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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 redity of poverty in Ireland is now beyond doubt.
Compelling evidence exists, and not for the first ume,
showing that poverty is afact 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 aweek 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 services; very. limited growth in jobs and. the
inadequacy of social welfare payments, poverty will conunue
toincreasein 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 year, and
ifispossiblefor some people to make the same agam by

'sitting on the boards of a number of companles. In January

1989 Irish Business magazineidentified forty-five of the most
wedthy individualsin Ireland. Between them they had wealth
inexcess of £1 billion. None werewomeri. Compare this kind
, of wealth with the fact that nearly 70% of people in Ireland
sy 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 time placing:the
price ofa home of their own beyondithe reach of many,
particularly,the young. Thisis the other side of poverty. - :
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Women and Poverty :
In spite of growing awareness of the existence of poverty,
very httle mformation eXists about poverty among lIrish
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
on low incomes. Until, now there has not been a specific
mvestigation of women s poverty im Ireland. At best, women
have been an addendum to research focusing mainly on men
or, more often, information is not analysed by sex. The huge
gaps. in information about poverty among Irish women
precipitated thi'S book. Without adequate information and
analysis, new and effective policies to address women's
poverty areunlikely to bedeveloped. : :
.Changes now taking place in Ireland put women at greater
risk of poverty. They Include population changes - such as
[ncreasmg marital breakdown, more children being reared by
one parent families and growing numbers of elderly women.
Economic changes are adso key, having led to very high
unemployment and a growing number of low paidjobs. There
IS also an m,creased reliance on women's unpaid  work, as
pubhc spending on services, especialy hedth services, is cut
back. In many countries there is an emerging phenomenon
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 al households
headed by a woman are poor.(4) Many other countries have

" also experienced agrowth 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
country. Yet the facts are available to show that poor people
exist Sde by Slde With a rnadonty who have afairly adequate,
if not a comfortable, standard of living and a minority who
are very.well off. One hears many excuses. thereis no 'real’
poverty 1n [reland today compared with the 1930sand 1940s,

- measures necessary to eliminateit. ; j

no one needs to be poor now with social welfare; people are
poor through some fault or failing of their own. Each of these
statementsis rooted in particular beliefs. The first in the belief
that there is only a single type of poverty, one that involves
absolutedestitution 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
theeisfase - : :

. Poverty isnot 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 socia welfare eliminates poverty - is aso
untrue; Ending poverty is -not even a stated aim of social
welfare; its main purpose is to provide a subsistence income
for those who cannot keep themselves, that IS, to sustam
people at abasic level. With regard to the argument 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?' o S '
Even though itis a widely used term, poverty is a difficult
concept to define and understand. Yet it isimportant to arrive
a an acceptable definition of- poverty, not,just for its own
sake but also because doing so.helps IUS to identify the
Poverty is mainly associated in the public mind with mongy
and material well-being. One of the most enduring questions
about poverty is whether it should be treated as absolute .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 cultural) and that there is much more to life than
having enough food and clothmg.to survive. -Yet the nollon



that poverty is absolute and that there is amagical cut-off line
isremarkably 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 participatein their local areaor 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. '

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 hedth, education and, so on, are
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-
pad job, good hedlth and capital and other assets'that can
make money. To understand why some women are poor, we
must consl der women's access to resources and opportynities,
accaati ng from the beginning that resources are Not ghared
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, especialy their occupations., Those
sharing a similar position form aclass. Classes are marked by
the differences or inequalities between them as much as by,
the similarities within them. Access to, control over and

Understanding Women's Poverty '

ownership of resources are limited to people with certain
characteristics, especially those in the upper classes. This
makes it difficult, In some casesimpossible, to move from the
classinto which one was born.

But class is not the only determinant of life chances. Men
across classes generdly fare betterthan women in the same
class. So, the concept of gender is also central. Gender 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 aframework that
involves both class and gender means that we will not treat
women who are poor in isolation from other women, or from
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 generaly as aproduct of class
structures. This:is 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.
Thereisonly limited existing work to call on; usualy poverty
has been examined in Ireland in the context of class. Not only
this, class analysis has focused on men. Women, then, have
been 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 am of the book is to provide new information on
women in this situation. Some information gaps Smply could
not be filled, however. So, among other things, we are unable
to compare the' situation of women on both. sides of the
border, aregrettable loss since north/south relatlons have had
a significant influence on the podtfon of;women and the
women's movement as well as dl other aspects. of life onthis
idand. " [ "

[

There are other gaps in our information.: This is especially
true in the case of women living in rural areas and, aso
women who are emigrating now or those who have emigrated
in the past. We have no idea why. they are leaving or what
happens to them subsequently. So, these and othe; topics are
not covered in the detall they deserve. Lack of:information




on Irish 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 a 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.
So 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
aso, 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 al members of families are equally poor
or rich. Such assumptions are unjustifiable in the absence of
evidenceto 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, asstatistical 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 Irdland. 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 datistics. it describes, some-
times in women's ownwords, what it isliketo 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 1 the labour
%a(g(gt welfare's treatment of women 'is.exammed n Chapter
4, particularly for its effect on women's long-tefm chances of
remaining in or escapmg from poverty.
In Chapter 5 the focus is on. women's aCCeSS -to pubhc
services, mainly education, housmg and legal Services..
Chapter '6 looks at the relatlonshlp between Women S health
and poverty.
Chapter 7 examines some local actions that have been taken
to improve women's situation, especially- attempts by ¥omen
to organise themselves in their local areas, The purpose IS to
evaluate the potential of educational actiVlties among women
at locd level for bringing about change.
Chapter 8 looks to the future and 1dennf‘1es the p035| blhues
and prioritiesfor action to address women's poverty.

1



NO VACANCIES
Heather Brett

Thereisonly onechair by the fire,

my chair; the children sprawl on the sofa
or the floor, solesupwards and thereis
alack of family portraits.

Thereisno man in this scene.

Thismorning | opened the windows wide

to let your scent go, but dl day! could

smell you, fed your skin on mine like

ggoreesure, like the imprint of tingers.

ter the grasp isremoved.

Tonight | Sitin my chair, in my house
. The children draw and chatter about the

coming communion. Thereisan audible slence
when they are quiet and | wonder ifitisme

who wedges open these small spaces - and for wha?.

| did not give you my chair last night.

- There are boundaries everywherethat you
cannot cross, and | am quick to mention them
too quick, perhaps, to put you in your place -

- too qUIck, aso, to assume mine, |

Alone | look fondly on the thingswe
have here, the bits and pieces thet | have
accumulated and collectively call mine.

The walls are |DIssng nothing, the house
[Sfurnished, we cdl it home.

All therooms are taken and each bed is spoken for

any cracks havelong since been papered over or -

tilled m. We have no space left, no empty drawers

or anywhere where another might make himselfat home:
There are no candles burnimg m the window.,:

1

THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF POVERTY
AMONG WOMEN

Women are the poorest of all. Women are
respongblefor famly finances but they have none
of the power that goes with possesson. Having it -
in thaF hands never made money theirown.(6)

TheMeasurement of Poverty inlreland |
Poverty is always being rediscovered' in Ireland, &g
elsawhere. Thefirst of the recent 'rediscoveries here was at a
catholic church-organised conference on poverty in Kilkenny
in 1971, & 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 nationd as well as
European level: the first European programme to combat
poverty, ,which provided funding for locd" projects and
research on poverty for a five year period, was 'sarted in
1975. Ireland lagged behind other countriesin 'rediscovering'
poverty: in Britain and the United States of Americapoverty
came to thefore as an issue in the early and mid 1960s.The
‘rediscovery’ of poverty in these countries involved three
Sages: .countin(]:J the riumbersof people in poverty; public
discussion'and Tobbying about poverty; acknowledgement py
the State of poverty's existence.(7) It is-worth noting-that
rediscovering' poverty does not necessarily gnvolve state
action to dedl with it. L

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. ﬁoverty was
rekindled, precipitated by, among other things, the the launch
of research py. the: EConomic’ and Social’ Research’ Ingtitute
(ESRI).(9)Countirig howinanypeople are peor has proved
vary difficult. Both technicd and political’ problems: exigt.
The most common agpproach is a narrow.monetary one
taking apoverty line or income cut-off point and counting as

13
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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
the basic level of social welfare payments to derive a poverty
lime, usualy 20% to 40% above them.(IO) 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 acomplex political budgeting process where the
government works out how much it is willing to pay people
on social 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
couniry are living in poverty. At the lowest poverty line of
£32 a week for an adult (and its equivalent for other family
slzes)(l1), 13% of people are poor. If acut-off point of £40 a
week for one adult is taken, 23% of people are poor. Finally,
selting £48 aweek for an mdividual 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
no such thing as an ?bjective poverty.line. The trap of poverty
lines should be avOided because they are so miseading. The
concept of an adequate basic income is a better approach. The
ESRI research showed that.a majority of Irish people now
believe that between £55 and £65 a week for a single person
[S necessary to avoid poverty. So, by Irish society's own.
standards, a minimum of I in 3 people are liVing on
inadequate incomes. According to theESRI research the
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dtuation is getting worse: the numbers of people in poverty
increased at afaster pacein the 1980s than in the 1970s

Who Are the Poor?
Poverty is highly selective, it only affects very specrflc
groups of people. According.to the ESRI's findings, today s
poor are mainly the-unemployed, large famrlles
faming households and those” who are Il or disab
Unemployment has a major impact on poverty: athlrd of aII
households living on incomes of less than the eqUlvaent of
£40 a week for one person are headed by an unemployed
person. Rural poverty, especialy that associated with small
farms, is also widespread. Family size is closely retated to
poverty; the more children afamily has the more likely itisto
be poor. Over 6 out of every 10 households below the lowest
poverty line (ie on incomes of less than the equivaent of £32
a week for an individua) 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 of women's poverty. Analyses of
the data by sex carried out specially for this book b)’ the ESRI
show that 274,000 adult women (compared With' 244,000
adult men) live in households below a poverty Ime of £48 qa
week for an adult in 1987. This means that dightly over 3
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 womén's hsk of
poverty: those between the ages of 35 and 64 Y& are at a
higher risk than women in .any other age group Separated
women are also avery high nsk group. -

The ESRI data show only part of the plcture of poverty

Irish women, however. Because thisstudy is based gn

HQ,‘;L £N0lds, and tax units to a |esser extent, it provides little
information 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’households below
the poverty line, and excludes women who ars poor in qther
households. The study also adopted a hmited approach -to
poverty, seeing it mainly in terms of income and relymg on
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the poverty line concept. Consequently, the figures should be
taken as estimates only of the number of women 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 avery important influence
on poverty, along with the actua 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 thel ast
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
gogzerty. The following groups of women appear to be most at
risk:

* women reari ng children on their own
elderly women

* 'mi nority' women,especially travellers and women who
find themsalves homeless ,

* womenin low paying jobs
some women working full-time in the home.

