To what extent did the first world war act as a catalyst for economic, social and political change in Wales? 

Introduction
The murder of Franz Ferdinand in June 1914 led to a series of events that led to the outbreak of World War I, which Britain joined on 4/8/1914. Despite Chancellor David Lloyd George’s reassurance that fighting troops would be back by Christmas, the war lasted until 11/11/18 involving seventy million troops, ten million of who were killed, forty thousand of which were Welshmen out of  the two hundred and eighty thousand sent to the front line.[footnoteRef:1] It was considered to be the first time that the whole world was involved in a war, with all the countries that took part using their resources of inhabitants, munitions, food and other supplies. It was considered a total global tragedy of mass violence.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  John Davies, A History Of  Wales, (London: Penguin Books, 1990), p.509.]  [2:  Annette Baker, ‘The Great War: World War, Total War’, International Review Of The Redcross ,( 2015), 1029-1045 (p.1029) <DOI:10.1017/S1816383116000382>. ] 

Wales had been undergoing somewhat of a renaissance before 1914 in a political and social context, but the war changed many things, and is thought of a watershed in Welsh history, despite prime minister Asquith’s reassurance that the war would mean ‘business as usual.’ [footnoteRef:3] Nearly everybody’s life was affected during the war, but Wales underwent many innovations, therefore, in order for these to demonstrated, this essay will describe what Wales was like before and what changes occurred during and after the war within the three categories of politics, economics and social aspects. This essay will explain how each of these factors were affected, how it changed the lives of Welsh society concluding with to what extent the war was responsible.  [3:  Hew Strachan, The Oxford History Of The First World War, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), p.187.] 

Political
Prior to the war Liberals were the dominant political force in Britain, having won the majority of parliamentary seats since 1885. In Wales they won twenty six out of thirty four seats  before the war in 1910,  the  majority of who were from the mining areas of South Wales.[footnoteRef:4] They were very popular and had been influential  in obtaining  the Reform  Act 1884  which had  given the vote to tenant farmers, labourers miners steel workers and tinplate workers, increasing voters  by over hundred and fifty percent. David Lloyd George was a Welshman and was chancellor prior to the war. He is thought of as  central to Welsh history, becoming minister of munitions in 1915 and prime minister in  1916.[footnoteRef:5]   Liberal Welsh MP’s gave  a dynamic presence in parliament being responsible for the  improved education and land reforms in Wales .[footnoteRef:6] Near total dominance of the Liberal party in Wales meant  they were  responsible for the  establishment of industries, free trade, civic growth, local press and the non-conformist revival including promotion for the disestablishment of the Church of England .[footnoteRef:7]  The largely Liberal local county councils, imposed their ethos on the population and  were active with the new system of schools, universities, improving the professional life of the new middle class.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:   Baker, The Great War, p.21.]  [5:   Davies, A History Of Wales, p.512.]  [6: J.Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, The History Of Wales, (Cardiff: University Of Wales Press, 1990), p.128. ]  [7: Kenneth O.Morgan, ‘The Welsh Renaissance: Boer War To World War, 1899-1914’, Revue Francoise de Civilisation Britannique,(2023), 1-42, (13 ) < https:// doi.org/10.4000/rfcb.1183>  [accessed 24 April 2025].]  [8:   Ibid, 1. ] 

 Following the south Wales miners’ strike in1898, the South Wales Miners Federation (The Fed) a trade union, was formed and became a dominant feature in the lives of the coal miners.  The Labour Representation Committee, formed in 1900, eventually becoming the Labour party and started as a pressure group whose role was to defend the legal privileges of the trade unions.[footnoteRef:9] Thus came the close association of the two with Labour feeding its socialist ideas to its members. By 1900 eighty seven percent of the workforce belonged to ‘The Fed’ and by 1914 it had ten thousand members. [footnoteRef:10] [9:   Strachan, The Oxford History, p.180.]  [10:  Wikipedia, South Wales Miners Federation ,(2024) < https:// www.en.m.wikipedia.org> [accessed 24 April 2025]. 	] 


Although the Liberals were in power and had an iconic prime minister, the enthusiasm from the public had begun to fade as the war progressed and the Labour party’s support began to rise. Labour became very attractive to the Welsh people with the biggest transformation taking place in south Wales in the mining valleys. [footnoteRef:11] The trade unions were increasingly being recognised by the government as being able to  help with decision making within the industries.[footnoteRef:12] The  restrictive measures of the war meant that the ideals that had previously been preached by Liberals was shaken and Labour was thus able to take advantage of this political and social change.[footnoteRef:13] Trade union membership in Britain grew from four million in 1914 to six and a half  million in 1918, with all employees of Welsh coal being members.[footnoteRef:14]   [11: ]  [12:  Simon Hancock, The Social Impact Of The First World War In Pembrokeshire,(Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Cardiff, 2015), p.79 < https:// www.orca.cardiff.ac.uk > [accessed 24 April 2025].]  [13:   Baker, The Great War, p.18.]  [14:   Davies, A History Of Wales, p.521.] 


