[bookmark: _GoBack]Did the decline of traditional heavy industries in Wales change the role and attitudes of women within Welsh society?

Wales, until around 1750 was an “overwhelmingly rural country” with an estimated population of 500,000[footnoteRef:1]. However, this would soon change. By 1851, a hundred years later, two-thirds of families in wales were supported by ‘heavy’ industry, whether it was iron-making in Pontypool, silver and lead mining in Cardiganshire, smelting of copper in Swansea, or coalmining in Glamorgan[footnoteRef:2]. These heavy industries continued to grow until they reached their peak in 1913, however the industry began to collapse just after the war in 1921 which spiralled into a quarter century of decline which only exaggerated the effects of the Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  BBC, Wales History: The Industrial Revolution (2014)
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/history/sites/themes/guide/ch15_industrial_revolution.shtml> [Accessed 30th January 2019]]  [2:  BBC, Wales History: The Industrial Revolution (2014)]  [3:  Jessica Flynn, ‘Word War One Centenary: How Wales Reported the Start of the Great War’, Wales Online, 4th August 2014, <https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/world-war-one-centenary-how-7555809> [Accessed 30th January 2019] ] 

In order to answer the question above, it is important to first understand what women’s roles and attitudes were during the era of the heavy industries. It is difficult to delve deep into women’s history, especially in Wales since some would argue they were intentionally written out of it[footnoteRef:4], but it is not impossible. A newspaper article published in 1862 listed several ‘rights’ women had at the time, though I don’t think right is the correct word: [4:  Wales Online, ‘The Role of Welsh Women in our Diverse History’, Wales Online, 7th January 2017 <https://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/lifestyle-opinion/role-welsh-women-diverse-history-12416820> [Accessed 30th January 2019]] 

“It is a woman’s right to stay at home. For what other reason did her husband marry her? It is woman’s right to have her home in order whenever her husband returns from business. It is woman’s right to be kind and forbearing whenever her husband is annoyed”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Punch as published in Haverfordwest and Milford Telegraph, 1862.] 

From this short extract it is clear that women signed on for a life of never-ending, pay free work. To obey and serve her husband and family’s needs.
A documentary focusing on the women of the Rhondda features women’s accounts of their lives being miner’s wives. One woman said that being the daughter of a miner she was always raised to believe that any “woman in a miner’s home was a slave to the home” and that there were no exceptions to this[footnoteRef:6].  Another woman in the documentary describes her weekly schedule [6:  Women of The Rhondda, dir. by Mary Capps and Mary Kelley (Channel 4, 1973)] 

	Monday
	Washing day, including husband’s work clothes

	Tuesday
	If the clothes dried, it was time to iron them all

	Wednesday
	Cleaned all the bedrooms of the house

	Thursday
	Cleaned upstairs

	Friday
	Cleaned downstairs

	Saturday
	Shopping

	Sunday
	Rest day



Although, she said rest day as thought it was anything but, I suppose taking the entire family to chapel would have been a task in itself[footnoteRef:7]. If food went scarce, the mother was the first to miss out, she always ensured her family had a food before she fed herself, and since a woman had no help to deal with the stress or troubles of the home, her anxiety was always through the roof[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Women of The Rhondda (1973)]  [8:  Women of The Rhondda (1973)] 

The lives of miner’s wives truly seemed to be an exhausting, never-ending load. But it doesn’t stop at that, it wasn’t only a woman’s responsibility to look after her husband and children, she also had to look after her extended family, whether this meant helping her sister with the laundry, or looking after her ill father-in-law[footnoteRef:9]. I also think it’s important to mention that women were apparently “proud”, and it was socially expected for women to have “eight or nine or ten children”[footnoteRef:10] which would not have been an easy task at all. An account by a woman from Treorchy demonstrates that mothers were to be feared and respected when telling the story of staying out later than “half past nine”, her mother was stood in her nightie at the end of the road shouting “Dewch Mewn I’r Ty”, the woman continues to say “I had the finest clip across the ear,”[footnoteRef:11]. Mothers truly did “rule the roost”[footnoteRef:12]. Women were meant to straddle the line of fierce and foreboding with their children and kind and forbearing with their husbands. [9: The Long Street: Road to Pandy Square, dir. by Gethyn Stoodley Thomas, (BBC Wales, 2012) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XoLr-Exr0I0&feature=youtu.be> [Accessed: 21st January 2019]]  [10:  The Long Street: Road to Pandy Square]  [11:  R. Cook, Women of the Rhondda, 1980]  [12:  Matin Johnes, Wales Since 1939 (London : Oxford University Press, 2012)] 