Women As Lone Parents o
One adult households with children are the most likely of al
types of household to be poor, in Ireland as elsewhere. The
majority of lone parents world-wide are women and the
magority of these women are poor.(12)
In the 1986 Cenaus, 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 specia anadysis of the 1986 Census data for this
book identified 85,693 mothers who were not living with a
man.(13) The magjority (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 dlightly 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 mothers were in farly low-level

jobs, mainly service and industrial work. Only 16% were in
professional occupations.

Table 1:
Occupational Grouping of Employed Lone Mothers

Widows Separated Married Sngle  Totd

% % % % %
Production work 3B .14 14 24 26
Transport 2 3 3 4 2
Clerica 10 24 19 23 16
Commerce 16 13 15 12 15
Service workers 22 25 16 23 22
Professional 13" 17 30 10 16
Others = -= S 3
Totd 10,028 5254 2,159 2,239 .19,680.

%ofofal. . ABIS5.. 22 . 36 23
(Source: Census of Population, 1986)

It is difficult to know theincome source of the majority of
these women lone parents. At the end of 1987, .about 30,000
women rearing children.on their own weré 1n. the SOCid
welfare system. I f we add tothese the 20,000 identified by the
Census. as working outside.the home, It snll.le.aves over
35,000 women lone.parents- whose source oOf income ‘|S
unknown. Those who are depending on private maintenance
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
thelast ten years highlights.the inadequacy of many pnvate
maintenance arrangements.(14) In 60% of these cases,the
womanwas. awarded less than £32 a week and only 9% of
maintenance orders were fully paid.up.-Over half of al the
orders investigated were in arrears for six months or more.
The procedures available through the courts for mamtenance
had beenexhaustedinmostcases. .=~ - | . i ,

Families headed by. a woman on her.own are becoming
increasingly relianit on social welfare. The number of women
claiming 'deserted .wife's' payments, for instance, doubled
over the last ten years. Some motherson their own also have
difficulty in getting maintenance from the istate. The
conditions attaching. to the. ‘women’s schemes’. (}e q-:sene,d
wife', 'unmarried mother', widow, 'smgle",omen, ' pnsoner s




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
instance. While valued for its security, welfare can be
degrading .for. women rearing children on their own. Applying
the cohabllanon rule for mstance - where welfare officials

seek. to establish whether a woman claimant is- having a
relanonshlP. with a man - can be deeply invasive of a
woman'spnvacy.

The number of one-parent families is growmg in Ireland as
elsawhere. By 1986 the number of one-parent families had
grown to over 97,000, making up 10% of al private
households .im. Ireland. Trends im Ireland may soon mirror
those m Bntam where one-parent families were the fastest
growing group in poverty during the 1970s.(15) One-parent
Tarmhes now make up nearly half of all the families living in
poverty m Britam. 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 leading candidates for poverty and hardship.(16) One of
the main reasons why one-parent families have both a high
risk of being poor and of staying poor is because they are
denied access to the most effective route out of poverty: full-
rme 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 dl the time so that there is a general
ageing of the population - as people are livinglonger 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 between 1980 and 1987, the general consensus of
research IS that more women than men end théir lives in
poverty.

There.are a number of reasons for thIS Fi rst women live
longer; since old 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 al kinds O_f resourc.es
but especialy employment (and therefore occupanona SOCld
welfare benefits, including a contributory pension). Women,
then, are less likely than men to 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 C}
either widowed or single, whereas the majority of elderly men
are married. Finally, and related to the previous pomt women
ae more likely to live alone - for every one ™aN over 65
years of age living done there are two women. LIvmg alone
Is closaly linked to poverty among the elderly - arecent study
found that 73% of the elderly living alone fell below a
minimum income standard.(18) o

The sSituation here is similar to that elsewhere. In Britain, for
ingance, 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 _ o

Two groups of women have an especialy high risk of poverty
in Irland: women from the traveller community and wo en
who are homeless. Many in these groups ar¢ excluded
conventional poverty research: they are unlikely to appear m
the recent ESRI research, for instance, because it is'based on
a sample of the Reglster of Electors and they are rarely
registered.”

Traveller women are at avery hi gh I’ISk of poverty, not only
because they are members of a community that is itself very
vulnerable to poverty but aso because of their Iower statu§
within that community, At the-time of thei|ast Gensus ©
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 showed tha; women tend
marry very young, raise ten chlldren, have a hioh. nsléo(c)lf
losing some of their children at birth or in early chil
and will themselves die at a younger age than women i7 the
settled community. Life is lived in,very POOY conditions -
nearly half of all traveller families still’ live in caravans, g
quarter on the side of the road. Think what:this means for, a
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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 pregjudice from
many peoplein the settled community.

,Women who find themselves homeless are among the
poorest of al. 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 numbered over 9,000 in Dublin aone in early 1984,
commenung:

One of the most important things'to emerge from.
this study is the extent to which the homel essness 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 ¢ye. (21)

Women often become homeless trying to cscape v1olence
and other forms of abuse within. their. homes. Between June
1987 and June 1988, one shelter in Dublin - Bri 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 devel oped interesting settlement strategies. '

Women on Low Pay
Work is generally regarded as an escapefrom poverty Thisis
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 amost half of dl women workers then were
low paid, ie on wages of £65 aweek 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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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 mgjority in al these types of job; &
dtuation that has not been' changed significantly by the
existence of the Employment Equality Agency and the
equdity legidation. 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
mogt part-time jobs are outside the control of the ,authorities,
their conditions of work are usually far from satisfactory. For
instance, part-time workersrarely 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 i n 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 Iong term
thismay not be to the advantage of women.

Another measure of women's disadvantage in empl oyment
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 smllarlty to the jobs
they do wjthin thehome.- .. = 2 :
Women in the Home - \ i
Women working in the home are usually mvolved in canng
for others, either for children, the sick, the eldedy:or their
husbands', and, sometimes for' all these. This.isi the, single
largest group 6f women inlreland: nearly 700,000 women of
working age:in this country are based full ume m the home.

H,i
s
:
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Y et 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 incomeis shared within
the home. The ESRI research, for instance, cannot be relied
on to identify the extent or degree of poverty among thisvery
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 al 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

reater poverty in the family or to protect'men and children
rom 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 homesin
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 usualy 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 malecarers. .

So, a minimum of over a quarter of amillion Irish women
are living injinancial poverty today. These women maybe in
different living situations but there are three characteristics

that they share: motherhood, dependency status, and under-
paid or unpaid work.

OFF THEWALL
Cathleen O'Neill

The scream started again to-day
. A dow silent scream of frustrated anger.
Today | wailed at the wall of officialdom’

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

Sociad justiceis my right

Don't doleit out like charity!

Robbed of Independence, dignity in danger
| stood, dead-locked, mind-locked.
Helplessin his sightless one-dimension world
| walked away
My rrA ng screamed along sad caoin for the us
n
Damned their 'Social Welfare’.

Fird published im No/ions. Dublin: K1ear/Borderime,1987.-
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WOMEN'S EXPERIENCE OF POVERTY

Sometimes | blame my husband - he has been out of -
work over three years now... But then sometimes |
blame myself,J think it's all my fault, [ must be
doing something wrong to be in this mess. ButI'm
tryihngdso hard really, that's all I'm doing is trying .
S0 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
tOtegll< 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 caughtup 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 apoverty 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 theis 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 lifein poverty, the
feelings of inferiority and powerlessness, the anxiety and
worry, not for themselves so much as for their children, the
loneliness and isolation. Theresults of other research are aso
used where available.
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Dimensions of Poverty

Although not aways experienced in the same way, poverty
usudly involves a struggle to survive - eking out a limited
income on a daily basis, 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 amost 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 ayear.

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.
Somewomen hate to ook ahead: "

, | can't bear to think ofthefuture. 1 won't let mysel f
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 al conversations with women who are poor.
Making meagre ends meet uses immense labour and energy..
Trailing on foot around often distant supermarkets and shops
for the best bargain - sometimes saving no more than a few
pence - queueing, constantly on the lookout for goods
reduced in price, keeping the children entertained so that they
will not notice their hunger so much, igomgﬁrom agency to
agency to provide evidence of. one's need for.' welfare
purposes.... the list is endless; In certain areas it can be even
more difficult because of distance and .hi gh prl ces 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 whenitis 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 timefor money: walking
instead of driving or taking the bus, washing clothes by hand
in order to save eectricity, 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.

| 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 | could come
here | had to wash the breakfast things, clean out
thejireplace, do the hoovering. Then | had to walk
to the shops to get the messages for to-night's
dinner. My daughter will be back at lunch time so |
had to leave something for her lunch. It's like an
expeditionfor us women to get out.

Poveny is demanding of another kind of energy as wel:
emotiona energy. References to its emotiona toll dominate
women's conversations about theirpoveny.(28) Guilt, worry
and fear are common. Guilt in relation to their. children is
especialy' widely experienced by women who ae 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 afamily context. Their role
a mothers is predominant and notions of being a ‘good
mother' are held up as criteriafor their fallure. Most keenly
felt are the inadequaciesin 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 fedl
responsible because they have to say no to their children al
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 &fter; a
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fonhcoming visit to and-from the community welfare officer,
a birth in thefamily. Mothers worry about the escalating costs
of children as they grow older. The fact that teenagers usualy
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 aso worry about what will
happen when the children reach the age of 16 and are no
longer eligible for social welfare payments if they arenot 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 aso on how resources
are shared within families or households. The comfoning
notion that resources are shared equally among ‘family
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 isthere 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 onaday-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 usualy first call
on, the money. So, men may unquestioningly retain some
social welfare money for their perspnal..usually leisure’ use,
even in families which are findingiit very difficult to make
ends meet. Women, in contrast, usually regard theirponion
of the incomeas being collective or "family income, as
'housekeeping” money, sometlmeﬂ 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 - i
amost becomes her fault when she cannot manage on the
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money she gets. Women blame themselves for not being able
to providefor the family's needs and they are often blamed by
others.

