To what extent did the First World War act as a catalyst for economic, social and political change in Wales?

   In August 1914, as Europe descended into war, Wales sent over 270,000 men, nearly one in five of its male population, o the frontlines, a staggering contribution from a small nation. This sacrifice, coupled with the industrial fervor that saw South Wales’ coalfields churn out millions of tons of coal to fuel the war effort, underscores the First World War’s profound impact on Welsh life. Before 1914, Wales stood at a crossroads: its economy based on coal, steel, and slate; its society shaped by Nonconformist faith and rigid class divides; and its politics dominated by Liberalism amid faint stirrings of national identity. The war, however, thrust these foundations in disarray, raising the question: to what extent did it serve as a catalyst for enduring change? This essay argues that the First World War significantly but unevenly transformed Wales, accelerating economic shifts, reshaping social structures, and redirecting political ideas, though its effects were often amplifications of pre-existing trends rather than wholly new departures. Drawing on works like Morgan’s Rebirth of a Nation, Williams’ analysis of the coalfields, and Brooks’ exploration of Welsh nationalism, this essay examines these dimensions in turn. By assessing the war’s economic boom and bust, its social upheavals, and its political realignments, it reveals Wales both inspired and constrained at the same time by the global conflict, offering insight into the war’s complex legacy in a peripheral yet pivotal region.
Before the First World War, Wales’ economy was a study in specialization and vulnerability. The South Wales coalfield, a powerhouse of industrial Britain, dominated the nation’s economic landscape, producing 56 million tons of coal in 1913 alone, as noted by Kenneth O. Morgan in his book.[footnoteRef:1] This output fueled not only domestic needs but also Britain’s global trade, with coal exports increasing prosperity in towns like Cardiff and Swansea.[footnoteRef:2] Alongside coal, steel production in the south and slate quarrying in the north provided additional economic pillars, yet diversification remained limited. Chris Williams, in Capitalism, Community highlights the coalfield’s centrality, employed over 208,000 workers by the early 20th century, yet this reliance on heavy industry left Wales exposed to fluctuations in international demand.[footnoteRef:3] Rural areas, meanwhile, clung to an agrarian economy, creating a stark urban-rural divide. This pre-war structure, while robust, was fragile, setting the stage for the war’s disruptive influence. [1:  Kenneth Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales 1880-1980 (Oxford University Press, 1982),60.]  [2:  Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation, 59.]  [3:   Chris Williams, Capitalism, Community and Conflict: The South Wales Coalfield, 1898-1947 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1998), 14.] 

The outbreak of war in 1914 transformed Wales into an industrial dynamo, albeit temporarily. The insatiable demand for coal, to power naval fleets, produce munitions, and sustain wartime logistics, sparked a production surge. Williams details how output peaked during the conflict, with the coalfield’s workforce stretched to its limits.[footnoteRef:4] By 1917, coal exports, though disrupted by U-boat campaigns, were supplemented by massive domestic requisitions, bolstering the Welsh economy. The Great War played a role in integrating Wales more deeply into Britain’s war machine, with steelworks in Port Talbot and Swansea pivoting to shell production. Labor dynamics shifted dramatically: as men enlisted en masse, over 270,000 by 1918, women entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers, taking up roles in munitions factories and mines. Thousands of Welsh women joined this industrial effort, a shift that temporarily altered the gendered division of labor. This wartime boom, however, was a double-edged sword: while it brought short-term prosperity, it masked underlying weaknesses, binding Wales ever tighter to a war-driven economy. [4:  Williams, Capitalism, Community and Conflict, 20.] 

The armistice of 1918 marked the beginning of a steep economic descent for Wales, revealing the war’s limits as a catalyst for sustainable change. The loss of wartime markets, particularly in Europe, where economies lay in ruins, coupled with competition from cheaper foreign coal, triggered a collapse in demand. “In 1926 Swansea Town enjoyed a record income of over £33,000…” but by the early thirties the area was already in severe economic depression.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Trevor Herbert, and Gareth Elwyn Jones (eds.), Wales Between the Wars (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1988), 62.] 

Herbert and Jones describe the early 1930s as a time when “the industrial structure remained an anachronism, with over one-third of the insured population still attached to the coal-mining industry”.[footnoteRef:6] The war’s labor changes proved fleeting: returning soldiers displaced female workers, who were pushed back into domestic roles, halting any lasting reconfiguration of the workforce. The economic stimulus of 1914–1918, while intense, exposed and exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities rather than forging a new economic order. By the late 1920s, early 1930s the coalfields faced chronic depression, a stark contrast to the wartime peak, underscoring the fragility of war-induced growth. [6:  Wales Between the Wars, 28.] 