The political victim of the war was Liberalism and although it was thought to be on the verge of collapse by the end of the war, the general election in 1918 meant that the coalition government  of Liberal and Conservative was re-elected to power but It was felt that there was lack of coherence and organisation within the party due to war damaged morale and disillusionment which had established itself. Indeed in 1920 when they achieved the previously longed for final disestablishment of the church within Wales, it was met with indifference.[footnoteRef:15] The decline of the power of the Liberals who seemed to be able to do little to halt the increasing influence of Labour in Wales,[footnoteRef:16]   meant that  by 1918 Labour  had thirty percent of the Welsh vote and became the official opposition. By 1922 Labour dominated parliamentary representation of Wales, with their monopoly of power within the coal mines.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, p.137.]  [16:   Baker, The Great War, p.24.]  [17:  Ibid,p.19. ] 

 The post war period led to the rise of early Welsh nationalists, responding to the growing discontent of Welsh people being overlooked by UK policies, thus Plaid Cymru was formed in 1925 mainly in the defence of the Welsh language and loss of culture. It is felt by J.Graham Jones that the decline of Liberalism, the increasing power of the Labour party, associated with the rise in power of the trade unions and the formation of Plaid Cymru, are all to due to the effects of the war. [footnoteRef:18]  [18:   Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, p.203.] 


Economic

Wales’s economy was on the rise immediately pre-war with an overall increase in industrial production, manufacturing and commerce in industrial Wales. The coal industry in south Wales increased from sixteen million tons to thirty million tons although it was highly dependent on the export market. This led to the rapid growth of the ports of Cardiff, Swansea and Newport in south Wales, bringing economic growth especially with the expansion of coal, anthracite and bituminous industries forming a third of the world’s trade. Along with the booming steel industry  throughout Wales, it  brought hope to the  Welsh nation, attracting many migrants  from England and the rural areas, giving new opportunities to the young  within the industrial areas and  even bringing foreign nationals into ship building.[footnoteRef:19]  This resulted in improved infrastructure meaning new  railways and roads, which in turn brought tourists,  in effect developing a new middle class society.[footnoteRef:20] However the mainly agricultural areas of north and mid Wales remained poor and insecure. Farms were mainly small tenancies with only a very few large landowners, but things were improving slowly between 1901-11 with increased wages, numbers employed, more machinery and prices of products.[footnoteRef:21]    [19:   Morgan, The Welsh Renaissance, 5.]  [20:   Ibid,6.]  [21:   Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, p.132.] 


The expenditure of the government overtook all other forms of expenditure for previous wars. Britain had an effective source of income tax, but taxation only covered twenty percent of total war costs. [footnoteRef:22] This meant that the pressure from the government transferred to ordinary citizens- in effect making them the centre of the war by having to maintain thriftiness.[footnoteRef:23]However during the war, the prosperity brought by the industries continued as Welsh coal supply soared and seemed limitless. The government thought that the navy would make the greatest contribution to the war to begin with, therefore ‘the Fed’ agreed to work an extra hour to supply the coal to the navy and for the war. Also in 1916, Greenwich meantime was advanced by one hour in order to allow for extra production of coal in the light thus saving five million tons of coal.[footnoteRef:24] The coal industry’s importance was illustrated when in 1915 the  strike by the miners of south Wales, due to general unrest caused the mines to stop working. The pits remained idle for four days thus holding the government to ransom and Lloyd George was forced to agree to their demands of higher wages.[footnoteRef:25] Many women started to work in factories, taking on the roles that had been vacated by serving men transforming the dynamics of the industrial workforce.  [22:   Strachen, The Oxford History, p.148.]  [23:  Hancock, The Social Impact, p.47. ]  [24:   Davies, A History Of Wales, p.510.]  [25:   Ibid, p.516.] 