Initially | took all the responsibility for all the bills,
the children, household affairs. For example, when
the ESB came to cut offthe e ectricity, he (husband)'
refused to deal with them. Instead he came to me
and said 'the ESB want to cut you off'. Recently, |

went on 'split payments' as he was not giving me
the social welfare money. 1'm looking now for a
separation... he has fived offmefor long enough. -

The manager role aso 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
aso 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
housesinspected 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 grictly.(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 amatter of deciding which bills must be paid and which
can be postponed until thefollowing 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 cod man will not supply coal
the next time.
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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 afull 100% more of Vitamins' A and D
as well as other nutrients;(31) There is no evidence to show
that thisisnot the case in Ireland as well.

Family Budgets

Rose, one child, on deserted Joan and Tom, five

wife's benefit teenage children, living on
unemployment assistance
Rent £3.80 Rent £9;10 .
Food £20.00 Food £49.97
Soap, washing powder,de “£2.00 Soap, other toiletries £6.09
Lifeassurance £2.40 Assurance - £4.00
Electricity . £3.00 Electricity - ~ £9.58
Fuel (coal) £8.50 Fue . £7.59
Television - rentd £380 . Televison - rental/
..cablelinkl . £1,40 licence £6.20
Jlicence: .£1.20 cable £1.20
Nursery -+ £5.00. Clothing/footwear £7.00
Medical expenses . £200  “‘Pocket money - £3.00
Busfares' £3.00 '-.Tobacco + £13.00
1'I‘ransporl £3.00
N fCharm&s 50
Toidl L £5610 ['roml I _£12023
Total Income * £57.80 ,Totar I’ncome - £107.90

Surplus/or other expenses  £1.70 Deﬁcu £12.33

* Excludes child benefit and a £5 fueI allowancewhlchls paid for 26
weeks. of the year. When these figures are updated to take account of the
changes introduced by the Budgets of: 1988 and 1989. Rose'sweekly
payment wouldnow.be £66.80 while that of,Joanand Tom would be
£127.00, ifther circumstances remaneql unch@nged
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These are examples of how two families spent their money in
early 1988.(32) Of course, thisis only asnapshot 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 a different points in
time. They are useful, though, in providing a sense of the
priorities and standard 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 ther
weekly income - it is made up by short-term loans from
members of their family. In Rose's case,just £1.70 is|eft over
each week to cover shoes and clothes, entertainment, specia
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, shewould get ‘free’ from the state).

Survival Strategies
Women. survive by using different strategies. One strategy is
reducing spending, mainly by cutting down onfood andrue.
Spending on food is not afixed cost among poor households
but varies according to the money available. Often food isthe
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 a 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 o
because they do not have another adult for whom to prepare a
meal. Research, shows that, following a separation from ther
partners, lone mothers used their greater control over their
money to cut down their eating.(33) But the lone mothersin
that study would not sweap their situation to go back to ther
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 apoor Dublin 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 |ot of table sugar,
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 fud is to try and keep the children in bed until
lunch-time at the weekends - this can save'one meal in the
day.' Alternatively, extralayers of clothescan beworn. -

Borrowing isa second survival srategy, 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, usuallywith meat. From-
then on my main shopping is buying bread and milk
at the local shop. By Monday or Tuesday!'m out of
money. Then / borrow maybe £/0 from nmy sister -
she can give it to me because she gets her money on
a Tuesday. / pay back what / owe her on Thursday

S0 she,can keep going. '
J

Borrowing is more extensive than this, however. Credit is a
constant necessity for poor people and debt a constant redlity.
To live on social welfare long termirneans having little or no
money put by, eitherin savings or for{emergencies. This
means that an'unexpected expense; even a:small one, can play
havoc with the family's complicated financial balance. So the
family, usualy the woman, may be-forced to borrow for guite
small 'and routine expenses. For example; up to two-thuds. of
al 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, Confmnatjgna
wedding, birth or a death).(35) People who ae poor have
very linuted access to formal sources of credit which means
that they are forced to use expensive,informal credit, such as
moneylenders. Itisaviciouscircle, |

A third.survival strategy is where a woman does paidwork.
The available work options are limited. Full-time work is
often not only. difficult for women on low incomes to obtain
but it may be impossible because of family obligations. With
0 few statefunded childcarefacilities, usually it is not worth
awoman’s time to work i f she has to pay to have her children
minded pnvately. Part-time work is often a more realistic
option. However, therewards are.limited: part-time work is
usually low skilled and low paid; cleaning work can still pay
as httle as £2 an hour for imstance. ,Women ae 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
week - an outcome of the implementation of the EC equality
directlve on SOCId welfarein 1986.

The Social Costs of Poverty

People who ae poor are defined as belonging to some
category or other: unmarried mother, unemployed,. traveller,
homeless. These and other labels are stereotypes carrying
certam expectalons in the public mind: when you are poor
you are not supposed to to. go out for adrink, own a car or
TV, smoke or dress your children well. Poor people
constantly encounter these and other prejudices. They are
often said to be poor through their own fault, therefore they
are percelved as lazy, mdigent, lacking in moral fibre and
ambition. Lone.women who are poor often carry the added
stigma. of bemg thought morally lax: they have children who
ae bemg reared outSide marriage; their children are badly
dressed, and so .on. Lone women especially fed that .other
women regard them suspiciously. - This makes them feel
socldly unacceptable as women on their'own. In traveller
culture, lone women parents have a lower staIusthan mothers

~who are part of a couple.(36)

. A good deal of stigmastill attachesto bel ng poor, ec1a]1
1 rural areas. Recently, there has been much public talk about
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social welfare fraud. Terms like sponger and scrounger are
often used-to describe all social welfare clamants. Yet in'
reality fraud is limited to a maximum of 4% of the 1.3m
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
calers in, ensuring that the children do not bring a friend
home around meal times, borrowing clothes for occasions,
excuses or claims of dlsinterest as a way of refusing invita-
tions. A woman can take pridein hiding her poverty:

Would you have guessed how poor | am? | dressed
up specially for.you today. But these are not my
own clothes. The skirt and shoes are my sister's,
and thejacket 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 afriend orrelative. Clothes and other goods are
aso passed on from one person to another when no longer
needed, 'pass-alongs'asthey are called.

Conversations with women show that- poverty is muIt|
dimensional. In their own words, poverty mearis.

d

p0|ICI ng the kitchen at night so thatthe ki ds don't snack
: being tired of managing

fear of childiengrowing up acceptmg that thls is what life
is and not trying to get anything better from it
having no choice about mings, . i t
having no money for clothes and I|V|ng from the 'black
* bag' system of used clothes " . !

taking tranquillisersin order to be ableto cope (38)

So, we need a very broad view of poverty, lespecialy when
considering measures to eliminateit.'In particular, we need to
look at resources and where women'fiunto economic and




social structures. Work, social welfare, public services and
health are among the most imponant factors to be considered.

TO THE SISTERS IN THE WORKFORCE

MoiraSowe

Don't knock the woman
Who worksin the house, -
She'snot atrail blazer

Or ameek little mouse.
Don't mock her or slate her
For not making a stand
Butreach out and touch her
And please understand
She'sdoing her thing.
Right?

On the other hand

Women at home

Please prick up

Y our ears,

There are women out there
Who are crying salt tears
For help in their struggle
Towin equal rights

Just listen, don't knock them .

They don't need afight.
With their sisters.

Fird published in NOlions. Dublin:.Klear/Borderline, 1987.
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THERELATIONSHIPBETWEEN WOMEN'SWORK
AND POVERTY

.. the contradiction between ed 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 housawork to be done, and
inmogt cases it is still eft to women. (39)

All women-work and always have done. Yet most of their
work is unpaid which makes them financially dependent -
mainly on men or the -state. The right to an independent
income sec.ured through paid work was one of the founding
principles of the women's liberation movement. Feminlsts
wanted. women to be free to work outside the home or, in
some cases, to be paid for their .labour within it. A job 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 €arned. income of
their own since they are involved full time in home work
which is unpaid work . P
when women are employed they usually earnless money
than .men, they work in lower level jobs and they may
experience discrimination because they ar¢ wormen,

*

‘WOMENWORKING FOR NO PAY

Mogt Irish women work for no pay - 53% :of all women over
the age of 15 are working full timein the home (see Table 2).
Nearly 700,000 women, then, spend long hours caring for
their families, and quite often for an elderly or ill relative as
wdl, for no.pay. The remaining women are. €ither m the
labour force (32%), in education (10%), rettred or ill or
disabled. Paid work is, therefore, secondary for Irish women.
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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, sowly.
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. Y, in percentage terms, the proportion
of women working outside the home is practically the same
asit was at the foundation of the state: 32%. Today, about one
in every five married women are in the labour force.

Table2:
Women'sand Men'sPrincipal Economic Statusin 1987
Women Men
000s % 000s %
Inemployment' - 3525 (28) 735.1 (59)
Unemployed/seeking work 55.2 (4) 1763 (14)
Home duties 669.8 (53) 55 (0)
Students 130.6 (20) 1323 (11)
Retired 446 . (3. 1491 (12%
ni/disabled 19.6 (2 477 (4
Others 7.9 4.8
TOTAL 1,2802 (100) 12508  (100)

(Source: Labour Force Qurvey, 1987, Table?.) -

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:to show
that a woman married to afarmer puts in between 50 and 60
hours. a week on the family farm.(40) Add ‘to this the
secretarial and administrative back-up that women providefor'
most family-run’ businesses; including farms. Research into
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entrepreneurship, for instance, proves that most new
businesses rely very heaVily on the unpaid . support and
assistance of women.(41) We should remember dso the
contribution women make to the local community, providing,
among other things, anetwork of care for the elderly, the ill
and disabled and children that saves the state alot 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 productive unit. S0..there is
undercounting of women's contributlon to agricuiture,
National accounts statistics undervalue and give no €¢0nOmic
value to a lot of women's labour. When domestic labour is
costed theresultis 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 ¢hg¢ much oftheir work is unpaid, whichisa
very different thing.

