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INTRODUCTION.

.. Women are one-third of the world's formal labor
force and do four-fifths of all informal work, but
receive only ten percent of the.world's income and

, own less than one percent ofthe world's property.(1)

The reality of poverty in Ireland is now beyondd~ubt.
Compelling evidence exists, and not for the ftrst ume,
showing that poverty is a fact of life for many in this country.
About a third of the Irish population are living in poverty,
depending on how it is measured.(2) 34% of Irish people
were living below a poverty line equivalent to £48 a week for
a single person or £81.60 for a married couple in 1987. On
the basis of these figures, the amount of poverty in Ireland
grew by between 2% and 4% since 1980. With the cutbacks
in public service~, very. limited growth in jo~s and. the
inadequacy of SoCIal welfare payments, poverty will conunue
to increase in Ireland unless action is taken.

Widespread poverty exists' amidst plenty in this country
today: Ireland is currently the 27th richest country in the
world (out of; 160 nations). Some people in Ireland are very
wealthy with top salaries now exceeding £150,000 a ye~,and
ifispossiblefor some people to make ,the ~ame agam by

'sitting on the boards of a number of companIes. In January
1989 Irish Business magazine identified forty-five of the most
wealthy individuals in Ireland. Between them they had wealth
inexcess of £1 billion. None were'womeri. CQ!Dpare this kind

, of wealth with the fact that nearly 70% of people in Ireland
say that they cannot afford a week's holiday away from
home.(3) Work is not the only way to amass large amounts of
money. The property, boom in Dublin,! for instance, made
fortunes for some people, while at the same tirileplacingthe
price ofa home of their own beyondithe reach of many,
particularly,the young. This is the other side of poverty:', "

, ,
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Women and Poverty .
In spit~ of p-owing. awareI.1ess of the existence of poverty,
very httle mformation eXists about poverty among Irish
women. We can estimate the numbers of women living below
a poverty line but we have little comprehensive and
accessibl.e information. on what life is like for women living
~>n 10':" 1I,1comes. Until, now the~ has not been a specific
mvestigation of women s poverty m Ireland. At best, women
have been an addendum to research focusing mainly on men
or, m~re C?ften, in~ormation is not analysed by sex. The huge
gaps. ~n mfo~allon about poverty among Irish women
precipitated thiS book. Without adequate information and
analysis, new and effective policies to address women's
poverty are unlikely to be developed. .' .
.Changes now taking place in Ireland put women at greater
~sk of.pove~. They Include population changes ~ such as
Increasmg mantal breakdown, more children being reared by
one parc::nt families and growing numbers of elderly women.
EconOmiC changes are also key, having .led to very high
?!1employ~ent and a ~wing number of low paid jobs. There
IS al~o an m,creased rel~ance on women's unpaid work, as
pubhc spending on servIces, especially health services is cut
back. In many countries there is an emerging pheno~enon
known as the feminisation of poverty where. women are
forming an increasing proponion of the world's poor and are
more visible in their poverty than ever before. In the United
States of America, it is estimated that two out of every three
poor adults are women; in Britain 40% of all households
headed by a woman are poor.(4) Many other countries have

. alS? expe~enced a growth in female poverty - usually because
of Increasmg numbers of one-parent families and continued
low· wages for women at a time when their economic·
responsibilities have never been higher.

Perceptions of Poverty
The true extent of poverty is still not widely accepted in this
co~nnr. Yet t1?e fac~s are a~ai~able to show that poor people
~XISt Side by SIde With a rnaJonty who have a fairly adequate,
if not a comfortable, standard of living and a minority who
are very.well off. One hears many excuses: there is no 'real'
poverty In Ireland today compared with the 1930sand 1940s;
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no one needs to be poor now with social welfare; people are
poor through some fault or failing of their own. Each of these
statements is rooted in particular beliefs. The first in the belief
that there is only a single type of poverty, one that involves
absolute destitution and deprivation. The second belief is that
the social welfare system. eliminates poverty;. the third that
people have equal access to resources and opportunities and
therefore everybody has the possibility of getting on. Each of
these is false. . ,.' " .
. Poverty is not only about basic physical survival but must be
measured and understood in the context of the standards of
living and lifestyles of the population as a whole. So, being
poor today is very different from the poverty of earlier times ­
people donot have to be destitute to be poor now. The second
argument - that social welfare eliminates poverty - is also
untrue; Ending poverty is ·not even a stated aim of social
welfare; its main purpose is to provide a subsis.tence inco~e
for those who cannot keep themselves, that IS, to sustam
people at a basic level. With regard to the argu~~nt that.it is
the poor's own fault, resources and opportumnesare not
distributed equally: some people have more than others and
easier access to education to begin with, and therefore. are
better placed to prosper and advance themselves.

What is Poverty? ' .' ." '. .
Even though it is a widely used term, poverty is a difficult
concept to define and understand. Yet it is important to arrive
at an acceptable definition of poverty, not, just for its own
sake but also because doing so. helps IUS to identify the

. measures necessary to eliminate it. ;" !. .
Poverty is mainly associated in the public mind with m~ney

and material well-being. One o[the mos~ enduring questlons
about poverty is whether it should be n:eated, as abso.lute .or
relative. Treating poverty as absolute IS to equate It WIth
physical survival, ie enough money to provide sufficient food,
clothing and shelter just to survive. Talking with people who
are themselves poor shows how this view of poverty fails to
take into account people's other needs (social, emotional,
political and culttlral) and that ~here is mu~h more to life t~an
having enough food and clothmg.to survive. Yet the nollon
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that poverty is absolute and that there is a magical cut-off line
is remarkably persistent.

Relative defmitions, which put poverty in the context of
average standards of living, are now much more popular.(5)
In this view, poverty is a matter of degree; needs are socially
determined and people are poor if they cannot obtain the
resources to participate in their local area or society. Thus, the
poor are excluded from a standard of living similar to that of
the majority of the population. A broad definition of poverty
underlies this book. ' ,

Understanding Women's Poverty , , ' ,,' ,
Although, of course, poverty is ,not confined to women, the
focus of this book is primarily on women's poverty. The
extent of poverty among women is looked at, along with
women's experiences of what it is like to live on low in­
comes. Developing an understanding of women's poverty re­
quires analysis, as well as description, however. So, women's
experience in the home and family, with work, social welfare
public services such as health, education and, so on, ar~
considered for their effects on women's chances of escaping
from or ending up in poverty. A central task is to examine the
extent to which state structures and economic forces create or
reinforce divisions among women, and between women and
men.

What we are referring to here is where and how women fit
into existing structures and particularly their access to
resources and opportunities. The most important resources for
getting on in Ireland, and elsewhere,' are education a well­
paid job, good health and capital and other assets'that can
make m0l!ey. To understand why some women are poor, we
must consIder women's access to resources and opportunities
accepting from the beginning that resources are not shared
equally, that is, that inequality exists. '

What determines access to resources? The explanatory
framework for this book rests on two key factors: class and
gender. People are grouped on the basis of their socio­
economic position, especially their occupations., Those
sharing a similar position form a class. Classes are marked by
the differences or inequalities between them as much as by,
the similarities within them. Access to, control over and
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ownership of resources are limi~ed to people with certai,n
characteristics, especially those m the upper classes. This
makes it difficult, in some cases impossible, to move from the
class into which one was born.

But class is not the only determinant of life chances. Men
across classes generally fare betterthan women in the same
class. So, the concept of gender is also central. Gende~ is. the
process whereby differences between the sexes are bUllt mto
structures, so that' men generally are more powerful than
women and men's interests dominate. Using a framework that
involves both class and gender means that we will not treat
women who are poor in isolation from other women, or fro!"
men. In concrete terms, this means that we cannot, explam
women's poverty without reference to some women s power
over others and also to poverty generally as a product of class
structures. This js a structural view of poverty: access and
control over resources determines who is poor and who is not.

Using a class and gender, framework has difficulties,
however. To begin with, it is an enormous task to fully
explore and explain the interaction between the two forces.
There is only limited existing work to call on; usually poverty
has been examined in Ireland in the context of class. Not only
this class analysis has focused on men. Women, then, have
bee~ largely excluded from the analysis. This has given rise
to a second set of difficulties: shortage of information, and
limitations in existing information. Because relatively little
has been written about womenon low incomes in Ireland,a
central aim of the book is to provide' new inf<?rmation on
women in this situation. Some information gaps SImply could
not be filled, however. So, among other things, we are unable
to compare the' situation of women on both. sides of the
border, a regrettable loss since no~south relatIons have had
a significant influence on the poslt!on of: women and the
women's movement as well as all other aspects, of life on this
island. " i "

There are other gaps in our information.:This is especially
true in the case of women living in rural areas and, also
women who are emigrating now or those who have emigrated
in the past. We have no idea why, they are leaving 0: what
happens to them subsequently. So, these and othe; topIcs~e
not covered in the detail they deserve. Lack of,mformatIon
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on hish women also forces us to rely in places on evidence
from other countries. . . .

The Measurement of Poverty and Women
Placing the focus on women means that we must look
critically at how existing research has· treated women.
Research can conceal as well as reveal. Most poverty research
has shortcomings in how it has measured poverty among
women. Conventional research on poverty has usually
assumed that income is distributed equally within the home.
~o the research has. based its measures of poverty on the
mcome of collective or aggregate units such as families and
households. This ignores both the possibility that income is
unequally shared. and women's lack of control over the
family's income. Women, therefore, and perhaps children
also, are likely to be undercounted in poverty figures that are
based on household or family income. Research based on
household or family income accepts that there are no poor
people in households or families with incomes above the
poverty line and that all members of families are equally poor
or rich. Such assumptions are unjustifiable in the absence of
evidence to prove that they are correct.

Where possible throughout this book, women living on low
incomes speak for themselves, sometimes through their
writings and poems. This kind ofinformation is as important,
and in some cases more important, as statistical information.
Women's own experience of poverty is the main focus of
interest throughout this book~ .

The Framework for the Book
The main dimensions of women's poverty provide the book's
structure. The book consists of three parts: the first
descriptive; the second explanatory; the third suggested
changes. . .
Chapter 1 presents and examines the most up to date evidence
available on poverty in Ireland. Women's poverty is the main
focus and the characteristics of groups of very poor women
are examined in detail.
Chapter 2 puts flesh on these statistics: it describes, some­
times in women's own words, what it is like to live one's life
in very poor conditions. We get a feeling .for women's
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everyday lives, their hopes, fears and expectations.
Chapter 3 takes work as the focus and looks at how women
fare with regard to paid work and unpaid work .and how they
have been affected by recent developments m the labour
market. .. d· Ch
Social welfare's treatment of women ~sexamme m apter
4, particularly for its ~ffect on women s long-term chances of
remaining in or escapmg from poverty. .
In Chapter 5 the foc~s is on. women's acces~· to pubhc
services mainly education, housmg and legal services..
Chapter'6 looks at the relationship between women's health
and poverty. ... .
Chapter 7 examines some local actions that have been taken
to improve women's sit~atio~, especially· attempts by wo!"en
to organise themselves m therr ~ocal· are.a~..The purpose IS to
evaluate the potential of educational actiVIties among women
at local level for bringing about change. . . ...
Chapter 8 looks to !he future and identi~es· the posslblhues
and priorities for action to address women s poverty. .

11



NO VACANCIES

Heather Brett

There is only one chair by the fire
my chair; the children sprawl on the sofa
or the floor, soles upwards and there is
a lack of family portraits.
There is no man in this scene. '

This morning I opened the windows~ide
to let your scent go, but all dayI could
smell you, feel your skin on mine like
a pressure, like the imprint of tingers
after the grasp is removed. '
Tonigh~ I sit in my chair, in my house

,The chIldren draw and chatter about the
coming communion. There is an audible silence
when they are quiet and I wonder if it is me '
who wedges open these small spaces - and for what? .

I did not give you !Dy chair last night.
, There are boundanes everywhere that you ,
canno~ cross, and I am quick to mention them
too qu!ck, perhaps, to put you in your place '

, too qUIck, also, to assume mine. '

Alone I look fondly on the things we
have here, the bits and pieces that I have
accumulated an~ collectively call mine.
!he w~ls are IDlssing nothing, the house
IS furnIshed, we call it home.

All the rooms are taken and each bed is sp~ken for
any cr3!cks have long since been papered over or . "
tilled m. We have no space left, no emptY drawers
Thanywhere where anoth~ ~ght make himselflit home:

ere are no candles burnmg m the window.,: , ,
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THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF POVERTY
AMONG WOMEN

Women are the poorest of all. Women are
responsible for family finances but they have none
of the power that goes with possession. Having it '
in their hands never made money theirown.(6) ,

The Measurement of Poverty in Ireland
Poverty is always being 'rediscovered' in Ireland, as
elsewhere. The first of the recent 'rediscoveries' here was at a
catholic church-organised conference on poverty in Kilkenny
in 1971, at which it was estimated that at least 24% of the
population were living in poverty. Within a short time,
poverty had become apolitical issue at national as well as
Europeail level: the first European programme to combat
poverty, ,which provided funding for local" projects and
research on poverty for a five year period, was 'started in
1975. Ireland lagged behind other countriesin 'rediscovering'
poverty: in Britain and the United States of America poverty
came to the fore as ail issue in the early and mid 1960s.The
'rediscovery' of poverty in these countries involved three
stages: counting the riumbersof people in poverty; public
discussion'and lobbying about poverty; acKnowledgement by
the state of poverty's existence.(7) Itis>worth noting· that
'rediscovering' poverty does not necessarily fuvolve state
action to deal with it. ; :

Poverty was 'rediscovered' here yet again in the early 1980s
as further research was published;(8) DUring .late 1988 and
early 1989, public and media interest in. poverty was
rekindled, precipitated by, among other things, the the launch
of research by,. the', Economic" and Social'Research' Institute
(ESRI).(9)Countirig howinanypeople are poor has proved
very difficult. Both technical and political' problems" exist.
The most common approach is a nariowmonetary one:
taking a poverty line or income cut-off point arid counting as

. . . I

!
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i!; poor all those with incomes below the line. Even this is not

straightforward however. To begin with, there is the problem
of where to draw the line. Most research in Ireland has used
t!Je basic level of social welfare payments to derive a poverty
lme, usually 20% to 40% above them.(lO) This is un­
acceptable, however, because social welfare rates are not set
according to how much money people require to meet their
needs, but by a complex political budgeting process where the
govem!Dent works out how much it is willing to pay people
~n sO?al welfare. A second source of problems with poverty
lines IS that, because they rely only on income to measure
poverty, they ignore other important resources, such as
education, property and other assets, and they almost totally
exclude lifestyle differences.

.. The ESRI research, however, avoided using social welfare
rates, instead choosing poverty lines in relation to average
incomes. Information was obtained from over 8,000 people
all over Ireland, in 3,300 households, about their income from
all sources, their living standards and how much money they
thought they would need to stay out of poverty. .

How Many People Are Poor in Ireland Today? ... .
The ESRI research is convincing about .the wide extent of
poverty in Ireland in 1987. Taking three different income cut­
off points (worked out in relation to income levels across
Irish society), between 13% and 34% of people in this
country are living in poverty. At the lowest poverty line of
£.32 a week for an adult (and its equivalent for other family
slzes)(ll), 13% of people are poor. If a cut-off point of £40 a
we~k for one adult is take~, ~3.% of people are poor. Finally,
selting £48 a week for an mdiVldual adult as the poverty line
34% of people are on incomes less than that. The research
itself did not choose a poverty line, recognising that there is
~o such thing as an ?bjective poverty.line. The trap of poverty
lines should be aVOided because they are so misleading. The
concept of an adequate basic income is a better approach. The
ESRI research showed that. a majority of Irish people now
!>elieve that between £55 .and £65 a week for a single person
IS necessary to avoid poverty. So, by Irish society's own.
standards, a minimum of 1 in 3 people are liVing on
inadequate incomes. According to theESRI research the
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situation is getting worse: the numbers of people in poverty
increased at a faster pace in the 1980s than in the 1970s..

Who Are the Poor? .
Poverty is highly selective, it only affects very specific
groups of people. According.to the ESRI's findi~~s, today's
poor are mainly the· unemployed, large .familles: some
farming households and those who are III or ~hsabled.
Unemployment has a major impact on poverty: a ~trd of all
households living on incomes of less than the eqUlvalent of
£40 a week for one person are headed by an unemployed
person. Rural poverty, especially that associated with small
farms, is also widespread. Family size is closel¥ rela~~ to
poverty; the more children a family has the more likely It IS to
be poor. Over 6 out of every 10 households bel?w the lowest
poverty line (ie on incomes of less than the equivalent of £32
a week for an individual) contain children. In general,
children in Ireland have a greater risk of poverty than adults.

Poverty Among Women . . . -
The ESRI researchers had little to say in the fIrSt report about
either the scale or the nature ofwomen's poverty. Analyses of
the data by sex carried out specially for this book ~y the ESRI
show that 274,000 adult women (compared "?th· 244,000
adult men) live in households below a poverty lme of £48 a
week for an adult in 1987. This means that slightly over 30~
of both women and men are living on incomes below thiS
leveL Women in rural areas have a higher risk of poyerty than
women -in urban areas. Age also affects women s .nsk of
poverty: those between th.e ages of 35 and 64 yell!s are at a
higher risk than wome~ m .any other age group.; Separated
women are also a very high nsk group. - . : .

The ESRI data show only part of the picture :of poverty
among Irish women, however. Because this!s~udy ~s.base~ on
households and.tax units to a lesser extent, It provides lIttle
informatio~on women who do not head hquseholdsor those
who do not pay .income tax. The figure of 274,000, then,
refers to the number of women who live in ~house~old~below
the poverty line, and excludes women w~o ~e poor m other
households. The study also adopted a hmlted ~ppro~ch. to
poverty, seeing it mainly in terms of income and relymg on

15
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Table 1:
Occupational Grouping of Employed Lone Mothers

Single Total
% %

24 26
4 2

23 16
12 '. 15
23 22

·10 16
5 3

2,239 .19,680 ...
'. 36 23

Widows Separated Married
% % %

Production work 35 • 14 14
Transport 2 3 3
Clerical 10 . 24 19
Commerce 16 13 15
Service workers 22 25 16
Professional 13' 17 30
Others 2·34
Total 10,028 5,254 2,159
% of total .1835.. 22
(Source: CensusbfPopulation, 1986)

It is difficult to know the income source of the majority of
these women lone parents. At the end of 1987, .about 30,0~
women rearing children.on their own wer~. 10 . the SOCial
welfare system. If we add tothese th.e20,~ I~ennfied by the
Census. as working outside.the home, It snll.le.aves o~~r
35,000 women lone.parents· w~ose sou~e of I~come IS
unknown. Those who are depending on pnvate ma1Oten~ce

arrangements with their husbands, partners or other farruly
members may be experiencing hardship. Research on 1,127
applications for maintenance orders through the courts .over
the last ten years highlights. the inadequacy of many pnvate
maintenance arrangements.(14) In 60% of these cases,the
woman was. awarded less than £32 a week .. and only 9% of
maintenance orders were fully paid. up.• Over half of all the
orders investigated were in arrears for six ,month~ .or more.
The procedures available through the court~ for mamtenance
had been exhausted in most cases. .... - i '. i. .

Families headed by. a woman on her. oymar~becom1Og
increasingly reliailton social welfare.The~umbe~ of women
claiming 'deserted .wife's' payments, for ~~stance, doubled
over the last ten years.Some mothers on th~tr own also have
difficulty in getting maintenance from th,e :st~te; The
conditions attaching. to the. 'women'~ scheptes. (~e ~esert~
wife', 'unmarried mother', widow,'smgle",omen, ' pnsoner s

the poverty line concept. Consequently, the figures should be
taken as estimates only of the number ofwomen in poverty in
Ireland. We need to examine information from other sources
ifwe are to develop a more comprehensive picture.

The security of income source is a very important influence
on poverty, along with the actual amount of income. Women's
incomes are much less secure than those of men. Even though
the number of women in employment has grown over thelast
twenty years, less than a third of Irish women earn an
independent income through paid work, compared with.60%
of men. Women therefore are more vulnerable than .men to
poverty. The following groups of women appear to be most at
risk: ..,

* women rearing children on their own
* elderly women
* 'minority' women,especially travellers and women who

find themselves homeless . .... . .
* women in low paying jobs
* some women working full-time in the home.

Women As Lone Parents
One adult households with children are the most likely of all
types of household to be poor, in Ireland as elsewhere. The
majority of lone parents world-wide are women and the
majority of these women are poor.(l2) . . '.'

In the 1986 Census, there were 81,087 households
consisting solely of a lone parent with children. The vast
majority of these (82%) were headed by women. There. are
more mothers rearing children on their own than' this,
however. A special analysis of the 1986 Census data fo{ this
book identified 85,693 mothers who were not .living with a
man.(13) The majority (64%) of these were widowed, 17%
were married, 11% were. separated and 7% were single.
Between them these women had over 160,000 children, ie an
average of two children each. Only slightly more than one in
five. were working outside the' home. Separated and single
mothers were the most likely to be in employment (see Table
1). Most of these working motherswerdn fairly low-level
jobs, mainly service and industrial work. Only 16% were in
professional occupations. .
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wife) can be difficult to satisfy. Peter Ward's research found a
57% success rate among a sample of 266 applications for
:deserted wife.'s' payments over the last seventeen years, for
mstan~e. WhIle valued for its security, welfare can be
degradmg .for. women reari~g children on their own. Applying
the cohabllanon rule for mstance - where welfare officials
seek. to ~stabl~sh whether a woman claimant is· having a
relanonshIP. wIth a man - can be deeply invasive of a
woman's pnvacy. ' . . .
The number of one-parent families is growing in Ireland, as

elsewhere. By 1986 the number of one-parent families had
grown to ~ver 97,000, maki~g up 10% of all private
house~olds .m. Ireland. Trends m Ireland may soon mirror
those m Bntam where one-parent families were the fastest
grO\y~ng group in poverty during the 1970s.(15) One-parent
farmhes ~ow ~~e up nearly half of all the families living in
poverty m Bntam. Such trends are seemingly universal:
between one-quarter and one-third of all families worldwide
are supported by women and these families have been found
to be le.ading candidates for poverty and hardship.(16) One of
~e ~m ~easons why one-par~nt families have both a high
nsk 01 bemg poor and of staYIng poor is because they are
~enied access to the most effective route out of poverty: full­
nme employment for both parents.(17)

Elderly Women
In Ireland in 1986, there were 384,355 people aged 65 years
and over, representing 11% of the population. The numbers of
elderly are growing all the time so that there is a general
ageing of the population - as people are living longer we have
more old and very old people. Women dominate the over 65s
in greater numbers as one moves up the age range: 56% of all
those over the age of 65 are women, but women are two­
thirds of all those who reach, 80 years of age. Although the
ESRI research suggested·that poverty among the elderly had
declined !Jetween 1980 and 1987, the general consensus of
research IS that more women than men end their lives in
poverty. . . ,

There.are a number of reasons for this. First, women live
longer; since l?ld age is closely associated with poverty,
women predonunate among the aging poor. Secondly, women
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are poorer before they reach old age - throughout their lives
they have had less access than men to all kinds ~f resourc.es
but especially employment (and therefore occupanonal SOCIal
welfare benefits, including a contributory pension). Women,
then, are less likely than men tp have savings and assets with
which they can supplement their income when they are older.
Thirdly, elderly women are more vulnerable to poverty,
isolation and loneliness because the majority of them. are
either widowed or single, whereas the majo~ty of ~lderlymen
are married. Finally, and related to the prevIous pomt, women
are more likely to live alone - for every one m~. over 65
years of age living alone there are two women. LIvmg alone
is closely linked to poverty among the elderly - a recent study
found that 73% of the elderly living alone fell below a
minimum income standard.(18)
The situation here is similar to that elsewhere. In Britain, for

instance, a hierarchy of financial security exists among the
elderly. Couples are the most secure, then men on their own
and finally lone women.(19)

Women in ·'Minorities'
Two groups of women have an especially high risk of poverty
in Ireland: women from the traveller community and women
who are homeless. Many in these groups a:e excluded fro!Jl
conventional poverty research: they are unlikely to appear m
the recent ESRI research, for instance, because it is' based on
a sample of the Register of Electors and they are rarely
registered." .' . " -. '

Traveller women are at a very high risk of poverty, not only
because they are members of a community that is itself very
vulnerable to poverty but also because of their lower status
within that community, At the -time of the! last qensusof
travellers in 1986, 7,863 women travellers were enumerated
(there were 7,883 men).(20) Life is very harsh fOf,traveller
women: on average the Census ~howed that; wo~ent~nd to
marry very young, raise ten chIldren, have a hIgh nsk of
losing some of their children at birth or in ~arly ?hil~ood,
and will themselves die at a younger age than women m the
settled community. Life is lived in, very poor conditions ­
nearly half of all traveller families still live in cjaravans, a
quarter on the side of the road. Think what: this means for, a
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and in wholesale and retail distribution. The 'cheap' jobs are
familiar: some factory work, shop' and supermarket work,
waitressing and other jobs in catering, cleaning, hairdressing,
and so on. Women are a majority in all these types of job; a
situation that has not been' changed significantly by the
existence of the Employment Equality Agency and the
equality legislation. The inescapable fact is that women's
labour is cheaper than that of men.