To what extent, then, did the First World War catalyze economic change in Wales? The evidence suggests a significant but uneven impact. As I already mentioned, the war accelerated industrial output and labor shifts, integrating Wales more fully into Britain’s wartime economy and briefly elevating its economic stature. Yet this was a short-lived catalyst, as the post-war slump revealed the limits of wartime gains. Williams argues that the coalfield’s decline after the Great War was inevitable given global trends.[footnoteRef:7] The war was an intensifier of structural weaknesses rather than a transformative force. While the war spurred temporary modernization, such as increased mechanization in mines, its legacy was one of disruption, not reinvention. Thus, the war acted as a catalyst primarily in amplifying pre-war trends toward industrial decline, rather than creating a fundamentally new economic landscape for Wales. [7:  Williams, Capitalism, Community and Conflict, 21.] 

As to what extent World War I was the cause for the social change in Wales after 1918, I should mention that before 1914, Welsh society was defined by tradition and tension, shaped by industrial and rural divides. In the south, the coalfields fostered tight-knit working-class communities, miners and their families lived in a world defined by labor and mutual support. The broader social fabric was dominated by Nonconformist chapels, which wielded moral and cultural authority, particularly in rural north and west Wales. Class distinctions were pronounced: industrial workers contrasted with a dwindling rural gentry, while a small middle class emerged in urban centers like Cardiff. Gender roles remained rigid, with women largely confined to domestic spheres, though some worked in cottage industries or as servants. This pre-war society, rooted in religion, community, and patriarchy, faced the war as both a test and a potential turning point.
The First World War unleashed a wave of disruption across Welsh society, challenging its very foundations. The mass enlistment of over 280,000 men, roughly 10% of the population, left their communities.[footnoteRef:8] This subsequent loss of many of these young men permeated towns and villages, fostering collective grief that strained social cohesion. Meanwhile, the war opened new roles for women, who stepped into munitions factories, mines, and nursing, with thousands joining the workforce, particularly in industrial south Wales. This shift temporarily upended gender norms, offering women economic independence and public visibility.  [8:  Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales, 160.] 

The war’s end in 1918 brought both continuity and change to Welsh society, complicating its legacy as a catalyst. Women’s wartime gains proved short-lived when returning soldiers reclaimed industrial jobs, pushing women back into domesticity, though some retained a taste for independence that lingered into the interwar years.[footnoteRef:9] The war’s toll on communities, physical, emotional, and demographic, eroded traditional structures, notably the influence of Nonconformism. Still the Church somewhat stabilized its position within the Welsh society with the “disestablishment” of the Welsh Church.[footnoteRef:10] Class dynamics also evolved: returning veterans, often radicalized by their experiences, fueled labor unrest, culminating in Black Friday miners’ strikes of 1921.[footnoteRef:11] This discontent signaled a growing class consciousness, though it was built on pre-war socialist stirrings. Rural Wales, less touched by industrial upheaval, saw slower change, preserving older social patterns. Overall, the war disrupted Welsh society but did not wholly remake it, leaving a patchwork of transformation and resilience. [9:  Id, 224.]  [10:  Id,183-185.]  [11:  https://collections.swansea.ac.uk/s/black-friday-and-the-1921-lockout/page/blackfriday#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=0 (Accessed 10/04/2025).] 