Consequencesfor 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 meansthat 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 al of these are in the same
situation, the incomes of a substantial minority-are low and
may aso beinsecure. Because of the way ,poverty has been
measured, we do not know precisely how many men fail to
hand over' sufficient money .in the home. Not earnmg
increases women's risk of poverty in another way as well -
two-earner households have amuch better chance of avoidina
poverty than. households with .only one income. Consider
what a woman gives up by remaining in the home. To begm
with; just consider the earnings she foregoes- Brilish wormen
ae estimated to lose allllTlimum of £135,000mearnmgs
over their lifetime because of ther. family responsibilities.(43)
This would actudly be a conservative ;estimate for Irish
women whoare-far more likely to permapently‘gwe up full-
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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 a
the age of 27 and never returns to paid work will forego at
least £200,000 i n earnings over her lifetime. And this takes no
account of the extra time (above the 40 hours working week
nonn) awoman will put into her caring role. It takes mothers
about 50 hours a week just to feed, wash, change nappies and
perform other servicesfor 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 dl the time
in jobs, eg managing money and other resources. \Women
working long-term in the home are also excluded from socia
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 - socia
insurance does not cover this and there is no compensation
for families who have to employ somebody to carry out the
mother's work. S ~

As well as these drawbacks, joblessness leads to exclusion -
from rewards such as status, from opponunities for sdf-
fulfilment 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. Obvioudy, it is not only
women who are jobless, but more women than men ae
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 - ajob, employment - refer
only to paid work, which automatically excludes the mgjority
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 more married women are now
employed is because they are havimg fewer chlldren and also
because of the removal of obstacles like 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 MoreIrish Women Work Outside the Home?
As we have seen, being manied still makes a blg dlfference 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 ajob or not.
74% of married women (and 44% of women generally) say
that they are not in a Job because of their children or more
precisely because of. their childcare responsibilities.(45) Only
2% of men give thiS reason: education, leaming 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 the homeis not
dways 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 basicaly dull
and boring' and 'being at home with the children dl day can
very often be boring for awoman' were views shared by 68%
and 76% of a sample of Dublin women and. men in-1986.(46)
Housework is likely to be even more bonng, and certainly
more arduous, for women who Hve in poor condmons: old
and shabby rooms are much harder to keep clean, as are
chesp 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 crucia to any discussion.of women's
poveny. While they apply to women im other Clrcumstances
as well, women on low incomes have fewer resources to
enable them to overcome these barriers and'at the same time a
grester need of additional income. Three main barriers make
it difficult for womento 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 Servicesfor 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 the same extent. But in Ireland little.attempt is
made to make 1t easier for mothers to work outside the home.
For a start, childcare facilities, important for al employed
mothers but cruCid for lone parents, are limited. Only 35% of
al children under the age of six are provided for in services
outslde the home, and three-quarters of these are in primary
school .(47) Inal, only 35,000 children or 9% of al the under
sixes arein aservice other than school; mainly in private play
groups. State proVidon IS VirtUaly non-existent - |ess than 2%
of children under the age of six are in a state-funded nursery
acuvity (funded mainly through the health boards). So, child
care IS almost entirely m the private sector, much of it black
market. Charges are uncontrolled and are likely to be beyond
the Pudg«‘{t of women on low incomes. We know virtually
nothing ahout the numbers of children being cared for iy
private Ihome§ or the quality of the care they are receiving,
since there IS no offiCla registration of child-minding
facillties. S :

.Workplace ¢réches are ararity - only nine are known to exist
I the whole country. There are five in the third:level
education sector and four in large service companies, Only
about 240 Irish children are known to be cared fgor In
workplace créches. A further barrier to women's employment
IS m the tax system. There is no tax relief for childcare
eXpenses - gn additional incentive for a woman to give up her
job, especially | she has a second child. Thisis a serious gap
given the high cost of childcare. With. high costs and
generally low wages, many women.find that it is not worth
their while fmancially to work outside the- home. Other
fuooorts _fOf women parents are also necessary, maternity
eave for mstance.While Trish 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
additiona 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 scarcein Ireland.

Attitudesto Employed M other s. .
Although there is more support now for a broader role for
women, the motherhood role is still highly valued here. The
Congtitution, for instance, places the family as the 'natural
primary and fundamental unit group of Society' 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 atraditional view of women: almost
half of the people surveyed in Dublin and some rural areas in
1986 believed that women who did not want & |east 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
atitudes, along with other difficulties, should they try totake
up ajob. .

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 out to 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:. | :

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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However, women themselves, also in quite large numbers,
telieve that mothers should not be employed while their
chlldren are young. TInis 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 long-term in the home isolates women from the job
market. Skills become redundant, it is difficult to find
potential areas of work, confidence in seeking work drops.
This happens to the unemployed generaly as well as women
m particular but working in the home is especialy 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 nationa training
agency, runs a small number of courses for women returning
to the wOrkforce. However, these courses arejust afraction 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
activities, The Socia 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 a 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 mgor-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 POVERTY FOR SOMEWOMEN
. Apart.from the 53% of Irish women who have no income of
their own, many women who do have a job are frequently
badly pald. Men still earn much more than women. Atthe end
of 1987, the average gross weekly pay of women inindustty
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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 hit 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. alimited
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 al 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 smilarly even
dightly 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 of 35 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? Thereis no
onereason for this, although the foIIOW| ng five factors are all
very significant: . i i

* Womenwork.in very different &inds of jobs to men, often
-those that are low-paying -3

* Women do not advance up the hierarchy as quickly as men
* Women's fami ly respons b|||t|es may hold back their
carer's

& Women wor kforfewer hours thén mer
* Women still suffer discrimination.
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Women Arein Different Jobsto 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
adso changed over the last sixteen years. the numbers in
agriculture continued to decline while those in service
jobs increased. Also, of course, there has been a big rlseln
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 professona jobs (teaching,
nursing), commercial-type work and, jobs, which' involve
providing personal services for other people. In all, 60% of
women work i n these three general types of job. 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 (ieearning less than £65 a week)
in 1979, compared with 13% and 18.5% of mae workers in
industry and distribution.(51) Thosein industry are the worst
paid of al: over 70% of al low paid women workers in 1979
were working in industrial jObS The earnings gap islargest 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 homein larger numbers than. before, The
jobs they do are generally lowlevel aid low 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, clothing
and footwear for instance, 58% of the workers are female; m
professional services nearly 60% of the workers are women;
and in persona 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 be
doing wdl but they cannot know how they.compare With
men. Apart from: the pay, there is another, strong connection
between women's empI oyment and domestic work: the type
of work involved in 'women'sjobs' is often 'caring' in nature
(hursing, teaching) or providing for people’s personal needs
(hairdressing, catering).

Women Are Not Advancing up the Jobs Hierarchy

Usually the more senior the job the more it pays. The labour
market is segregated verrically as well as honzontally and,
men dominate the top positions. Although more women are
employed now, they are not making their way to the top jobs.
Women profonals for instance, are mamly in'the so-called
lower,professions such as teachers.and nurses,whereasmen
dominate the better-paying professiOns such as .accountancy,
medicine,dentistry. Generally,whatever hierarchy .we
examine; women are likely to be at the bottom With men at
the top. Take the health services for example. Over 70% of
the workers are women but men hold 70% of the top
positions.(52) Suchlow level 'crowding' of women is clearly
a mgjor reason for the poverty of households headed by a
wvworman.

It is not only Irish women who havc djfﬁculty 1mpr0vmg
their employment osition.. Sex segrcgatlon m work ap g
with ‘amazing uniformity’ m the [Odusthalised world.(53) In
each of the twenty-four most developed weslem countries in
1980, for example, women were concentrated im clerical ‘and
service jobs. Even in Sweden, which-has a'very. strong
commitment to women's equafity, theworkforce remaOs very
segregated, with 80% of: women m JUSt thirty types,of
job.(54)

Women’s Fami ly Responsibilities , ] ' :
Women enter and participate inithe labour market as eX|st| ng
or future wives and: mothers; -unlike,men who., are- workers

|
I
3
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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 /» 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-
timein the home - 16 as against 12 hours a week.(55) So, if a
woman goes out to work, she usualy 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
homeis about 638 hours.

Women's employment careers are aso interrupted for child-
bearing and child-rearing. At best, they are out of their jobs
for afew years. This may not seem al ot 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 areEmployed for Fewer Hoursthan 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
workers works part-fime, usually paid less and in poorer
conditions than full-time Jobs. Women held 78% of the
96,800 part-timejobsin 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 womén 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'srisk of poverty in the long run.

. Part-time jobs are paid at alower 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 arule receive overtime payments,. their
hours are often limited and rates of pay. 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, matemity
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...

Another dlsadvantage of pa.rt-ume work is tha& 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:
cleaning work, for instance, involves .very heavy workloads,

unsocial hours and little work satisfaction.(59) Most part-time-

workers are-excluded from pension. schemes and they will
receive sick pay only if they .work more than -13 hours a week;
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Pi?cri(;ninatory Attitudes and Practices Still Exist in
relan

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
againgt 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, especialy 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
of the 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 ard’ 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 Qrvey, 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 of unemployment 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

48

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 cautioudly,
especially those for 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 socia 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 dl%\dvantaged 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 of ‘white collar occupations and the decline
of massindustries 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
first job.
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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, legidation 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 aso be
made easier for women to work outside the home, if that is
their wish. Vita support services for working parents, like
creches and other childcare arrangements, flexible working
times and parental leave, are not widely available in Ireland.
Childcareespecially can bevery expensive.

Low pay continues to be a maor 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.