Women are lower paid than men also because they fonn a
greater proportion of the part-time workforce. Over 70% of
part-time workers are women, most of them married. Part­
time work is less well-paid than full-time work. Low pay is
not the only disadvantage of these kinds of jobs.. Because
most part-time jobs are outside the control of the ,authorities,
their conditions of work are usually far from satisfactory. For
instance, part-time workers rarely qualify for protection under
the employment legislation, which means, among other
things, that they can be dismissed without a stated reason and
treated more or less as the employer likes. More women will
be relying on these kinds of jobs in the.future given the likely
permanence, of high rates of unemployment and the fact that
the government is placing increased reliance on the service
sector as the source of future job creation. In the long-term,
this may not be to the advantage of women. ....

Another measure of women's disadvantage in employment
is to compare their wages with, those of men. Again, the
results are not encouraging; Women in industry. now earn only
about 60% of the average male weekly wage. This proportion
has never been higher than 68%, even in the 1970s after the
equal pay legislation was first introduced; Again; it comes
back to theCact that women's labour is cheaper than men's
and that, when they do find jobs, many women ;end up in
work thatis lower paid and bears a close similarity ,to the jobs
they do within the home.· ,. . 'i,

"":,:',,,.: , ::: ! "~"I
Women in the Home ',' " .i ,.!' . "

Women working in the home are usually ii1vo1ve~in caring
for others, either for children, the sick, the eldedy:or their
husbands", and, sometimes for' all these. 'This ,is: .the, single
largest group of women in Ireland: nearly 700,000 women of
working age in this country are based full time hi the home.

. ~
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Women on Low Pay '. ..., .
Work is generally regarded as an escape from poverty. This is
not always the case, especially for' women. Up to :15% of
those who are currently poor are in the workforce. Research
carried out recently, based on information from 1979,
estimated that almost half of all women workers then were
low paid, ie on wages of £65 a week or less.(23) In numbers
this was equivalent to 44,000 women workers. Unfortunately,
the information to update this research is not available.

While low paid female employees were in many different
types of job, they were most likely to be working in industry
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One of the most important things' to emerge from.
this study is the extent to which the homelessness of
women in Dublin is hidden., Women tend to go to
friends or relatives. much more readily than to,
hostels and because of this their homelessness is

-not visible to the public eje. (21) .

Women often become homeless tryillg to escapevi~lence
and other forms of abuse within. their. homes. Between June
1987 and June 1988, one shelter in Dublin - Bni Chaoimhfn ­
had 259 residents, two-thirds of whom were women who had
been banered.(22) The facilities for . homeless women' are
quite inadequate in Ireland - although the voluntary
organisation, Focus Point, which works with homeless people
has developed interesting settlement strategies. '

woman trying to care for her large family without basic
amenities like piped water, electricity, toilet facilities. And on
top of this there is isolation, rejection and prejudice from
many people in the settled community.
, ,Women who find themselves homeless are among the
poorest of all. No exact figures are available on the number of
women who are homeless but the number is known to be
increasing. Frequently, women do not appear in the homeless
statistics because they receive help from their families or
friends. One study estimated that homeless women could
have nU~bered over 9,000 in Dublin alone in early 1984,
commenung:
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OFF THE WALL

Cathleen 0'Neill

The scream started again to-day
. A slow silent scream of frustrated anger.

Today I wailed at the wall of officialdom'

Smug, smiling, filing-cabinet face,
Closed to my unspoken entreaty

Social justice is my right
Don't dole it out like charity!

Robbed of Independence, dignity in danger
I stood, dead-locked, mind-locked.
Helpless in his sightless one-dimension world

I walked away
My mind screamed a long sad caoin for the us

And
Damned their 'Social Welfare',

that they share: motherhood, dependency status, and under­
paid or unpaid work.
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Yet their economic and other circumstances are almost totally
hidden from view. Being unwaged, they are dependent on
their partners for their income. It is not known how many
women in this situation get sufficient income because no
research in Ireland has looked at how income is shared within
the home. The ESRI research, for instance, cannot be relied
on to identify the extent or degree of poverty among this very
large sector of women, except those who are defined as heads
of households. So, there are no reliable figures on poverty
among women engaged in 'home duties'.

Other evidence indicates that some women in this situation
may be poor. In a recent study, 14% of all families studied
had serious money problems because men were not
transferring sufficient income to their wives.(24) Research
has repeatedly shown that separated and divorced women
perceive the poverty of lone parenthood to be an
improvement on their economic circumstances in marriage.
(25) Eileen Evason, for instance, found that while 70% of the
lone mothers she studied in northern Ireland were living in
poverty, nearly a half of the divorced and separated women
felt that they had the same or better living standards when on
their own. Other feminist research has challenged many of the
conventional assumptions about women and men and the
sharing of income within the family.(26) It has shown that
resources are not shared equally within families, and that by
managing scarce resources women help to either prevent
greater poverty in the family or to protect'men and children
from its worst effects.' .

One group of women whose circumstances should be looked
at closely is those caring for the elderly at home. 66,000
elderly people are estimated to be cared for in their homes in
Ireland, more than three and a half times the number in
institutional care.(27) Over 70% of the carers are women. The
experience of caring is quite different for women and .men.
Women carers usually live in the same household as the
elderly person, which means that they will be providing care
for longer periods, and they get less support than that usually
received by male carers. . .

So, a minimum of over a quarter of a million Irish women
are living injinancial poverty today. These women maybe in
different living situations but there are three characteristics
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WOMEN'S EXPERIENCE OF POVERTY

Sometimes I blame my husband - he has been out of·
work over three years now... But then sometimes I
blame myself,J think it's all my fault, [must be
doing something wrong to be in this mess. But I'm
trying so hard really, that's all I'm doing is trying .
so hard. .. .

So said Sarah, who is 34 years of age with eight children,
aged from 15 down tol year. She lives with.her husband and
children in a large suburb on the west side of Dublin. The
total family income from unemployment assistance is £157 a
week. .' '. .

Statistics are technical things which have little meaning in
day-to-day tenns. It is easy to become caught up in poverty
lines or income cut-off points, but what are they after all only
measures developed by researchers for their' own purposes.
You cannot see a poverty line and it conveys no sense of what
life is like for a woman in Sarah's situation. Also, single
income cut-off points hide the severity of poverty and blur
differences between people who live well below it and those
just on or above a poverty line. Women. themselves are not
often heard in research, especially if they are poor. Personal
experiences have been afforded little space in quantitative
research on poverty, or on other topics. .

Here we listen to women talking about thell- own experience
of living in poverty. The information comes mainly from
conversations with many women living in different degrees of
poverty around the country. Individual and group
conversations were held in which a number of themes
dominated: the hard work and drudgery of life in poverty, the
feelings of inferiority and powerlessness, the anxiety and
worry, not for themselves so much as for their children, the
loneliness and isolation. The results of other research are also
used where available.
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Dimensions of Poverty
Although not always experienced in the same way, poverty
usually involves a struggle to survive - eking out a limited
income on a daily basi~, dreading an expected expense, and
terrified of an unexpected one. Life with little money can be
very drab - homes need money for their upkeep and repair,
new or, more likely, second-hand clothes have to be bought
and almost every activity involves some spending, even if
sometimes very small amounts. Most of us have little
realisation of just how much an extra 20p spent or saved can
mean to someone living on a very low income. Bus fares can
be luxuries for people who are poor. It is not unusual for
people in the suburbs of Dublin to make only one trip to the
city centre a year.

Day to. day, most people can manage - they may do so by
borrowing- but they manage. What is hardest is the longer­
term - facing the next electricity bill, the children's return to
school for the coming term or year, a crisis in the family.
Some women hate to look ahead: "

., I can't bear to think of the future. I won't let myself
think even as far, as next Christmas. It's too up­
setting - it is as if I have no future. Nor do my
children. Will they have jobs? '

The hard work that poverty. entails comes across in
practically all conversations with women who. are poor.
Making meagre ends meet uses immense labour and energy..
Trailing on foot around often distant superm~kets and shops
for the best bargain - sometimes saving no more than a few
pence - queueing, constantly on th,e lookout for goods
reduced in price, keeping the children entertained so that they
will not notice their hunger so much, !gomg ifrom agency to
agency to provide evidence of. one's ne~d' for.' welfare
purposes.... the list is endless; In certain areas it can be even
more difficult because of distance and .high prices charged by
shopswhich have no competitors; . : .! '.

Of course, these activities absorb more than labour: they are
also very time consuming. Time is ,'never !considered .as a
valuable resource, except when it is paid time. Women's time
is generally perceived as being without value because so

j
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much of it is unpaid. Managing an inadequate income takes
an immense amount of time and skill. Saving money is hard
work, it often involves substituting time for money: walking
instead of driving or taking the bus, washing clothes by hand
in order to save electricity, and so on. Very poor households
cannot afford labour saving devices, such as washing
machines or microwave ovens. Time for herself is often the
greatest luxury for a woman; if she is poor it can be difficult
to get.

I think women really need a break from the house.
But it's different for a woman, she just can't get up
and go the way her husband does. Just take this
morning. My husband wanted a message in town so
he just got up and headed off. Before I could come
here I had to wash the breakfast things, clean out
thejireplace, do the hoovering. Then I had to walk
to the shops to get the messages for to-night's
dinner. My daughter will be back at lunch time so I
had to leave something for her lunch. It's like an
expedition for us women to get out.

Poveny is demanding of another kind of energy as well:
emotional energy. References to its emotional toll dominate
women's conversations about theirpoveny.(28) Guilt, worry
and fear are common. Guilt in relation to their. children is
especially' widely experienced by women who are poor.
Conversations come back again and again to their children.
References to family obligations and family roles - as
mothers, wives, daughters - are constant: women locate their
own experience of poveny within a family context. Their role
as mothers is predominant and notions of being a 'good
mother' are held up as criteria for their failure. Most keenly
felt are the inadequacies in the children's lives: poor diet, lack
of warm clothes, being unable to afford healthy' leisure
activities for them, not having their own bed. Women feel
responsible because they have to say no to their children all
the time - they seem to internalise the ,blame for their
situation.
.Worry is another constant companion. Women who are poor
have many worries: the next' bill and the one after; a
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fonhcoming visit to and· from the community welfare officer,
a birth in the family. Mothers worry about the escalating costs
of children as they grow older. The fact that teenagers usually
eat a good deal more than adults is never taken into account
in social welfare payments. Apart from food, teenagers have
other needs: fashionable clothes, discos, haircuts, sponing
activities,and so on. Women also worry about what will
happen when. the children reach the age of 16 and are no
longer eligible for social welfare payments if they are not in
school. Will they be forced to become homeless to get a
welfare payment of their own?

Money: Control and Management .
A person's standard of living depends not only on the amount
of money coming into a household but also on how resources
are shared within families or households. The comfoning
notion that resources are shared equally among Jamily
members has always been taken for granted, without any
concrete proof. Yet research in Britain has shown that
nothing, whether it be work, money, time, help from relatives
or food, is shared equally among family members.(29) Take
money in particular: not only is there a distinction between its
control and management but this distinction is gender-based:
usually men control and women' manage the money. As
controllers, men make the key decisions about allocation and
spending priorities. Women, on the other hand,asthe
managers, have the job of giving effect to the decisions taken
by the man and providing for the family ona day-to-day basis
on the money transferred to them, regardless of the .amount.
Being the. controllers, either singly or jointly with their
panners, men have greater power over, and usually first call
on, the money. So, men. may unquestioningly retain some
social welfare money for their personal,.usually leisure" use,
even in families which are finding lit very difficult to make
ends meet. Women, in contrast, usually regard theirponion
of the income' as being collective or' family income, as
'housekeeping" money, sometimes! even! with money they
have eamed themselves; .

The task of'managing the money subtly transfers to the
woman the responsibility for its adequacy or inadequacy - it
almost becomes her fault when she cannot manage on the
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Poor money management and budgeting problems are often
held as causing poverty, so much so that the state has given
significant funding to .the Society of St Vincent de Paul to
teach the poor how to manage their money. And yet research
by the British govemment has shown that the poor buy more
efficiently than the rich: they get 33% more energy and
protein per penny and a full 100% more of Vitamins A and D
as well as other nutrients;(31) There is no evidence to show
that this is not the case in Ireland as well.
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money she gets. Women blame themselves for not being able
to provide for the family's needs and they are often blamed by
others.

Initially I took all the responsibility for all the bills,
the children, household affairs. For example, when
the ESB came to cut off the electricity, he (husband)'
refused to deal with them. Instead he came to me
and said 'the ESB want to cut you off' . Recently, I
went on 'split payments' as he was not giving me
the social welfare money. I'm looking now for a
separation... he has lIved offmefor long enough. .

The manager role also has other implications for a woman:
she will bear the burden of borrowing.- repaying money­
lenders, for instance, is largely a woman's problem. Women
also carry on much of the family's business with the state ­
they negotiate with state services, even though their applica­
tionsare usually processed in the name ·oftheir husbands.
Women usually hold out the family begging bowl: approach­
ing the Society of St Vincent de Paul for charity; having their
houses inspected by Community Welfare Officers to validate
their request for help; asking for free school' books from ·their
children's teachers, As one woman said: you learn to.be a
goodasker. .
. Contrary to popular opinion; women on. low incomes ,not
only budget but do so with great. care and ingenuity. Recent
research found that over 90% of a sample .of very .poor
families budgeted very strictly.(30) Usually, money is first set
aside for 'fixed bills' such as rent, fuel,debt repayments:
Food is then bought from what is left over. Any money to
spare after this is quickly. absorbed by other necessities.
Money is so tight in poor families that clothes and footwear
are not normally budgeted for out of the weekly income­
these are paid for by child benefit, if possible.' Budgeting is
often a matter of deciding which bills must be paid and which
can be postponed until the following week. Of course, this is
a short-term solution with adverse consequences: constant

.fears of a knock at the· door, worrY·' about having" the
electricity cut off, fear that the coal man will not supply coal
the next time.
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These are examples of how two families spent their money in
early 1988.(32) Of course, this is only a snapshot of just one
week out of fifty-two and gives little idea of the complex
budgeting that frequently goes on in low income households
and the financial pressures that arise at different points in
time. They are useful, though, in providing a sense of the
priorities and s~dard of living among poor families.

Not surprisingly, shortages and deficits are common. In the
case of Joan and Tom, the deficit is over a tenth of their
weekly income - it is made up by short-term loans from
members of their family. In Rose's case,just £1.70 is left over
each week to cover shoes and clothes, entertainment, special
occasions, among other things. Among the most notable
features of these two cases are how little Rose spends on
food: just £20 a week for herself and a young child; and
Joan's £13 a week on tobacco. She regards cigarettes as
essential to her survival. Cigarettes are the lesser of two evils:
if she did not smoke she would probably be on tranquillisers
(which, of course, she would get 'free' from the state).

Survival Strategies
Women. survive by using different strategies. One strategy is
reducing spending, mainly by cutting down onfood andfuel.
Spending on food is not a fixed cost among poor households
but varies according to the money available. Often food is the
only area where savings can be made. The man and the

, children are put first: they get the best and biggest share of
the food. For instance; when savings have to be made, the
woman may not take any meat herself ensuring that others get
some, or she may skip food at midday when the rest of the
family are out. Lone mothers are particularly likely to cut
back on their own food; it is more tempting for them to do so
because they do not have another adult for whom to prepare a
meal. Research, shows that, following a separation from their
partners, lone mothers used their greater control over their
money to cut down their eating.(33) But the lone mothers in
that study would not swap their situation to go back to their
husbands: they, might have had more money, but they also had
far less control over it. _

Cutting down on food in this way affects women's nutrient
intake and in the long term their health. Research shows that
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in a poorDublin suburb women eat less healthily than'men or
children.(34) Women's low iron, fibre and vitamin C intake,
because they eat little meat and nutritious foods, is particul­
arly worrying. In addition, they consume a lot of table sugl!!'
mainly in cups of tea; The fact that children do not share theIr
mothers' nutritional disadvantage shows that women sacrifice
their own food intake.

Cutting down on fuel is another way of saving. There are a
number of creative, but hard; strategies for this. One can, for
instance, put the children to bed early, sitting ,on in the cold
until one's own early bed-time. Another way of saving on
food and fuel is to try and keep the children in bed until
lunch-time at the weekends - this can save' one meal in the
day.'Alternatively, extra layers of clothes can be worn. ' "

Borrowing isa second survival strategy, usually it is money
that is borrowed rather than goods. Weekly 'floats' - small
amounts of money paid back almost immediately - are very
common. Neighbours and family members help make up
weekly shonagesin income:

/ couldn't live without. my float. / get my mOney
from my husband on dole day -Thursday. / do my
, big shopping that day at the supermarket. That's the
,'day we have the best meal, usually with meat. From '

then on my main shopping is buying bread and milk
at the local shop. By Monday orTuesdayl'm out of
money. Then / borrow maybe £/0 from my sister ~

she can give it to me because she gets her money on '
a Tuesday. / pay back what / owe her on Thursday
so she can keep going. ' '

. . " . i· J

Borrowing is more extensive than ~his" h?wever. Credit i~ a
constant necessity for poor people and deqt a constant reality.
To live on social welfare long termirneans having little or no
money put by, either in savings ~r for Iemergencies. This
means that an'unexpected expense; even ajsmall one, can play
havOc with the family's complicated financial balance. So t~e
family, usually the woman, may beforceq to borrow fO!qUlte
small 'and routine expenses. For eXi1Tnple! up to two-thuds. of
all loans taken out from moneylenders :may be' forrounne
expenses, such as electricity and . other fuel bills, basic
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household goods and food (most of the other third are for
'family' occasions like Holy Communion Confmnationa
weddi!1g! birth or a death).(35) People who are poor h~ve
very linuted access to formal sources of credit which means
that they are forced to use expensive,informal credit, such as
moneylenders. It is a vicious circle...

A third.survival strategy is where a woman does paid work.
The available ~ork options are limited. Full-time work is
often not only difficult for women on low incomes to obtain
but it may be impossi~le because of family obligations. With
so few state-funded childcare facilities, usually it is not worth
a ~oman's.time to work if she has to pay to have her children
IDl~ded pnvately. Part-time work is often a more realistic
optIon. Howe~er, the rewards are.limited: part-time work is
usu~ly low skilled and l0-:V paid; cleaning work can still pay
as httle as £2 an hour for mstance. ,Women are less inclined
to take up paid work nowadays since the family's social
welfare money will be cut if they earn more than £50 gross a
~eek.- an outc?me of the implementation of the EC equality
directIve on SOCIal welfare in 1986.

The Social Costs of Poverty
People who are poor are defined as belonging to some
category or other: unmarried mother, unemployed,. traveller,
hom~less. Thes~ an~ other labels are stereotypes carrying
certam expectauons m the public mind: when you are poor
you are not supposed to to. go out for a drink, own a car or
TV, smoke or dress your children well. Poor people
constantly encounter these and other prejudices. They are
often sai~ to be poor tlJ.ro~gh their own fault, therefore they
are perceIved as lazy, mdigent, lacking in moral fibre and
~bition. ~ne.women who are poor often carry the added
stigma.of bemg thoug~t morally lax: they have children who
are bemg reared outSIde marriage; their children are badly
dressed, and so .on. Lone women especially feel mat .other
wo~en regard them suspiciously•.This makes mem feel
socIally unacceptable as women on their' own. In traveller
culture, lone women parents have a lower status than mothers

. who are part of a couple.(36) . ..... '
. A good deal of stigma still attaches to being 'pOor, especially
ID rural areas. Recently, mere has been much public talk about

social welfare fraud. Terms like sponger and scrounger are
often used· to describe all social welfare claimants. Yet in'
reality fraud is limited to a maximum of 4% of the l.3m
social welfare beneficiaries.(37) But name calling like
sponger and scrounger adds to the burden that social welfare
claimants carry.

Because of social stigma, people attempt to hide their
poverty. Keeping up appearances takes many forms: a shut
front door even on the hottest summer's day, never inviting
callers in, ensuring that me children do not bring a friend
home around meal ti~es, borrowing clothes for occasions,
excuses or claims of dIsinterest as a way of refusing invita:
tions. A woman can take pride in hiding her poverty:

Would you have guessed how poor I am? I dressed
up specially for.you today. But these are not my
own clothes. The skirt and shoes are my sister's,
and the jacket belongs to a neighbour. We swap,
clothes all the time, even though mine are so bad .',
that nobody wants them.

Such borrowing may have to be returned, however, and
many women fear the day when they cannot meet a request
for help from a friend or relative. Clothes and other goods are
also passed on from one person to another when no longer
needed, 'pass-alongs"as mey are called.

Conversations with women show that· poverty is multi-
dimensional. In their own words, poverty mearis: ' '

. ,
.' ..

* policing the kitchen at night so that the kids' don't snack
* being tired of managing "I. i .'
* fear of childiengrowing up accepting that 'this is what life

is and not trying to get anything better from it
* having no choice about mings, .. i i .'
* having no money for clothes and living from the 'black

bag' system of used clothes ". i ' .!

* taking tranquillisers in order to be able to cope.(8)

So, we need a very broad view of poverty, !especially when
considering measures to eliminateit. 'In particular, we need to
look at resources and where women'fiUnto economic and
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social structures. Work, social welfare, public services and
health are among the most imponant factors to be considered.

TO THE SISTERS IN THE WORKFORCE

MoiraStowe

Don't knock the woman
Who works in the house, .
She's not a trail blazer
Or a meek little mouse.
Don't mock her or slate her
For not making a stand
But reach out and touch her
And please understand
She's doing her thing.
Right?

On the other hand

Women at home
Please prick up
Your ears,
There are women out there
Who are crying salt tears
For help in their struggle
To win equal rights
Just listen, don't knock them .
They don't need a fight.
With their sisters.

Firslpublished in NOlions. Dublin:.Klear/Borderline, 1987.

34

3

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WOMEN'S WORK
AND POVERTY

... the contradiction between waged labour and
domestic labour has not necessarily been resolved
to women's benefit. In most cases where women go
out to work, there is still housework to be done, and
in most cases it is still left to women.(39)

All women· work and always have done. Yet most of their
work is unpaid which makes them ?nancially ?ependent •
mainly on men or the ·state. The nght to an mdepend~nt
income sec.ured through paid work was one of the fou~d!ng
principles of the women's liberation movement. FeminIsts
wanted. women to be free to work outside the home or, in
some cases, to be paid for their .labour within it. !" ,iob is the
singlemosteffective escape route from poveny . It IS through
employment that most people get an adequate income as well
as access to other resources.

There are two main ways in which work is connected with
women's poveny:

* the majority of women are without an e~edincomeof
their own since they are involved full time m home work
which is unpaid work . i·

* when women are employed they usually earn less money
than .men, they work in lower level jobs and they may
experience discrimination because they are wc:>men.

1 i
.WOMEN WORKING FOR NO PAY

Most Irish women work for no pay· 53% :of all women over
the age oH5 are working full time in the home (see Table 2).
Nearly 700,000 women, then, spend long h0ll!s cari~g for
their families, and quite often for an elderly or il~ rela!?-ve as
well, for no. pay. The remaining women are. ~Ither l!l the
labour force (32%), in education (10%), rettred or ill or
disabled. Paid work is, therefore, secondary for Irish women.
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Women based full time in the home do far more than
domestic work. ·In the farming communitY for ,instance,
women make an enormous contribution: one' of the',main
farming organisations recently prodUCed evidence]o show
that a woman married to a farmer puts in between 50 and 60
hours. a week on the family farm.(40) Add '10 this the
secretarial and administrative back-up that women provide for'
most family-run' businesses; including farms. Research into

Contrast women's situation with that of men - over 70% of
whom are in the labour force (see Table 2). For every
individual employed woman there are more than two men
earning an income of their own. Only in their early twenties
are women's and men's employment situations similar. After
this, they diverge: women mainly to marry and/or to have
children and remain within the home; men to continue in the
labour force, either employed or seeking work, until
retirement. Women's employment pattern is changing, slowly.
More Irish women are working outside the home than ever
before: the numbers grew by over 40% between 1971 and
1987. Most of this increase is due to greater participation by
married women in paid work - growing by nearly 500% over
the last fIfteen years. Yet, in percentage terms, the proportion
of women working outside the home is practically the same
as it was at the foundation of the state:32%. Today, about one
in every fIve married women are in the labour force.

Table 2:
Women's and Men's Principal Economic Status in 1987

entrepreneurship, for ins~ance, proves t~at most new
businesses rely very heaVIly on the unplUd. support and
assistance of women.(41) We should remember also the
contribution women make to the local community, providing,
among other things, a network of care for the elderly, the ill
and disabled and children that saves the state a lot of money.