Of course, there were women across Britain who broke away from these rules, there had always been a great exodus of women leaving home and becoming domestic servants, usually in England[footnoteRef:13]. But some women broke the rules completely and were referred to as pit brow women and were a “direct contradiction to the deification of the home” and were an example of “degraded womanhood” and torn from her “natural sphere” of her home[footnoteRef:14] However this was blocked in 1842 when the Report of the Children’s Employment Commission decided that the terrors women and children faced in the mines were too bad, and legislation came into place to block women and boys under ten from working underground within the mines[footnoteRef:15]. [13:  Raymond Williams, Who Speaks for Wales: Nation Culture, Identity, (Cardiff : University of Wales Press, 2003) p. 147]  [14:  Angela V. John, By the Sweat of their Brow: Women workers at Victorian Coal Mines (London : Routledge, 1980) ]  [15:  Angela V. John, By the Sweat of their Brow] 
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Figure 1[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ancestry,  Coal Mining in South Wales (Picture is from 1848) < https://www.ancestry.co.uk/contextux/historicalinsights/coal-mining-wales> [Accessed 29th  January 1029]  ] 







Figure 1 above, shows that although women were blocked from working underground in the mines, some found other forms of employment. Such as pulling metal tubs of coal to the surface [footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Ancestry, Coal Mining in South Wales] 

Now that we have an idea of what life was like for women in industrial Wales, we can begin to answer the question above. While mining and heavy industries were restricted to women (whether through law or social constrictions) many women were happy to work. In larger towns women worked in factories and as said above in whatever jobs they could get away with having in the mines or quarries[footnoteRef:18]. One woman in Rhondda said she worked her whole life in factories and “thoroughly enjoyed it” she enjoyed the feeling of having her own money which gave her a sense of freedom and having a mind of her own[footnoteRef:19]. Other women in the documentary shared dreams of going to college and getting jobs as teachers or veterinarians but not having the money to pursue this dream though they didn’t envy their brothers or husbands who had to work in the mines[footnoteRef:20]. [18:  Peter Ackers, Life after Death: Mining History without a Coal Industry (1996) <https://online.liverpooluniversitypress.co.uk/doi/pdf/10.3828/hsir.1996.1.8>  [Accessed: 31st January 2019]]  [19:  Women of The Rhondda (1973)]  [20:  Women of The Rhondda (1973)] 

“Historical and sociological research on women’s professional employment shows that women were excluded from professional society as a consequence of the increasing institutionalisation of professional practices in the nineteenth century. But few studies explicitly acknowledge that women also deliberately adopted the practices of professionalisation which had been used to exclude them, in order to build their own organisations and to construct professional identities”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Beth Jenkins, Women’s Professional Employment in Wales 1800-1939, (2016) <https://orca.cf.ac.uk/97598/1/2017jenkinsbphd.pdf> [Accessed 26th January 2019]] 

The extract above demonstrates that women always wanted to work, traditional gender roles and expectations and professional practices or no. It seems from these extracts that the attitudes of women didn’t change over the years, they wanted to work, sometimes they would even be excited for strikes which would break up the monotony of their everyday life and give them something to do outside the home. Jenkins argued that women created jobs for themselves in society through exploiting the gender roles they were expected to fill, through creating a “feminine professional identity” that highlighted their “natural skills” such as sewing, cooking, and caring[footnoteRef:22]. Jenkins also argues that women exploited societies need to teach the younger generation morals and argued that educated women would improve the amount of morals that was passed down[footnoteRef:23]. Places like Cardiff, Swansea and Newport offered more employment opportunities than less commercial centres since there was a more “diverse range of professions” than Mining and rural districts offered[footnoteRef:24]However, it wasn’t until Wales became a post-industrial nation that jobs for women really blossomed[footnoteRef:25].  [22:  Beth Jenkins, Women’s Professional Employment in Wales]  [23:  Beth Jenkins, Women’s Professional Employment in Wales]  [24:  Beth Jenkins, Women’s Professional Employment in Wales]  [25:  Open University, Contemporary Wales: Thinking about Gender and Wales (N.A..) <https://www.open.edu/openlearn/people-politics-law/politics-policy-people/sociology/contemporary-wales/content-section-4.2> [Accessed 1st February 2019]] 

