 The Effect of Industrialisation: A Social Approach
Although there was heavy industrialisation in South Wales, large parts of it were rural in appearance yet few were engaged in full-time agriculture. This pastoral aspect of the countryside allowed miners and industrial workers an access to the countryside which would not be available to people in urban communities. ‘Where the industries are metallurgical – as, for instance, between Neath and Swansea- the desolation is Dante-esque. Whoever wishes to have a complete picture of South Wales should not miss Landore, perhaps the most distressing sight in Britain’. (Prof. W.J.Gruffydd, South Wales and the Marches, London, 1951, p.19).

The facts of rapid and recent industrialisation and the agricultural origin of most of the population, the physical nearness to agriculture, and the smallness of the settlements, point to the fact that the population of western South Wales might have had in many respects, a rural outlook. This may account for the general air of friendliness and good neighbourliness that many contemporaries referred to. That life was slower and more free-and-easy than was the norm in heavily industrialised areas. It was not uncommon for a miner to be a smallholder or to own a public-house.
Religion was important to this social group. Having gained a strong hold in Wales between 1730 and 1830 it was still influential in the first half of the twentieth century.

‘In 1730 the Welsh speaking people were probably as a whole the least religious and most intellectually backward in England and Wales. By 1830 they had become the most earnest and religious people in the whole kingdom, and in the course of their development had created powerful Nonconformist bodies stronger than those to be found in any other part of the country … The result was that by the middle of this century an immense number of Nonconformist causes had been created in Wales.’ (John Rhys & David Brynmor-Jones, The Welsh People, London, 1900. pp 472-3)

The Religious Census of  1851 noted that 76% of the places of worship in the Swansea area were Nonconformist and the Nonconformist denominations had about twice as many seats available per 100 population as did the whole of England and Wales.

The course of the Nonconformist development can be seen in the dates of establishment of the places of worship. The 1851 census showed that in the whole of South Wales there were 1,863 places of worship (or 1,836 if Roman Catholics and Jews were excluded). Of these 615 were Church of England, but 497 had been established before 1801. Of the 1,221 Nonconformist chapels only 273 had been established before 1801. (See the Religious Census of 1851 ed. I.G Jones).

Denominational Distribution of Places of Worship, 1851 and 1949 (Registrar-General’s Official List for 1949)








1851
1949

Church of England (now Church in Wales)

   63
  112


Congregationalists




   65
  146

Baptists





   46
  124

Wesleyan Methodists




   30
    53

Welsh Presbyterians (Calvinistic Methodists)
   37
  106

Rest






   19
  113

260 654

This growth in Nonconformity helped to preserve the Welsh language during periods of traumatic industrial change and also led to increased literary activity which in turn provided a radical element in Welsh life which in political terms meant Liberalism prior to the 20th century.

The deeply emotional character of Welsh religious revivals is well known, but it was fairly clear that even at other times religion coloured all aspects of people’s lives.

 In the days of its strength it was the centre of social life, Liberal thought, and the striving for personal improvement. Since the First World War there was a steady decline, not only in the number of people attached to religious denominations, but also the power and influence of religious thought generally.

In a non-Christian society religion may be expressed only in ritual and rules of behaviour, but in a Christian society, which still exists in many other European countries today, the doctrines of organised religion are likely to affect many aspects of life.

In the main, even as late as the Second World War or even later, religion in South West Wales had its effect on many social activities and relationships, and made a significant contribution to the integration of communities. Organised religion was concerned with social values and the changing degree of acceptance of such values can be shown by looking at organised religion itself.

During the 19th century religion had an important role to play in the private and public lives of Welsh people. Nonconformity, in particular, was extremely influential both in shaping the lives of people directly and in the determination of social and political issues. At that time in Wales as a whole the distinction between the Church of England and the Nonconformist denominations roughly coincided with the major class divisions in both rural and the industrial areas, and with a cultural division between English, and native Welsh, ways of thought, language, and customary behaviour. For the majority of the population – small farmers and agricultural labourers, shopkeepers and industrial workers- the Nonconformist Churches were the source of authority and inspiration not only on matters of theology, but also in the formulation of attitudes of work, and recreation, and to politics and social conduct generally.
Nonconformity in Wales was largely the product of the Methodist revival of the18th century, which emphasised personal experience of ‘salvation’ and was characterised by ‘enthusiasm’. It is difficult to imagine that such a religion could offer guidance on, and mould attitudes to, the economic and political problems of a developing industrial community. But by the mid 19th century Nonconformity was far from negative in its attitude to a wide range of political and social issues and concerns.

While many Nonconformists, especially the Methodists, learned to see the life of this world as a wilderness and to direct their thought to the ‘world to come’, others, mainly the Baptists and Congregationalists, had a tradition of activity in social and political reform which dated from the Civil war period.

Liberal Nonconformity played a major role in determining the issues of Welsh political and social life. Its guide was the Nonconformist Christian conscience and its aim was the creation of a Christian society based on religious and political liberty and equality. Its beliefs were highly individualistic. There is little evidence of socialistic or collectivistic ideas of economic equality and public action to regulate economic relations. The tendency was to accept the existing economic order and to interpret the great industrial changes in terms of the transfer of political power from the landed aristocracy to the middle class and from county to town.