THE SELFDESTRUCTION OF JENNY RICE

MoiraStowe

| know a girl named Jenny Rice

Who bought ahouse in Paradise
Picasso prints adorned her walls

And musical chimes chimed in the hall
When someonerang the doorbell.

Shefilled that house with chinadogs
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 peoplelefther to herself

To contempl ate the ornaments

that sparkled on her shelf.

Theyears passed by and Jenny stayed
Within the prison she had made

Secure from dl thejoy and strife

That constitute the pace and pulse of life.

One day a great big crack appeared
InJenny Rice'sarmour

,'Neurosis' said the Doctor

"He prescribed some p| I |St? cam her
And they did. P ”
Now Jenny mostly sits and broods
The magic pillscontrol her moods
Thepill box states "Take One lel Only'
Intruthitreally says T
‘Jenny'slonely'. i

First published in Notions. Dublin: K]mrfBJor&alhé. 1987;'




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 rdieve itself of any responghility for,
thelr support and maintenance, and leave them

financially dependent upon the resources of
usbands, lovers or friends.(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 sociad welfare is
even more important than it isfor men - as many women rely
on it directly as have ajob. There is dso a sizable group of
women on whose behalf men claim socia wdfare. 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'srolein society generally.

There are two crucia factors which link socia wefare and
poverty among women:

*

* 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 socid, welfare as the
years go by - the numbers grew by 90% over thelast ten years
to reach almost a half amillion in 1987.(66) Unemployment
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was the main reason for this, both because the rates soared
and also because the changes in social welfare inroduced by
the implementation of the. EC equality. directive in 1936, and
in compliance WIth the Judgements tn some constltutional
cases, made more women eligible for unemployment
payments. Before this, unemployed married women had very
[imited entitlement to social welfare. Other women are also
relying more on welfare now: the numbers on - ‘deserted
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 number of
'deserted wives more than doubled and widowed claimants
increased by athird. So, social welfare IS imcreasmgly Vitd 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

Clamantsin their own right becalse they are

unemployed, ill or elderly 21(),364-
Entitled 10income maintenance because they arel€dMNg
children on their own and/or are W|thout aman 10

mantain them o 128,142
Dependants of male daimarts (esti mated) 125,000
TSTAL ' 463,506

(Source: . Department of Social Welfare, Stansucal lnfonnanon

on Social Welfare Servlcesl987) o : f

The social welfare system leldes women |nto three

main groupings., _ E B A
* those receiving payments in theu* own rlght(|eold age
pensmners unemployed andill women)" .;,",
those on 'women's schemes' (‘deserted WIves, unmarned
mothers'single women', prisoners wives,widows)
women on whose behalf men are clalml ng social Welfare

How much do thase women haveto I|ve on? Thisis not easy
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to say because they do not dl receive the same amount - there
are at least thirty-three socid 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 (dso 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 aweek or, to to be precise, their husbands get this amount
of money from socia 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 socia 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 socia. 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 hirth or death in the family or even alarge electricity hill
in winter, they run into debt.(67) Practically al wefare
payments are till below the minimum recommended, by the
Commission on Social Wefare - 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):

one child under four years £19.60
one child over four years £28.20
two children underfour years £24.30
two children over four years £A4.40

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 sociad welfare
payment levels. Why are they so low? Budgetary constraints
are one reason: each year social welfare. increases in the
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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 bass of need and
there is noofficial poverty linein Ireland. It is not clear even
if the sociad welfare system works on the baSIS of a speCific
view of poverty - the elimination of poverty has never been
stated as a particular am of socia welfare policy. It would
appear to view poverty in an absolute way - it occurs when
people cannot afford to feed, clothe and get basic
accommodation for themselves. This view Judtifies SOCid
welfare meeting only basic needs.

However, ending poverty would reqU|re sngmflcant
redigtribution of resources, wealth and opportunities across
the population., Although. social welfare does redistribute
income in a small way, it does not shift enough income,
opportunities and other resources to those who are poor. Since
it is only part of the state's financial structure, it IS probably
unrealistic to expect socia welfare to eliminate poverty by
itself. However, 1t could be expected to mamtam people, at a
reasonable standard of living. At current rates of payment,
socid welfare fails to do this. As well as higher payment
rates, the transition from welfare to ajob should be easier if
poverty-is to be eliminated. At present, some welfare
payments are cut very severely when someone has part-time
eamings. The exceptions to this are the 200 people on the
part-time job incentive scheme - a scheme allowing 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 dl ,but a small number of unemployed
claimants. Another barrier to people working IS the fact. that
when they take up ajob they may lose. other benefits such asa
medical card and their differentialloc'al authority -rent may
increase. Thisis part of the poveny trap

THE LONG-TERM CONSEQU ENCES OF SOCIAL
- WELFARE FORWOMEN
There is also a second link between social welfare and
poverty - its long-termconsequences. Being on soc.id welfare
for along period of - time affects people and their place. in
society. There are several especially damagimg consequences
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for women. Over time, social welfare:

*

W reproduces traditional divisions between women and men

prolongs women's dependency
Increases hardship for women

- * |eads to differences between women claimants
excludes some women fromspecific socia welfare
coverage

Each of these consequences comes about in aparticular way.

1. Reproducing SexRole Divisons

Even though it is possible to argue from alegal point of view
that there is equal treatment since the equality directive in
1986, in practice the consequences of socid" 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 aslone
parents, as men's dependants or as clamants in ther ‘own
right. Men are aimost exclusively individual clamants. So,
whileitis true that the equality directive removed the grosser
forms of discrimination, the' circumstances, of women and
men on socia 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 usualy receive tha
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 aweek) for
every one male adult dependant. This aso, 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 persona
investigation process which women applicants often have to
undergo to establish whether they redly are 'deserted’,
:unmarried', not cohabiting, and so0 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. Thisis 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 ageisincreased.

2. Prolonging Women's Dependency
More and more women are having to rely on socia welfare -
the numer of women on unemployment payments alone
increased by 600% over thelast ten years. Most women relate
to socid 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 thisyear,
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. Socia welfare till finds it very difficult to
accommodate women in a number, of roles. While enough
money is provided ,to ward, off destitution, asthe system is
currently organised and given existing levels of payment, it
does nothing to prevent long-termdependence for women.
Even if it did not, actively encourage them, to rgjoin the
labour market, social welfare could certainly reduce women's
dependency by givingbothpannersequal payments. Yet, any
woman married to a man' claiming social welfdre (and from
now on this applies to women;living 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 mainly:to unemployedor,ill
men, dl are working full time in the home, most caring 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 c¢an lead to financial,hardship. The practice of




payments for adult dependants aso 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.
In practice very few women 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 ill 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 socia welfare has recently
been reinforced by the government's response to the Supreme
Coun's ruling (in the Hyland case) that social welfare's
treatment of married .couples, following the EC equality
directlve, was unconstltutlonal.- 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 wel. A dSituation
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 considersthat you need less money:
the payment for the 'dependent spouse’ is only around 60%
Qf 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 two people forming a
househors Y H1ES BPPIECTO any Ao peop 99
~'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

-husband, even when he was employed the entire family
mcome was frequently'spent by him on acohol. She heard
from a neighbour that it was possible tg get her share (ie the
adult dependant’'s allowance), as well as the children's
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allowance, paid separately from her husband.(70) After along
time, she succeeded - first she had difficulty finding out how
to arrange it and then it took her along 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, fud, food and
dl the other expenses. No one knows exactly how many
women are in Sheila's position because there are no published
gatistics, not even an officia 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
iI[npossibIe, to satisfy. They aso invade women's private
1ves, \ . oo

Joan's efforts to join the 12,000 women on-the desened
wife's schemeis atypical case. When her husband |eft, 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 aitemporary payment for atime; to
qualify for the deserted wife's allowance she would have to:
(@) 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; (&) nolbe living :with another man. Where should

she. start? The fIrSt thing she had to do was to notify the
Gardal - shewasthen 'officially' desened. Next, to prove that
she had made 'reasonabl e .efforts! to trace him, she had to go
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o her husband’s family to try and find out i f they knew where

© was, terrified that she would actualy find him given his
Vidlent nature. They were not helpful, blaming her for the
break-up. Shefelt even more degraded by having to approach
alocal priest for aletter ‘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 the |ocal 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) Equaly, 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 sx 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 becauseit 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 shefmds 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, sohe 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.
Apart from the questionable values underlying.-them, the
conditions can also compel women to remain 'in .marriages
which areintolerable.

In aeperal, given the conditions attaching. to ‘'women's
schemes’, the enqui ry process preceding. payment intrudes
mto deeply personal areas of awoman's life, at a time which
mav ,‘Qe.very painful for her. The difficulty of satisfying the
conditons and their |ack of darity gives immense power to
the mdiVIdua SOCld welfare offiCla. The cohabitation rule (ie
the need to ensure 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. \WWomen's
homes are known to be inspected for evidence of a man's
presence. One woman tells how she had avisit from a socid
welfare. officer early one morning because acar 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. Ifevidence is found of aman's presencein 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
maintenancefrom the state ifthey are in a sexual relationship
with a man. So, for 'many women, being on social welfare
reduces their choice about rel ationshipswith men - effectively
those on 'women's schemes'cannot have a close relationship
with a man if they want to retain their current level of social
welfare. ‘

4. Treating Women Differemly
Thefact that they are separated into different categorieson
the basis of their marital and family status has led towomen
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). ., ‘ :
At least ten, different économic values are placed on
women (73), most of whorm are doing the same work: caring
for homes and children. Thesevalues range from a high of
£58.50 a week. (for an old;age contributory pensioner) to a
low of £25.10 (for a dependant of d old age non-contributory
pensioner). While some of these, rates apply to men as well as
women, there are four,times: as many women adult
dependants. So, the rates paid for'dependants can reasonably
be tegarded as the state's' estimate of the.worth or \YOmen
working in the home. ' A
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, : Table4:
Vaiationsinthe Amounts Paid Per Wesk tolfor a\Woman on Social Welfare
Bengfit! Assistance!
Contributory ~ Non-contributory