There was also a great increase in steel production for armaments, however the only industry to not benefit were the quarrymen as they were classed as a non-essential occupation and many men had to leave to join the forces.
During the war there was a two hundred percent increase in farm workers wages and three hundred percent rise in the price of agricultural produce but the labour depletion either due to conscription or the workers moving to factories meant that hardship within the rural areas continued and peaked in1916-17. Industries had upstaged the work on land as the workers received higher wages, regular hours and structure.  Farmers had to adapt their farming methods to a  less intensified system of cultivation to help with the loss of skilled men but  they  still had to employ Women, school children,  medically excluded soldiers  and prisoners of war.[footnoteRef:26]Most women employed  were residents of the local village amounting to twenty five percent of the rural workforce but in 1917- the highly publicised  Women’s Land Army was  formed, amounting to five percent of the labour.[footnoteRef:27] Milk , corn, and livestock demand greatly increased during the war and with the implementation of the Corn Production Act 1917, the farmers were required  to cultivate more land, however it did mean that they now earned a minimum wage.[footnoteRef:28]   [26:  Hancock ,The Social Impact, p.90. ]  [27:   Nicola Verdon, ‘Left Out In The Cold: Village Women And Agricultural Labour In England And Wales During The First World War’, Twentieth Century British History, 27.1(2016), p.5, DOI:10.1093/tcbh/hwv039> [accessed 24 April 2025].]  [28:  Verdon, Left Out In The Cold, p.16. ] 

By 1920 the prosperity from the war had begun to diminish, mainly due to reduced demand for coal and shipping from the overseas markets who were now able to import iron from Germany.  The decline of the coal and steel industries lasted many years and did not start to recover until rearmament and improved trading occurred in the mid-1930s. Many men were employed in these industries which were badly prepared for the loss of demand and Welsh unemployment rose to twenty three percent in 1927 – much higher than in England.  Despite Lloyd George’s aspirations to make Britain a fit country for heroes, many returning servicemen found themselves without employment.[footnoteRef:29] Agriculture was in the same dire situation as the coal and steel industries therefore rural areas became further depopulated. Post war became the biggest period of unrest, with nearly half a million workers leaving Wales for England.  The working population were determined to maintain the improvements to their lives that had been won during the war.[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Norman Ferguson, The First World War, A Miscellany, (Chichester: Summersdale Publishers Ltd,2014), p.183. ]  [30:   Graham John, A Pocket Guide, p.141.] 

 
Social
Prior to the war, although the living standards in Wales were poor and substandard- a sense of community thrived, with the rise of non-conformist chapels, institutes, societies, sporting activities and clubs, becoming stable communities promoting Welsh traditions.[footnoteRef:31].Following the revival of non-conformist chapels, the 1905 religious census showed they were three times more popular compared to the traditional church which led to the desire for de-establishment of the Anglican church, strongly supported by the Liberals. This revival extended to all areas of social life and with the increased number of articles and poetry in the Welsh language, formation of the Welsh dictionary, the revival of Eisteddfod in 1904 plus the founding of elementary and grammar schools and universities, by 1911, fifty percent of Welsh people were Welsh language speakers. [footnoteRef:32] [31:  Ibid, p.132.]  [32:   Morgan, The Welsh Renaissance, 10.] 

Sport in the form of rugby and boxing became popular with the Welsh. The Welsh rugby team beating New Zealand in 1905- took on legendary status especially with the singing of the crowd in response to the New Zealand haka.   Professional boxing also developed from the heavy industrial areas, them being great training grounds for powerful young men.  In fact, the sportsmen became so popular they had more following than preachers, poets and professors.[footnoteRef:33] Wales was increasing its reputation and status in the world and United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Ibid, 6.]  [34:  Ibid, 11.] 

