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The Decline of Heavy Industry – and the Rise of Women?

Prior to the end of the Great War, Wales’ economy had been going through a period of relative success and prosperity. This growth came to an abrupt halt in the years following the war, when an economic depression struck that particularly affected the traditional heavy industries – such as coal and steel – which had previously dominated the Welsh production landscape. The impact that this had on the principality was far-reaching, affecting not only the communities which had long been dependent on jobs based in these industries, but also on the very social structures that underpinned Welsh culture at the time. The decline of heavy industry, a traditionally male-dominated field, shook the gender-based assumptions of Welsh society, as many men lost their jobs while the market was slowly filled with jobs based on more ‘feminine’ work. In some respects this forced a kind of progress towards equality, but it was also problematised by sexist backlash against women working, deceptively complex laws that allowed for discrimination against female workers, and class differences. In this essay, we will look at the impact that the decline of heavy industry, beginning in the post-WWI era, had on the role of women in Welsh society, and how this impacted attitudes both of and towards women at the time. 
	The economic depression of the early 20th century came as a shock to the Welsh economy, in part because it had – up until this point – seemed almost unstoppable. Though strongly dependent on heavy industries – particularly coal – the growth generated by these industries was enjoyed throughout the principality.[footnoteRef:1] According to Kenneth O. Morgan, by 1913, ‘the south Wales coal industry was at its zenith.’[footnoteRef:2] The production of steel and tin was also booming, and all this combined success was ushering in new eras of fortune in the largest Welsh cities. Unemployment was low, wages were decent, and Welsh industry had a presence on the international stage.[footnoteRef:3] Thus it was a great shock when this thriving industry suddenly came to an abrupt halt after the war. There were numerous factors which contributed to the sudden stagnation of the heavy industrial economy in Wales, but these are less relevant to our discussion than the question of how this event impacted the lives of people involved in these industries. The number of miners working in the South Wales coalfield reached its peak in 1920, having more or less steadily increased since the 19th century. It then suddenly began to reverse its progress, falling almost as rapidly as it had risen, while the price of south Welsh coal plummeted by 50%.[footnoteRef:4] The number of miners in the north Wales coalfield followed a very similar apttern, also peaking around 1920 and then falling at a startling rate.[footnoteRef:5] Coal was the first heavy industry to go, but the others followed shortly after. Mass unemployment was the result, coming to 22.3% throughout Wales but rising to as high as 50% in certain regions.[footnoteRef:6] People could not easily replace their old jobs with new ones, living as they did in communities based around these specific industries. This unexpected depression and the resulting unemployment and insecurity presented an enormous social and psychological challenge to the people of Wales. How, then, did they respond? And in specific, how did women respond? [1:  Kenneth O. Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales 1880-1980 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 126.]  [2:  Morgan, p. 125.]  [3:  Philip Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales: 1536-1990 (London: Longman, 1992), p. 366.]  [4:  John Davies, A History of Wales (London: Penguin Books, 2007), pp. 518-9.]  [5:  Davies, p. 474]  [6:  Jenkins, p. 368.] 

	Although the major, heavy industries of Wales had historically been male-dominated, women nevertheless had some employment options both within and outside of these. Employment rates for women tended to be lower in Wales than in England in the early 20th century, a fact which historian Deirdre Beddoe attributes to the lack of a major manufacturing industry akin to the wool factories in England.[footnoteRef:7] However there was, as Beddoe notes, regional variation. The employment rate for women was higher in rural areas, but lower in mining communities.[footnoteRef:8] Outside of heavy industry, employment opportunities for women were largely in the sectors of domestic labour, dressmaking, and shop work, which were less male-dominated fields and seen as appropriate for women. Many women in rural areas also worked on farms, although this labour was not always paid or counted officially as work. It is also worth noting that there were some women who worked in heavy industry, even if they were significantly outnumbered by men. There were women with jobs at coal mines, slate-enamel works, docks, and other old heavy industry workplaces; even more women were employed in textile factories, in jobs that were paid well for the time.[footnoteRef:9] Nevertheless, as much as many women worked as hard as or even alongside men before, the Depression affected men and women differently, as the employment landscapes they navigated were themselves very different.  [7:  Deirdre Beddoe, Out of the Shadows: A History of Women in Twentieth-Century Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000), p. 31.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Beddoe, p. 34.] 

	Though the interwar period is sometimes seen as a time of unambiguous liberation for women, reinforced by popular perception of the Roaring Twenties and the scandalous ‘flapper’ women, Beddoe contends that this was not the case: 
[This] period as a whole saw little change in the lives of women in Wales. It is true that women made certain advances with regard to the law, parliamentary enfranchisement and employment in the professions and in offices, but fundamentally the lives of the vast majority of Welsh women remained much the same as in the days before the First World War.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Beddoe, pp. 107-8.] 


I would argue that Beddoe is being slightly dismissive of the significance of women’s achievements in the areas of ‘law, parliamentary enfranchisement and employment’, but I would agree that life simultaneously (and somewhat paradoxically) both changed and stayed the same for women during this period. Some women were granted the right to vote for the first time in 1918, but their requirements with regard to age and property ownership were stricter than those for men. The passing of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act in 1919 suggested the beginning of a new era in which traditionally male professions would now be open to women, but a combination of opposing forces – economic depression, cultural bias against working women, and the continuing legal practices of discriminating against pregnant or married women – meant that the law change was not as revolutionary as some women had hoped.[footnoteRef:11] Jobs for everyone, women included, were scarce and women were still frequently paid less than men for the same work. Women’s daily lives were also heavily impacted by class differences. Even though they were not protected from the widespread sexism of their society, middle- and upper-class women were still able to experience the kind of leisurely lifestyle their working-class sisters could hardly dream of.[footnoteRef:12] These working class women not only had to perform the hours of unpaid labour that was expected of them as wives and daughters, but also had to support the men in their lives during strikes and unemployment. Being able to appreciate the progress made by women in the interwar period was a privilege, and one which working-class Welsh women were usually not able to enjoy.  [11:  Beddoe, p. 83.]  [12:  Beddoe, p. 97.] 