Unemployed woman'" . £45.00 £47.00
Old age pensioner™" £58.50 £50.00
Widow/Deserted Wife" £52.50 £49.00
Unmarried Mother|
Prisoner's Wife £49.00
SingleWoman's Allowance £47.00
Dependant of Unemployed Man
(for lessthan 15 months)" £29.00 £26.90
Dependant of Unemployed Man
(for more than 15 months)" £29.00
Dependant of Old Age Pensioner £37.30 £25.10

" these are the rates for mae and femade whban ¢laimants: In
the case of the Wife of an unemployed man sheis claimed for .
as hiSdependant, The assistance rate cited for the unemployed
woman js the [ong-term (ie over 15 months) rate. ,

** thege 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
valuethan others.. a the top of the hierarchy are old age
pend Oners and Widows, at the bottom are women married to
unemployed men and pensioners, entitled to only -between
£25 and £29 a week.(74) Thesize of the gap betweéen the
amountspmd for women treated as men's dependants and
other women is .enormous: in some cases more than half.
Given the organisation of the-social welfare system then,
women are financialy btetter off without a man, except when
they reach old age. Such variarion in rates creates inequalities
amongst women, placlOg some in a position. of relative
advantage over others. While 10surance and assistance rates
nave gways differed, it is impossible to justify the three
different rates paid to women for their ownup.-keep within
insurance and assistance schemes. ‘

5: Excluding Some Women from Social Welfare -
Furthermore, there are women who do not qualify under any
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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 than 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 Maurafor instance. Her mother is
one of the 66,000 elderly estimated to be cared for at 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 paidfor, and be living
alone except for the caring relative (or a dependent child or
handicapped person). This'is not all: -only aclose relative'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 alowance. So Maura is actually
grateful. for,.the £28 a week, even -though it is totally
Inadequate and, until recently, she had to receiveitfrom her
mother. The reality is that Maura's sittiation is likely to go
on for awhile yet- the ayeragecarerspendsuptosix years
in thisrole.(75) Mauragets little. helpJromtheauthorities -




a common .experience among carers according to research,
She cannot leave her mother for more than an hour at atime,
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 ingtitutional 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
\évomeln would be caring anyway so why pay them unless one
as tol!

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

A System Desgned by Menfor Men . S
Originating in Gennany and Britain at the begl nning of this
century when employment was fairly WIldespread, the SOCld
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 unusua 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 singlejob for life is no
longer true for men. For astart, women's employment careers
are either shorter than men's or are more frequently
interrupted. And, women's.work is different,. being based
mainly in the home and, if waged, often bemg low .paid
and/or part-time. So, a system based on soclamsurance
contributions cannot make proper provision for women who
arenot nonnally in work that is insured. Thesocial welfare
system has not come to tenns with this: work in the home IS
not covered for social insurance, nor ispan-timeworkfor less
than 18 hours a week fully covered. Maternity,.amajor 'risk’
to women’s earning capacity, isonly providedfor in alimited
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way. So women's needs and their life patterns were periph.erd
to the original design of the social welfare system and smece
then have been considered maimly when they could no longer
be overlooked, as with the equality directive which was

imposed by the EC.

Patriarchal Vaues Underlying Social Welfare

It is tempting to regard socid welfare just as a se of
incrementalist schemes. Even from thIS View, It IS an
extremely complex system - with at least thirty-three different
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 1n
marriage, about the family and the roles of women and men.
Socid welfare officias in foll OWIng regulations are putting
the state's policies and values into practice. This Often
involves making judgements about who fS ‘deserving of
welfare and how much they should get. In a sense, the worth
of people is being judged - different amounts are paid
depending on-which of the many schemes one IS m. In
deciding how much people should be paid and who should
ot paid the most, the social welfare system reflects and
reinforces values operating in soclety as a wholze.

While it may be an overstatement to clalm that the socld -

welfare system has a coherent policy on women, its core
vaues do fundamentally affect women. Two of these are
central: women should be financially supported by;men, and
the traditional family with the man asth. ebreadwmner must
be protected. Each of these has consequences for women: the
first perpetuates. women as men's dependants; the second
prolongs atraditional home-making role for women, o
The protection of the treditiOlld family i$ fundamental to
socid welfare and this IS why women are ‘treated as men s
dependants,. Socid-. welfare payments: are; family-centred,
modelled on the notion of the family wage- hence one
paymentis usually made for the entire family and that for.the
adult dependant is around 60% of the mam payment, perhaps
because this is roughly what.women earnasa proportion of
men's earnings. Social .welfare definesthe family as that
based on marnage WIthmenasbreadeDIIers Mlllar shows
what this means:
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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 regard to children - the caring function being

the province of the mother and the providing

function the province ofthefather.(77)

. Whether thisis for moral reasons or not, there is ceriainly an
econOlllic.dimension to it. Think of the enormous expense to

the state I the tradirional 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
elderly would soar, as would the state's hill for women's
S0Cid welfare. In an important sense, the relationship
between women and the state IS one of mterdepeildence:more

and more women are being pushed into reliance on socid g

welfare but, equaly! the state needs women to provide the
services that al wives and mothers provide. Similaly,
women’s relationship to social welfare is not by any meansa
simple one: SOCid welfare [S Vitdly Important to women who
Wish or are forced to live without a man and are not in pad
.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 nOl
conform to the traditional model are treated as exceptions and
arefitted in under special schemes. Most of these are families

headed by women: ‘deserted wives, ‘unmarried mothers, |
widows. These families are actually paid more than others
which seems at odds with the rhetoric in the Condtitution. §
Article 41.2, pledges, among other things, that the state will E

endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be 'obliged by
economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of ther
dunes in the home.'The reference here is not to al women
but to mothers. This pledge to protect the family and women's

traditlona role Withim 1t is at the core of women's and men's

treatment in socia welfare. The rates paid to many women
depend 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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widows, 'deserted wives and other women parentingalone
are pald more because, not having a man to provide for them,
the welfare of their families i$ 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 iswilling to make acontribution for
their upkeep, it must not interfere with a man's responsibility
to provide for his spouse and family. Thus, he. usualy
recelves the payment for both of them and his is the larger
shae.

The failure to change this can be traced to policy makers
reluctance to tackle problems of inequalities within families.
In this way, the traditional family structureis protected and a
§ woman remains dependent on her husbhand. So, the state
t Pperates above al 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. .




MY ALPHABET
Mona

isfor anger which | feel alot of
isfor bored which | sometimes fed
isfor children of which | have two
isfor drink which | sometimes do
isfor eagerness| fee now and then
isfor frustration

isfor giving it works both ways
isfor husband | only have one (Thank God)
isfor Ireland my home country

isfor jewelsthat | would love to own
isfor knitting which | would love to learn
isto try to learn alot more

isfor myself

isfor try to say 'No' more often
isfor optimistic ‘

isfor pleasing people

isfor quietness

isfor regrets| have asmall few
isfor try to say sorry when | should
isfor trying

isfor uptight

isfor venison the meat from the deer

W isfor washday

X
Y

isfor Xmas which I love so much
isfor the youth of tomorrow

Z isfor the zoo where the animalslive.

First published in Womenwrue. Dublin: Lourdes Youth gng
Conununity Training..
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WOMEN'SACCESSTO EDUCATION, HOUSING AND
LEGAL SERVICES

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 of national
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-paidjob
are dim. In theory, the Irish public services guarantee the
right of access to everyone, especially those on low incomes.
In practice, however, people can dlip through the. net and the
quality of the service recelved varles

EDUCi:ATION

Access to Education i

Education should be thought of as ajresource, one of the most
valuable of al. Education gives acc,ess to better life chances,
to job opportunities, to different ways of thinking and aso to
new images of ourselves. Ehtry to most jobs nowadays is
strictly ,controlled by certificates ;and qualifications, It is
hardly an exaggeration to liken educational institutions tojob
placement agencies. This isa relatively recent role for
education: up to the 1960s family! assets, such as land or a
business,. had a much. bigger influence on the career paths of
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young people. Achievements in educational participation in
Ireland have been considerable: about 60% of young people
now remain in school up to the end of second-level education.
However, the kind of education they receive varies very much
by social class and sex.

ClassDifferencesin Education
Class differences show themselves in many ways. for
1O0stance, in 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
about athird of girls and a half of boys never sit the Leaving
Certificate exanunation. According to official sources, about
6,000 young people leave -school each year without any
qualifications, and up to 4,000 more attempt and fail to get a
certificate. Boys. outnumber girls here but most early leavers
share one characteristic: their low income backgrounds. With
about .10% of children leaving school without qualifications,
It IS httle wonder that literacy d!fficulties are -widespread:
nearly 400,000 rish people are estimated officJdlly.to require
tultion m htcracy, and the real number may behigher.(79) For
the unquallfied school leaversjobs are unlikely to exist since
the number of unskilledjobsisfalling all thetime. Theearlier
~one leaves school the greater the chances of'ending up
- unemployed - in 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 haves the odds of being unemployed one year after
~ leaving school.(8l)

Although differences have lessened since 'free edilcation'
was introduced in 1967, socid class differences remain.
Ireland concentrated on removing financial barriers to
€ducation but true equality means two things: equal accessto
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, especially 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 have introduced 'vol,untary’ charges. The pupil-
teacher ratio 1S 10cress1Og, gUIdence and remedia services
which are vital to many children from poor backgrounds are
being cut back, and vocational preparation and training
allowances for some students have been eiminated. 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 isthere 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 college,
and especidly to university. Over half of dl new students at
third-level in 1986 came from five social class groups (mainly
the .profesdOns, employers and managers and salaried
employees), and a further 20% were from farming
families.(82) Only 1% of collegeentrants had fathers who
worked in an, unskilled manual job and 2.5% were from
families on the next rung in the hierarchy - semi-skilled
manual. Looked at over time, tlie education system has been a
major vehicle through which privilege, and poverty, are
passed on. from generation to generation. The children of the
better off (ie those with land and:other. property and the
profeSOnd  classes) have.- benefited most from " increased
public spending on education’. The iresult:'a virtua upper
class monopoly of theaavantages that depend on
education'.(83) - ; ‘

Sex Differencesin Education!, :

The education received by the 60,000 girls and ooys who
leave second-level education each year ill differs in many
ways. First, more.of the girls will have attended single sex
and secondary schools. Although co-education is increasing,
46% of second-level schools are ill single sex, and more so
for girls thanfor boys. Attendipg 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 schoals 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-caled
'girls' subjects.