It was during this time that the new Welsh “post-industrial economy” and its “expanding service sector” gave women the opportunity to participate in a larger area of the economy[footnoteRef:26]. During this time jobs in steel works and other heavy industries began to accept women. although they weren’t ever working in the heavy part of the job, they were employed in clerical roles or in the canteen[footnoteRef:27], So even at this point women weren’t really expected or allowed to fulfil traditional ‘men’s roles’. Other jobs that were available to women were termed “light industries” and included working at clothing or goods, and eventually munitions, factories which could include being laboratory assistants[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Open University, Contemporary Wales]  [27:  Bleddyn Penny, ‘A New Independence for Women as they Forged a New Future in Welsh Steel Industry’, Wales Online 1st March 2017, < https://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/nostalgia/new-independence-women-forged-new-12577853> [Accessed 30th January 2019] ]  [28:  Catrin Stevens, Voices Fom the Factory Floor: The Experiences of Women who Worked in the Manufacturing Industries in Wales, 1945-75, (Gloucestershire: Amberley Publishing, 2017)] 

It is almost impossible to “pinpoint dramatic shifts” in society around a wartime, it’s hard to decipher what exactly caused each change[footnoteRef:29], Flynn argues that the war brought “a shuddering halt to the buoyancy, optimism and self-confidence” that Wales had possessed during the Edwardian period, and left Wales questioning what, if anything would remain the same after the war[footnoteRef:30].  This included the traditional gender roles that had policed society for so many years. During World War One women were called upon to fill the gaps in the industrial world left by men going off to war: they stepped up into a traditionally masculine world and began to work in munition factories, “drove trams, worked on the land and on the railways, cleaned chimneys” and acted as clerks[footnoteRef:31]. But the Restoration of Pre-War Practices Act ensured that the jobs were returned to men at the end of the war and 1919 sparked a period of substantial female unemployment and a nationwide media exposition of the tradition ideal of a woman’s place: her home[footnoteRef:32] In the interwar years, women who had not married because of the war and their employment in the previous years, were left desperate for jobs and the only training and jobs that were available were the severely low paid jobs in domestic services, and if she refused these jobs that were offered to her she would lose her unemployment benefits[footnoteRef:33]. But, in some places women could also do heavy, traditionally masculine, industrial work, for example, women in Llanelli could work in the tin-plate industry, however, this wasn’t a common occurrence[footnoteRef:34]. [29:  Jessica Flynn, ‘Word War One Centenary]  [30:  Jessica Flynn, ‘Word War One Centenary]  [31:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert and Gareth Elwyn Jones (Cardiff : University of Wales Press, 1988), p.130]  [32:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P.30]  [33:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. p.30]  [34:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P.135] 

It is doubly difficult to measure changes in Wales in the 1930’s because there was no census recorded in 1941 due to the war[footnoteRef:35] which leaves us at a disadvantage in statistical evidence of the period. At the beginning of the second world war, only 39 women for employed for every 100 men, and this dropped to 16 in the “industrial belt of South Wales”[footnoteRef:36]. During the war years however what was 90,000 employed women skyrocketed to “well over 200,000 by 1945”[footnoteRef:37] Harry Highman, an apprentice at the Royal Naval Propellant factory in Caerwent during the war, remarks that it was unusual for women to go to work in the factories before the war, but during the war there “were a lot of women working there then, a lot of women”[footnoteRef:38].  Linda Westerman remarks that she was forced out of her job in a hotel in Bournemouth because it wasn’t work “of national importance” so she went home and had to work at a dump in Glascoed[footnoteRef:39]. The conditions these women had to work in must have made it impossible to slip back into the role of a forbearing wife. [35:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P. 30]  [36:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War (Ceridigion : Gomer Press, 2003) p.78]  [37:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.78]  [38:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.78]  [39:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.79] 