The leaders of Liberal Nonconformity in the mid 19th century proclaimed their faith in political liberty and equality, and insisted on the final importance of man’s fate after death, they were able, despite the limitations imposed upon their thought by their assumptions about the economic order, to provide satisfying comprehension of their world even if it meant the acceptance of a life which was hard and narrow in material terms.

The Church of England too, if only in reaction against Nonconformity, was compelled to define its idea of society and the meaning of the changes which were taking place. It tended to see changes as dangers to the established order of society and the established place of the Church and urged the importance of maintaining social order and traditional ways and relationships.

Nonconformity helped to mould opinion on a wide range of important social and political issues. It provided the believer with the standards by which they conducted personal and family life, and relationships with friends and neighbours. It was the source of many of their political aspirations, and helped to inspire methods of organisation such as trade unions.

The wider social life also centred on the Chapel such as the choir and the Eisteddfod. Religion also broadly reconciled many to a life of labour which, in the coalmines, tin-plate and copper works, or on the land was often hard and dangerous. They might strike for higher pay or better conditions or against the injustices of an employer, but they accepted the inevitability of their lot as a worker. This attitude persisted well into the twentieth century.
However religion can only function in this way so long as it does not itself become a source of contention. In Wales up to the time of the First World War there was conflict between the Anglicans and the Nonconformists. In Wales as a whole these two groups were associated with different class, language and politics. In south west Wales the strength of the class which supported the Anglican cause was small.

Comparison of Denominations

Look at this in terms of the following aspects:

The powers of: the ordinary member,



Elected officers,



The minister or incumbent,



The higher organizational levels 

In the Baptists and Congregationalist Churches,  hold that each congregation is a church in itself not requiring any special class or hierarchy of priests but depending on a ‘priesthood of true believers’, the ordinary member has considerable power in the running of the church.

For convenience, each church had a salaried minister and also a management of deacons. The minister and the deacons controlled all the Church’s work and carried out its decisions. They were elected by the general membership of the Church. The deacons usually held office three to four years but were eligible for re-election. A meeting known as a ‘Church Meeting’ was held once a month to discuss the admission and dismission of members, to receive reports of Church and Denominational organisations and for general discussion and decision making.
Although each Baptist and Congregational Church was independent and self-governing organisation with democratic rules, they were also voluntary members of local and national associations of their denomination. However the ministers and deacons could not act without the consent and approval of the members.

The Calvinistic Methodists elected their ministers and elders through the ordinary members of the Church overseen by delegates from the local association of churches. Subject to good behaviour, elders hold office for life. They are ex officio members of the local association to which the church belonged, and of the central association which had the final authority over the affairs of the denomination. The admission of new members was decided by the vote of ordinary members but apart from this the ordinary member had little constitutional ay in the conduct of the affairs of the Church.

How did local denominations deal with social policy and conduct?  The areas which concerned many were:

Sunday observance

Temperance

Gambling

Peace

Preservation of Welsh culture or way of life.

Many believed that cinemas should be closed on a Sunday and that the use of halls for political meetings on a Sunday should be stopped. Many denominations in the Llanelly area wanted to stop the so-called ‘monkey parade’ of young people in the streets of Llanelly on Sunday evenings, and the use of corporation land for games on Sundays. In 1950 there was an open vote on the opening of cinemas in Swansea. The Swansea County Borough Council had decided to put the matter before the electors, and the local churches conducted an intensive campaign to obtain an adverse vote. Congregations were encouraged to vote against the opening of cinemas; the spiritual and social importance of proper observance of Sunday was the theme of many newspaper articles and a strong force of church and chapel meters was organised which dominated the town meeting held as part of the statutory process of determining the state of opinion. Despite the strong opposition the subsequent poll showed a small majority of 55 % in favour of Sunday opening of the cinemas. The reaction of the denominations was summed up by the comment of a local minister in the South wiles Evening Post, Nov. 10th 1950, ‘the people of Swansea have this week delivered a more serious blow to the moral and spiritual life of the town than the worst of Hitler’s bombs could achieve.’
West Wales put up a steady opposition to extend the facilities for drinking. Mr James Griffiths, MP for Llanelly was censured in 1947 by the Llanelly Free Church Council because he had voted for the Labour Government’s Civic Restaurants Bill, which allowed restaurants to apply for licenses to sell alcoholic drink. Churches also paid a great deal of attention to private clubs which were able to serve drink to members in Sundays when the public-houses were closed.

Gambling also attracted their attention and the Baptist Union appealed to Churches to be scrupulous in discouraging gambling, even to the extent of banning raffles.

There was a pacifist section of opinion within the Baptist and Congregational movement. Resolutions opposing war and rearmament were proposed at local and national level and accepted Children of members were discouraged from allowing their children to join the cadet forces in schools.

The Welsh Baptist movement also objected to the activities of the Forestry Commission, the War Office and the British Electricity Authority for their dictatorial way of taking land for afforestation, the armed forces, and for the development of electricity supplies – ‘We oppose the Government’s tyrannical spirit and its sheer disregard for the family, cultural, social, and religious life of the Welsh communities.’ David Williams, A History of Modern Wales, Cardiff, p.292). However despite this opposition the denominations were quite when it came to wider social problems – unemployment, industrial relations, the ownership and use of wealth, bad living conditions – and it perhaps because they were silent on these issues that they lost support.
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