Agriculture more than any other sector shows the grey area
between household work and market or paid work: women's
contribution to the farm household is impossible to dis­
tinguish from the farm as,a produ.ctiv~ unit. So,~ there is
undercounting of women s contnbutlon to agncultur~.
National accounts statistics undervalue and give no econOInlC
value to a lot of women's labour. When domestic labour is
costed the result is astonishing. A very conservative estimate,
based 'only on a 37 and a half hour week, inJ984, valued
work in the home at nearly £3 billion (equivalent to about
18% of Gross Domestic Product).(42) It is not that women do
not work, rather thl.lt much oftheir work is unpaid, which is a
very different thing.

Consequences for Women '. . . .
While not forgetting that many women choose or prefer to be
based full time in the' home, such. high levels· of non­
employment have serious consequences for· women, not all of
whom may be aware of them. For a start, it means that most
women do not have an independent income of their own: two­
thirds of Irish women are fInancially dependent either on men·
or on the state. While not all of these are in the same
situation, the incomes of a substantial minority .are low and
may also be insecure. Because of the way ,poverty has been
measured, we do not know precisely how ~nymen fai~to
hand over' suffIcient money .in .the home. Not earnmg
increases women's risk of poverty manother way as well ­
two-earner households have a much better chance of avoiding
poverty than. households' with .only one income. Consid~r
what a woman gives up by remaining in ~e ho~~. To begm
with; just consider the earni!l&s she foregoes- Bn~shwo~en
are estimated to lose aIIllIllmum of £135,OOOmearnmgs
over their lifetime because of their. f3mily responsibilities.(43)
This would actually be a conserVative ;estimate for Irish
women whoare·far more likely to Perma~entlygive up full-

i
! .

%

(59)
(14)
(0)

(11)
. (12)

. (4)

(100)

Men
000s

735.1
176.3

5.5
132.3
149.1·
,47.7

4.8
1,250.8

%

(28)
(4)

(53)
(10)
. (3) .

(2)

Women
000s

Inemployment' . 352.5
Unemployed/seeking work 55.2
Home duties 669.8
Students 130.6
Retired 44.6
nI/disabled 19.6
Others 7.9
TOTAL 1,280.2 (100)
(Somce: l<Ibour Force Survey, 1987, Table 7.)·'
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time employment to care for their families. An Irish woman
working in industry at 1987 pay levels who leaves her job at
the age of 27 and never returns to paid work will forego at
least £200,000 in earnings over her lifetime. And this takes no
account of the extra time (above the 40 hours working week
nonn) a woman will put into her caring role. It takes mothers
about 50 hours a week just to feed, wash, change nappies and
perform other services for pre-school children.(44)

Spending a considerable part of her life in the home
significantly disadvantages a woman in other ways as well in
our society: it does not confer any qualifications, it does not
count as work experience and the skills developed are not
perceived as employable skills. Yet they are used all the time
in jobs, eg managing money and other resources. Women
working long-term in the home are also excluded from social
welfare benefits in their own right (ie payments made on
social insurance contributions) like contributory pensions or
disability benefit. One of the worst catastrophes that can
befall a family is when the mother becomes ill - social
insurance does not cover this and there is no compensation
for families who have to employ somebody to carry out the
mother's work. .. .
As well as these drawbacks, joblessness leads to exclusion ­

from rewards such as status, from opponunities for self­
fulfllment and self-development, from social contacts and
networks. Powerlessness and joblessness often go hand in
hand because it is through their jobs that most people get a
chance to influence decisions. Obviously, it is not only
women who are jobless, but more women than men are
systematically excluded from the labour market, from access
to an independent income and from being considered as
workers, even though they work very hard. Even the terms
used to describe and classify work - a job, employment - refer
only to paid work, which automatically excludes the majority
of women's labour.

One way of reducing women's poverty would be for women
to be paid fully for their work. Women should have the choice
of working outside the home and being .paid an adequate
wage, or of receiving an independent income while working
full time in the home. Employment by itself is not the
solution - for many women it is too poorly paid and they
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prefer to be full time mothers. An adequate, independent
income is what women need.

Among the reasons why mor~ married w?men are now
employed is because they are havmg fewer chIldren and also
because of the removal of obstacles li1ce the marriage bar in
the public service. However, Ireland still lags significantly
behind other countries: an average of 40% of EC women
were in the labour force in 1986, compared with our 32%.

Why Don't More I~ish Wo~en~ork Outsi~et~e Home?
As we have seen, bemg mamed still makes a bIg dIfference to
Irish women's employment situation, while it makes no
difference to men's work patterns. However, when we ask
women themselves we find that it is not so much marriage as
childcare which determines whether they are in a job or not.
74% of married womer: (and 44% ofwo,!,en ~enerally) say
that they are not in a Job because of their children or more
precisely because of. their childcare r~sponsibil~ties.(45)Or:ly
2% of men give thIS reason: education, l~arnIDg new skills
and widening their opponunities, along WIth unemployment,
are the main factors that take men out of the labour force.
Some women leave the workforce to rear their children and
then find it difficult to get back in. Working in t~e home is r:ot
always a choice for women - as many as a· thIrd of marned
women say that they regret not having a job. Economic
factors are not the only concern: 'housework is basically dull
and boring' and 'being at home with the children all day can
very often be boring for a woman' were views sh~ed by 68%
and 76% ofa sample of Dublin women and. men lld986.~46)

Housework is likely to be even ~or~ bonng, an~ ~enamly
more arduous, for women who hve ID pO<?r condmons: old
and shabby rooms are much harder to keep :c;le~, as are
cheap clothes for children and adults. InexpensIve goods
break down more often and wear out faster than costly items.

The barriers that prevent women or make it diffic,ult for them
to take up a job are crucial to any ~iscussion.of women's
poveny. While they apply to women m other CIrcumstances
as well, women on low incomes have fewer ~esourc~s to
enable them to overcome these barriers and'at the:same time a
greater need of additional income. Three main barriers make
it difficult for women to work outside the home: . : '
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* absence of childcare facilities and other support services
for working parents

* negatives attitudes towards working mothers
* lack of encouragement and support for women-returning to

the workforce.

Support Services for Working Parents .
On the face of it, there is no reason why having children
should. stop women from getting a job • it doesn't in other
countrtes to th~ sa~e extent. But in Ireland little .attempt is
made to make 11 easier for mothers to work outside the home.
For a start, chil~care facilities, important for all employed
moth~rs but cruCial for lone parents, are limited. Only 35% of
all c.hI1dren under the age of six are provided for in services
outsIde the home, and three-quarters of these are in primary
schooI.(47) In all, only 35,000 children or 9% of all the under
sixes are in a se~c~ o~er!han school; mainly in private play
grou~s. State proVlslon IS VlrtUally non-existent - less than 2%
of children under the age of six are in a state-funded nursery
acti~ty (funded n;tainl>: through the health boards). So, child
care IS almost enttrely m the private sector, much of it black
market. Charges are uncontrolled and are likely to be beyond
the ~)lldget of women on low incomes. We know virtually
n~thmg about the numbe~s of children being cared for in
p?vate home~ or the qUa!Ity of the care they are receiving,
sm~~ . there IS no offiCIal registration of child-minding
facilIties. ... .
.Workplace creches are a rarity - only nine are known to exist
m the whole country. There are five in thethirdclevel
education sector and four in large service companies Only
about 240 Irish children are known to be cared for in
~o~lace creches. A further barrier to women's employment
IS m the tax system. There is no tax relief for childcare
~xpenses ~ an a?ditional incentive for a woman to give up her
J~b, eSpec1allr If she has a see:ond child. This is a serious gap
given the high cost of childcare. With. high costs and
generally low wages, many women .fmd that it is not worth
their while fmancially to work outside the· home. Other
supports for women pare~ts are also necessary, maternity
l~ave~or mstance.While Irish women were given a statutory
nght m 1981 to pregnancy leave and job security on
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becoming mothers, the financial compensation (70% of
earnings) is among the lowest in Europe - most European
women receive their full wages while on maternity leave. An
additional aid to working 'Parents is parental leave - Ireland,
Britain and Holland are the only three EC countries with no
provision for parental leave. Among other helpful supports
for employed mothers are flexible hours of work, job sharing,
career breaks- all still scarce in Ireland.

Attitudes to Employed Mothers. . ...
Although there is more support now for a broader role for
women, the motherhood role is still highly valued here. The
Constitution, for instance, places the family as the .'natural
primary and fundamental unit group ofSociety' and pledges
that the state will try to ensure that women will not be forced
by economic necessity to take up paid work. Some public
attitudes still reflect such a traditionalview of women: almost
half of the people surveyed in Dublin and some rural areas in
1986 believed that women who did not want at least one child
were selfish.(48) Men's attitudes are more traditional but the
most conservative attitudes of all are held by people from low
income backgrounds. This means that mothers from poor
communities are likely to have to. face many negative
attitudes, along with other difficulties, should they try to take
up a job. .... .

The idea of mothers working outside the home is still not
universally supported here: 46% of Irish people believe that it
is bad for young childre.n if their mother goes outto work and
over a third are of the view that women should be more
concerned· with housekeeping .and bringing up their children
than with a career. This sarne report comments:.. !

i
1

Men are still more traditional than women in their
perceptions about appropriate igenderrofe·
behaviour, ie they are more likely to see a woman's
role as in the home and the man's outside the home.
They are also more likely to see women as
dependent, and to believe that the wife and, mother
role is the 'most fulfilling one women could
want.(49) . . .
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~owever, women themselves, also in quite large numbers,
be!Ieve that mothers s~ould not be employed while their
chIldren are you!lg. TIns can lead to guilt among employed
mothers and heighten ambivalence about taking up a job
among mothers who are not employed.

Supponsfor Women Coming Back into the Workplace .
Working lo~g-tenn in the home isolates women from the job
market. Skills become redundant, it is difficult to find
po~ential areas of work, confidence in seeking work drops.
!hIS h~ppens to the u~employed generally as well as women
m particular but working in the home is especially isolating
and often lessens women's self-esteem. Women returning to
work may encounter age discrimination as well. So, one of
women's greatest needs is for trainjng and development if
they are to re-enter employment. FAS, the national training
agency, runs a small number of courses for women returning
to the w9rkforce. However, these courses are just a fraction of
total FAS training activity. Since they were not widely
advertised in the past, women on low incomes were less
likely to hear of them. Apart from this, women may
experience difficulty in getting involved in other work-related
~ctivities. ~he Soc.ial Employment Scheme (SES), for
mstance, WhICh proVIdes work on a half-time basis for social
welfare claimants, requires that people be registered for at
least a year at the employment exchange, Women have less
chance of getting on this and other schemes because they tend
not to register themselves as unemployed. And those on the.
'women's schemes' ('deserted wife's', 'unmarried mother's' '
and so on) are totally excluded from these activities.

Clearly then, the fact that so much of women's work is
unpaid contributes in a major· way to keeping women poor.
But this is not the only link between women's work and
poverty: when they do work outside the home women eam
less and do not fare as well as men.

"

PAID WORK: CREATING POVERTYFOR SOME WOMEN
. Apart.from the 53% of Irish women who have ito income of

their ow!l, many ':Y0men who do have a job are frequently
badly paId. Men still earn much more than women. At the end
of 1987, the average gross weekly pay ofwomen inindustty

was 40% below the average male wage: £139.89 as compared
with £232.45 a week. This means that a woman in an
industrial job would have to work a further 25 hours a week
to eam the equivalent of a man's wages. Women's hourly
earnings are a bit closer to those of men: 67.9% in 1988.
Twenty years ago, in 1968, women's earnings were roughly
half of men's. So, the equal pay legislation has had. a limited
effect, showing that .legislation is only one way of dealing
with the problem of sex segregation of work; Unless women
can take up different types of jobs, their earnings, relative to
those of men, will not significantly improve.

Irish women's eamings compare badly with those of women
elsewhere. In 1986, of all EC countries, Ireland had the
biggest gap between the earnings of women and men
industrial manual workers, apart from Luxembourg and
Britain. Danish and Italian women were at the top .of the
league,' eaming 85.9% and 84.4% of men's hourly eamings
respectively.

Women start their work careers being paid similarly even
slightly more .than men. In 1987 the average weeklyeamings
of girls who had left school a year earlier were £71.80
compared with £69.30 for men.(50) This is due in part to the
low wages paid to apprentices, most of whom are men.
However, women soon lose their early advantage since their
earnings do not increase with age as much as those of men.
Women's earnings peak earlier - between 25 and 34 years of
age, whereas men in industrial jobs earn their highest wages
between the ages of35 and 54. So, over the life cycle, women
do not do as well from employment as men which increases
their risk of poverty. ;,

Whyis it that women are paid less than men? There is no
one reason for this, although the following five factors are all
very significant: . i i .
* Womenwork.in vel}' different kinds()f jobs to men, often

.those that are low-paying .. j

* Women do not advance up the hierarchy as quickly as men
* Women's family responsibilities may hold back their

careers , ! .' i
* Women workforfewerhours thizn men
* Women still suffer discrimination. :.
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Women Are in Different Jobs to Men
In 1987 just about a third of women were in the labour force
(ie in employment or seeking work). Most women are in
service jobs: nearly four-fifths of women were employed to
provide services for other people in 1987. The proportion was
two-thirds in 1971. Meanwhile, the numbers of women in
both agriculture and industry are dropping: now just 3% of
women work in the agricultural sector while 19% are in
industry. The contrast with men is stark: services - 48%;
agriculture - 21%; industry - 32%. Men's work situation has
also changed over the last sixteen years: the numbers in
agriculture continued to decline while those in service type
jobs increased. Also, of course, there has been a big risein
unemployment - for both women and men. :

Women dominate the sectors where wages are lowest.
Service jobs among women are distinguished by their lower
pay and poorer working conditions. There is more than this to
sex segregation however: within each sector women do only
certain types of jobs - mainly professional jobs (teaching,
nursing), commercial-type work and, jobs, which' involve
providing personal services for other people. In all, 60% of
women work in these three general types ofjob. To put names
on some of the jobs women do: they are shop assistants and
bar staff (31,800); professional and technical workers
(89,700); clerical workers (96,200); service workers (54,000).
When in industry, women work mainly in textiles, clothing
and footwear - areas traditionally associated with women.

Nearly half of all women working in both industry and
distribution were on low pay (ie earning less than £65 a week)
in 1979, compared with 13% and 18.5% of male workers in
industry and distribution.(51) Those in industry are the worst
paid of all: over 70% of all low paid women workers in 1979
were working in industrial jobs. The earnings gap is largest at
the lower levels. ,,' , .

In truth then, there has been no revolution in women's
employment, apart from the, fact that married women, are
working outside the home in 'larger numbers than. before. The
jobs they do are generally low level arid Iow paying; Because
there is very little movement of women into new areas of
work, the sex structure of.employment has remained largely
unchanged. 'Women's jobs' and 'men's jobs' still exist and

women work mainly with other women. In textiles, clothi!!g
and footwear for instance, 58% of the workers are female; m
professional services nearly 60% of the workers are women;
and in personal services women make up 63% of all workers.
Because of this segregation, women may not always
recognise discrimination - when they compare themselves
with their colleagues (mostly women) they may appear to ?e
doing well but they cannot know how they. compare WIth
men. Apart from: the pay, there is another, strong connection
between women's employment and domestic work: the type
of work involved in 'women's jobs' is often 'caring' in nature
(nursing, teaching) or providing for people's personal needs
(hairdressing, catering). '

Women Are Not Advancing up the Jobs Hierarchy
Usually the more senior ~e job the more it pay~. The labour
market is segregated verncally as well as honzontally and,
men dominate the top positions. Although more women are
employed now, they are not making their ?lay!O the top jobs.
Women professionals, for instance, are mamly ID the so-called
lower,professions such as teachers.and nurses,whereasmen
dominate the better-paying professIOns such as .accountancy,
medicine,dentistry. Generally,whatever hler~chy .we
examine; women are likely to be at the bottom WIth men at
the top. Take the health services forexample. Over 70% of
the workers are women but men hold 70% of the top
positions~(52) Such low level 'crowding' of women is clearly
a major reason for the poverty ,of. ho~seholds headed by a
woman., i: "

It is not only Irish women wh,o hav~giffi~ultYimProvi!lg
their employment position.. Sex ,s~grega~IO!l m work apphes
with 'amazing uniformity' m the lOdustnalised worId.(53) In
each of the twenty-four most deyelop¥weste~cou~tries in
1980, for example, women were concentrated m clencal and
service jobs. Even ~n SWed~n! whi~h. has a' very. strong
commitment to women's equahty, the workforce remalOs very
segregated, with 80% of. w()!.I1en ill just thirty types,of
job.(54) , ' !
Women's Family Responsibilities ,i 'i :", '''' ",'

Women enter and participate inith~ labour market as existing
or future wives and: mothers; .unlike ,men who., are· workers

• .. • I
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first and last. This difference is crucial, both on the part of
workers themselves and for the· way they are treated.
Women's family responsibilities impinge on their work in
many ways. First, employed mothers can have less time
available for the job - to do overtime to participate in
educational courses outside of work, even'to devote the time
necessary to develop social contacts and networks - so
important in many jobs today. Work in the home is still
mainly a woman's responsibility whether she is employed or
not. Husbands of employed women spend only about 4 more
hours a week on housework than men whose wives are full­
time in the home - 16 as against 12 hours a week.(55) So, if a
woman goes out to work, she usually still retains the
responsibility for home and family. and the very heavy
workloads associated with both. The average employed
married woman in Ireland ·puts in a 70 hour week between
home and job, compared with a 60 hour week on average for
men.(56) The typical working week. for the woman in the
home is about 68 hours.

Women's employment careers are also interrupted for child­
bearing and child-rearing. At best, they are out of their jobs
for a few years. This may not seem alot but women are often
away from their jobs during the time that is most important
for career advancement, the late twenties, early thirties. So,
their family responsibilities are a major· source of
disadvantage to women in the workplace, given the present
structure of work in our society. .

.,

Women are Employed for Fewer Hours than Men
According to the 1987 LaboUr Force Survey, women spend
an average of 38 hours a week on the job while the average
man works a 47 hour week. This explains some of the
difference in earnings. Another factor is women's fairly high
involvement in part-time work. Almost one in five women
work~ works part-ti!De, ~sually paid less and in poorer
conditions than full-time Jobs. Women held 78% of the
96,800 part-time jobs in Ireland in 1987; In fact, this kind of
work is becoming more and more important for women. In
contrast, just 2% of men work in apart-time capacity, usually
young and single men. Two industries predominate for part-
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time work: professional services (ie education, health, legal
services, etc); and a group consisting of distributive trades,
insurance, finance and business services.(57) Most (63%)
part-time women workers are married, so it is mainly women
involved in rearing families, or those who have already done
so, who work on a part-time basis. Whether women work
part-time by choice or not is far from certain. One thing we
can be sure of: part-time work has many disadvantages that
may heighten women's risk of poverty in the long run.
.. Part-time jobs are paid at a lower rate - £1 to £2 an hour is
not uncommon. Part-time workers are among the worst paid
in the labour force and women part-timers earn least of all.
This stems from a number of facts such as: many part-timers
work in industries which are traditionally poorly paid; part­
timers are mainly concentrated in manual occupations which
are not defined as skilled, and they are in the lower grades;
part-timers do not as a rule receive overtime payments;. their
hours are often limited and rates ofpay. are not covered by
legislation.(58)

As well as the low earnings, the expansion of part-time
work has other negative consequences. The ·low number of
hours worked excludes. many workers from legislative
protection. You have to work at least eighteen hours a week
to. be covered for illness, redundancy, pension, maternity
leave. On the basis of the Labour Force Survey .of 1987,
nearly 30,000 people· worked· less than eighteen hours. a
week, 23,000 of whom were women. Employers' costs are
substantially reduced when workers are not covered by
legislative protection:· their PRSI ,contribution is lower,
among other things. So, there' is an incentive for employers
to push their workers' hours below the statutory minimum:
small wonder, then, that the hours'worked by part-timers are .
decreasing... : !. i . '. .' '.

Another disadvantage of part-time work is that it· rarely
offers any opportunities· for career advancement and
promotion, developing new skills or training. In addition,
working conditions are often very, poor in part-time jobs:
<;leaning work, for instance, involves .very heavy workloads,
unsocial hours and little work;5atisfaction.(59) Most part-time·
workers are-excluded from pension. schemes and they will
receive sick pay only if they .work 1l1ore than 18 hours a week,,
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Discriminatory Attitudes and Practices Still Exist in
Ireland
Women themselves judge the extent of sex discrimination at
work to have increased over the last ten years. Substantial
numbers of women say that they are being discriminated
against in relation to recruitment, promotion' and pay.(60)
Married women particularlyrepon more discrimination, and
women on low incomes feel especially discriminated against
in the quality or type of work they are asked to do. Other
groups in the population, especially married men, identify far
more widespread barriers to women's advancement than do
women themselves. Men also identify different barriers:
particularly the attitudes of management to women, lack of
flexible hours and the lack of social suppons for employed
women.

What About the Future?
Women's disadvantage at work cannot be seen in .isolation
from developments in the rest of the economy. The structure
ofthe labour force itself is changing in the search for greater
profits. Employers increasingly want a flexible and cheaper
labour force..Women, as the weaker sector of the employed,
are' very vulnerable to higher unemployment and' other
changes such as increasing technology and job deskilling.

. Today almost a quarter of a million people are unemployed
in the Republic, although the rate of increase has slowed

.' down, mainly because so many people are emigrating.
Usually thought of as a man's problem, women are
increasingly affected by unemployment - 70,424 women were'
registered as unemployed in November 1988 (ie signing on
the Live Register as available for work). At this time, some
163,896 men were on the Live Register. According tathe
latest Labour Force Survey, 14% of women in the labour
force were unemployed or seeking their first regular job in
mid-1987, over a quarter of whom were under 25 years of
age. Both the' absolute numbers of women and the rate of
women's unemployment are increasing-all the time. In fact,
women's rate ofunemployment has almost tripled since 1971:
from 5% to 14%. .

Unemployment among Irish women differs in a.number of
ways from that of men. The official rate of female
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unemployment is lower than· the rate for men: 14% as against
19%, but this difference may be more apparent than real,
since unemployment statistics need to be treated cautiously,
especially those fol' women. The Live Register (compiled at
the Employment Exchanges) underestimates the 'true' rate of
women's unemployment because many women do not bother
to sign on as they are not eligible for benefit (mainly because
their husbands are claiming means-tested unemployment
assistance for the family). Also, women cannot sign on if they
are available only for part-time work.(61) In addition, women
may be more likely than men to become discouraged and to
withdraw from the search for work, giving in to pressure to
remain in their traditional roles. While the social welfare
changes introduced for the implementation of the EC equality
directive in 1986 have reduced the extent to which the Live
Register' undercounts women, an unknown number of
unemployed women still go unnoticed and unrecorded.

A lower rate of women's, unemployment makes us very
unusualintemationally. Among our EC neighbours we share
this only with Britain and Holland. In other countries, women
have been more affected than men by unemployment: in 1982
the OECD Observer reported 'those people hardest hit are
those. whose supply has expanded most rapidly - youth and
women'.(62) .

Women are disadvantaged in the new and developing
industries as well. Take electronics for instance • one of the
most dynamic sectors today. A survey of the electronics
industry found that only.3%ofall managers and 15% of all
professionals were women, while they comprised over 70%
of all assembly workers.(63) This is, very entrenched
segregation in. such a young industry. Women were
disadvantaged because they. did notihavethe right (technical)
qualifications to begin with, and: once: in the firm they
received only a very limited type 'of training and were not
promoted as readily as men. Developments like the increased
computerisation ofwhite collar occupations and the decline
of mass industries do not bode well for women's
employment. Women' will·. probably face .greater competition
for the jobs that they have traditionally done from redundant
and unemployed male workers and young men seeking their
flTstjob. '
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What are the chances of breaking down segregation? There
is certainly cause for pessimism, given that the equality
legislation appears to have reached the limits of its
effectiveness. And of course, legislation alone cannot end
segregation. Positive action programmes are also needed to
encourage and train women to enter new spheres of activity,
while at the same time attacking the. negative attitudes and
prejudices that exist about women working. It must also be
made easier for women to work outside the home, if that is
their wish. Vital support services for working parents, like
creches and other childcare arrangements, flexible working
times and parental leave, are not widely available in Ireland.
Childcare especially can be very expensive. ,

Low pay continues to be a major problem: significant
numbers of women are in low paying, low level jobs and this
means that work can contribute to women's poverty rather
than end it. So, unless something is done about the wage rates
paid by employers, to employees, and especially women
employees, women will continue to be poor as workers.
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THE SELF DESTRUCTION OF JENNY RICE

MoiraStowe

I know a girl named Jenny Rice
Who bought a house in Paradise
Picasso prints adorned her walls
And musical chimes chimed in the hall
When someone rang the doorbell.

She filled that house with china dogs
Crinoline ladies and porcelain frogs
All polished till they shone and gleamed
Atnight she went to bed and dreamed
Of more.

No human ever crossed her door
(For fear that they might soil the floor)
So people left her to herself
To contemplate the ornaments
that sparkled on her shelf.

The years passed by and Jenny stayed
Within the prison she had made
Secure from all the joy and strife
That constitute the pace and pulse of life.

