves 

having to explain that Wales is a distinct and separate country to England (this was certainly 

my experience when living in the USA).  Scholars in tourism have long highlighted the 

difficulties in identifying and marketing Wales as a distinct and separate entity (e.g. Pitchford, 

1998).  Visit Wales, and its partners, have worked hard to better position the nation in a range 

of international tourism markets.  The hosting of the Ryder Cup in 2010 offered a ‘once in a 

lifetime opportunity’ to promote golf in Wales where one of the things it was most firmly 

positioned against was the corporateness of England (see Harris, 2018).  This seemed 

somewhat problematic in an event that often takes place in a luxury hotel resort, but in 2015 it 

was the corporateness of rugby union that was central to having Cardiff as a host city for 

England 2015.  The image of rugby as a classless game lends itself well to a narrative that is 

often being used to (re)position Wales as different to England but such a discourse does not 

match the activities where the increased commercialisation and commodification of elite 

professional sport means that ticket prices continue to rise.  Wales versus England is still an 

important event in rugby union.  Wales and England are connected by the border that runs 

along the length of Wales.  Raymond Williams grew up in that border country and his formative 

experiences here shaped his work as one of the foremost cultural analysts of his time.   

In his powerful treatise of contemporary Wales, Brooks (2017, p.144) notes that today ‘the 

Welsh live at a time of real crisis’ and suggests that we face an uncertain future.  There are 

similarities here with the words some three decades earlier of Gwyn A. Williams (1985, p.305) 

who ended his important historical account by describing his fellow Welsh men and women as 

‘nothing but a naked people under an acid rain’.  To return to the quotation that was used at the 

start of this chapter, it is important to note that Raymond Williams (1971/2003) believed that 

everybody should speak and have the right to speak – this was the encouragement.  The 

problem he identified was the acute economic, political and cultural strains ‘in a world of crude 

power relationships and distant parliaments’ (Williams, 1971/2003, p.3).  For many people in 



Wales that power base may have shifted (a little) from London to Cardiff but a number of the 

same challenges remain.   
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