	Although the post-WWI economic depression was possibly one of the single most impactful events in the history of Welsh heavy industry, the sector’s share in the economy and jobs continued to decline throughout the rest of 20th century. This change had a strong effect on Welsh society, including the role of women. If the First World War had a minor and ambiguously positive impact on the employment opportunities for women in Wales, the Second World War’s effect was far more apparent. As Kenneth O. Morgan puts it:
 [WWII] encouraged women to find work in new factories and in industrial occupations. This was carried on in the newer industries and trading estates created after 1945, which provided employment for women workers in large numbers.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Morgan, p. 352.] 


As Beddoe illustrated with regard to the interwar period, increased employment opportunities were not synonymous with women’s liberation from cultural and social norms, but in the case of the period during and after World War II, it would seem that women obtained greater freedom in both areas at the same time. Women were conscripted into work to help with the war effort, often being put to work in factories or taking over jobs left vacant by men heading off to fight. The result was a huge increase in the number of employment opportunities for women, and with it a growing sense of independence for these women. There was something of a cultural backlash against this progress, as men were disconcerted by women’s newfound freedom and economic independence. Beddoe illustrates some of the ways in which this concern manifested itself:
Chief constables and magistrates ranted against young women drinking in public houses, and newspapers printed letters and ran articles deploring the decline of domestic skills amongst factory workers who were accused of feeding their children on tinned food and failing to teach them cleanliness and discipline. But the fundamental fear of men in the mining communities, who felt an affront to their masculinity by their wives and daughters earning high wages, was that women were usurping the rights of men to employment and that this situation would continue after the war.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Beddoe, pp. 117-8.] 

In fairness to these men, their concerns (misogynistic as they may have been) were in some ways valid, as this period did indeed mark a change in Welsh society in terms of women’s employment. Nevertheless, the above quote illustrates that shifts in the daily reality of a society is not necessarily always reflected in the attitudes of those who live in it.	
	The correlation between the decline of heavy industry and women’s liberation becomes clearer in the period immediately after WWII, when fewer workers were needed in such places as munitions factories – where great numbers of women had been employed during wartime – but female employment levels continued to rise. As the traditional heavy industries in Wales continued to lose influence, jobs in other fields increased.[footnoteRef:15] If Wales had previously witnessed the fall of its older industries, it now saw the rise of others in its place – and with them came a new challenge to the long-established association between masculinity and work. Using the example of the coal industry in south Wales to show this connection, John Davies writes: [15:  Davies, p. 588] 

In the heyday of coal, one of the chief features of the industrial society of the south was the scarcity of employment for women. Indeed, Gwyn A. Williams claimed that Wales’s experience of industrialization caused the word ‘work’ to be ‘reconstructed on masculine principles’. This all changed in the decades after the Second World War. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Davies, p. 610.] 

	The manufacturing industry was growing, employing more and more women as it did so. If fields such as manufacturing had been seen as the more feminine counterpart to masculine heavy industries earlier in the 20th century, women were able to take advantage of this association after WWII, when economic power began to shift in the direction of these historically female-dominated professions.  Other occupations became increasingly popular for women, such as office work, while the field of teaching remained a primarily female profession. [footnoteRef:17] This general shift, from the old heavy industries to newer industries such as manufacturing, was not limited to the 1940s, but continues to this day. Writing in the 1980s but specifically referencing 1983, Gwyn A. Williams wrote that, ‘The entire Welsh working population was beginning to take on the character of “women’s work”’.[footnoteRef:18] If heavy industry continues to decline and manufacturing and its related industries continue to rise, this trend towards ‘women’s work’ will likely continue.  [17:  Beddoe, pp. 140-4.]  [18:  Gwyn A. Williams, When Was Wales? (London: Penguin Books, 1991), p. 298.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	When we talk about the relationship between the decline of heavy industry in Wales and the changing roles of women in Welsh society, it is important to acknowledge that though these two shifts do have a correlation, they do not exist in a vacuum. I would argue that even more significant than the decline of heavy industry was the rise of the industries which replaced it, at least when it came to the lives of women. When heavy industry plummeted during the economic depression of the post-WWI years, women were not suddenly free to get their own jobs and become independent. Rather, unemployment rose for both men and women, while many wives were also tasked with supporting their unemployed or striking husbands at home. Even if heavy industry was a traditionally masculine field, its decline alone was not enough to boost women into a position of equality on a par with men. This opportunity came some years later, when the hole in the economy left by heavy industry was replaced by new occupations that were more welcoming towards women. It was these new jobs that gave women employment opportunities, and in the process allowed them to become more independent. There was undoubtedly social backlash against this, and the progress towards women’s liberation was not linear. However, that progress which did exist was not going to be stopped easily. The move towards women’s economic liberation had begun with the decline of heavy industry, been solidified through the rise of manufacturing, and continues even now. Thus, while heavy industry’s fall alone did not create equality for women, it symbolised a push in that direction – a push whose impact is still felt in the present day.
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