One day a great big crack appeared
In Jenny Rice's armour ,

, 'Neurosis' said the Doctor ' :
He prescribed some pills to calm her
And they did. ' ! i,

I '. I
Now Jenny mostly sits and broods
The magic pillscontrol her moods
The pill box states 'Take One Pi\l Only'
In truth it really says ,I 'i
'Jenny's lonely'. , i '

i

FiIsl published in Notions. Dublin: Kl=/II~rderline. 1987;'
, ,
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128,142
125,000
463,506
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How much do these women have to live'on? This is not easy

(Source: ' Department of Social Welfare. StatislicQllnjo,rm.alion
on Social Welfare Services 1987.) , ' f! '. .' .'

, , " '.,I "", '
The social welfare system divides wom.eh into three
main groupings:, "1 1 ""

* those receiving payments inthdir o~ right(ieold age
" pensioners,unemployed and ill \Vomen); .;,',' .

* those on 'women's ,schemes' ('deserted WIves, unmarned
mothers"single women', prisoners' wives,widows) ,

* women tin whose behalf men are claiming social welfare
, , 't .

was the main reason for this, both because the rates soared
and also because the changes in social welfare inroduced by
the implementati~n of the. EC equality. directive in 1~86! and
in compliance Wlth the Judgements m some constltutlonal
cases made more women eligible for unemployment
paym~nts. Before this, unemployed married women had very
limited entitlement to social welfare. Other women are also
relying more on welfare now; the numbers on,'desert~
wife's', 'unmarried mothers and all other women s
schemes' have grown by 50% over the last ten years to reach
almost 130,000 today. Some of these schemes grew more than
others: for example, between 1977 and 1987, the numbers on
unmarried mother's allowance grew by 200?!', the nu~ber of
'deserted wives' more than doubled ~d.wldow~d cl31~ants
increased by a third. So, social welfare IS mcreasmgly VItal to
women' and is an essential part· of any strategy to combat
poverty among women. '

,Table 3:
, Women in the Social Welfare System in 1987

Claimants in their own right because they are
unemployed, ill or elderly , <. '.
Entitled 10 income maintenance because they are reanng
children on their own and/or are without a man 10
maintain them ,',' '" " "
Dependants of male claimants (estimated)'
TOTAL '
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, ,

* large numbers of women are existing on low payments ,
* being on social welfare reinforces women's dependency

over time and, therefore contributes to, their long-term
poverty.

EXISTING ON LOW PAYMENTS
More and more women are relying on social, welfare as the
years go by - the numbers grew by 90% over thelast ten years
to reach almost a half a million in 1987.(66) Unemployment

4

WOMEN, SOCIAL WELFARE AND POVERTY

Despite its occasional claims to the contrary, one
of the foremost purposes of the social security
system in its dealings with Women is wherever
possible to relieve itself of any responsibility for,
their support and maintenance, and leave them
financially dependent upon the resources of
husbands, lovers orfriends.(64)

Nearly half a million women in Ireland now depend on social
welfare.(65) When all the women, men and children on
welfare are added together the total comes to over 1.3 million
people - 37% of the population. For women social welfare is
even more important than it is for men - as many women rely
on it directly as have a job. There is also a sizable group of
women on whose behalf men claim social welfare. Yet the
system is planned mainly by men and with the life patterns of

' men in mind. In the process of proViding payments, social
welfare treats people in certain ways and reinforces ,values
and behaviours that are linked to poverty.. So the social
welfare system has major effects on women as individuals
and on women's role in society generally.

There are two crucial factors which link social welfare and
poverty among women:

I',,
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And yet the highest social welfare payment for a child is
around £14 a week, and £10 is the most common payment.
Parents are not helped by the fact that the rates for children do '
not increase as they get older.

So, clearly, there. is a problem with low social welfare
payment levels. Why are they so low? Budgetary constraints
are one reason: each year social welfare. increases in the

to say because they do not all receive the same amount - there
are at least thirty-three social welfare schemes, many with
different rates of payment. In fact, as,Table 4 shows, the rates
vary between £58.50 a week (for an old age contributory
pensioner) and £25 a week (also for a pensioner but this time
for the spouse of a non-contributory pensioner). Women
working full time in the home are among the worst off - their
husbands claim for them but the amount is small. On the basis
of 1987 figures, an estimated 125,000 women get less than
£30 a week or, to to be precise, their husbands get this amount
of money from social welfare for them each week. A woman
rearing a family on her own gets about £49 for herself and
between £10 and £15 for each child.

Over time, the value of social welfare has been kept in line
with inflation, and some payments have been increased
substantially. However, the payment base was very low to
begin with, so many social. welfare payments are now
inadequate. Generally, people seem to be able to manage the
basics, but when they have a large occasional expense, such
asa birth or death in the family or even a large electricity bill
in winter, they run into debt.(67) Practically all welfare
payments are still below the minimum recommended, by the
Commission on Social Welfare - in today's values between
£55 and £65 a week for an individual, around £96 for' a
couple. Now if we consider the costs associated with children,
the only group for whom there is, specific evidence, we
discover, according to estimates for 1987, that children cost
the following amounts a week to rear (68):

".

,
\

::';!' !,..
'.: .

..

::

..
i',
"I

,

I
:

I::
i: [

. ;

one child under four years
one child over four years
two children underfour years
two children over four years

£19.60
£28.20
£24.30
£44.40

Budget depend on how, much the government is prepared to
spend rather than on how much money people need. Payment
rates have never been worked out on the basis of need and
there is no official poverty line in Ireland. It is. not clear e~en
if the social welfare system works on the baSIS of a speCific
view of poverty - the elimination of poverty ha.s never been
stated as a particular aim of social welfare policy. It would
appear to view poverty in an absolute way - it occurs wh~n

people cannot afford to feed, ?lot~e a~d.get ba~lc
accommodation for themselves. This view Justifies SOCial
welfare meeting only basic needs. .. ..

However, ending poverty would reqUire ~~gnIfIcant

redistribution of resources, wealth and opportunIties across
the population., Although. social welf~ does red~stribute

income in a small way, 11 does not shift enough mc~me,

opportunities and other resources t? those who ~e poor. Smce
it is only part of the state's financial stru~tu~e, It IS probably
unrealistic to expect social welfare to ehII!ma~e poverty by
itself. However, it could be expected to mamtam people, at a
reasonable standard of living. At current rates of payment,
social welfare' fails to do this. As well as higher payment
rates, the transition from welfare to a job should be easier if
poverty· is to be eliminated. At present, some wel~are

payments are cut very severely when someone has part-time
eamings. The exceptions to this are the 200 p~ople on the
part-time job incentive scheme - a scheme ~lowmg a person
who is long-term unemployed to work a maximum of twenty­
four, hours a week, while receiving a weekly social welfare
payment of around £27; Education, one of the best routes to
paid work, is denied to all ,but a small num!Jer ?f unemployed
claimants. Another barrier to pe<;>ple w~rking IS the fact. that
when they w.ke up a job they may lose. other benefits such as a
medical card and their differentialloc'al authority-rent may
increase. This is part of the 'poverty trap'.

. ; i

THE LONG·TERM CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL
. WELFARE FOR WOMEN '

There is also a second link between social welfare and
poverty - its long-termconsequences. Being on soc.ial welf~e
for a long period of· time affe~tspeople a~d theIr place. m
society. There are several especially damagmg consequences

.
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for women. Over time, social welfare:

* reproduces traditional divisions between women and men
* prolongs women's dependency
* increases hardship for women

, * leads to differences between women claimants
* excludes some women fromspecific social welfare

coverage

Each of these consequences comes about in a particular way.

1. Reproducing Sex Role Divisions
Even thou&h it is possible to argue from a legal point of view
that there IS equal treatment since the equality directive in
1986, in practice the consequences of social" welfare are
different for women and men because they, take different
routes into the system and therefore often find themselves on
different schemes. Women ,enter social welfare either as lone
parents, as men's dependants or as claimants in their 'own
right. Men are almost exclusively individual claimants. So,
while it is true that the equality directive removed the grosser
forms of discrimination, the' circumstances, of women and
men on social welfare still vary because their life patterns are
different., '

To begin with, fewer men have to depend on social welfare:
an estimated 400,000 as against. 463,000 women in 1987.
Secondly, most men claim in their own right and,' if relevant
for their families, which means that they usually receive th~
full adult payment for themselves, as well as the dependent
spouse part for their partners without question. In effect then,
men as a group receive higher payments, than ,women and
more men receive a payment directly - there are four,women
adult dependants (on an average payment of £29 a week) for
every one male adult dependant. This also, of course, ,means
that men are guaranteed their payment, whereas at least
125,000 women have to wait for their husbands to hand over
their share. Thirdly, men are not put through the very personal
investigation process which women applicants often have to
undergo to establish whether they really are 'deserted',
:unmarried', not cohabi~g,and so on. Finally, although there
IS about the same propomon of men and women on the higher
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level benefit payments, some categories of women are more
likely to be on assistance payments. This is especially true of
old age pensioners: 68% of women compared with 39% of
men are on non-contributory old age pensions. This can ·mean
a significant difference in income - contributory pensioners
are paid about £8.50 more a week (or 17%). Thus, women's
risk of poverty in old age is increased.

2. Prolonging Women's Dependency
More and more women are having to rely on social welfare ­
the numer of women on unemployment payments alone
increased by 600% over the last ten years. Most women relate
to social welfare as mothers or non-mothers, or 'wives" or
'non-wives'. The schemes are even titled to denote a
woman's marital status: 'widow', 'deserted wife'; 'prisoner's
wife', 'unmarried mother', 'single woman'. Up to this year,
such schemes had no parallel among men - schemes for
deserted husbands and widowers are now being introduced.
Women on these schemes are not expected to be paid workers
and there is no encouragement for them to enter the labour
market - which would give them a better chance of an
adequate income. Social welfare still finds it very difficult to
accommodate women in a number, of roles. While enough
money is provided ,to ward, off destitution, as the system is
currently organised and given existing levels of payment, it
does nothing to prevent long-termdependence for women.

Even,ifit did not, actively encourage them, to rejoin the
labour market, social welfare could certainly reduce women's
dependency by givingbothpanners equal payments. Yet, any
woman married to a, man' claiming social welfare (and from
now on this applies to women fliving with men as well) is
automatically considered his dependant and the payment is a
joint one. There are 'an ,estimated 125,000 women classified
like this in the social welfare system and about 30,000 men at
most. These women are married mainIyJo unemployedor,iII
men, all are working full time in the home, mostcaring for
children. Not receiving a payment ,of their own means" that
they have to depend for their weekly money on men, some of
whom, may .be unreliable' in 'handing over enough for the
household. So, women's direct access to money is reduced
which can lead to financial,hardship. The practice of
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payments for adult dependants also reinforces traditional
power relationships between men and women: because men
get the money they retain the power over it, just as they
would with wages. Although technically a woman can now
claim a payment for the family, her husband must fIrst agree.
~ practice very few "Y0men do and they are unlikely to do so
m the future because It goes against the norm. In any case, the
notion of dependency in marriage is unchanged since one
spouse stilI has to be treated as the dependant of the other.
There is no economic reason why each partner should not get
an equal individual payment.

The notion of dependency in social welfare has recently
been reinforced by the government's response to the Supreme
Coun's ruling (in the Hyland case) that social welfare's
n:ea~ent of married .co~ples, following the EC equality
directIve, was unconstItutIonal.· An estimated 8,000 married
couples where both partners are on a welfare payment receive
about £14 a week less than an unmarried couple in the same
situation. In response to the ruling, the government has
decided to 'equalise' downwards: to reduce the entitlement of
cohabiting couples by £14 a week, rather than to raise a
married couple's payment by that amount So, the assumption
of dependency in marriage continues unchallenged and it is
now extended to unmarried couples as welI. A situation
where all single dole claimants will be interrogated about
their private lives and living arrangements now seems certain.

What does it mean to be a dependant? If assigned this status,
the social welfare system considers that you need less money:
the payment for the 'dependent spouse' is only around 60%
~f that for the main claimant.(69) Two people may be able to
live more cheaply than one but why is it that the cheaper
payment is most often for the woman? Also, why aren't the
same dependency rules applied to any two people forming a
household? ... .... ... ..
. 'Split payments' provide one of the clearest examples of the
hardship and discrimination that arise from the assumption of
dependency. Sheilahad great trouble getting money from her
~usband, even when he was employed the entire family
mcome was frequently'spent by him on alcohol. She heard
from a neighbour that it was possible to get her share (ie the
adult dependant's allowance), as well as the children's
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alIowance, paid separately from her husband.(70) After a long
time, she succeeded - fIrst she had difficulty fInding out how
to arrange it'and then it took her a long time to persuade her
husband to agree. She was disappointed to discover that the
split was not 50/50 however: even though she is responsible
for the running of the household, she can only receive the
smaller share. Sheila currently gets £29 for herself while her
husband's personal payment a week is £47, most of which he
still spends on alcohol. And out of her share she has to meet
the family's commitments on rent, electricity, fuel, food and
alI the other expenses. No one knows exactly how many
women are in Sheila's position because there are no published
statistics, not even an official title or term exists for the
arrangement. Estimates by the Department of Social Welfare
put the number of women in this situation at around 4,500.
The Department has announced an intention to change. this
arrangement, exactly how is not yet known.

3. Creating Hardship/or Women
How do you contact a 'deserting' husband for. evidence that
he left by his own wish? How do you even trace a deserting
husband? These are some ways in which the conditions
attaching to 'women's schemes' can be difficult; even
impossible, to satisfy. They also invade women's private
~~. . . . ..

Joan's efforts to join the 12,000 women on·the desened
wife's scheme is a typical case. When her husband left, after
years of violence and threats, full responsibility was placed
on Joan for both tracing him and obtaining maintenance from
him. When she went to the community welfare officer she
was told that she could get a: temporary payment for a time; to
qualify for the deserted wife's allowance she would have to:
(a) be 'deserted'· for three months; (b) not be in .receipt of
adequate maintenance from her husband; (c) prove that she
had made 'reasonable efforts' to obtain maintenance from
him; d) be aged over 40, years /if she had no dependent

- children; (e) nolbe living,With another man. Where should
she. start? The fIrSt thing she had to do was to notify the
Gardai - she was then 'officially' desened. Next, to prove that
she had made 'reasonable .efforts'! to trace him, she had to go
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to her husbll!ld's family to try and find out if they knew where
h~ was, terrified that she would actually find him given his
Vlolent nature. They were not helpful, blaming her for the
break-up. She felt even more degraded by having to approach
a local priest for a letter 'proving' that she was deserted. She
also had to issue a summons for maintenance since he had a
job. All of this at a time when she was very vulnerable, and
each week she had to queue, sometimes for two hours or
more, at ~e local health centre to get her. temporary payment.
Joan, as It turned out, was one of the lucky ones - she was
accepted for deserted wife's benefit. Recent research found
that only 57% of a sample of applicants for 'deserted wife's'
payments succeeded.(71) Equally, had her husband been
suspected of being in Britain, Joan would have had to contact
the DHSS in Newcastle-upon-Tyne inquiring about his
whereabouts. In all, it took nearly six months before her
payment came through. What struck Joan forcibly was how
little the state did to seek out her husband, and presumably
other husbands, largely ignoring the possibility of recouping
some of the money from them.(72) While she appreciates the
payment because it is secure and gives her her own money for
the first time in her life, Joan wonders why she has to be
called a 'deserted wife', which she fmds so degrading.

One of the main conditions for 'desertion' - that the man left
voluntarily - requires a woman to be a passive victim before
she can qualify for the scheme. In effect, there are no limits
on why the husband may leave, so he has a more legitimate
right to break up a marriage, while a woman must be :forced
to leave him, mainly because of the threat of violence - and
even this element of constructive desertion is very recent.
Ap~ .from .the questionable values underlying.· them, the
conditions can also compel women to remain 'in .marriages
which are intolerable.

In general, given the conditions attaching. to 'women's
~hemes', the enquiry process preceding. payment intrudes
mto deeply pers~nal areas of a woman's life, at a time which
may .1J.e. very palll~l for her.Th~·difficulty of satisfying the
con~u~~s .and th~lr ,lack of clan.ty .gives immense power to
the mdiVldual SOClal welfare offiCIal. The cohabitation rule (ie
the ~eed !o e~sure that a claimant is not cohabiting) is
notonouslll thIS context. Although in principle it applies
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equally'to men's schemes, far more women than men are
subjected to its invasive interrogation· process. Women's
homes are known to be inspected for evidence of a man's
presence. One woman tells how she had a visit from a social
welfare.officer early one morning because a car was parked in
her driveway overnight. It was not easy to convince him that
it belonged to her brother-in-law and was there because it had
broken down. If evidence is found of a man's presence in the
home, a woman's payment is in jeopardy.' In applying the
cohabitation rule a number of highly questionable
assumptions are often made: first, that if a man is on the
premises they are sleeping together; secondly that he
therefore must maintain her. There are overtones of
prostitution in this, which reveal a belief at the heart of social
welfare - that women have no fundamental right to
maintenance from the state if they are in a sexual relationship
with a man. So, for 'many women, being on social welfare
reduces their choice about relationshipswith men - effectively
those on 'women's schemes'cannot have a close relationship
with a man ifthey want to retain their current level of social
welfare.' .

4. Treating Women Differemly
The fact that they are separated into different categories on

the basis of their marital and family status has led to women
being treated differently. Women in quite similar
circumstances receive different amounts of money depending
on which scheme they are in. Compare the rates paid to and
for women across social lwelfare schemes in 1989 (see
table 4). i .. ,. ' .
. At least ten, different econOnllC values are placed on

women (73), most of whom are doing the same work: caring
for homes and children. These values range from a high of
£58.50 a week. (for an old:age cimtributory pensioner) to a
low of £25.10 (for adependlint of an old age non-contributory
pensioner). While some of these, rates apply to m~nas well as
women, there are four, times~ as many women adult
dependants. So, the rates paid for'dependants can reasonably
be regarded as the state's' estiImite or the. worth or \Y0men
workipg in the home. ' .i
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, . Table 4:
Variations in the Amounts Paid Per Week toIfor a Woman on Social Welfare

specific scheme. For instance, those whose marriages have
broken down for reasons other than desertion .may have
difficulty qualifying for a specific payment. The 'deserted
wife's' payment is limited by a very strict definition of what
constitutes desertion: a woman is considered to be 'deserted'
when her husband leaves voluntarily or she has to leave him.
Clearly, social welfare makes no specific provision for
women who are separated, divorced and living apanfrom
their husbands for reasons other than desertion. Not catered
for either are women who cannot prove that their husbands
left voluntarily or that they had to leave him. Similarly, there
is no specific social welfare scheme for women married to
men serving prison sentences of less thlm six months. Women
in these situations are forced to rely on the supplementary
welfare allowance - the safety net scheme with the lowest
rates of payment. .

Many women, especially those who are married andcanng
for elderly and ill relatives,are also largely excluded from
benefits. Take the case of Maura for instance. Her mother is
one of the 66,000 elderly estimated to be cared foral home,
80% of them by women. Yet Maura is one of only around
2,000 people for whom the prescribed relative's allowance
is paid. Maura gave up her job three years ago to care full
time for her mother, moving back to her home town from
Dublin. She now has no source .of independent income.·of
her own: She is lucky to qualify.·since very strict conditions
apply, both for thecarer.and the person receiving care. The
incapacitated person must usually be over 66 years·of age,
be already in receipt of the .care to be paid for. and be living
alone except for the caring relatiV:e(or a dependenlchild or
handicapped person). This is riot illl: ·only a closerelative"is
eligible to be the carer and. they must not be a married
person dependent on spouse and/or. working outside the
home. It took Mauraa long timeitopersuade her mother to
claim - she considered it Maura'.s duty ·tocare for her and
was suspicious of ihe allowance. So Maura is actually
grateful. for,. the £28 a -.yeek,. even· though it is totally
inadequate and, until recently, she had to receive it from her
mother. The reality is thaf Maura's sitUation is likely to go
on for a while yet- the ayeragecarerspendsuptosix years
in thisrole.(75) Mauragets little. helpJromtheauthorities -
• . •.• ,. •. '. , .', t. -._' . ' ".. ,

£26.90

£29.00
£25.10

£49.00
£47.00

Assistance!
Non-contributory

£47.00
£50.00
£49.00

£37.30 ..

£29.00

Benefit!
Contributory

. £45.00
£58.50
£52.50

Unemployed woman"
Old age pensioner""
Widow/Deserted Wife'"
Unmarried Motherl
Prisoner's Wife
Single Woman's Allowance
Dependant of Unemployed Man
(for less than 15 months)"
Dependant of Unemployed Man
(for more than 15 months)" .
Dependant of Old Age Pensioner

" .. these are the '!ltes for male and female wban claimantS. I~ .
the c:ase of the Wife of an unemployed man she is claimed for·.
as hiS d~pendanL The assistance rate cited for the unemployed
::'"oman IS the long-term pe over 15 months) rate. . .

these rates are for Widows and deserted wives aged under
66 years and for old age pensioners aged under 80 years.

It would appear that some women have a higher monetary
valu~than others:. at the top of the hierarchy are old age
pensIOners and Widows; at the bottom are women married to
unemployed men and pensioners, entitled to only ·between
£25 and £2? a week.(74) Thesize of the gap between·the
amountspmd for womenn:ated as men's dependants and
0t?er women IS .enormous: m some cases more than half.
Given the organisation of the· social welfare system then
women are financially bette~ o~w.ithout a man, except whe~
they reach old age. Suc~ vananon ~n rates creates inequalities
amongst women, plac10g .so~e m a. position. of relative
advantage over others. While 10surance and assistance rates
~ve always cliff.ered, it is impossible to justify the three
~fferent rates p~d to women for their ownup.-keep within
1Os~nce and assistance schemes. .

5:ExclUding SomeWomenjrom Social Welfare . .'. . .. '
Furthermore, there are women who do not qualifyunder any



a common .experience among carers according to research,
She cannot leave her mother for more than an hour at a time,
and a holiday er even a shon break is out of the question,
even if she could afford it. And yet if she did not care for her
mother, it would cost the state up to £200 a week to keep her
mother in institutional care; Were Maura,married, she would
be unlikely to get the allowance. The condition that married
women can claim only if they are not being provided for by
their husbands presumably reflects the belief that these
women would be caring anyway so why pay them unless one
has to!

Such gaps in provision seriously question whether the social
welfare system is able to cope with the changing nature of
women's (and men's) lives. A single scheme for all lone
parents, both male and female, should be introduced along
with adequate provision for carers. These would get rid of the
gaps in providing for women and also some of the
inequalities in the social welfare system.

A System Designed by Men for Men . .... .
Originating in Gennany and Brita!n at t!te beginning of t~is
century when employment was flUI'ly WIdespread, the SOCIal
welfare system is designed around a traditional model of a
man's working life. Many of its assumptions still come from
that model - that unemployment is unusual in a. man's
working career and is shon teno, that the elderly and children
will be cared for by women at home, that married women do
not need an income of their own and can survive on less
money.(76) But women's lives do not follow the same
patterns as men, and, in any case, a single job for life is no
longer true for men. Fora stan, women's employment careers
are either shorter than men's or are more frequently
interrupted. Arid, women's.work is different,. being bas~
mainly in the home and, if waged, often bel.ng!owpald
and/or part-time. So, a system based on soclalmsurance
contributions cannot make proper provision for women who
are not nonnally in work that is insured. The social wc:lf~
system has not come to tenns with this: work in the home IS
not covered for social insurance, nor ispan-time workfor less
than 18 hours a week fully covered..Maternity,.a major 'risk'
to women'selirning capacity, is only providedfor in a limited
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way. So women's needs and their life patterns were periph.eral
to the original design of the ~ial welfare system and smce
then have been considered mamly when they could no longer
be overlooked, as with the equality directive which was
imposed by the EC.

Patriarchal Values Underlying Social Welfare
It is tempting to regard social welfare)us~ as ~ s.et of
incrementalist schemes. Even from thIS VIew, It IS an
extremely complex system - with at least thirty-three di~ferent

schemes - making it very difficult for people to fmd theIr way
around. But social welfare is more than .a set of schemes: ,It
embodies beliefs about rights and duties in society and m
marriage, about the fanJily and th~ roles of ~omen and m~n.
Social welfare officials in follOWIng regulations are putting
the state's policies and values into pra~tic~. Thi~ Often
involves making judgements about who IS deservmg of
welfare and how much they should get. In a sense, thewo~
of people is being judged - different amounts :rre. paId
depending on· which of the many schemes one IS m. In
deciding how much people ~hould be paid and who should
get paid the most, th~ ~lal ~elfare system reflects and
reinforces values operating m socIety as a w~ole. . ..

While it may be an overstatement to claIm that the SOCIal .
welfare system has a coherent policy on women, its core
values do fundamentally affect women. Two of these are
central: women should be financiallysuppo~edb~lmen, and
the traditionalfamily with the man asth.ebreadwmner must
be protected. Each of these has consequence~ for ~omen:·the
fIrst perpetuates. women as men's depend~nts;..the second
prolongs a traditional home-~~grole.for:~vomen,. . '.'