This leads to a second difference between boys and girls:
they study and do their examinations in quite different
subjects. The 'girls' subjectsare home economics, art, musc,
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. o

Girls as a group out-perform boys a 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 of -men. 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 mostrapidly expanding job area
of all - science and technology.- compared with 56% of men.
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 dl socia classes. Not one but a number of factors
push girls towards traditional subjects. The most crucia 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 studying each subject. So, the possibilities for girls to take
non-traditional subjects are often limited, 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 aso 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, especidly if from a low income family,
is likely to be at primary school. Publicly funded nursery or
pre-school facilities are very limited in Ireland, even though
they arerecognised elsewhere as a Vitd first step for children,
In Ireland children usudly only go to nursery or pre:school if
their parents can pay for them. On entering primary school
and certainly for thefirst few years, 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 yeung child the
association between mother and \woman teacher is a strong
one. As the child movesup 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
prineipals Will be men - men arel five times more likely than
women to be promoted to primary school principal. So the
child sees men as the authority figures. Thislink continues up
to third-level where only 5% of the seniorlecturing staff are
women.(88) The message being transmitted throughout is that
men have the power and make ithe decisions which women
cary out. . o ‘




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 ae in low status or 'second rate' jobs, (3)
there is an over-riding emphasis on women's domestic
role.(89) School texts usualy depict white, middle class
lifestyles and opportunities as well. In addition, many of the
subjects girls sudy, even if they are by their own choice,
reinforce a secondary role for women. What is domestic
science after dl 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 Irdland there are no
state-run schools a primary level - primary schools are
privately run by an individual board of management, athough
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 amost totaly 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 modd - 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 mae doman - 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 barier. Adult education courses, forjnstance,
usuallycost at least £20 - a third of the weekly income ofa

e

woman on unmarried mother's allowance. The cost to the
student is being pushed up as publlc spendimg cut-backs bite
deeper - AONTAS (National Association 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 our
society are being excluded from adult educatlOn.
They are the people with the greatest need, who
would benefit most from participation.. Most
deplorable of all is the reduced access to |zeracy
schemes throughout the country.

Other barriers besides cost also exist: few adult education
courses provide acreche for instance, and If you are on SOCld
welfare only very limited further educanon..opnons are
possible. So.adult education opens up opportunities for some
people more than others. It especlaly disadvantages women
and men from poorer backgrounds. . - . -

The socid welfare system. makes 1t very ";difﬁéu'lt_' for
claimants to participate in education. | f you are in education

"you are not considered-to be “‘available for.work) and

therefore unemployment payments are stopped. There is one
very limited scheme, the Educarional Opportunities Scheme,
which alows claimants.to;study for an educarional certificate,
but it operaiesin only two areas of the country and in 1989
only fifty-seven people are benefiting from it. In any case,
recipients of 'women's schemesi are not eligible.

1 i
HOUSING

Accessto Housing Services “u .

In Ireland owning.your home is considered very Important.
With about 78% of homes owner-occupied, most people
achieve .that ambition -: far more than mother European
¢ountries,” Norway comes closest with about 67% of. people
owning their homes. A very high proportion of the Irisk also
own their homes outright, 47% of dl households in 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 mainforms in which wealth is
held and created in Ireland, yet taxes on property are almost
non-existent.

Just over afifth of Irish people do not have the opportunity
or do not want to buy their own homes: they are either renting
from loca authorities or from private landlords (about 12%
and 10% respectively of dl 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 mgjority 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 housng 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 exnd 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 officiat scrutiny of either the conditions or the charges
for this rented accommodation. Nor do people renting
privately get tax subsidies, although some get help With 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. nealy 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 subSldies has not
eliminated local authority rent arrears - an average of 40% of
tenants were in arrears among five local authonnes m rmid-
1988.(95) You have to have a very low income to get SWA
assistance with rent and people with mortgages only recelve
assistance with the interest part of the repayments. S0 the tru.e
number of people who have serious difficulty paymg thelr
rent or mortgage i s unknown. ) ‘ .

Women rearing children on their own haveé pamcular
housing difficulties. Single parent households, which.are only
atenth of all households, made up 20% of those on the local
authority housing waiting lists in 1987. They are often forced
to rent privately because they' are a low pnonty far. local
authority housing which in Irefand has favoured |arge families
and the'elderly. When more.public.housmy¥ became available
over the past few years, especialy 1o Dubhn, women on their
own with children, single women and homeless women were
housed in increasing numbers. However, they were generally
moved into low demand areas. For example, over a third of
'homeless' people housedlin oné large suburb. of Dublin gn
the last six months of 1986 were women parennng alone.(96)
Problems in low demand areas include poor faclhnes m
shopping, - playgrounds and public services. Fewer shops
means higher prices, while alack of play areas keeps children
around the home al day; Mamtenance [S another problem.
With the cut-backs in spending to local authonnes.m recent
years, maintenance budgets have been redu.ced. It IS women
who suffer. most from'ill-mamtamed housmg because they
spend more time than other family members in the, home.
And, of course; I'solarion IS dso a .problem :for women,
especially those rearing children on their own, Without 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 chaets are usualy
better than this but a sizeable proportion of travellers on
serviced sites are without piped water (22%) or atoilet (38%),
while nearly all are without electricity. Roadside travellers
have the worst living conditions: ail but a tiny minority are
deprived of adl basic amenities. A recent report commented:

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

Poor services cause special hardship for traveller women.
Thereisvery little emergency accommodation available for
women who have to |eave home because of violence. Thisis
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 atotal 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 of them very old and in poorconditiori)
is not suitable for the needs of women and chiidren. In
February 1988 hostels providing emergency accommodation
in Dublin for women and children had zn 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 arnong women is unknown
but it is likely to grow among both women and men in the
future as the house building programmes of loca 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 bestarted in
1988. Put this alongside the fall that has occurred in private'
rented accommodation and the rise inwaiting lists for public
housing and another houshig crisislooks to belooming. .

op e s s s e iy

LEGAL SERVICES

Accessto the Law and Legal Services - -
The law is often thought of as 'out there, as an entity w.l1ch
does not touch everyday lives. And yet the law 1ntervenes
often, influencing especlally relationships withim the famlly.
Marriage is, after all, a coniract which islegally binding and
carries” with it economic and SOCld oblhiganons between
partners and towards their children. T.his side of marmage
tends to be overlooked, usually surfacmg when a mamage
breaks down. Then, the questions of custody, matntenance,
ownership and division of property that arise show mamage
at heart to be an economic and legal relationship.

Legal services are one of the most expenslve services of all.
Some of the top legal representatives charge more than
£1,000 a day for their services. Following.the European Court
of Human Rights' ruling in 1979 that Jose Alrey had anght
to legal representation even though she could not pay for.a
private solicitor, the Government mtroduced a dVII legal aid
scheme. This scheme operates through twelve full-time law
centres (six of which are in Dublin) and elghteen 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 |east
thirty-three full-time centres would be required to meetthe
demand. Apart from inadequate staff and resources, ane type
of law dominates. over 97% of the case work [S family law.
Areas not covered include socid welfare and other appeals,
consumer law, housing-related matters, crimina lav. 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 Coolock
Community Law Centre serves part of the north Sde of
Dublin city and the Free, Lega Advice. Centres (FLAC)
operate limited services on avoluntary basis im Dubhn, Cork,
Galway and Dundalk. - T .

Far more women than men rely on the 'free' legal services.
Of those who received advice and representation from the
Legal Aid Board in 1986, 83% were women. Similarly,
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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 lega aid
scheme).(IOO) 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 Iegal services from their own
communities.

So, the poor's access to the most vital publlc 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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SHEISNOT AFRAID OFBURGLARS
Rita Ann Higgins

[t's lunchtime

and he's training the dog again.

He saysto thedogin acrossvoice
" 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'tfit in his head.

He says to his wife,
"Stay there"

. His.wife obeys him.

She sees how good hela:\rvrth the dog
and how the dog obeys his cross voice.

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

Thelocals, bursting for news, ask her"
"Why wouldyou never be afraid of burglars'

~with your husband in the house?"

She callsa meeting at Eyre Square

for half three that Saturday. _
Standing on achau', wiping her hands
onher apron, she cxplams '

Oneday she says, in across voice,
"the dog disobeyed my:husband

~and my husband beat hun across the head

with awhip madefromhorse hair. -

~ Thatiswhy | am not afrardof burglars

wrth my husband in the house”

First publlshed in m:ch inthe Bushe.s Galway. ‘
Salmon Publishing, 1988,
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6
POVERTY DAMAGESWOMEN'SHEALTH

From a health perspective rather than a medical
one it is health ingtitutions 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. Ill-health and poverty are seen to go hand in hand.
Eating the same low-cost food eventually affects your hedlth.
A permanently inadequate diet, in some cases with bread,
cornflakes and tea as staples, doesnot make for healthiness.
Nor does living in poorly-maintained housing, often damp
and overcrowded. Cutting back onfood and fuel over along
period of time, combined with the stress of managing an
inadequate income, sooner or later takes its toll on women's
hedlith, It is not easy to get women-io talk about their own
health - usually their first concern is for the hedth: 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 hedlth has become a major political
issue with the recent spending cut-backs, women have been
especialy affected. Reducing public. spending on health
increases women's unpaid work because they-are admost
always the 'community carers. Women living on low
mcomes are the most affected of dl. _

The gap in information is mirrored at an officia level as
well. The available statistics.measure hospital treatment- and
mortality and morbidity rates mainly. Very littleis 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 ofisolated idands
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

%rounds have been critical of this and other aspects of
health care.(103) .

Women's Critique of Conventional. M edi cine.

Control over their own health is of increasing concern' to
women, with relationships with medicine-and the medical
profession being especially criticised:

... over the past one hundred andfifty years or o,
doctors on both sides of the Atlantic. have
successfully 'medicalised’ a inwnber of human
- phenomena ranging from madness to childbirth,
suchthat, supported by the law, doctors have now
.amost a compl ete monopoly over the management
oftheseevents.(104) :

Medicalisation has meantlcontrol by men- because, as in
other aress, women are largely excluded from decision-
making in health: doctors and consultants and other authority
flgureﬁ are predominantly men. Medicalisation has had two
'vc;ry serious consequences for women:

* it has meant that reproducnve health, and a particular view
. of it, has dominated, . underemphass ng other aspects of
health and espeCidly the health of ol der 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 ilInesses so conventional medical treatment, the
usud if not the only type available through the public health
system, is inappropriate. We have been taught to jUdge our
healthiness in medica 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 teken seriously by doctors. For example,
over 60% of women are believed to suffer from one or more
of the symptoms of Pre-Menstrual Syndrome (PMS) with'
10% experiencing them as a problem (105), and yet 0 littleis
known about the condition that few women get relief. Health
has aso become compartmentaiised - more often than not
being divorced from the environment - so the symptoms
rather than the cause may be dealt with. The ready
preseription of tranquillisers is a particularly good example of
thi'S onentation. Many prescriptions are handed out each year
to women suffering from the effects of poverty - poor
housing, mental and physical ill-health, undernoUrishment,
domestic violence. I f poverty isthe cause, then dealing with jt
isintegral to improving healthiness.

Women's Approachesto Change,

Women from different classes are increasingly activein trying
to discover .and reclaim their health; For example, the topic of
health dOlllInated 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 approaches 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:
sexudity, 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 professon 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
fallure of the medica professon 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 aternative medicine was acentra theme
a 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
socid and economic factors:that reduce women's health
choices.(107) The potential'of alternative medicines is aso
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 genera 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 sexua or other forms of violence, dominated.
Vey imaginative strategi es(vx{ho will forget the contraceptive
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train to Belfast in May 19711)(108) - were used to highlight
women's lack of choice in hedth care 'and especidly in
relation .to reproduction. Subsequently, women themselves
became mvolved in health provision - services like the Rape
CriSS Centres, the Family Planning Clinics and the Women's
Aid Refuges being set up and run on a voluntary basis. Todgy,
ihcs-? services dtill 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 referendum on the eighth amendment to, the Constitution
(which gave the foetus full right to life), abortion was nota
very public issue anong women in Ireland. However'as well
as being debated ardently at the time, women's right to
choose has been anongoimg Issue, and especialy following
the 1983 Hamilton judgement on the uncontitutionality of
making mformatfon about abortion, in other countries
available to women in Ireland. > s - - :
THE LINKSBETWEEN 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
mortality rate in. 1986 was 87 (per 1,000 live hirths),
comparing well With most of our European neighbours and
with jtS 1961 level 0f30.5. Maternal mortality. rates ars aso
falling: 4 women died in childbirth in 1986 giving a maternal
mortahty rate of 65 (per 100,000 live births). People
‘generally are hiving longer, hedlthier lives. However the
officia statistics and other information, when avalable aso
demonstrate that there is a relationship between women's
I;_)roverty and 111-hedth. A recent review of hedth issues in
eland %s Women in the lower socio-gconomic groups are
tage in refation to health,”both in amlquprﬁ

at a di
andinhomeduties(109) " .—. : .
The main known health ill-effects experienced by womenon

low “mcomes, imcompanson With other women, are ag
follovwws: .o

gt A o e g et

Women Living on Low Incomes

* Shorter life span
* Higher risk of depression
» Moare health hazards in the home and at work
9 Higher risk of violence

Greater risk of illness
" More likely to smoke

Lessinformed about preventive hedth
Less access to and choice of contraception
More of their babies die asinfants
Larger numbers of children
Less choice of health service.

1. Life Span and Physical Health

Life expectancy is a well-used measure of hedth - we can
expect to live longer as improvements in medical technology,
higher standards of living, and so on lengthen average life
span. Women have aways 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 smal by internationa
standards - women here have yet toreach 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.

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 thosein long stay geriatric units (over 9,000 women
in 1985).(111) According to the Cenus, elderly women are,
also more likely to live. done, thereby increasing their risk of
poverty. 1fone has lived on low income throughout one'slife,
hardship and poverty are more likely in old age. So, . women
who ae. now poor are unlikely to have any persona 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,
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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 aso more likely to die from
pneumonia and other breathing-related diseases. Cancers d'€
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). Cancerskilled 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 degth 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 arz likely to be much
the same as those of other countries where lessmoney means
poorer health. The Black report, one of the most famous
investigations of health, found very wide differencesin health
by social class in Britain in the late 1970s. 'Material
deprivation' was the major source of health inequdities.
Existinﬂ health services in Britain were said to be, widening
rather than narrowing the health divide. - :

What Makes Women [11?

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 al. Many employed
women work in jobs with health hazards - think oLVisual
Display Units (VDUSs) ‘in.office work, the chemical
preparations used in hairdressing, laundry work, dry cleaning,
and s0 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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work are either not covered or are madequately covered by
protective legidation.

Women working in the home - a pI ace 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 i s one of the main
hedlth 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 apoor community in Dublin found that
30% had experienced violence, with depression as one of the
consequences.(116) Home becomes especially dangerous to
hedth when it is in poor condition, exposing' people, and
women especiadly, 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.

2. Mental llIness

... the figures may be said to show more about
psychiatry than they do about women.(118) ‘

Stressis a term that i ls increasingly used nowadays to describe
the conditions under which many people live their lives.
Women are increasingly pressurised - in employment, in
school, in the homeito 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 vulnerable 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, housing difficulties and the fact that
they have less control .then men over their hves and
relationships. ae all contributory factors to mental ill-health




among women living on low incomes. Added to this is the
trauma of unemployment which is frequently thought of in
relation to men only. Research says differently:women s
mental hedlth is significantly affected by their husband's
work situation, his unemployment increasing her distress,
even if sheis herself employed.(120) ‘

Women's mentad 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 ingtitutionalisation, the man difference between men
and women is the way their illnesses are dealt with or
managed by the medica authorities. Men have more of the
illnesses - schizophrenia, acohol-related problems - for
which people in Irdand are hospitalised. So, Irish men,
especialy those living: in rurd, areas, have a higher rate of
being diagnosed as schizophremc and of becorring dependent
on specialist psychiatric services.(121) Depresson, on 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 lesslikely 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 appear in the official statistics or are
persistent users of services which can only respondma
limited way to their needs. Hedlth needs ‘often go.unmet.as
services based on a medical modd arerncapable. of dealmg
withthem.

Fewer women than men are admitted topsychlatrlc hospltals

0

for treatment each year. However, such figures are not afull
statement about menta ill-health since many people are
treated as out-patients - almost 30,000 in 1985 - ortheymay
receive no treatment-at al. Women are high users of
outpatient services where they exist, although, because of

aps in service, many women %peclally in rura areas use
their local doctor for problems of depreSSIOn and
anxiety.(123) More detailed information on dal forms of
psychiatric care confirms.a much smallergap between men
and women than the offiCld figures show: more women than
men i nDublin were receiving psychiatric treatment in 1982
and double the number of women were receVing treatment
for depression.(124)..

Social class affects both the preval ence and treatment of all
kinds of menta illness. The lower income groups have a
greater chance of being diagnos.ed as mentally unwell and of
being hospitalised for it: hospllal admiSSon rates in 1984
were six times greater for those from unskilled manual
backgrounds than for employers and managers.(125) This
gap,. which is particularly high for schizophrema and
depression, is not decreasmg.

or many years: orthodox medtcme has claimed, Without
strong evidence, that women’s higher prevalence of
depression and anxiety was due to a biological weakness, an
inferiority, a genetic predisposltiOn. Recent ressarch
contradicts this. when women-and men in similar [hfe
circumstances in early adulthood: are compared lhere IS httie
or no difference betweenthem.(126) As women’s and men’s
lives develop and mature, women experience more. mental
distress and ilIness, partlcldarly when working full-timen the
home. The sacial conditions of low income women's hves.-
the fact that they work so hard and for such long hours, their
increasing poverty, the-conflicting- roles which they often
experience - have dl added to their stress level. In thiS
situation, all women,butespecitilly those on lower incomes
with young children, are at risk of depreSS'On and other forms
of mental ill-health.- ¢

3: Greater Ri skOfPhyszcal H,’ness
When poor, women's risk ‘of-illness ‘s - 1ncreased by ‘many
factors. With regard topreventtve hedth 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
smear test.(127) The numbers having regular smear tests
vaned from a quarter of women with alow 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 especialy 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 amost as many women are
now smoking as men (close toa third of each sex) and that
smoking among younger, working-class women has been
mcreasmg conslstently. 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 a'so increasing
Smong e ncrensad by 300k Socording 16 Depatment of
Health statistics, while the rates anong women grew by 56%.
In 1984, 1,342 women recelved treatment in a psychiatric
hospltal for alcohol-related problems. These statistics are not
the whole picture because many acohol-related problems are
not treated in hospital. I trends here follow those elsewhere
alcohol-related problems are. likely to grow among women:
particularly given the amblVdence about alcohol in our
culture. Alcohol-related problems have another side for
women as well. Since so many Irish men are heavy drinkers
and have alcohol-related problems, many women have'to live
WIth the problems that result, shortage of money sometimes
violence, lossof job. . -

. There are other ways in which women's risk of illness
increases. They experience a lot of pressure not to be ill -
smce women do most, If not al, of the work within the home,
chaos is likely to result when awoman is in bed ill. Single
parent families have no substitute for the mother or father. As
well as this disincentive, women tend toPU! the welfare of
other members of the family before their own. This again
reduces their likelThood of recelVIng proper care when ill.
Information on preventiv.e. health is scareeamong low
mcome groups. Where nutntton 1s.concemedfor instance,
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people in the upper income brackets are far better informed
about food values.(128) Although in most classes women are
better informed, men's food preferences have a greater
influence on mefood that is purchased. L ower income groups
also have lessinformation 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 dow, 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 ofatotal health budget of £1.2 billion.

The use of medical contraceptives is very strictly controlled
by legidation: only non-medical contraceptives, such as
condoms, can be purchased freely in pharmacies (and this
only since 1985). