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A Nation at War: The Welsh Effort During the Great War
[bookmark: _Int_0KgC5TkH]The Great War, later known as the First World War, began in 1914 and ended in 1918. This was a catastrophic time period for the entire world, impacting not only the soldiers fighting the battles but also the global economy, politically and socially (The National WWI Museum and Memorial). Wales, a small country within Great Britain, experienced profound changes as a consequence of the war (Davies). The Great War acted as a trigger for changes that were already in motion but accentuated numerous developments in Welsh society during that time. Wales was an industrial powerhouse, with its steelworks, coal mines, and slate quarries playing a crucial part in both the local and national economy (Davies). These industries were essential to the region's economic foundation and growth during the nineteenth and early twentieth century. However, Wales faced numerous social and political divisions internally, including pushes for industrial reforms as well as political representation for the working class (Maggie). Ultimately, the war advanced social, political, and economic issues that would reshape Wales. Economically, the war boosted certain industries, but this was short-lived as those sectors declined after the war (Maggie). Socially, the war had a profound effect on the roles of women and the working class. Politically, the war increased support for Welsh nationalism and contributed to the rise of the Labour Party (Young Fabians). For us to fully understand the full impact of these changes, it is essential to examine the situation in Wales prior to the Great War. The economic, social, and political movements that shaped the country in the years prior to the conflict would heavily influence how Wales faced the challenges and opportunities brought about by the global war. 
[bookmark: _Int_IWl8ncEc][bookmark: _Int_ynIpi7G0]Prior to the Great War, Wales played a key role in United Kingdom's economy, as the country heavily relied on Wales for its industrial production, specifically in coal, steel, and quarrying. These industries were the backbone of the Welsh economy, and Wales was one of the leading industrial nations during the time period (Maggie). Coal mining in Wales was especially vital as the Welsh supplied most of Great Britain with the coal for steam engines and factories (Maggie). This profession created economic growth within the country, specifically in places like the Aberdare Valley and Rhondda. Steel production in places like Cardiff thrived due to the numerous plants, which created jobs in the local community (Greening). Unfortunately, despite the economic benefits that these industries brought to Wales, the country suffered with numerous economic and social equalities (Greening). In the coal mines, the industrial working class faced hazardous conditions, endured long working hours, and earned low wages (Maggie). 	They had limited access to healthcare and lived in substandard housing, leading to widespread poverty within industrial communities (Imperial War Museums). However, while these conditions were harsh, industrial areas still experienced some economic growth and job opportunities due to industrialization. This stood in contrast to rural agricultural communities in north and west Wales, where living standards were often even lower. These rural areas saw little to no industrial investment, leading to economic stagnation, limited employment, and population decline (Imperial War Museums). Even though both industrial and rural working-class communities faced considerable hardship, the nature of each communities hardship differed depending on where you lived.
During the twentieth century, Wales was increasingly influenced by the rise of the Labour Party (BBC Wales). This party boosted morale for the working class since the Labour Party represented their interests. The Labour and socialist movement reflected the desire for working reforms, including better working conditions and political representation for the industrial community (BBC Wales). Furthermore, the party fostered a sense of Welsh identity, with demands for greater self-governance and a more prominent Welsh political presence within Great Britain (Laybourn). Therefore, this period laid the groundwork for the significant changes that would be sparked by the First World War, as long unsettled social and political tensions emerged in new and unexpected ways and changed Wales economic, social, and political landscape (Laybourn).
As the war progressed, the demand for war production grew, especially for essential resources such as steel, coal, and munitions (The National WWI Museum and Memorial). The coal industry, already a vital part of the Welsh economy, played a pivotal role in supporting the war effort. The steel industry experienced heightened demand, with key centers in the big cities of Cardiff and Llanelli. The steel industry in Wales was used to manufacture weapons artillery and machinery for the British military, further reinforcing Wales' strategic importance in the national economy during the war (Day). The expansion of these industries provided a temporary economic boost, with many workers including women and other previously marginalized groups, joining the workforce to fulfill the rising demand. This increase in job opportunities helped reduce some of the unemployment and poverty that had long plagued Wales, particularly in industrial areas like the Rhondda and Aberdare valleys (Day). The Rhondda and Aberdare valleys benefitted from the increased demand for coal and steel during the war, as the areas were central to Wales' mining and industrial sectors (Day). In addition to the already booming coal and steel production, new munitions factories were built, which provided jobs and contributed to the region's economic growth. However, this prosperity was temporary. As the war ended, the demand for coal, steel, and munitions sharply declined. This resulted in increased unemployment rates and a sharp downturn in the industrial economies that greatly benefitted and relied on wartime production. The return of the soldiers into the workforce boosted the competitiveness of employment and the Welsh economy, which once greatly benefitted by the war effort, quickly fell into a period of economic turmoil (Crafts). The coal and steel industries struggled to recover to their prewar levels of demand, leading to widespread unemployment and financial instability in the years following the armistice (Crafts). Unfortunately, this sudden shift underlined the precariousness of the wartime economic boom, which was fueled more by urgency and relevancy rather than long-term, sustainable growth (Crafts).
The social landscape of Wales was drastically altered by the Great War, as the conflict reshaped traditional gender roles, redefined community structures, and deepened class divisions. One of the most noticeable social shifts that occurred was women's roles in society (Oram). About twenty five percent of the male population in Great Britain was enlisted in the armed forces during the Great War, which resulted in the women back home needing to step into the roles that men previously occupied (Oram). This was especially apparent in coal mining, munitions, and factory work (Evans). The war effort was truly a nationwide effort, as the men were fighting on the front lines, and the women were helping at home. That said, when the war ended many of the women left these war time roles, marking a pivotal moment for women's rights in terms of work and political representation (Oram). Simultaneously, class tensions in Wales were more pronounced as the war intensified the divide between the industrial and rural regions. The industrial communities, especially in the south, experienced great economic benefit during the war, which was driven by the increased demand for steel and coal for war munitions (Crafts). In contrast, the rural areas of the north and west continued to suffer from economic decline and stagnation (Crafts).
This economic divide not only fueled resentment but also contributed to rising desire for social reform (Laybourn). This benefitted the growing Labour Party, which had been growing momentum before the war, who gained popularity from the working class who demanded higher wages, better working conditions and more political influence (Laybourn). The Great War left a lasting impact on social welfare and healthcare in Wales, as the rising number of casualties and the physical and psychological toll revealed the urgent need to improve public health systems and veteran care (Whiteside). The shortcomings of the existing healthcare system became clear, prompting public demands for reform in social care and welfare systems (Whiteside). The collective trauma experienced by the Welsh communities, along with the demand of veterans, sparked broader social reforms that helped to shape the post-war welfare state in Wales (BBC Wales). Amid these changes, a larger political movement emerged, as calls for greater political representation, national autonomy, and workers' rights gained momentum after the armistice (BBC Wales).
The Great War triggered significant political shifts in Wales, especially with the rise of the Labour Party and growing calls for greater autonomy within the United Kingdom (Laybourn). The war's impact on working-class communities fueled political movements that advocated for labour rights (BBC Wales). The Labour Party became a major force in Welsh politics, reflecting a wider shift towards socialism (Laybourn). By the 1920's, the party solidified its position as a major political party in Wales. Alongside the momentous rise of the Labour Party, the war catalyzed a heightened sense Welsh nationalism and the demand for greater autonomy within Great Britain. Welsh communities, who contributed greatly to the war effort started to question their current standings within the empire (BBC Wales). Although most of the Welsh were not pushing for full independence, there was a rising support for self-governance (Senedd). The military conflict highlighted the need for greater control over its political and economic affairs, a sentiment that was reflected in the rising prominence of the Welsh Nationalist Party, Plaid Cymru (BBC Wales). Despite this, the Labour Party remained the more popular political force in the years following the war (Senedd). Another significant political development that emerged from the war was the Representation of the People Act of 1918, which expanded voting rights to all men over the age of twenty-one and women over thirty (Senedd). This electoral reform represented a major turning point in Welsh politics, expanding participation and allowing a larger segment of the population to engage in the democratic process (Laybourn). While women's rights and political representation was still limited at the time, this reform paved the foundation for future progress in gender equality in politics (Laybourn). By the end of the war, Wales had entered a period of profound political change. A more politically active working class and a growing desire for Welsh autonomy catalyzed significant change. These changes were not only reflected in the rising popularity of the Labour Party but also in the broader social movements that challenged the status quo and reshaped the country's political future.
[bookmark: _Int_Wq1mYh4t]Following the First World War, Wales experienced a temporary economic boost. Despite the subsequent economic hardships, the emotional and psychological toll on Welsh communities revealed a deeper social impact of the conflict (Crafts). With the loss of over thirty-five thousand Welsh soldiers, and many more returning home bearing physical or psychological wounds, communities were forced to confront the profound human cost of the war (Remembering for Peace). The war fostered a stronger sense of collective identity within many communities, especially in areas where families supported each other through air raids, rationing, and loss. These wartime bonds did not disappear after the armistice Instead, they evolved into a broader public awareness of social responsibility and a shared belief that the state should play an increased role in welfare (Historic England). This was evident in the widespread public support for improved health services and housing politics, as veterans returned home from the war to sub-par medical treatment and limited housing and employment opportunities (Whiteside). This shifted in perspective laid the foundation for the future growth of the British welfare state. Wales demanded an increased focus on social fairness and justice (Whiteside). Although direct reforms were limited in the immediate aftermath of the war, this period marked the early rise of organized movements that would drive change over the coming decades (Whiteside). Local governments and political organizations increasingly advocated for better public health, more council housing and greater support for the widows of soldiers and orphans (Remembering for Peace). As in other parts of the world, the realization of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) began to enter public consciousness, gradually shifting societal views on mental health (Remembering for Peace). The increased sense of social solidarity also helped to reinforce political engagement. Many individuals who had previously felt politically marginalized became more involved in local politics and trade unions (Whiteside). The Great War broadened people's perspective: they had experienced unprecedented state intervention and, as a result, their standards rose. The Welsh population was no longer willing to return to the pre-war conditions and instead shared the belief that society should continue evolving as it did during the war (Whiteside).
The First World War served as a profound catalyst for economic, social and political change in Wales, not by creating new movements, but by accelerating and intensifying existing ones already underway. Initially, Wales entered the war as a vital industrial powerhouse, despite being a divided nation, and emerged with a sharpened political voice, a more represented working class and an empowered population that called for a need for higher standards (The National WWI Museum and Memorial). Economically, the conflict temporarily accelerated the Welsh economy, but the post-armistice period exposed its vulnerabilities. The declining need for coal and steel after 1918 showed how unsustainable the wartime boom had been, triggering long-term instability and unemployment. Despite this, the hardship fueled social and political action, especially in support of the Labour Party, which represented the interests of the working class in Wales. Socially, the war had a profound and lasting impact (The National WWI Museum and Memorial). The sheer level of loss and trauma reshaped communities challenged long held views about government involvement and shifted the public attitudes towards healthcare and welfare. The suffering of veterans, war widows and families created a sense of urgency that entered politics and laid the groundwork for future reforms, including the welfare state. The war connected individuals around a common experience, which later translated into pressure for other social justice causes. Politically, the Great War pushed Wales closer to modern democracy; It expanded the electorate, contributed to the rise of new political parties and national sentiment, and created space for the working class to assert itself in Welsh public life. Although Wales did not achieve full political independence, its sense of identity and political confidence deepened. In sum, the Great War did not radically redirect Welsh history, but it decisively reshaped its momentum. The war intensified existing tensions, amplified calls for reform, and left a legacy that would influence Welsh society for generations. In this way, the war acted not simply as a turning point, but as a catalyst for lasting change.
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