The protection of ~e .traditlOllal family 1~ fundamental t,o
social welfare and this IS why women are ,treated as men s
dependants.•Social·. welfare payments .,' are; family-centred,
modelled on the notion of the faIRily wage- hence one
payment is usually made for the entire fa~y and ~at for.the
adult dependant is around 60% of the mam payment, ~rhaps
because this is roughly what.women earnasa pr?pomon of
men's earnings. S~al .welfare .. defines,the faIn!IYas. that
based on marriage WlthmenasbreadwIDllers...Millar shows
what this means: . , i i
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Family needs are addressed in current income··
support policies on the basis of an underlying
model of the family which assumes a clear
separation of the two main functions of the family
with rega~d to children - the caring function being
the province of the mother and the providing
function the province ofthe father.(77)

. Wheth7r this is for moral reasons or not, there is ceriainly an
econOIllic.dimensio~ ~o it. Think of the enormous expense to
the state If the tradinonal model of the family (in which a
woman working full-time in the home is essential) did not
operate - the costs of caring for· children, the ill and the
eld~rly would soar, as would the state's bill for women's
SOCial welfare. In an imp~rtant· se~se, the relationship
betwe~n women and the state IS one of mterdepeildence:more
and more women are being pushed into reliance on social
wel~are but, equally! the state needs women to provide the
services that all wives and mothers provide. Similarly
",:,omen's relati~nship to s~ial. welfa;e is not by any means ~
sl~ple one: SOCial welfare IS Vitally Important to women who
Wish or are forced to live without a man and are not in paid
.employment. ..

Ahd yet the potential of social welfare to reduce women's
dependence is not realised as we saw when we looked at its
long-term consequences for women. Families that do nOI
conform to the traditional model are treated as exceptions and
are fitted in under special schemes. Most of these are families
h~aded by women: 'deserted wives', 'unmarried mothers',
Wl~OWS. These families are actually paid more than others
wh~ch seems at odds with the rhetoric in the Constitution.
Article 41.2, pledges, among other things, that the state will
e~deav~ur to en~ure that mothers shall not be 'obliged by
e\;o.no~c necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their
dunes In the home.'The reference here is not to all women
but ~~ mothers. T1?is.pl~ge to protect the family and women's
traditIonal role Wlthm It is at the core ofwomen's and men's
treatment in social welfare. The rates paid to many women
d7pend on their marital and/or motherhood status and the
differences can be explained in terms of their effect on
families. Given the state's concern to protect the family,
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wido",,:s, 'deserted wives' and other women parentingalone
are paId more because, not having a man to provide for them,
the welfare of their families is in their hands and, if they had
to work outSide the home, they might neglect their 'duties'.
Women with husbands, however, are a different matter: while
the social welfare system is willing to make a contribution for
their upkeep, it must not interfere with a man's responsibility
to provide for his spouse and family. Thus, he. usually
receives the payment for both of them and his is the larger
share.

The failure to change this can be traced to policy makers'
reluctance to tackle problems of inequalities within families.
In this way, ~e traditional family structure is protected and a
woman remains dependent on her husband. So, the state
?perates above all to protect family responsibilities and will
mtervene between a woman and her husband, and from now
on between cohabiting women and men, only as a last resort: .
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MY ALPHABET

Mona

A is for anger which I feel a lot of
B is for bored which I sometimes feel
C is for children of which I have two
D is for drink which I sometimes do
E is for eagerness I feel now and then
F is for frustration
G is for giving it works both ways
H is for husband I only have one (Thank God)
I is for Ireland my home country
J is for jewels that I would love to own
K is for knitting which I would love to learn
L is to try to learn a lot more
M is for myself
N is for try to say 'No' more often
o is for optimistic .
P is for pleasing people
Q is for quietness
R is for regrets I have a small few
S is for try to say sorry when I should
T is for trying .
U is for uptight .
V is for venison the meat from the deer
W is for washday .
X is for Xmas which I love so much
Y is for the youth of tomorrow
Z is for the zoo where the animals live.

FIrst published in Womenwrue. Dublin: Lourdes Youth and ..
Conununity Training.. .
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WOMEN'S ACCESS TO EDUCATION, HOUSING AND
LEGAL SERVICES

EDUCATION
( I

.. i '. I
Access to Education . i I ..
Education should be thought of as a;resource, one of the most
valuable of all. Education gi~es acc,ess to better life chances,
to job opportunities, to different ways of thinking and also to
new images of ourselves. Ehtry to most jobs nowadays is
strictly ,controlled by certificates [and qualifications.. It is
)lardly an exaggeration to liken educational institutions to job
placement agencies. This isa relatively recent role for
education: up to the 1960s family! assets, such as land or a
business,.had a much.bigge~ influence on the career paths of
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It advances our understanding ofpoverty to have it
described not as a set of symptoms diagnosed in
certain kinds of people (those suffering from ill­
health, old age, dark skin), but as a result of the.
mechanisms that govern the distribution ofnational
wealth so that certain people are a priori excluded
from the race.(78)

Another very important factor influencing quality of life is
access to public services. Such services are provided by the
state to protect citizens and improve the quality of their lives.
Education prepares people for work, housing provides
accommodation and legal services give people access to their
rights. These services are vitally important in shaping
people's lifestyle and their future life chances. Without
education, for instance, the chances of getting awell-paid job
are slim. In theory, the Irish public services guarantee the
right ofaccess to everyone, especially those on low incomes.
In practice, however, people can slip through the. net and the
quality of the service received varies.

( ~

.,, .
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young people. Achievements in educational participation in
Ireland h~ve. been considerable: about 60% of young people
now remllln m school up to the end of second-level education.
However, the kind of education they receive varies very much
by social class and sex.

Class Differences in Education
~lass di~ferences show themselves in many ways: for
1Ostance, m the type of school attended - children from lower
income backgrounds are highly represented in vocational
schools, while almost all middle class children attend
secondary schools; in the age at leaving school - children
from poorer backgrounds spend a shorter time in school than
middle class children and' many children from poorer
backgrounds drop out of the school system early. Roughly
abo~t a third of ~ls. and a half ?f boys never sit the Leaving
Certificate exanunatlon. According to official sources, about
6,~ Y0!1ng people l~ave· school each year without any
qU~ificatlons, and up to 4,ooq more attempt and fail to get a
certificate. Boys.outnumber grrls here but most early leavers
share one characteristic: their low income backgrounds. With
~1x;>ut .10% of children le~ving school without qualifications,
It IS httle wond<:r that literacy d!fficulties m;e· widespread:
ne.lI!ly 1OO!OOO Irish people are estimated officJalIy.to require
tuItion m ~teracy, and the real number may behigher.(79) For
the unqualIfied school leavers jobs are unlikely to exist since
the number of unskiIled jobs is falling all the time. The earlier
one leaves sc:hool the greater the chances of'ending. up
unemployed - m one study three and half times more of those
who had left school without any exam were unemployed than
people with a Leaving Certificate.(80) Having at least one
exam halves the odds of being unemployed one year after
leaving schooI.(8l) . " .

Although differences have lessened since 'free edilcation'
was introduced in 1967, social class differences remain.
Ireland concentrated on removing financial barriers to
education but true equality means two things: equal access to
and equal treatment in education once within the system.
Equal access does not exist here because some schools and
some types of education cost more than others; As the cut­
backs bite deeper, school staffing and fundirigare being
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affected, especiaIly schools in poorer areas which have
difficulty raising funds privately. Examination fees are now
expensive (eg £35 for the Leaving Certificate and £200 to
repeat it), as are books and uniforms. Some second-level
schools h~ve. i~troduc~d 'vol,untary' charges. The pupil­
teacher ratio IS 1Ocreas1Og, gUIdance and remedial services
which are vital to many children from poor backgrounds are
being cut back, and vocational preparation and training
alIowances for some students have been eliminated. These
changes can only worsen the class differences in access to
education. People with money can adapt by buying tuition
and education privately for their children.

Nor is there equal treatment across schools because second­
level education is dominated by private secondary schools
which have more resources and draw their pupils from better­
off backgrounds than other schools. Differences are even
greater at third-level: the higher up one's parents are on the
class hierarchy the greater one'schances of going to colIege
and especially to university. Over half of all new students at
third-level i~ 1986 came from five social class groups (mainly
the .professlOns, employers and managers and salaried
employees), and a further 20% were from farming
families.(82) Only 1% of colIegeentrants had fathers who
worked in an, unskilled manual job and 2.5% were from
families on the next rung in the hierarchy - semi-skiIled
manual. Looked at over time, tIie education system has been a
major vehicle through which privilege, and poverty, are
passed on. from generation to generation. The children of the
better ?ff (ie those with land and:other. property and the
profeSSIOnal classes) have.· benefited most from increased
public spending on education'. Th~ iresu1t:'a virtual upper
class monopoly of theaavantages that depend on
education'.(83) . ;; ., .

Sex Differences in Education! i .
The education received' by th'e 60,000 girls and boys who
leave se~ond-level educati?n eac,h year still differs in many
~ays .. FITSt, more.of the girls Will ~ave attended single sex
and secon~ary schools. AIthollgh co~education is increasing,
46% of second-level schools are stiIl single sex, and more so
for girls thanfor boys. Attending different schools can mean a. "; . .
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different emphasis in education because so many factors vary
from school to school: the choice of available subjects, the
ethos of the school, the attitudes of teachers, encouragement
to pursue different subjects and careers. Boys' schools in
Ireland are more' achievement oriented and more specialised,
concentrating their seniors into one or two areas such as
science and commerce.(84) Girls' schools, on the other hand,
are far more likely to offer a variety of subjects, teaching
some of this, some of that, although focusing on the so-called
'girls' subjects'.

This leads to a second difference between boys and girls:
they study and do their examinations in quite different
subjects. The 'girls' subjects'are home economics, art, music,
and to some extent languages and business organisation;
science (apart from biology) and the technical subjects
(technical drawing, engineering, building construction) are
'boys'subjects'. In this way, girls and boys are choosing or
being directed towards quite different life paths.. The very
general and non-technical subjects chosen by the girls steer
them away from the well-paying, expanding areas of work
such as computers and technology, while it is to these very
areas that boys are being directed. . . .

Girls as a group out-perform boys at second-level but this
advantage is not translated into well-paying jobs and careers.
Why? Part of the reason is that fewer women go onto
university or other higher education colleges, even though
more girls than boys complete the Leaving Certificate. In
1986 48% of new entrants to third-level education 'were

. women, even though girls. make up over half of those who
complete the Leaving Certificate.(85) And women go to
different kinds of colleges, especially the teacher training
colleges, whereas the Royal College of Surgeons, the
Regional Technical Colleges and the two newest universities,
Dublin City University and the University of Limerick
(formerly the National Institutes for Higher Education), have
far greater numbers ofmen. Women also pursue different
courses at college: they mainly .doarts, science and .
commerce. Only a quarter of all women entering college in
1986 were studying for the most rapidly expanding job area
of all " science and technology.- compared with 56% ofmen.
These sex differences are reflected in degree patterns.
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Sex differences are stronger at the lower end of the socio­
economic scale. Upper class girls are more likely to have a
choice of subjects and to be encouraged to go for non­
traditional careers. However, girls' education is different from
boys' in all social classes. Not one but a number of factors
push girls towards traditional subjects. The most crucial is
their own selection process: girls elect to study traditional
subjects.(86) Their choice is often very limited however:
schools provide certain subjects only and these are allocated
in a particular way with conditions usually set by the school
for studyi~g each s~bject. So, the P?ss~bilities for gi;ls to take
non-traditional subjects are often lmuted. The notion of the
'hidden curriculum' has been used to explain how sex and
other differences are reproduced in schools.(87) Schools pass
on far more than just what is in the text book. In preparing for
adult roles, they also shape attitudes and values and help to
form self-image. Educational experience can either give self­
confidence and a belief in one's own ability or it can
undermine self-esteem.

Think of the average child's schooling: Her or. his first
experience of school, especially if fro~ a low income family,
is likely to be at primary school. Publicly funded nursery or
pre-school facilities are very limit~ in Ireland, even t)1ough
they are recognised elsewhe~e as a VItal first step for chl1dre~.
In Ireland children usually only go to nursery or pre~schoollf
their parents can pay for them. On entering primary school
and certainly for the first few year~,the child will be taught or
'minded' by a woman teacher - women outmimber men by
three to one in the primary teaching profession, but men
usually teach the higher classes. For the youn~ child the
association between mother and \woman teacher IS a strong
one. As the child moves up through the primary school she or
he will come across even more powerful role models: junior
teachers will be women but senior teachers 'and almost all
principals will be men - men are! five times more likely than
women to be promoted to primiu-y school principal. So the
child sees men as the authority figures. This link continues up
to third-level where only 5% of the seniorlecturlng staff are
women.(88) The lIlessage being transmitted throughout is that
men have the power and make ithe decisions which women
canyout. . . .';. .
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The link between men and authority is reinforced in other
ways as well. In school text books, for example, it has been
found that: (1) women are often invisible, (2) when they do
appear women are in low status or 'second rate' jobs, (3)
there is an over-riding emphasis on women's domestic
role.(89) School texts usually depict white, middle class
lifestyles and opportunities as well. In addition, many of the
subjects girls study, even if they are by their own choice,
reinforce a secondary role for women. What is domestic
science after all if not primarily a preparation for home and
marriage?

.While some change is certainly occurring, powerful
conservative forces still exist. One such force is the link
between catholicism and schooling. In Ireland there are no
state-run schools at primary level - primary schools are
privately run by an individual board of management, although
totally state-funded. The catholic influence is strong in that
the local parish priest or curate usually chairs the board of
management in the majority of schools, and so has control
over the recruitment of staff and the general running of the
school. The Constitution places the state's responsibility for
education third after the family and 'private and corporate
educational initiative'. So the majority .of secondary schools
(64%) are owned and controlled by either nuns, brothers or
priests, even though they are almost totally state-funded. This
closely links catholic values with educational content, Such
values not only inform religion classes but are also
incorporated into the school ethos. Catholic values emphasise
women as mothers - with Mary as the model - endorsing such
values as obedience, chastity, deference and femininity.
Through these and other influences, girls may acquire
different academic expectations to boys, particularly in areas
which are seen as the male domain - maths,. science,
technology. These expectations prevent girls from taking
these subjects or, when they do, they may impede their
performance.

Adult Education
If women want to pursue further education later on, cost can
often be a barrier. Adult education courses, forjnstance,
usuallycost at least £20 - a third of the weekly income ofa
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woman on unmarried mother's al!owance: The cost to 0e
student is being pushed up as publIc spendmg cut-backs .bite
deeper - AONTAS (National Associatio~ of Adult Educan?n)
estimated that the average cost of attendlOg an adult educanon
course in Ireland increased by about 30% between 1986 and
1987.(90) It comments: .

Because of the high cost of the courses, the poor
and generally disadvantaged members of £?ur
society are being excluded from adult educatIOn.
They are the people with the greatest need, who
would benefit most from participation. . Most
deplorable of all is the reduced access to lzteracy
schemes throughout the country.

Other barriers besides cost al~o exist: f~w adult c.:d~cati?n
courses provide a creche for instance, and If rou are :>0 SOCIal
welfare only very limited further educanon..opnons are
possible. So.adult education open~.up o~portumnes for some
people more than others. It especIally dlsadvant~ges women
and men from poorer backgrounds. . . . '. .... .. . .'

The social welfare system. makes It very ~Ifficult .for
claimants to participate in educati~n. I,f you are m edu~anon

.you are not considered· to be avatlable for. work, and
therefore unemployment payme~ts are stopped.}'herels one
very limited scheme, the Educanonal Oppo~mnes S~heme,
which allows claimants.to;study for an educanonal cer,nficate,
but it operaiesin only two areas of the country and m 1989
only fifty-seven peoplea!e benefiting fr~~ it. .. In any case,
recipients of 'women's schemes'i are not ehgtble.

, i
i

HOUSING

Access to Housing Services .! ... . .
In Ireland owning. your home ~s consldere? very Important.
With about 78% of homes ~wner-occupled, most people
achieve .that ambition ~. far II;l0re than mother European
countrit:s;Norwaycomes clos.crstwith a~ut 67% of. people
owmng their homes. A very hIgh proportion oftheb.ish also
own their homes outright, 47% of all households m 1987,
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which means that they do not have a mortgage.(91) Many of
these are helped to buy their homes by tax relief on mortgage
interest and the substantial grants and subsidies to house
buyers (in 1987 the govemment subsidy to owner-occupiers
in tax reliefs and other measures was £218m, the subsidy to
local authority tenants was £194m).(92) So the private home-

. owners benefit substantially from public money spent on
housing: you have to be able to afford a mortgage to get the
tax relief and the higher your rate of tax the greater the
saving. Property is one of the main forms in which wealth is
held and created in Ireland, yet taxes on property are almost
non-existent.

Just over a fifth of Irish people do not have the opportunity
or do not want to buy their own homes: they are either renting
from local authorities or from private landlords (about 12%
and 10% respectively of all dwellings in 1981). Far fewer
women than men own their homes. Until recently, financial
insititutions were reluctant to give a house purchase loan to a
woman on her own. A mortgage is beyond thereach of the
vast majority of low income people - the average income of
those borrowing from building societies and banks in 1986
was £11,900, at that time the average payment to an
unemployed household with two children was £4,095 a year.
Women's incomes were even lower.

Despite the general rise in housing standards,
certain groups have benefited little, or not at all, :
from the general improvement in housing
conditions over the past decade vr so. This is
indicated by the stagnation, or even deterioration,
in housing conditions which has occurred among
those with the poorest quality of dwellings or with
none at all. There has been an increasing disparity
between the quality of housing' services enjoyed by
most households, and those obtained by those at the
bottom end ofthe housing market.(93)

Relying on local authority or private renting can. lead to
difficulties. In the private sector for instance, the. tenant has
few or no rights: rents are largely uncontrolled,.there is no
obligation to provide a rent book, one is entitled to a lease
only after twenty .years'continuollsoccup.ation, and

frequently the accommodation is in poor condition. There is
little official scrutiny of either the conditions or the char~es
for this rented accommodation. Nor do people ~entlDg
privately get tax subsidies, although some get help Wlth rent
through the Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA). The
use of this scheme for help with rent and mortgages has shot
up since the beginning of the 1980s: ne,arly 9,000 people had
to get this form of help from the SWA m 1987, whereas only
about 1,300 received this help in 1980.(94) . .

The existence of public rent or mortgage subSIdies has not
eliminated local authority rent arrears - an avera&~ of~O%.of
tenants were in arrears among five local authonnes m Inld­
1988.(95) You have to have a very low income to get SVfA
assistance with rent and people with mortgages only receIve
assistance with the interest part of the repayments. S~ the tru.e
number of people who have serious difficulty paymg theIr
rent or mortgage is unknown. . .

Women rearing children on their own hav~ pamcular
housing difficulties. Single parent households, whlch.are only
a tenth of all households, made up 20% of those on the local
authority housing waiting lists in 1987. They~ .often forced
to rent privately because they' are a low pnonty for. l??al
authority housing which in Ireland has fayoured large f~hes
and the elderly. When more.public.housm¥ became availab~e
over the past few years, especially ID Dubhn, women on therr
own with children, single women and homeless women were
housed in increasing numbers. However, they were gen~rally
moved into low demand areas. For example, over a th~d?f
'homeless' people housedlin one large suburb. of DublIn m
the last six months of 1986 were ,women parennng ~~n~.(9~)
Problems in low demand areas include poor faclhnes m
shopping, . playgrounds and public services. Fewer ~hops
means higher prices, while a la:k of play :rreas keeps children
arOund the home all day.~ Mamtenance IS ano~er problem.
With the cut-backs in spending to local authonnes.m recent
years, maintenance budgets h~v~ ;been redu.ced. It IS women
who suffer. most from' ill-mamtamed housmg because they
spend more time !han ~the~ fa,mily members in the hoIl1e.
And, of course; Isolanon IS also a .problem :for women,
especially those rearing children on therr own, Wlthout central
leisure facilities, adequate transport, and so on.

,
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The conditions in which travellers live are very poor. Half of
all travellers are without either· piped water, a toilet or
electricity.(97) The conditions in houses or chalets are usually
better than this but a sizeable proportion of travellers on
serviced sites are without piped water (22%) or a toilet (38%),
while nearly all are without electricity. Roadside travellers
have the worst living conditions: all but a tiny minority are
deprived of all basic amenities. A recent report commented:

No amount ofromanticism about the freedom of the
open road can gainsay the vital fact that Irish
Travelling people payfor their style oflife and their
low status in Irish society with levels of illness and
deprivation long since thought intolerable in
European societygenerally.(98)

Poor services cause special hardship for traveller women.
There is very little emergency accommodation available for

women who have to leave home because of violence. This is
happening to a much greater extent nowadays and women are
forming an increasing proportion of the homeless, along with
young people. In 1988,413 out of a total of 961 people living
in hostels for the homeless in Dublin were women- most had
left home because of violence. Most of the provision.that
exists is for men and a lot of the available accommodation
(mostly hostels, many ofthem very old and in poorconditiori)
is not suitable for the needs of women and children. In
February 1988 hostels providing emergency accommodation
in Dublin for women and children had un occupancy rate of
162%. In one hostel 16 women and children shared one room
to cook, eat, sleep and spend their daytime hours.(99) _

The full extent of homelessness among women is unknown
bufit is likely to grow among both women and men in the
future as the house building programmes of local authorities
come to a virtual standstill. Only an estimated 1,000 new
local authority. houses were completed in 1988 (compared
with around 5,800 per year over the previous ten years) and
only around 100 new.houses were planned to be started in
1988. Put this alongside the fall that has occurred in private'
rented accommodation and the rise in waiting lists for public
hoilsing and another houshig crisis looks to be looming..
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LEGAL SERVICES
.

Access to the Law and Legal Services , ., .
The law is often thought of as 'out there, as an en?ty w.l1ch
does not touch everydar lives. ~nd y~t tht: l~w mtelVe~es
often influencing especIally relationshIps wIthm the famIly.
Marriage is, after all, a c~ntract whi~h is le~allr binding and
carries with it econOmIC and SOCIal obhganons betv.:een
partners and towards their children. T.his side of m~age
tends to be overlooked, usually surfacmg when a. mamage
breaks down. Then, the questions of custody, mamten~ce,
ownership and division of property that arise show mamage
at heart to be an economic and legal relatio~ship. .

Legal services are one of the most expensIve servIces of all.
Some of the top legal representatives charge more than
£1,000 a day for their services. Following.the ~uropean C~>Urt
of Human Rights' ruling in 1979 that Josle AIrey had a nght
to legal representation even thou~h she could ~o~ pay for. a
private solicitor, the Government mtroduced a clVll l~gal aId
scheme. This scheme operates through twe~ve full-time ~aw
centres (six of which are in Dublin) and eIghteen part-nme
centres. The service is inadequate to meet the need for legal
aid; Some areas are totally without a service and some ~entres

have to be regularly closed to the public to catch up WIth the
backlog of work. The Legal Aid Board estimates that at least
thirty-three fullctime centres would be required to meet the
demand. Apart from inadequate staff and reso~ces, o~e type
of law dominates: over 97% of the case work IS famIly law.
Areas not covered inClude social welfare and other appeals,
consumer law, housing-related matters, criminal law. The
legal aid services are not in fact free,. all users have to make a
contribution, the minimum charge bemgbetween.£10 and £1.5
per client. Apart from the Legal Aid Board servIces, there IS
very little option· for low income people: the C?Olock
Community Law Centre serves part of the north SIde of
Dublin city and the Free, Legal Advice. <;entres. (FlAC) '.
operate limited services on a voluntary ~asls m Dubhn, Cork,
Galway and Dundalk. ' .

Far more women than men rely on the 'free' legal servIces.
Of those who received advice and representation t!'0J? the
Legal Aid Board in 19~6, 83% were women. Slml1arly,
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women are the major users of the Coolock Community Law
Centre: of a sample of its cases over the last thirteen years,
twice as many cases were brought by women. And yet there
are women who cannot afford to get legal representation:
'15% of a sample of women seeking maintenance orders from
their husbands in the Dublin area had no legal representation
in court (only 12% had a solicitor through the civil legal aid
scheme).(lOO) Apart from money,people on low incomes
may be distanced from legal services by factors such as their
own lack of confidence, the complexity of legal language and
the physical remoteness of legal services from their own
communities. '. ..

So, the poor's access to the most vitiII public services,
education; housing and the law, is not guaranteed and in many
ways these services reinforce differences between people,
especially women and men, rather than breaking them down.
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SHE IS NOT AFRAID OF BURGLARS

Rita Ann Higgins

It's lunchtime
and he's training the dog again.
He says to the dog in a cross voice
"Stay there"
The dog obeys him.

. When he goes home
he forgets to leave the cross voice
in the green where he trains the dog
and spits out unwoven troubles
that won't fit in his head.

He says to his wife,
"Stay there" .