So, in summary, the evidence suggests a partial but significant impact of the Great War, mediated by continuity and reversal. The war’s immediate disruption, mass casualties, women’s labor participation, and pockets of dissent, shook social norms, as Pearce and Durham illustrate in their discussion of the anti-war voices in Britain[footnoteRef:12] but these shifts were just accelerators of pre-existing trends, such as the gradual decline of religious authority, rather than radical breaks. The war played a role in intensifying class tensions, but post-war retrenchment, particularly for women, limited structural change. The war thus acted as a catalyst by amplifying issues like gender roles and class conflict, already present in Welsh society plus the grief felt in many communities after 1918 also has to be taken into account when discussing the overall atmosphere in the country. Still this transformative power was constrained by the resilience of traditional frameworks. Social change emerged as a ripple rather than a wave, significant in scope but incomplete in depth, reflecting the war’s uneven imprint on Wales’s social fabric. [12:  Pearce, C., & Durham, H. (2015) “Patterns of Dissent in Britain during the First World War”, War & Society, 34(2), 140–159.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk195220749]As to the changes on the political front, before 1914, Welsh politics rested on a foundation of Liberal dominance, tempered by emerging challenges. Kenneth O. Morgan portrays Wales as a Liberal stronghold, its Nonconformist ethos and industrial working class aligning with the party’s advocacy for reform and disestablishment of the Church.[footnoteRef:13] The South Wales coalfields, became a place of a growing Labour presence, with trade unions gaining traction among miners by the early 20th century. Welsh Nationalism, however, did not grow: Simon Brooks argues that despite cultural stirrings, like the Welsh language movement, political separatism lacked momentum, overshadowed by British integration.[footnoteRef:14] This pre-war landscape, marked by Liberal hegemony and emerging class-based politics, set the stage for the war’s potential to reshape allegiances. [13:    Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales, 13.]  [14:   Simon Brooks, Why Wales Never Was: The failure of Welsh Nationalism (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017).16.  ] 

The First World War injected new energy into Welsh politics, amplifying both unity and division. The wartime recruitment campaigns, backed by Liberal leaders like David Lloyd George, fostered a collective British identity, with over 280,000 Welshmen enlisting by 1918. This effort, however, came with politicization: state intervention and rationing, conscription, and industrial controls, deepened public engagement with governance. Meanwhile, dissent simmered beneath the surface with pacifist Nonconformists and socialist groups in industrial hubs like Merthyr Tydfil opposing the war. This radicalism, rooted in pre-war labor activism, gained traction as miners faced harsh conditions and conscription pressures. The war thus polarized Welsh politics, strengthening Labour’s appeal among workers while testing Liberal unity, setting the stage for post-war realignment.
The armistice of 1918 marked a turning point in Welsh politics, with lasting shifts emerging from wartime ferment. Labour’s meteoric rise, overtaking the Liberals in South Wales by the 1920s was rooted in the disillusioned workers and returning soldiers embraced its promises of social justice. The 1918 Representation of the People Act, expanding the franchise, amplified this shift, giving voice to a radicalized electorate. Williams ties this to the war’s legacy: miners’ strikes in 1919–1921 expecting support from other miners withing the Tripple Alliance countries, reflecting a class consciousness sharpened by wartime sacrifices and economic betrayal.[footnoteRef:15] Nationalism, however, failed to capitalize on this unrest. Brooks argues that the war reinforced British loyalty rather than igniting a distinct Welsh political identity, with Plaid Cymru’s 1925 founding not only arriving too late to harness wartime discontent but also colored by the socialist leanings of  that supposed nationalist party  leanings that always had “a universalist gaze “.[footnoteRef:16] Trevor Herbert and Gareth Elwyn Jones, note that while rural Wales retained Liberal leanings, the industrial south’s swing to Labour marked a profound realignment. The war thus catalyzed a class-based political order, but not a nationalist one. [15:  Williams, Capitalism, Community and Conflict, 21-22.]  [16:  Brooks, Why Wales Never Was] 

War’s impact, while substantial, was uneven, leaving nationalism dormant and rural politics largely intact, reflecting a partial rather than revolutionary change.
In conclusion, the First World War undeniably left its mark on Wales, acting as a significant but uneven catalyst for economic, social, and political change. This essay argued that while the war accelerated transformations across these spheres, its impact often amplified pre-existing trends rather than creating entirely new paths. Economically, the wartime coal boom and labor shifts gave way to a post-1918 slump, speeding up the decline of an already vulnerable industrial base rather than redefining it. Socially, the war disrupted communities through mass casualties and women’s temporary workforce entry, yet traditional structures, gender roles, religious influence, largely endured, limiting the depth of change. Politically, the war spurred Labour’s rise and class consciousness, particularly in the industrial south, but failed to ignite a robust nationalist movement, reinforcing British integration over Welsh separatism.
This uneven legacy suggests that the war’s catalytic role was more about intensification than reinvention. Wales emerged altered, its economy weakened, its society strained, its politics realigned, but not wholly transformed, as pre-war trajectories shaped both the scope and limits of change. For Wales, the First World War was not a revolutionary break but a period of testing and reshaping a nation already in transition.
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