World War one led to the Collapse of Renaissance Wales with  Lloyd George becoming a  controversial leader and the population showing increased disillusionment with war .[footnoteRef:35] However, the war meant increased growth of the welfare state with increased standards of living for factory workers  and although the state of housing in the urban areas was still poor, it was felt to be more affluent than the rural areas . Rationing that was introduced in 1918 to try to combat the food shortages meant that some impoverished people were better fed than before.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Ibid 20.]  [36:  Wikipedia, Rationing, <https:// www.en.m.wikipedia.org> ,[accessed 24 April 2024]. ] 

Recruitment of soldiers became one of the biggest social factors during the war and was thought of as Jingoism. Voluntary recruitment was encouraged by propaganda and by persuasion during sermons at chapel, preaching it was men’s  supreme duty and virtue to kill Germans who were portrayed as barbarians .[footnoteRef:37] John Williams of Brynsiencyn ,a methodist minister, conducted sermons dressed in military uniform, promoting the idea of people joining a crusade.[footnoteRef:38]  Lloyd George used his enthusiasm to influence the rural Welsh and anti-war chapel goers to follow in the tradition of Glyn Dwr and Llywelyn. He helped set up ‘Pals battalions,’ encouraging men from the same families and villages to join up and serve together thus the Battle of the Somme in 1916, which had overwhelming Welsh losses meant that some communities were devastated.  Public enthusiasm waned after the Somme and military conscription started in 1916 despite Liberals feeling conscription was a blow to their values.[footnoteRef:39] [37:   Davies, A History Of Wales, p.511. ]  [38:   Ibid,p.512.]  [39:  Ibid,p.515.] 

The estrangement that was occurring between the traditional church and non-conformists in Wales, accelerated during the war. Welsh dominations were righteous about Britain’s involvement and needing to uphold the honour of the country,[footnoteRef:40] but the move away from chapel was also happening which resulted in the weakening of the Welsh language. [40:  Owain Gethin Evans, ‘Quakers In Wales And The First World War’, Quaker Studies, 21.2 (2016), 193-212 (p.193) <https:// doi 10.3828,quaker.2016.21.2.5 > [accessed 24 April 2025]. ] 

Poetry, written prose and painting continued throughout the war, as demonstrated by the poet Hedd Wyn a serving soldier, winning the Eisteddfod chair but who died before he could be presented his prize, so was celebrated by the chair famously being draped in black. Great social and cultural shifts were happening due to the war,[footnoteRef:41] but loss of the language meant that the Welsh culture was continuing to be eroded. [41: Hancock ,The Social Impact, p.5. ] 


 After the war, the government gave the vote in 1918 to all men (except conscientious objectors) and women of thirty years and over, increasing the Welsh vote by nearly two hundred percent. This and the big work opportunities for women that arose when taking the role of men, led to one of the biggest social developments with increased freedom for women and sexual revolution.[footnoteRef:42]   [42:   Davies , A History Of Wales, p.519.] 

The War was the most memorised and commemorated war than any other, with the recognition of the gross waste of lives and economic resources.[footnoteRef:43]  Memorials were erected in villages and towns, especially poignant where many members of the ‘Pals battalions’ were killed together. The tradition of annual commemoration has continued every year since then.   [43:  Hancock, The Social Impact, p.1.] 

Although the Welsh church was disestablished in 1920, albeit with mass disinterest, attendance to the chapels was also dramatically declining.  Working men wanted to spend their leisure time with trade union activity, miners’ lodges, pubs and clubs, with less time for chapel, meaning that the Welsh language was also declining.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, p.139. ] 


Conclusion.
Although war was described by one as ‘hell, hell, hell’ with sixty-five thousand servicemen still in British hospitals suffering from shell shock by 1927,[footnoteRef:45] it was also thought by John Davies to have been held by some with fond memories as the only exciting thing to have happened in their lives. It had developed a new brotherhood amongst soldiers- even Germans were comrades in arms.[footnoteRef:46]  As can be seen there were many significant changes to Wales politically, economically and socially, perhaps they were inevitable, but the war certainly sped the process with the fall of Liberalism through disenchantment of their war time policies, resulting in the rise of the trade unions and Labour party which brought a different way of thinking for the workers. The rise in demand from industry and agriculture meant an increase in wages and therefore standards of living which workers would have wanted to maintain.  The post war slump did lead to hardship, but the expectation of better standards had been established.  Women received the vote soon after the war, giving them status, thus they did not want to return to working in subservient roles.  With the rise of the trade unions and socialism the control of the non-conformist churches had less of a hold on the working class therefore the Welsh language continued to diminish. Many of these changes were already in progress prior to the war but the war certainly acted as a catalyst to a quicker change not only in Wales but in most countries, leaving Wales according to Graham Jones almost beyond recognition but leading to the creation of the modern Wales that is known now.[footnoteRef:47] [45:   Ferguson, The First World War, p.177.]  [46:   Davies, A History Of Wales, p. 514.]  [47:   Graham Jones, A Pocket Guide, p.265.] 
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