. His.wife obeys him. ,.... ..' . '. .
She sees how good he is with the dog
and how the dog obeys his cross voice.

She boasts to the locals;
"I would never be afraid of burglars
with my hU,sband iri the house".

The locals, bursting for news, ask her" .
"Why wouldyou never be afraid of burglars'

. with your husbandin the house?" .' .

She calls ameeting at EYre Square
for half three that Saturday. . .....
Standing on a chilir, wiping her hands'
on her apron, sh~ explaips. .

Oneday, she say~, in a cross voice,
"the dog disobeyed my:husband

. and my husband beat him across the head
with a whip made fromhorse.hair..'. ,

. ", .' ,J.:: -;. ·c,.·'

. That is why I ani ilot afrajdof burglars ,.'.
with my husband in the house" . .

, " . ~ '. ~., . ,:' ,'l. .' I,i ~ , -. '

First published in WlIch in lire Bushes~Galway. .
Salmon Publishing, 198.8.
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6

POVERTY DAMAGES WOMEN'S HEALTH

From a health perspective rather than a medical
one it is health institutions which are peripheral,
and women, as mothers, carers, providers offood,
organisers of safety, and negotiators are the ones
who play the most central role.(101) .

Health is a recurrent theme in women's conversations about
poverty. lll-health and poverty are seen to go hand in hand.
Eating the same low-cost food eventually affects your health.
A permanently inadequate diet, in some cases with bread,
cornflakes and tea as staples, does not make for healthiness.
Nor does living in poorly-maintained housing, often damp
and overcrowded. Cutting back on food and fuel over a long
period of time, combined with the stress· of managing an
inadequate income, sooner or later takes its toll on women's
he!l1th. It is not easy to get women· io talk about their own
health - usually their first concern is for the health· of their
children, partners, parents, friends, and so on. Only with
much probing will women talk about the effects of poverty on
their own health. While health has become a major political
issue with the recent spending cut-backs, women have been
especially affected. Reducing public. spending on health
increases women's unpaid work because they· are almost
~lways the 'community carers'. Women living on low
mcomes are the most affected of all.

The gap in information is mirrored at an official level as
well. The available statistics.measure hospital treatment· and
mortality and morbidity rates mainly. Very little is still known
about women's health. One review concluded:

We had expected to find in existence a large
accepted body of knowledge and theory about the
actual health status of women· and the factors
affecting it positively and negatively;·a body of
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knowledge around which people could work away,
adding a bit here, changing a bit there, and
generally extending the terrain of the known.
Instead, the scene was more like a vast sea of
ignorance dotted with a number of isolated islands
of information around which hypotheses were built.
(102)

..
While there is some information on what kills the Irish and
how hospitalisation is used, we have little sense of how well
people are and what are their health needs. Feeling out of
sorts, being dissatisfied or unhappy never gets to be a health
statistic. The medical profession's priorities are reflected in
the information made available by official sources and. the
treatment received. Women from .low income. and. other
backgrounds have been critical of this and other aspects· of
health care.(103) .. > .•.

Women's Critique of Conventional.Medicine. .
Control over their own health is of increasingconcem to
women, with relationships with medicine· and the medical
profession being especially criticised: . . .

... over the past one hundred and fifty years or so,
doctors on both sides of the Atlantic. have
successfully 'medicalised' a ,number of human

.phenomeniJ ranging from madness to childbirth,
suchthat, supported by the lal!', doctors have now
.almost a complete monopoly over the management
oftheseevents.(I04) i ..

I
.t , ,

Medicalisation has meant !control. by men· because, as in
other areas, women are llu'gely excluded from decision­
making in health: doctors and consultants and other authority
figures are predominantly men. Medicalisation has' had two
·very serious consequences·for women:
.' :, _ ' .' " . " :l , J

* it has meantthat reproductive he'aIth, and a particular view
,. of it, has domiI,lated,. underemphasising .other aspects of
health and espeCially the health of older women: . '
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* women have been rendered powerless and dependent on a
dominantly male medical profession.

Because we do not define our own healthiness, we may not
always even recognise ill-health in ourselves. When women
living on very low incomes are asked about their health
tiredness, fatigue and headaches are frequently mentioned:
These are not illnesses so conventional medical treatment the
usual if not the only type available through the public h~alth
system, is inappropriate. We have been taught to jUdge our
healthiness in medical terms, by such yardsticks as the
number of visits to GPs, medicines, and so on. Similarly,
many of the health problems experienced exclusively or "
mainly by women -, such as period pains, cystitis, problems
with contraception, post-natal depression - are either under­
researched or not taken seriously by doctors. For example
over 60% of women are believed to suffer from one or mor~
of the symptoms of Pre-Menstrual Syndrome (PMS) with' I:
10% experiencing them as.a problem (105), and yet so little is
known about the condition that few women get relief. Health
has also become compartmentaiised - more often than not
being divorced from the environment ~so the symptoms
rather than the cause may be dealt with. The ready
pr~scri.ption.oftranquillisers ~s ~ particularly good example of
thiS onentation. Many prescnptions are handed out each year
to women suffering from the effects of poverty - poor
housing, mental and physical iIl-health, undernoUrishment
domestic violence. Ifpoverty is the cause, then dealing with it
is integral to improving healthiness.

Women's Approaches to Change, ,
Wo~en from differeI!t clas~es are increasingly active in trying
to discover .and reclaim theIr healt.h; For example, the topic of
health dOlIllnated the many meettngs held by women in the
lead-up to the National Tribunal on Women's Poverty on 30
September/1 October 1988. A seminar on health organised by
the Council for the Status of Women in February 1988
attracted more than 500 women. '
. Three main approac~es to change have been used by women
m Ireland. The first IS to set up' self-help and development
groups and activities to provide information and support to
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women around their health needs. Aspects of women's health
hidden in conventional medicine are raised and discussed:
sexuality, lesbian health and well-being, women and AIDS,
assertiveness, the health effects of abortion and reproductive
technologies.

A second approach has been to question the authority of the
medical profession and its consequences for women. The
paternalistic way that many doctors treat women has become

, an issue among women's groups. Assertive women in poor
communities are particularly questioning doctors' readiness
and capacity to understand their lives in poverty and therefore
to comprehend the nature of their ill-health. Among the issues
raised at the 1988 women's seminar on poverty was the
failure of the medical profession to treat the underlying
condition, rather than the symptoms.(106) The conventional
doctor-patient relationship was also criticised. Many
examples were given of doctors' insensitive and patriarchal
treatment of women patients: using complex terminology
without explanation, discussing a woman's condition with
someone else (even her husband) without acknowledging her
presence. One woman decided that she had had enough when
the doctor insisted on addressing her and many other women
patients as 'mammy'. Women's powerlessness, because of
their lack of assertiveness, their lack of access to either
another doctor or to alternative medicine was a central theme
at this seminar. This theme was repeated' at a subsequent
workshop on women's health' - along with the scarcity of
comprehensive information about women's health and, the
social and economic factors :that reduce women's health
choices.(107) The potential'of alternative medicines is also
being explored by women, but because of high cost, and the
difficulty,of getting information about them, alternative forms
of medicine are not often available to women living on low
incomes. '

The third general strategy for change has centred on a
woman's right to reproductive control over her own body.
Health has been the issue which has mobilised the largest
numbers of Irish women during the last twenty years.,At the
beginning, access. to contraception and services for women
abused through sexual or other forms of violence, dominated.
Very imaginative strategies (who will forget the contraceptive

. • I .
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train to Belfast in May 19711)(108) - were used to highlight
women's lack of choice in health care 'and especially in
relation .to reproduction. Subsequently, women themselves
be~~e mvolved in health provision - services like the Rape
CriSIS Centres, the Family Planning Clinics and the Women's
Aid Refuges being set up and run on a voluntary basis. Today
the~ services still rely significantly on voluntary labour and
funding. The most recent activity around women's right to
choose was centred on abortion. Up to 1983 and the time of
the !Cferendum on the eighth amendment to, the Constitution
(which gave the foetus full right to life), abortion was nota
very public issue among women in Ireland. However' as well
as being debated arden~y a~ the time, women's 'right to
choose has been anongomg Issue, and especially following
the ~988 .Hamilto~ judgement on the unconstitutionality of
making mformatlon about abortion, in other countries
available to women in Ireland. ,',.. ,

THE LINKS BETWEEN WOMEN'S POVERTY
AND HEALTH'

The available evidence from the Department of Health shows
major improvements in the Irish population's health since the
Second World War. Adult mortality rates have fallen
considerably.(from 12.3 in 1961 to 8.8 in 1987). The infant
mortali!y rate in. 1986 was 8.7 (per 1,000 live births),
c~mp:mng well With most of our European neighbours and
Wl~ ItS 1961 level of30.5. Maternal mortality. rates are also
fal1mg: 4 women died in childbirth in 1986 giving a maternal
mortahty rate .o~ 6.5 (per 100,~0 li.ve births). People

'generally are hvmg longer, healthier lives. However the
official statistics and other information,w~en aVailable: also
demonstrate ~at there is a relationship between women's
poverty and Ill-health. A recent review of health issues in
Ire1an~ says: Wome!! in the. lower socio-~conomic groups are
at a disadvantage In relation to health, both in employment
and in home duties.(109) '.-. . '". "
The.mainkno~health il!-effect~ experienced by womenon

Iow mcomes, mcompanson With other women, are as
follows:' . .
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Women Living on Low Incomes

* Shorter life span
* Higher risk of depression
* More health hazards in the home and at work
* Higher risk of violence
* Greater risk of illness
* More likely to smoke
* Less informed about preventive health
* Less access to and choice of contraception
* More of their babies die as infants .
* Larger numbers of children
* Less choice of health service.

1. Life Span and Physical Health
Life expectancy is a well-used measure of health - we can
expect to live longer as improvements in medical technology,
higher standards of living, and so on lengthen average life
span. Women have always lived longer than men and
continue to do so: women born in Ireland in 1982 could
expect to live for five and a half years more than men - to
75.6 years as against 70.1 years for men. Irish women's
greater life expectancy over men is small by international
standards - women here have yet to reach the life span of our
European neighbours, apan from the Portuguese.(110) Since
life expectancy decreases with;lowering income, women who
are poor live shorter; lives .than more affluent women.
Travellers' life expectancy is little more than half that of the
rest ofthe population. j

Living to old age; has' serious health and financial
implications. As people: age, they become more vulnerable to
illness and disability. For instance, women are a majority
(65%) of those in long stay geriatric units (over 9,000 women
in 1985).(111) According to the Census, elderly women are,
also more likely to live. alone, thereby increasing their risk of
poverty. If one has lived on lo~ income throughout one's life,
hardship and poverty are mor~ likely in old age. So, _women
who are. now poor are unlikely to have any personal savings
or other resources as they age which will reduce their options
for care. '

When women die,it is likely to be from heart disease,



2. Mental Illness

... the figures Tnay be said to show more about
psychiatry than ~he)' do about women.(118) '.'

Stress is a term that i~ increasingly used nowadays to describe
the conditions under which many people live their lives.
Women are increasingly pressurised - in employment, in
school, in the home ito compete for the highest standards of
hygiene and cooking, in relationships to be more attractive,
thinner, and so on. Pressure shows itself in different ways.

Women are especially vulrierable to depression, particularly
when living on low incomes: 18% of women in one poor
community in Dublin were estimated to beat risk of
depression.(119) Poverty, h,ousing difficulties an~ th~ fact that
they have less control .then men over their hves and
relationships. are all contributory factors to mental ill-health

work are either not covered or are inadequately covered by
protective legislation. '.'

Women working in the home - a place not usually associated
with health hazards - are particularly at risk.(114) Poverty
damages relationships and women (along with their children)
often bear the brunt of this. Male violence is one of the main
health hazards in the home. So home is not always a safe.
place. While there are no definite figures on the extent of
violence in the home, it seems to be quite widespread. In
1987, for instance, there were over 3,500 applications for
barring orders to the courts (of which 44% were successful).
A study of women in refuges found that over half had been
beaten either on a daily or weekly basis (115), while other
research on women in a poor community in Dublin found that
30% had experienced violence, with depression as one of the
consequences.(116) Home becomes especially dangerous to
health when it is in poor condition, exposing' people, and
women especially, to dampness and cold. Work in the home,
along with many women's jobs, has many of the
characteristics associated with stress: monotony and
repetition, underutilisation of skills, low status, no monetary
reward.(117) Add to this the very long hours worked and it is
little wonder that depression is associated with full-time work
in the home. .
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cancers, strokes or breathing-related diseases. Women are
more prone than men to strokes and other diseases of the
blood vessels and they are also more likely to die from
pneumonia and other breathing-related diseases. Cancers are
an increasing cause of death here, for both women and men
(although we still have fewer deaths from cancer than most of
our European neighbours). Cancers killed over 20% of all the
women who died in 1987, although women die from different
cancers than men: breast cancer was the cause of a fifth of
women's deaths from cancer in 1987 (killing 589 women) and
cervical cancer killed a further 65 women. The highest risk
cancer for women is cancer of the breast,(112) Stomach and
lung cancer are the most widespread cancers among men.
Irish women's health compares unfavourably with women
from other European countries. Along with women from parts
of Britain, Irish women have the highest death rate from heart
disease of all the EC countries - men's death rates from heart
disease are also very high - and we also have higher than
average levels of lung cancer and 'cancer of the colon. .,.

Although little information is available on how income
group affects death rates, Irish patterns are likely to be much
the same as those of other countries where less money means
poorer health. The Black report, one of the most famous
investigations of health, found very wide differences in health
by social class in Britain in the late 1970s. 'Material
deprivation' was the major source of health inequalities.
Existing health services in Britain were said to be, widening
rather than narrowing the health divide. . : .

What Makes Women Ill?
Marriage is the flippant answer - marriage seems to protect
men from mental illness while increasing the risk for women.
However, it is more complex than this. Women's occupations
have to be taken into account·first of all. Many employed
women work in jobs with health hazards - think oLVisual
Display Units (VDUs) in. office work, the chemical
preparations used in hairdressing, laundry work, dry cleaning,
and so on.(113) And much of women's work is very stressful'
- women clerical workers, for instance, .have a high risk of
coronary hean disease. Not only is very little known about the
effects of work-place hazards but most areas where women
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among women living on low incomes. Added to this is the
trauma of unemployment which is freque.ntly thought of i,n
relation to men only. Research says dlfferentIy:women s
mental health is significantly affected by their husband's
work situation, his unemployment increasing her distress,
even if she is herself employed.(120) .

Women's mental ill-health is different in nature, being more
hidden and more widespread, from that of men. It has long
been the case that more Irish men than women are
hospitalised for psychiatric illness. When illness is separated
from institutionalisation, the main difference between men
and women is the way their illnesses are dealt with or
managed by the medical authorities. Men have more of the
illnesses - schizophrenia, alcohol-related problems - for
which people in Ireland are hospitalised. So, Irish men,
especially those living: in rural, areas, have a ~igher rate of
being diagnosed as schlzophremc and of becorrung dependent
on specialist psychiatric services.(121) Depression, ~n the
other hand which is far more common among women IS less
visible and does not attract the same amount of medical or.
other attention as an illness like schizophrenia. This means
that women suffering from depression are less likely to be
rec'eiving any kind of treatment and are certainly less likely to
be hospitalised.

Women go to doctors (usually General Practit­
ioners) to relieve their psychological suffering
because there is no other treatment alternative,
They remain with the service becaUse the General
Practitioner does not have the ability to .solve
problems which are more social than medical in
nature and origin and this problem continues even .
if they are referred to specialist psychiatric
services.(122)

So, many women do. not ~ppear i~ me official statistics o~ are
persistent users of servIces whIch can only respondma
limited way to their neet;!s. Health need~often go. unmet.as
services based on a medical model aremcapable. of dealmg
with them.· .....
Fewer women thanmen are admitted topsychiatric hospitals
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l for treatment each year. However, such figures are not a full
statement about mental ill-health since many people are
treated as out-patients - almost 30,000 in 1985 : ortheymay
receive no treatment· at all. Women are hIgh users of
outpatient services where they existl alth!'ugh, because of
gaps in service, many women especIally m. rural ~as use
their local doctor for problems of depreSSIOn and
anxiety.(123) More detailed information on all forms of
psychiatric care confirms. a much smallergap between men
and women than the offiCIal figures show: more women than
men inDublin were receiving psychiatric tre~n.nentin 1982
and double the number of women were recelVlng treatment
for depression.(124)..·. .. . . .

Social class affects both the prevalence and treatment of all
kinds of mental illness. The lower income groups have a
greater chance of being diagnos.ed as m~n~lly unwel~ and of
being hospitalised for it: hospIlal admISSIon ~tes In 1984
were six times greater for those from unskilled manual
backgrounds than for employe~s and man~gers.(12S.) This
gap,. which is particul~ly hIgh for schlzophrema and
depression, is not decreasmg. . . . .

For many years· orthOdox med~cme: has .claImed, WIthout
strong evidence, that women s h~ghe~ prevalence of
depression and anxiet¥. was dl!e to ~ ~lologIcal weakness, an
inferiority, a genetic predIsposItIOn. Re.cen~ r.esear~h
contradicts this: when women· and men In slrrul:rr .hfe
circumstances in early adulthood: are compared ~ere IS ht~e
or no difference betweenthem.(126) As women s and men s
lives develop and mature, wom~n experi7nce mo~e. ~ental
distress and illness, particldarly ~hen working full-tIme ~n me
home. The sOCial conditions ofloW income women's hves.­
the fact that they work so hard .and for such l~ng hours, theIr
increasing poverty, the· conflicting· r!'les whIch they oft<:n
experience - have all added to theIr stress level. In thIS
situation, all women,butespecitilly thos~ on lower incomes
with young children, are a,t risk of depreSSIOn and other forms
of mental ill-health.· ,

., .' .'.' ~' .' .o: i"' - ..'.'
3: Greater RiskofPhY~icalll1ness .... .. .:... . ..
When poor, women's risk of· i!lness.· isincre~sed~y·many
factors. With regard topreventtve health care,for Instance,
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recent research by the EC found that 55% of Irish women
over the age of 15 said that they had never had a cervical
sm~ar test.(127) The numbers having regular smear tests
vaned from a quarter of women with a low educational level
to 43% of those with a high level of education. Smoking
among women, now known to be associated with a wide
range of illnesses, and especially heart disease and certain
cancers, is highest among women in the lower socio­
economic groups. Despite the risks, many women continue to
smoke and many young women are taking up the habit each
year. Recent figures show that almost as many women are
now smoking as men (close to a third of each sex) and that
~mokin.g amon~ younger, working-class women has been
mcreasmg consIstently. Almost double the number of people
in the lowest income brackets smoke (38% as against 22%
of the highest socio economic group).. '

Alcohol use and alcohol-related problems are also increasing [
among women. In the ten years to 1982, rates of alcoholism [.••:....
among men increased by 20%, according to Department of
Health statistics, while the rat~s among women grew by 56%.
In 1?84, 1,342 women receIved treatment in a psychiatric I
hospItal for alcohol-related problems. These statistics are not I
the whole picture because many alcohol-related problems are
not treated in hospital. If trends here follow those elsewhere
alc0!I0l-relat~ problems are. likely to grow among women:
particularly gIven the ambIValence about alcohol in our
culture. Alcohol-related problems have another side for
women as well. Since so many Irish men are heavy drinkers
~d have alcohol-related problems, many women have'to live
WIth the problems that result, shortage of money sometimes
violence, loss ofjob. . '.
. There are other ways in which women's risk of illness
~creases. They experi~nce a lot of pressure not to be ill ­
smce women do most, If not all, of the work within the home
chaos is likely to result when a woman is in bed ill. Singl~
parent families have no substitute for the mother or father. As
well as this disincentive, women tend toPU! the welfare of
other mem!Je~s of the family .~fore their own. This again
reduces theIr likelIhood of recelVlng proper care when ill.
. Information on preventiv.e. he~th is scareeamong low
mcome groups. Where nutntton Is.concemedfor instance,
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people in the upper income brackets are far better informed
about food values.(l28) Although in most classes women are
better informed, men's food preferences have a greater
influence on me food that is purchased. Lower income groups
also have less information on the dangers of smoking. .

4. Birth Control and Family Planning
Control over their own fertility has always been held out as a
vital condition of women's liberation. Progress on this in
Ireland has been very slow, despite the fact that so much of
women's effort and activity has been directed towards health.
Even' though women succeeded in providing much needed
services largely through their own effort and unpaid or low
paid .labour, the state has not committed itself to providing
essential services for women - £140,000 was spent by the
Department of Health under the heading 'family planning' in
1986, out ofa total health budget of £1.2 billion.

The use of medical contraceptives is very strictly controlled
by legislation: only non-medical contraceptives, such as
condoms, can be purchased freely in pharmacies (and this
only since 1985). Women on low incomes have a very limited
choice of contraception. No form of contraceptive is available
as such to women with medical cards, although the Pill can be
prescribed for other purposes; Launching its annual report for
1988, the Irish Family Planning Association (IFPA) said:

Womenfrom lower socio-economic groups have to
beg for medical services simply to exercise their
right to choose the number of children they have.
During 1988 alone, just under 12% of first time
attenders at IFPA centres had not the financial
means to exercise the! right to control their own
fertility. The IFPA are !particularlyconcerned that
many couples face unplanned pregnoncies simply
because they have no financial alternative.{129)

So if women on low incomes want contraceptives and if their
doctor is not prepared to break the law, they have to buy
them, even at the Family p;lanning.and Well Woman Clinics
where a visit to the doctor is required for contraceptives. This
situation prompted one local wom~n's group to declare:

. 'No' sex is safe sex'
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Women who are poor frequently have difficulty getting
information about different forms of contraception and
associated health risks. As a result the developments in family

. planning seem to have passed some women in lower income
groups by: one study found no increase in the uptake of
family planning services by women from poorer backgrounds
over the last five years.(l30)
Contraceptive practices reflect· the limited availability of
services and also catholic church teaching on family planning.
Over a quarter of 493 women surveyed in late 1985/early
1986 were using contraceptive methods with which they were
not satisfied.(131) Natural methods were the most often used
(by 35%), and also the most often regarded as unreliable. The
pill was the nextmost common form of contraception (33%).
While 84% did not wish to become pregnant, 7% of these
were not actively avoiding pregnancy and abstinence was the
only method used by a further 8%. Other research suggests
that rural women make less use of contraception, relying on
the natural, and more unreliable, methods.(132) This is hardly
surprising given their distance from family planning services
and the likelihood that contraceptives may not be supplied by
the local pharmacy(ies). . ..

Women's health options, especially their reproductive health
and choices, are in many cases out of their hands: the medical
profession and. health administrators have the control. In
Ireland, catholic values influence health service provision in a
major way. The majority'ofhospita:ls,which receive most of
their funding from the state,were founded and many continue
t6 be run by religious orders. A catholic ethos prevails in
these hospitals and Ethics Committees exist to ensure that
these values are upheld. So, it is the Committee, rather than ­
the individual physician and or the patient, which decides
appropriate treatment in many cases, especially in relation to
reproductive health. Many catholic hospitals will not perf0nll
sterilisations for example. And ofcourse; this lack of means
to control fertility is reflected in birth rates, which, while
falling, are still high by international standards.
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5. Women as Mothers .
Irish women, by international standards, have high num~rs

of children: the birth rate was 16.6 per 1,000 of the populanon
in 1987; compared with a French rate, the European coun!IY
nearest to us, of 13.9 in 1985. Other Euro1?ean countnes
actually have a declining popuhition. The bIrth rate here,
although high, is falling however: in 198~ it v.:as 21.8. The
traveller community has an extrem<:ly hIgh bIrth rate: t.he
average traveller woman ~ars ten chJ1dren. Althoug;h falffily
size is falling there are still very m~y v.:0men rearmg large
families - 13% of mothers who gave birth m 1987 alre~dy had
four or more children. There is· a class difference agam here:
women from poorer backgrounds h3Lve mor~ chil~n. .

The number of babies born outSIde marnage IS mcreasIDg,
reaching 10% of all births in. 1987. T~n years earlier Just 4%
of all babies were born outSIde marnage. Many babIes !x?rn
outside marriage are born to women fT?m I?wer. SOCIO­
economic backgrounds: 55% of al! no~-mantal bIrths ID .1983
were to mothers from seml-skJ11ed and uns.kl1led
backgrounds.(133) While not all of these women will. rear
their children' alone, a significant propo~ion of them wil! be
lone mothers and therefore run a high nsk of poverty sIDce
many are from low income backgrounds. Many are also very
young: 30% (nearly 2,000) were aged .19. or les~ in 1987,
according to Department of Health stanstlcs, whl1e 185 of
single mothers were aged 16 years or less. ..

There are good grounds for concern abo~t pre-l?ld.post­
natal care. A Department of Health Survey m 1981 IDdlcated
that 23% of mothers did not visit a doctor before the 16th
week of pregnancy and that some mothers did not attend
regularly for ante-natal: care:(134) Class differences e~erged
very clearly: the care iof sIDl!le mothers and those ID the
lowest income groups was partIcularly poor. Women from the
traveller community also make much le.ss use. of healt~ and
GP services during pregnancy and their bable.s are l!ghter
when born and have a higher than average nsk of mfant
mortality. One of ~e rpai~ ri~kfactors for maternal heal~ ­
poor nutrition - IS outSIde the control of t~e medlc~l

profession. The, situation of women ~n lov.:.mc~mes IS
especially worrying since these women s nutrltlon IS often
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inferior to that of other women.
Alongside th~sestatistics must·be placc:d !he fact that large

num~rs of Irish women travel to Bntain each year for
a~rtions. The numbers taking this option have increased very
rapidly over the last two decades: up to 4,000 women having
abortions in Britain each year give an Irish address. This
figure probably seriously undercounts the number of Irish
women h!'ving abo':lions - particularly since Irish women may
be less likely to give a home address following the eighth
amendment to the Constitution and the Hamilton judgement.
Contrary to po~ular belief, it is not teenagers but adult
women, from mamly urban areas, who find themselves in this
situation.(135) Many had not been using any form of
contraception when they became pregnant. .

. UNTITLED

. Heather,Brett .

.On the brink - again.
That old, familiar
prickling in my toes
that signifies no solid land ahead .
only the recognisable uncertainty
of thin air I've plummeted through before:

Evidence of my many escapades
are caught here, .
snagged by unforeseeable circumstance:
In some places the strips offlesh
are not quite withered,
the bloodstains, not quite dry

But here I stand·
poised on this overhang,
the sheer drop tantalising:
A kamikaze thought -
am I masochist orlemming? '. .

. Or do I pray that the glue on my .'
feathered wings will hold
and that this time, I will surely soar? .
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SOME ACTION FOR CHANGE IN THE 19805

Feminism for the 1990s must address itself and be
relevant to the needs and concerns of women of
different classes and social situations, resisting the
temptation to blur the edges, to sink our differences.
We have always known that we draw strength from
our unity, in the 1990s let us gain our inspiration
from our diversity.{136)

Women generally have been active at many .levels since the
re-emergence, of the women's movement in Ireland in the
early 1970s. The issues raised by women during this time
have become so much a part of public debate in Ireland today
that we tend to take them for granted., Equal opportunities,
contraception, divorce, violence against women are all terms
now ill common currency; although only since the 1970s.
Efforts over time to bring about change in the position of
women, and the politics surrounding them; are an important
part of the backdrop to women's actionon poverty today.
Here we concentrate on describing activity among, with or for
women who are poor. The pUIpose is to try and evaluate the
potential.,of •local activity for bringing .about' significant
change in the situationofwomen who are poor:An outline of
some. efforts for change at, national level is given as
background informatiori; it is not intended to' be' a general
analysis of all women's: activitY over the last two decades or
of the relationships betWeen different groups of feminists in
Ir Id" I' .e an . , j"

Women's Efforts for Change : .
It is. hard toeredit just how recently, women's issues were
raised.for the first'time; an Ireland where they were taboo,
subjects for neither public nor private debate, is difficult to
imagine. Picture for a moment the kind of Ireland from which



the contemporary women's movement emerged: a very
traditional, catholic society where, for instance, single
mothers and women living apart from their husbands had no
right to social welfare - they either had to get a job, emigrate
or depend on help from their families or charity.
Contraception was illegal; women were forced to leave their
jobs in the civil service and other sectors when they married;
men had a greater right to unemployment and other welfare
payments. A subservient role for women was locked into
social structures by state services which mirrored the teaching
of the male-controlled catholic church. The 1960s and 1970s
brought economic transformation: new government policies
opened up our economy and society to the outside .world.
Social change followed economic change. and traditional
values, attitudes and structures came to be increasingly
questioned and challenged. Issues about women's lives - their
role, status, opportunities and financial position vis-a.-vis men
- were forced to centre stage by women activists. Feminist
activity in other countries was a major influence on this re­
awakening in Ireland.

Perhaps the start of the most recent wave of women's
activity in Ireland was in 1968 when a number of women's
organisations, including the Irish Housewives Association
(iliA) and the Irish Countrywomen's Association (ICA),
formed an ad hoc committee to investigate discrimination
against women.(137) Following a request from this group, a
Commission on the Status of Women was set up by the
government in 1970. The Commission. reported in 1972,
making forty-nine recommendations. The Council for the
Status of Women,an rimbrellagroup now with sixty-eight
affiliated women's organisations, was formed in 1973, one of
its functions being to monitor the implementation of these
recommendations. .

What we now think of as the feminist movement had a
somewhat differen~ history. The Irish Women's Liberation
Movement (IWLM) was founded in 1970 by a small group of
mainly professional women,. many of whom were
journalists.(138) Early on, . discussion and consciousness­
raising dominated. The. movement framed six demands in its
manifesto in 1971: . . ..
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* equal rights in law .
* equal pay and the re~oval of the marriage bar .
* justice for widows, smgle ~?thers and deserted wIves .
* equal educationalopportumtIes
* the right to contraception
* one family,one house

As priorities;iden~fied ~or political activity, the>, were not
all-embracing: abortIOn, dIvorce, and many health Issues were
not among the main demands made !Jeca~se they were seen
as divisive. Nor was poverty a specIfic Issue, although the
demand for justice for widows, single mothers and des~~ed
wives was of course relevant to some groups of women hvmg
in poverty. A more radicalgrou\" lris~~omen United (l\YU)
which emerged in 1974, sought, In addmon to the above al~s,
the recognition of motherhood and parenthood· as a. SOCIal
function, state funding for women's centres and the nght to
self-determined sexuality. ..

The lack of initial emphasis on poverty may have been due
to the fact that only small n~m~rs of wom~n. from.l?w
income. backgrounds were active' In early femImst activIty.
The dominant belief was that the rights of .all women should
be the focus because women were oppressed as a group. The
National Question . overshadowed .much of wh~t. ~as
happening in Ireland at the time and thIS also led to dIVISIons
within the women's movement. Taken as a whole, t~e
interests that dominated within the women's. movemen~ In
Ireland were those of the middle classes. Equality was maInly
defined in terms of equality with middle or upper class men.
This did not change significantly. in theinterveningyear~:
working class andpoorwome~ have tended to pursue theIr
concerns .independently of women from mIddle class
backgrounds, if at all. ,However, a nUl~ber of individual
women who were involv:ed in the women s movement went
on to work with the first European Programme to Combat
Poverty(1975-1980), soine WOfking directly with women on
lowincomes. . . ..: . .. . . .' . k

Despite mariy initialflamboyantdemonstratIons and plC ets,
protests arid hard work ,over the next ~ft~en years, progress
on the original aimswas slow. Most actIVIty centred o~ equal
pay, the recognition of singl~ motherhood and anght to
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contraceptio~. Emph~sis soon shifted from the ideological to
a concern With seIVlce provision and building networks of
support for w?men. AIM (the pressure group for family law
reform)~ Ch.ensh (a pressure group for single mothers) and
Women s Aid (for batte~~ women) all date from this period.
The fIrst ~fthe. Ral?e CrisIs Centres followed in 1977. Each of
these ~eTVlces IS snU f~nded signifIca!ltly by voluntary effort,
opera~ng on a shoestring; attempts to get a substantial state
COmmltment to these health services for women have not
been very fruitful.

Collectively, women have had signifIcant achievements over
the last twenty y~ars. The demands that endured were among
the ~ost. centrahsed or acceptable of the original demands:
eqUality m the. ~orkplace, contraception, social welfare for
one parent farmlies and for unemployed women. Were it not
for the efforts of women, lobbying through trade union and
oth~r channels of influence" these and other developments are
unlikely to have. occurred. The extent to which the lives of
women on. low mcomes have significantly improved is far
from cenam, however. Class and gender forces ensure that
general freedt?~s for women only very slowly affect life in
poor commumnes. .

THE SITUATION TODAY'

Over the. last number of years, the economic climate has
changed I~ Ireland and, with it, attitudes about women. In
1?86, for Instance, 55% of people agreed that when there is
high unemployment married women should be discouraged
frt?O?- working.(139) The economic conditions in which: the
on~nal dem~ds for women were framed no longer exist. In
a climate of high unemployment, increasing emigration and
poverty, progre~s on women's issues, many of which
challenge the .baslc structures of society, especially the power
Of the cathoh~ church as well as right-wing ideologies, is
difficult to achieve.

T~dition~l~\ women have always been, important in
organised acnvlttes, although usually in a back-up capacity. A
custo~ary back-up role meant that women were ,often slow to
organise around; their own interests. This is changing,
however. Judged In terms of the numbers of groups, certain
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activities among women appear to be flourishing. In
particular, there has been a big growth in local women's
educational and development activities in disadvantaged areas
over the last four to fIve years. Women's groups come and go,
products of a very insecure funding environment, but as far as
we can ascertain a total of 166 women's groups or organisa­
tions are active now(I40):

National Groups Campaigning on
Women's Issues 21
Groups Providing Services for Women ' 21
Women's Special Interest Groups 18
Women's Studies Groups ' ,8
Local Women's Educational and
Community Groups 98
Total 166

Not .all of these have a connection .with poverty among
women.

1.' National.Campaigning Groups
There' are many different types of group involved here,
ranging from the relatively long-established' Council for the
Status of Women to the very young Separated Women's
Action Group. Some represent women in particular situations
(such as widows, separated women), campaigning mainly for
their members, while others campaign for an improvement in
the positio,n ef u11 women. As far as we know, only two of the
twenty-one campaigning groups were set up by women from
low income backgrounds - Women Together Against Poverty
and National Travelling Women's; Forum. These are also
among the most recent groups. The remainder are mainly
professional women's group~, representing their members'
interests" or are branches of, ,other organisations, such as
political parties. Only a handful are actively concerned with
women's poverty and generally these. groups are not
representative,of women from poorer backgrounds. .

One of the groups most relevant to women living on low
.incomes is Women Together Against Poverty. Just under two
years old,this group comprises trayeller and settled working
class women, mainly from the Dublin area. During 1988 they
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held. a number of seminars and meetings on women's
poverty.(141) Organised by and for women who are them­
selves poor, the purpose of the meetings was .to enable
women to discuss their own and others' poverty and .to
develop a plan of action. Seminars and meetings have been
imaginative: drama, exercises and singing can be an integral
part of meetings. Traveller women have also held a number of
meetings themselves in 1989 with the suppon of the Dublin
Travellers Education and Development Group.

2. Groups Providing Services and Support/or Women
In the absence of state-provided services, groups were set up
or found themselves involved in providing services for
women. We know of twenty-one groups, most providing
health-related services. They include the RapeCrisis Centres,
Cherish, the Well Woman Centres and Women's Aid. Many
combine service provision with active campaigning on
relevant issues, like FOCus Point which represents homeless
women. These services, and others in, for example, publish­
ing, education and so on, are a very concrete measure of
women's achievement over the last twenty years. By and
large they cross class boundaries, although since they have
little guaranteed funding they have to charge for their services
which may distance some women who are poor.

3. Women's Special Interest Groups
There are at leasteighteen special interest groups. They are
mainly professional groups which provide a point of contact
for women with similar interests or those in the sam~jobor
profession. They are almost exclusively middle' class.
Included here are organisations such as the National
Federation of Business and Professional Women's Clubs,
Network (for women in business and management) and Irish
Federation of University Women. Sometimes they are
branches of international organisations. They do not usually
become involved in political issues and they have no known
links with women's activities at local level in poor
communities, except in a charitable role. " ..

4. ,Women's Studies Groups ...' .
There are a number of women's studies groups, active mainly .
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in the third-level education sector, holding lectures, se~inl!!s

and publishing material on women. For the fl;I'St tl~e m
Ireland a graduate diploma in women's studies Will be
availabie in 1989 (from the University of Limerick) and post­
graduate Masters Degrees in Women's Studies are planned ~or
1990 by Trinity College and University ~olle&e DublIn.
Women's studies courses are frequently avaIlable m arts and
social science undergraduate degree progral!'mes. UCD
Women's Studies Forum is the longest establIshed &IDup:
active since 1983, it is main.ly inv<?lved i.n running for~mghtly
research seminars, lunchtime dlscussl0.ns, thematic .con­
ferences and in publishing repons of sem1Oar~. At a .nauonal
level most women's· studies groups are lInked 1Oto ~he

Wo~en 's Studies Association. The fact that t~e Thl~d
International Interdisciplinary Congress on Women m DublIn
in July 1987 was attended by over 600 Irish. wo~e~ (along
with another 600 women fn;>m other countrIes) 10dlcates a
healthy interest in women's Issues. A good deal of research
on women is also underway.(142)

5. Local Women's Educational Groups/Projects. .
Women who are poor today are most. actIv~ at local
community level. There are at least mnety-elght. local
women's groups;(143) Th~ majority of ~hese ar~ ?ased m low
income areas being espeCially popular m DublIn. almos~ half
of all groups'are based in Dublin and most.of the remamder
are in the large provincial centres. Six counties.had no known
women's group in June, 1989 and most counues, apart from
those with a large urban centre, had no more than one or two
groups.(144) , , " . ,'. d'

These local women's grO?PS i are. not easl1y categonse .
some are educational, or act!on i proJects, others are groups
gathered together for a sp~cific' purpose, and still. o!~ers have
evolved from family resource centres or other acuvltI~s: "!hey
are usually a response to l'0verty, at local. level, often 10lUated
by' a professional worker or develop1Og out of another,
typically a family-related;, activity.' Most of the local groups
are relatively young (less 'than three years ol~); two Dubl10

oups - KLEAR (Kilbarrack Local Education for Adult
renewal) and CAL (Coolock Adult Learning)' -' are among
the longest established, dating from 1982. Groups are, for the
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most part, informally Structured and self-directed. The
~emand ~an often be ~uge: the, Coolock group had a 600%
mcrease m attendance In four years. Other evidence of high
demand also exists: local women's projects accounted for
nearly a quarter of the 220 grant applications received by the
Combat Poverty Agency in 1987.

Not always based on a worked-out philosophy, the groups
usually aim to impart information and skills, while at the
same time providing an environment whereparticpants can
learn about themselves and develop a positive self-image.
Self-development and group development are key objectives
(see diagrarn). The educational content generally falls into
four main areas: personal development and health; skills
usually, relating to ,domestic activities; academic subjects;
information and discussion. Many of the, groups encourage
women to write about their experiences.

Being involved in these programmes has obvious benefits.
Women on one course in Dublin, for instance, found that they
were more confident as a result - separating their own identity
from the way they were defmed by others:

Personal development [found a bit heavy at first '
but after a few weeks [realised [ hadn't really
thought about myself as an individual, but tifter a
few classes [began to get more dependent on
myself, and[ am more involved in things [ thought [
hadn't got the gofor.([45) "," ,

In the view of the partiCipants, certain things, enhance
programmes: high involvement of participants in decisions
about the programme; courses that are relevant to personal
and family interests; participative learning sessions and
creative ,methods; a creche and' a time schedule that
accommodates people's, family responsibilities.(146) A
slogan of the KLEAR group is: 'No creche, no class'.

Some Problems Affecting Women's Activity , ' '
Clearly, local level activity among women has great potential
for change, although of course it also has to be accompanied
by change at other levels. Considering women's activism
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generally, there are a number of difficulties at the present
time, three of which stand out:

* little or no funding is available for activity among women
at local level in poor communities

* related to this, women have not been sufficiently involved
in politicisation work '

* groups do not link with or network each other sufficiently

Limited Funding and Resources .' . .
There is no central source of funding for aCtlV1ty among
women; especially for women in poor communities. The
Combat Poverty Agency has made women's groups a priority
for funding and the vocational education committees fund
some educational work among women's groups. But funding
from each of these sources is limited and the demand is huge.
Nor is there any designated funding from the Ans Council for
local women's arts or writing groups or indeed for any local
writing groups. The number of programmes that fail t? get
underway or to survive because of the scarcity of aval1ab1e
funding and I7sources is unknown. Most. gro~J?s op~rate with
minimal funding; when they do get funding. ~t 1S mainly. from
state and semi-state sources, there are cond1oons attaching to
it and it is for one year only.

Operating on a shoestring' has many consequences: groups
are limited in their learning content (they may. be unable to
pay tutors for instance); many have to rely on vol~ntary

labour; they maybe unable to afford a creche (an essentlal for
a women's group); and their time and energy can.be absorbed
by fund-raising. Most hav~ access t? local pre~ses, usually
from the vocational educatlon commlttee, someomes from the
local authority. The premises. are !often in poor' condition,
however and they are frequently shared with other groups.
Some lioups have a very short life span: depending on the
energies of one individual or on insecure funding, they fail to
survive. , ': .'

The search for funding! requires enormous energy and
considerable skill. Given this and: the fact that information
about possible sources of funding is not freely available from
a central source, to set up a group requires people 'in the
know', or those who have influence. This may work against
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Benefits of Local Educational Projects

According to Participants

·T"'''·.. ""

~rom: Women Lear~iiilg.
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initiatives by women who are themselves poor because they
have difficulty getting the necessary information and
resources to start up a group. Alternatively, it may force local
groups to align themselves with individuals and organisations
whose interests and political perspective may differ from
theirs.

Apart from the limits on the scale oUunding available, only
certain activities are popular with funding agencies. In effect,
the funding climateforces groups to tailor their activities to
the priorities and concerns of the funding agencies with the
resultthat groups find it difficult to pursue activities which
are' most relevant to them or to develop imaginative and
creative programmes.

LittlePoliticisation
The funding climate more or less determines activities, at

local, level. Fairly routine educational activities are most
likely to be funded, hence the concentration on this type of
work at .local level., The short-term nature of most funding
discourages the development of long-term programmes, at the
same time increasing ,insecurity. In addition, participants can
be limited to a single course each - a barrier to long-term
developmental work and group work.

Personal development is the main focus of local activity.
Women are encouraged to talk about their situation and their
feelings in a supportiveatrnosphere and, at the same time, to
learn or improve skills they may need as mothers and workers
in the home, These activities can have an enormous impact on
the individual participants: confidence grows, one develops a
different perspective on one's own situation, and women are
enabled to become part of a igroup,' the friendships usually
outlasting the programme or course. ;I'hecourseshelp also,to
improve women's relationships . with their children. A
personal focus is ilecessary and desirable from the start, being
one of the first principles fof feminism. But, if an in­
dividualisedfocuscontinues; the, programmes, while valuable
for the participants in the short-term,'will not lead to the types
ofcollectiye orientation and activity which are necessary to
bring',aboiJtchange ,in the! position of women in poor
communities;What many personal development courses do is
to help women cope better with theirimmediate situation.
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However, if only this focus persists, programmes are unlikely
to ~e.ad to any 10!1~-tenn structural change, either in the
posltlon of the participants or of the many women who share
the same situation. .

Programmes to help find ways to deal with daily
difficulties are not bad in themselves, but they are
not neutral. They either help or hinder the struggle
towards consciousness about the reasons for
women's poverty.(147)

Of course, lack of politicisation is not confmed to women
;.vho are poor. But it is especially vital for women from low
mc?~~ b~ckgrounds to become involved in these kinds of
actlvltl~S If they ~ to be active in changing their situation.
What IS needed IS a properly funded programme of
development work among women in poor communities. Based
on an analysis of individual situations and how they link into
the shared experience of all women in poor communities,the
programme could develop a strategy for collective actioIlas
;.vel.l ~ individ~~ chan,ge. The starting point could be 'the
mdl.v!dual p~~lpants o~n situation and the practical
realities of theJI' hves. Questions like the following need to be
answered: Why is it that women's skills are so undervalued
and most of women's work unpaid? Who has power over me
as an in.~vidual and over us as a group of women? Where are
the decJs!ons ~~t m.ost affe~t our l~ves. made and by whom?
Le~dershlp trammg IS also VItal. Tms kind of work is already
bemg done by some projects, but it is insufficiently funded
and under-resourced. '

The activities of the Parents Alone Resource Centre in
Coolock Dublin provide a model of the kind of developmental
;.vork that c.anbenefit w!'men who are poor. The Centre, which
IS one of nme local projects in Ireland being funded under the
second E~pean Programme to Combat Poverty, provides a
comprehensIve suppon and development programme for
wo~en l!,ne parents. A primary aim, along with providing
sen;ces, IS to develop a core group of women lone parenis and
to gJ~e them relevant organisational and other skillsas well as
a political, analysi~ ~f ~e situatio~ of lone parents and other
groups of women hvmg m poverty m Ireland. .
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Ideally, a properly-funded and structured development
programme with women should lead to:

* a sense of self esteem, self-worth, confidence and
asseniveness.

* knowledge of and a perspective on personal, local and
national power structures

* a readiness to organise at local level and to become in­
volved in existing local power structures as a stan

* networking with groups and women in other low income
communities to begin with, and in the long tenn, if desired,
with women and men from other class backgrounds

Lack of Links or Networking
At a macro level, there is very little or no networking, either
among local groups in different areas or between them and
activiry at national level. Like other community activities,
they have no channel to link them to groups involved in
similar activities in other areas or to national power
structures. Because funding is largely uncoordinated. and
quite strictly controlled by funders, groups are often
uninfonned about what other projects are doing or they are in
competition with one another. These factors are barriers to
networking.

At a more general level, women's activity in Ireland has
been divided by ideological differences: moral, political, class
and sexual..Family-centred demands had the widest suppon
from the outset but women continue to be divided on the
more radical issues such as contraception, abonion, sexuality
and on the national question. A broad-based political move­
ment, founded on a clear feminist Critique and policy and
linking women across classes, never emerged in Ireland, or in
other western countries. Instead, .Vje had a series of more
focused, single issue campaigns, such as the defend the
clinics group, women's right .to choose, the strip_ searching
campaign. Where women came together on these single issue
campaigns, a lotwas achieved. However, today, the women's
movement is fragmented. . .
Women~from low income backgrounds have been largely

outside the organised women's movement or, when they did
become involved, their needs were largely unheard. If women
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living on low incomes want to work for change effectively
they have h~d to set up their own organisations or groups to
do so. Few Issues around which women have organised over
t!te past twenty years have crossed class boundaries organisa­
tionally, except perhaps the Campaign for a Unified Social
Welf~ Code, the Equal P~ycampaign in the early stages, the
campaign around the SOCial welfare equality legislation in
1985/86, and issues related to violence against women to a
les~er extent. Women in poor communities are hampered by
therr lack of resources and the class politics of the women's
ll?ovement as a whole. Looking to the future, however, it is
difficult to see how women from these communities can make
significant progress on the issues that affect their lives in
isolation from broader alliances. Whether these alliances are
to be with organisations or women from other classes is one
of the most difficult questions to be answered.

Recent history clearly suggests that any alliances between
wome,n from poor communities and other interests have to be
sel~ctlve ones. R.athe~ than looking for a blueprint for change,
to Improve t1?e situation of women who are poor will require
m~ny strategies and alliances.. ~efore getting involved in any
alliances, however, women hvmg on low incomes must be
very clear about their own ne~s an~ very assertive invoicing
them. !he concept of ,cl?ntrolls cruCial: apart from one or two
e~ceptlons, women hvmg on low incomes have .not had a
high ?egree of control in the alliances in which they have
bee,n mvolv~ up to now. Properly-funded politicisationwork
which recogmses where power lies and how it is used - with
women living on low incomes is a vital first step to any long­
term change. Ideally, this must precede decisions about
alliances, so that ~ny coalitions between women living in
poverty and other mterests are founded on an understanding
of the possible benefits and limitations of such alliances and
start from the interests and needs of· women whdare
experiencing poverty.
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WHO AMI?

Carmel McCarthy

I thought it would be easy to answer the question, 'Who am
I?', but I am so many people everyday that sometimes I don't
know who I am myself! .

If the kids are sick, I am their nurse
When they're hungry, I am their cook
When the house needs cleaning, I am the maid
When the windows need cleaning, I am the window cleaner.

I am also a launderette operator, a messenger, a child-minder
and accountant and a teacher.

I am a preacher when· religion comes to mind,. I'm also a
referee when the kids start to fight. .

(You are also a sex slave to your husbimdwhether you know
it or not) .

I'm also a person who makes decisions, big or small,
but always hoping for the best. .

When you take your marriage vows, the priest says 'for beiter
or for worse' but never tells you how many people you are
expected .to be. So you don't know until you sit down and
think about it, then you realise who you are. .

You can't get sick beca~se in the kids' eyes, mammies don't
get sick, so you're meant to be strong. So I think you're an
actor as well by pretending to be well when you're not.

1 . .. .

Some women don't knpw that they are allthese.people, so
now you can say that a, woman works twenty-four hours day
and night. .
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FIGHTING AGAINST WOMEN'S POVERTY

The struggle against poverty is a struggle of
immense proportions. It isa struggle not just to
achieve a fairer distribution of income and wealth,
but to abolish distinctions of income and wealth
themselves. It is a struggle to transform the basis
on which society is organised: to replace a system
based on the priority of profit and gain by one in
which all can benefit from, just as all who are able
can contribute to, the wealth and resources that
human labour is capable ofproducing.(148)

Overview of Women's Poverty .
A number of things are striking about women's poverty. As
we have seen, it is very hidden and little is known about it.
Going on national figures, a minimum of 274,000 women
(compared with 244,000 men) are living on inadequate
incomes, ie less than £48 a week for one adult. However
poverty lines are deceptive because they are usually based o~
household income and take no account of how money is
shared out between members. So, it is possible that women
are poor in households which in a survey would be above the
poverty line because not enough money is passed on to them.
The number of women in this situation, although unknown is
in addition to the above figure ofthe numbers of women'in
poverty.

Of course not all women are poor. Poverty is selective.
Women with the highest risk of poverty include those rearing
children on their own (of whom there are at least 80,(00),
some women based full-time in the home, especially those
caring for an elderly relative, elderly women living alorie,
women in low paying jobs, traveller women and those who

-find t;hemselves homeless. The sources of women's poverty
are different to those of men. One of the key features of
women's poverty is financial dependence- for many their
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income is out of their hands - two-thirds of Irish women
depend on either a man or the state for their income. This
reduces their aCCeSS to and control over money. Over 60% of
men in Ireland earn an income through paid work, compared
with less than a third of women. Men's poverty is due mainly
to unemployment and a high number of dependants. The
assumption of women's dependency, or, to put it another way,
that men will take care of women, has also justified low and
no wages for women's work. .

The accuracy of research on poverty. and especially on
women's poverty in Ireland and elsewhere cannot be taken for
granted. In truth, it has been quite limited, confining its view
of poverty largely to the economic and measuring it on the
basis of family or houshold income. There are a number of
points to be kept in mind when considering the results of
research into poverty:

* the numbers of women in poverty are undercounted by
most research

* signficant aspects of women's poverty have been ignored
or under-emphasised

* there are no accurate fixed or objective measures of
poverty

* social welfare rates are not based on the amounts people
need to stay out of poverty

* poverty hasgeneral1y been measured in a limited way,
mainly in terms of money coming into the household or
family

Perceptions of poverty .
Exploring poverty· among women forces us to questton
conventional vil<WS of poverty: that it is mainly about money
for instance. It is widely assumed that poverty can be
understood in terms· offmancial shortages, bad budgeting,
debts, and so on. Poverty is about. much more than mo~ey.

Personally, it means feeling inferior to other people, feeling
inadequate in some way. Socially, it can ~ean ~~lation and
living in a community;whereevery one is m a slmllarly.poor
situation. At.a cultural level, poverty distances people from
creative, ways ofexpressing themselves,through wr!-ting, art,
drama or even .'music; and makes much of conventtonal and
establishment culture foreign to them. Politically, poverty
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means being removed from decision making, not having
access either to power or to the people who make the
decisions.

In the last analysis to be poor is not just to be
located at the tail end of some distribution of
income but to be placed in a parricular relationship
of inferiority to the wider society. Poverty involves
a particular sorr of powerlessness; an inability to
control the circumstances ofone's life in the face of
more powerful groups in society.(149)

Another misconception is that poverty can be understood in
terms of people's situation at one point in time only. In fact to
understand why some people are poor, we must consider their
situation over time, even from generation to generation. Lack
of access to resources, such as money or capital, education,
housing, good health, and opportunities over the course of
their lives separate the poor from the rest of the population.
People do not just wake up poor one day. The challenge is to
try and understand the experiences that people who are poor
go through and to identify the processes that select some for ,
poverty, the majority for adequate income and still others for
affluence and wealth. Two main factors shaping that process
are gender and class position - gender keeps women as a:
group poorer than men and class keeps some people poorer

, than others. They are the key to understanding how and why
one person is poor and another is not. ' ,

A FRAMEWORK FOR CHANGE'

The measures that are needed for change depend on how the
causes and effects of poverty are understood. Throughout this
book, it has been emphasised that inequalities and poverty are
based on both class and gender differences. Soto eliminate
poverty, direct" intervention is needed to break down class and
gender segregation. This means, among other: things,that
poverty among women, will, not be' eliminated without
measures to address poverty generally. But,: because some
aspects of women's poverty are due to the fact that they are ,
women, actions to improve the pO,sition of all women are also

114

integral to tackling women's poverty. But the experience of
the past tWenty years gives a very clear message: women who
are poor' are usually the ~ast to benefit fro~ sex ~q~ali~y
measures.' Women on low Incomes must be gIven priorIty if
thi!ir situation is to be improved.

Three sets of actions are needed:

* general measures to address poverty ,
* measures to improve the position of all women
* specific measures for women who are poor

The first links into the economic structure of society - how
resources and rewards are distributed. The second concerns
the continuing divisions and inequ~ities between women and
men in our society; the third recogmses tha~ some women are
doubly disadvantaged: by sex and by SOCIal class and that,
without specific measures targeted to them, women who, are

, poor will not benefit.

Measures to Combat Poverty Generally,' "
LoOked at in one way, the Irish economy seems to have done
well over the last couple of years: profits are up, exports are
high, ,there is a trade surplus and interest rates are stable.
Economists agree that the economy performed well between
1987 and mid-1989. The upturn in the economy has not
benefited everyorie. There is no evidence to support. the
notion ' that a rising tide, floats all boats. If we, conSIder
Ireland's experience over tht: 1960s.~d 1970~, we find that
growth did not break down mequallOes and, In some cases,
even worsened them.(150) ,
Alongside the sele,ctive,growth there is:

, .
* a very high natibnal dept (in then:gion of £25 billion owed
, to Irish financial interests and foreIgn bankers)
* a, huge outflow of profits from this country each year,

,undertaXed (estimated at £1.6 billion in 1988) ,
* high eriiigiation (estimated to be between 30,000 and
",",45 000 in 1989) :',,' , ",
,*,high uriemployment(235,OO.approximately in. 1989)
* very high poverty (up to a third of the populanon)
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Irel~d's economic dependence on international capitalism
explaIns why some of these problems persist. A key aspect of
our developme!1t strategy over the last thirty years was to
encourag~ foreign trade and to get multi-national companies
to locate. In ~land. As a consequence, we became dependent
on muln-nanonals - they now own 55% of our industrial
assets - .and remain so, even though they are leaving the
coun~ In the ~earch f?~ even greater profits. Our policies,
~specl3:lly taxano'! poli~les, are biased in favour of large
mdustrlal and business Interests. When cuts in expenditure
hav~ been.made, it is public services that have been affected,
servIces '?tal to the poor - health, education, social welfare
an~ housmg. When tax cuts have been made, they have
mamly benefited the better off, leaving the structure of the tax
system unch~ged and profits, especially, undertaxed.

To de~ .WI~ pove~ and the problems associated with it,
state poliCies In t~a?on! education, housing and so on need
to be ~ar more redlstrlbunve. At present, state policies do not
~ufficlently prevent the cycle of privilege repeating itself, and
In some cases they encourage and further it. The children of
the be!!er off gain most from the public money allocated to
educallon every ):'ear. And yet, the better off are not
dependent on public services, unlike the poor who cannot
affor~ to buy esse~tial services, such as health, education and
hOUSing, on the pnvate market. . .

Eradicating Pt?~erty means redistributing resources .
afl!l opportumnes and changing the structures that,
exist atpresent.

Change must happen at a number of levels:

• the social welfare system
• the taxation system
• public services
• the wages paid for work·

No~e of these will be sufficient on their own. Unless a ~o­
or~ated pro~mme of action is taken by the state, there will·
be lit~e change In the numbers of people in poverty. . .,.. ' .

SOCIal' welfare payments are too low and the rates have
never been properly worked out. Asa result, long-term

116

poverty is not averted, both because of inadequate social
welfare rates and because claimants get little' ,positive
encouragement and help to enter the jobs market. Also,
women as agroup receive less than men because many are
treated as men's dependants. Among the most urgent changes
needed are an increase in rates to the level recommended by
the Commission on Social Welfare (£55 - £65 a week for an
;ndividual); this should involve disaggregation of payments
;0 that each person gets a payment of their own; better
?rovision for children; and an improvement in the way the
;ystem treats people. As a society failing to provide enough
~mployment for people, we need to address poverty and in the
meantime adopt the principle of social welfare as a right of all
=itizens.
. Other state policies too reflect the interests and power of

particular groups. In taxation, the PAYE sector is overtaxed
while corporate or big business and agricultural profits,
property aild other ways of making money are under-taxed.
The fact that wealth is virtually untaxed means that the state
allows the wealthy to pass on their privilege to their children
without interference. Public services such as health,
education, and housing, should be directed more towards
those on low incomes and, following the cut-backs of recent
years, the quality of the services needs to be improved. Local
~ervices are ,particularly important for people living on low
Incomes for whom transport and. access can be problems.
Some action is also necessary. on low wages and pan-time
work, A statutory minimum wage would significantly improve
income levels since at least a tenth of the poor are in low
paying jobs. "

Job creation is a vital element in eliminating poverty and in
stemming the growing tide of :emigration. There must be
funding for community development so that the effects of
poverty at local level canl be combated. Through a properly
funded programme of communitY development, people in low
income. areas could build up structures with a strong local
representation that can influence both local and national
decisions in relation to reSource allocation.
~'J.1Ieseandotherchanges "'ill not come about of their own

accord; in fact they areJikely to be strongly resisted because
they go against the interests of the powerful. The economic
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and social system currently divides rather than unites people.
Unless people who are poor are widely supported and their
demands endorsed by other sectors. of the population, they
will not get what they need and should have by right. People
must lobby politicians and give. their support to groups of
social welfare claimants and others who are arguing for
fundamental change.

Improving the Position of Women
There are a number ofelements to this.

1. Women's Situation before the Law
Challenging the Constitutionality of different practices has
been one of. the main ways of changing the law. The most
significant legal changes over the last two decades include the
Family Home Protection Act in 1976 which ensured that the
family home could not be sold by one spouse without the
agreement of the other; since 1976 also spouses are legally
obliged to support their partner and children; in 1981 barring
orders were introduced; and since 1986 women are permitted
to have their own, rather man their husband's, domicile.

But overall, legislation on its own has only a limit6deffect
in bringing about change. In any case, progress in legal
reform has been both slow and piecemeal -not least because
it involves challenging the traditional legal and catholic
values which are enshrined in the Constitution. The definition
of rape remains very limited and measures to deal with
violence in the home are inadequate. Significant legal barriers
remain, not least in the Constitution: .. . ..•.

. ,,-, .
A constitution which recognises that 'by her life'

within the home, woman gives to the state a
support without which the common good cannot
be achieved: and which both prohibits divorce
and equates the right to life of the mother with .
the right to life of the unborn child sets defined .. '
limits on the role ofwomen in that society; (151) .

2.Women's Employment Situation. ..
At first· glance this is an area of great achievement: the
marriage bar for women in jobs was removed in 1973; .
following membership of the EC, the Anti-Discrimination
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(Pay) Act of 1974 and the Employment Equality A~t of 1~77
were introduced. These were the result of a campaIgn WhICh
continues to the present day. Pressure and vigilance from
campaigning .groups and organisations was needed to force
employers to comply with the legislation, even the govern­
ment itself tried to avoid equal pay in the public service in
1976! A fundamental difficulty with our legislation is that to
qualify a woman must establish comparability with. a male
worker - difficult to do when so many women and men work
at different types of jobs. The legislation has had a limited
effect - in 1987 women's weekly wages in manufacturing
were still no more than 60% of men's. Legislation is limited
because it cannot get to the root of inequality and attack a sex
segregation process that begins far earlier than when people
take up employment. So, even if equal pay w~ fully
implemented, women's earnings would probably nse no
higher than 74% of men's.(152) . "

Very significant ~arriers still preve~t women Wlt~.chil~en
from working outside the home. Child care provIsion IS. at
best patchy with no statutory service - workplace creches
exist only at the discretion of the employer, and can be very
costly. Work is still organised very inflexibly in terms of male
life-styles and life-cycles. Even if they are introduced, some
flexible arrangements in jobs may work against the long-term
career interests of women. Whether these are a cause or
symptom of the problem is difficult to say. Some would say
that barriers reflect a fundamental belief thatmarried women
with young children should not work outside the home if they
do not need the money - a belief held by 58% of the
population.(153) ;.. . . .. .. •

Finally, there is the issue of family responslblhues:.women
cannot take an equal part in! the. labour market and In other
areas of social and political life, unless men do an equal sh~e
of the work in the home. This has not happened. 80% of Irish
women feel that they do most or all of the housework
themselves.(154) Many women are doing two jobs: working
full or part-time outside the home and doing most of the
home-related work as well. : .

, -"",.,

3. Women's Control OverTJieir Own Fertility .
Family size is closely related to poverty - large families have
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~ very high risk of poveny. Yet although there have· been
unprovements, many women who are poor lack the means to
control their own fertility because the pill is the only
contraceptive available on the medical card and they cannot
afford to visit private clinics.

Irish women's right to contraception was hard won.
Following a test case brought by Mary McGee in 1973,
married women's constitutional right to import contraceptives
for their personal use was asserted. In response to this, very
limited legislation was introduced and it was not until 1985
that the sale of condoms without prescription to anyone aged
18 years and over was legalised.

Generally, Irish women still lack both the right of and
access to a choice of free and safe contraception. Family
planning services exist only on a limited and voluntary basis.
Abortion is a criminal offence, and since a new amendment
was added to the Constitution in 1983 thefoetus now has an
equal right to life to that of the mother. And the long trek of
Irish women abroad for abortions continues. - ..

4. The. Situation ofWomen Within and Outside Marriage. .
To begin with the positive, most women. rearing families
outside of marriage are now entitled to social welfare.
However, strict conditions attach to these and other 'women's
schemes' which creates hardship for many women. Yet
public maintenance is far better than private maintenance
because it guarantees an income: only 9% of a sample of
1,127 maintenance orders made through the courts over the
last ten years were operating satisfactorily.(l55) ...

In 1986 a referendum to remove the Constitutional
prohibition on the dissolution of marriage was defeated. Si>
the Irish Constitution still prohibits divorce. Yet the catholic
church recognises and will. perform second marriages for
people whose f'1rst marriage it has annulled. But civil
annulment is very limited and very costly. In addition, many
people are prevented from legalising their relationships. A
judicial separation bill has just been passed, having taken two
years to come through the houses of the Oireachtas, while a
limited state-funded family mediation service exists since
'1988, but only in the Dublin.

In general, the state's position on marriage is inconsistent.
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Marital breakdown is considered an insurable risk for social
insurance purposes (so 'deserted wife's', and from late 1989
'deserted husband's', payments exist). Marital property rights
here are indJ.Vidualised while, for maintenance and taxation
purposes, marriage is defined as a community of
interests,(l56) In turn the social welfare system treats women
as dependent spouses. .

Many concrete proposals for change have been made by
groups and organisations including the Oireactas Joint
Committee on Women's Rights and the Law Reform
Commission - yet action is very slow. In the absence of far­
reaching legislative change, marital breakdown continues
without remedy: in the 1986 Census 37,000 people said they
were. separated, 60% of them women. The majority were
separated without a legal sanction or deserted. Other evidence
confirms marital breakdown as a growing problem: 6,000
people sought advice on judicial separation from the Legal
Aid Board in 1986, double the number the previous year, and
there was a 25% increase in the numbers seeking separation
agreements. Apart from the failure to institute a variety of
ways ofdealing with marital breakdown, other problems exist
for women: for instance, rape is still very narrowly defined
here and rape within marriage is still not a legal offence. In
addition, women still lack rights of ownership of the family
home or other propeny and no account is taken of the
contribution of the non-eaming partner. So, women giving up
work to rear children are in avery vulnerable situation should
their marriage break down.

5. Equality in Relation to Social Welfare
In 1979 the EC passed an equality .directive which ruled that
women and men were to be, treated equally in employment­
related social welfare payments. iIt was 1986 before the
changes were actually implemented in Ireland..The choice
faced by the government was either to equalise upwards (to
pay all claimants an adult' dependant allowance fortheir
spouses regardless of whether they. had an income oftheir
own) or to equalise downw~s (to aboli~h payments fo! ~e

-spouse where shelhe had an mdependent Income). Equalismg
down was. the option chosen; A \positive 01!teome of the
Directive was t.'latmarried women could c1aun for depen-
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dants and 'got equal entitlement to unemployment benefits on
the .s:une ~asis as men and single women. While many
fanuhe~ gamed, at least 17,000 families lost some income.
Followmg a lot of pressure from a coalition of women's and
other interests, temporary. 'cushioning' payments of either
£10 or £20 a week were mtroduced to ease these families'
transition to equality. These have been continued on an ad hoc
basis but have not been increased in value since they were
introduced.

While the Directive removed the grosser forms of discrimin­
ati~n, it h~s ~e~ de~cribedas 'piec~meal and cosmetic' .(157)
Indirect dlscnmmatton was largely Ignored which means that
discriminatory questioning of women (about their domestic
and childcare arrangements) was not outlawed. Also the
threshold of maximum eamings of £50 in the absence' of a
statutory minimum wage could be an incentive to employers
to keep women's wages low and discourage women to take
up a job outside the home. The Directive has led to no less
than seven different proceedings before the High Court and
many aspects of social welfare have been said to still directly
and indirectly discriminate on the grounds of sex.(158)

The task of bringing about change is not' helped by the
current climate in which women's rights are regarded by
many as a luxury. Over the last four or five years, women
~ave had t~ expend ll; lot of energy defending legal and
mcome mamtenance nghts already gained. Clearly, a re­
newed and intensive programme o/action is needed. This
should involve both legislative change and positive action
programmes which recognise that women's disadvantage is
built .into structures. Until now a very narrow concept of
eqUalIty .has been use~:, somewh~r~, iJ:etween equality of
opportumty and, eqUalIty of pamclpatton. By and large
eq~ality has been assumed to ~xist once the legal obstacle~
facmg a woman as compared WIth a man are removed. This is
not enough. Women are unequal across different areas of their
lives - education, health, social welfare and work - and
programmes designed for one oreven two areas wili not bring
about sufficient change. Values and ideology must also
change. " , " " ',',' ' ,

While the equality legislation must be monitored and
rigidly enforced, on its own it has a limited impact. This was
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recognised from the start in the United States of America
where equality legislation was accompanied by positive or
affrrmative action programmes. These programmes aim to
undo the effects of past discrimination by changing attitudes
and encouraging women to get involved in jobs and activities
that are traditionally men's. Women must be encouraged and
enabled to seek power - in politics, in business, in trade
unions, and so on. Unless women are represented in fairly
large numbers in the positions of power, they cannot
influence change. But if women are to do
this, certain basic facilities are needed, such as reasonably
priced or free creche and child minding facilities, especially
forwomen on low incomes.

Even if sex differences are addressed, class differences
mean that the better-off women will gain most: Some women
will remain unequal to, others unless specific measures to
redirect resources and opportunities to women on low
incomes are taken. '

Specific Measures for Women Who Are Poor, '
The diagram shows how one group of women in a local
centre, the Little Bray Family Resource and Development
Centre in County Wicklow, view their poverty. We can ,see
that poverty has many dimensions: emotional, political,
financial,- social. The 'feelings' element. is very strong, as
depicted in this diagram, and, there are a lot. of,negative
feelings. If we identify the bridges that lead., women from
poverty, they include:

* education
* adequately paid work
* child care services
* loCal women's projects
* access to legal services .
* good health and health services .
* adequate social welfare payinents :
* ,proper housing , ,

_ Women living iD. poverty: lack most if not all ofthese.
, Money is a major problem both, in terms of ,inadequate

incomes and also because. with the cut-backs in public
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demonstrate to women that they are not alone in their poverty
and th~t their poverty is not their own fault. Secondly, the
educauon process must help to identify the factors that make
people poor - to give a sense of perspective on the economic
forces that cr~te poverty and show that, while poverty may
be outsid~ the c~ntrol of one individual, it can be challenged
by collecnve acnon. And the nature. of power and how it is
exerte~ must.be ~xplored. Projects could lead. some way to
COllecUve acuon if they helped women to get in touch with
others in a similar situation, within their own area, in other
parts of the country and even in other countries. At present,
almost one hundred local women's projects exist. They are
very popular but most operate on little or no funding.
Inadequate funding makes it difficult for.projects to undertake
the kind of long-term development work that is needed to
ove~ome the effects of poverty. Funding must be made
available for democratically-run local. educational projects
tha~ work to enable their participants to become politically
acUve, at local and national level.
. The question of alliances is a' difficult one' to answer

definitively. Women from low income communities have not
been significantly involved in the women's movement in
Ireland. It is only in the very recent past that women from
such communities are themselves mobilising around issues
that affect their lives; Activity is fairly piecemeal; however,
and tends to have a local rather than a national focus. While
this in itself is not a: bad thing, a national focus is necessary as
well. ~omen from other classes and men's.interest groups or
organisations have not generally been involved. It is difficult
to know how to proceed. While women from poor
communitie~ need to empower themselves and develop their
strengths and resources, it will be difficult to achieve change
on their own. The struggle isijust.lOo big and the opposing
fo:ces too strong. So, alliances: with o.thergroups and interests
Will be necessary. Bufthey must be 'on a selective basis and
be .informed by a very. clear sens,e of purpose and an
acknowledgement thill the underlying interests are different.

. Challenging men's attitudes and behaviour is crucial.
Women's lives are harder because most men fail to take their
share,of responsibility for the home and children. If women
living on low insomes lire to challenge the diviSIon of labour
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- its opposite. is control. Many women who are poor feel
powerless - their lives are controlled from outside - by men,
by children or by the state. There are two dimensions to
women's powerlessness: in structures and in relationships and
attitudes. To increase women's control, specific changes need
to occur in each of these domains. .

State structures tend to disempower people: it is not easy to
get information on services, clear statements of rights are not
always. available, people have to undergo a complex, often
degrading, p~ess to 'prove' that they qualify for a service.
Means-testing IS very common within social welfare and in
other services as well: for books in school, a medical card,
~elfare .payments, rent, and so ori. Since women usually
mteract for the family with the social welfare system, it is
they who have to undergo the probing home visits, get the
certificates and other fOnDS of proof, often only after a
number of trips, and endure the lack of privacy that
dependence on social welfare can involve. Some welfare­
related procedures can be experienced as deeply degrading.
The Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA) scheme; for
instance, continuously comes ,up in conversations with
women about their poverty. As the discretionary scheme of
last resort, SWA is not an entitlement as of right. So, visits to
your home may be 'necessary' - to inspect the bed clothes and
the hot press to check that replacements really are needed, to
ensure that the bed is legless" to look for evidence of a man's
presence - if there were, he may be held liable for the up-keep
of the woman and· her children. Women bear most of the
burden of the family's struggle with housing, transport,
access to 'education and other public services and they: are
often rendered powerless as a result. And yet, people have a
right to these services"a right that is not sufficiently asserted
or recognised. So,the way applicants and especially women
are treated by public services must be changed. .. .

Attitudes. and relationships can also disempower women.
Men are very powerful and traditional attitudes about women
and men remain strong; in many cases women themselves
hold traditional attitudes. Education projects are a: crucial
means of empowering women who are poor, providing not
0!1ly. a social. o~tlet but also new skills. But if ~hange is t,o be
significant, projects must do more than this. Fmt, they must
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within the home, they will need the suppOrt of their friends
and other women. This is another area where collective
support for individual action is needed.

However, underlying all of the practices are values and
ideologies about women and about men. The same values
underlie state structures and practices: the dominance of men
and their rightful role as breadwinners. The Constitution itself
enshrines women's role as mothers as does the catholic
church. The emphasis on the family obscures the welfare of

.individual family members. All too often, family well-being
takes a heavy toll on women. So, unless and until there is a
change in ideology, women's situation will remain un­
changed.

The women represented in this book are survivors, not
victims, exercising immense skill and creative ingenuity in
balancing the family's finances and emotions, keeping their
families going, working long and hard to shelter their.
husbands, children and other relatives from the worst
excesses of poverty. But a survival existence on or just below
the breadline is not a full life. And all women are entitled to
that

.•,.,

.' <"

128

::.

FINIS

Heather Brett

It is cold here
at zero level
;md the ground is hard
I still hear the thud
as I connected
still remember the wind
rushing in my ears
as I fell
It is lonelier than lonely here
and sometimes I imagine things
sometimes the echo
of my mute cry for help
repeats its ring
and I rise again to all the
repercussions .
sometimes my arms ache with phantom
pain
and I remember how I held them up
for so long, empty .
and sometimes my eyes are on fire.
There are no tears left.
Nobody broke my fall.

I am getting used to zero level;
. this place too, has its advantages
never again will I have to beg
for anything. I ;
Here, even love can be !>ought.

!

l
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CHARTER OF CHANGES NECESSARY TO REDUCE
POVERTY AMONG WOMEN

1. Access to an adequate, independent income for all women.

2. Full sharing of family responsibilities and workloads
between men and women. ..

3. Adequate provision for children and all families with
children, including state-funded childcare facilities.

4. Adequate and accessible health, education and training,
housing, legal and transport services.

5. Adequate funding for local women's projects.

6. Action to deal with unemployment and to create work
opportunities that are well paid and that can' accommodate
workers' family-related responsibilities.

7.1.egislative and political changes to improve the economic
and social position of women.

" .

,,
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