Maisie Williams remarks that “there were some very nasty accidents” and details the happenings of a “terrific explosion” while working in a factory making shells, and about how one little mistake could cause an explosion and that a few people were killed in this particular explosion[footnoteRef:40] She also said that this due to these new experiences “Our lives changed. We had a different outlook on things” and “you lived for the day because you didn’t know what was going to happen”[footnoteRef:41]. By 1942 over half the war workers in Wales were women, and many of them were on much higher pay than the men in the mines had ever been on, and of course this angered men, one miner complained that he was “unemployable” since his “old woman’s been working” and Vera Smith accounts that her father was less than impressed with the money she was earning in the factories since her job “was easy compared to what he was doing”[footnoteRef:42] However, socially women who worked in factories were regarded as “having low moral standards” and the factories were rumoured to to a place where “all manner of debauchery went on”[footnoteRef:43] women, of course during this period signed up to work in the Women’s Land Army which boasted that it was a “healthy, happy job,” (which can be seen below in Figure 2). These jobs were set up during world war one, but was disbanded shortly after armistice and came back when food once again became scarce in the second world war, since 70% of our food at this time came from imports[footnoteRef:44]. By the end of the war, “four-and-a-half thousand young women” were working on farms throughout Britain[footnoteRef:45]. This was not an ideal job, and on top of the heavy workload that was expected of these women, may were also forced to live in hostels with terrible food and strict wardens that controlled everything that went on within and set a curfew of 10 o clock[footnoteRef:46] [40:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.79]  [41:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, pp.80.81]  [42:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.81]  [43:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.81]  [44:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.84]  [45:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.84]  [46:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.87] 
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Figure 2[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, p.84] 










Women were also conscripted to work in the army, working in the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, or the Women’s Royal Naval Services during the war which, once again, exposed women to a world of work and fear unlike anything they’d felt before, worrying about their own lives as well as that of the men they knew in the mines[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Phil Carradice, Wales at War, pp. 93-98] 

Between 1965 and 1974 over 15,000 women entered the manufacturing workforce in Wales which can ben attributed to the fact that many women were job-searching at this time, which had been reasonably uncommon in the past[footnoteRef:49]. Which shows that attitudes and roles of women had continued to change over the decades that passed. [49:  Annual Review of Economic and Social Research: Contemporary Wales, ed. by Graham Day, Gareth Rees (Cardiff : University of Wales Press, 1987) p. 55] 

It would be too easy to overlook feminism’s influence on women in the working sphere but after the first world war but many women like Lady Rhondda, who “was without a doubt the leading and most influential feminist of the inter-war period”[footnoteRef:50], who represented “old feminism” and pushed for equality in employment and education for women and girls (whereas ‘new feminism’ focused on rights of women in the home and as mothers)[footnoteRef:51] However, feminism didn’t have as large an effect on improving jobs offered to women, they succeeded in changing the laws around sexual discrimination but campaigning for the removal of the Sex Disqualification Act, but the changes were not put into practice, stigma and prejudice were still in the mind of employers[footnoteRef:52].  [50:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P.31]  [51:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P.31]  [52:  Wales Between The Wars, e. by Trevor Herbert. P.31] 

In conclusion, I think that the decline of the heavy industry in Wales did change the role and attitudes of women within Welsh society, to a certain extent. Obviously having the option to work in a way that had been impossible before, has encouraged women to step into the working world. But it wasn’t the only factor, it would be foolish to discount any other reason, such as leaps forward in feminism and women’s rights, the changing of attitudes during both world wars, and the rollercoaster ride the economy has been throughout the whole 20th and 21st century meaning men’s jobs weren’t always secure and sometimes women needed to step up and provide for their families. There were other influences as well, like divorce rates increasing, meaning women didn’t always have a husband to rely on. So, while the decline of heavy industry was a factor in changing the roles and attitudes of women, I don’t think it was the only factor that lead to the world and economy being the way it is today.
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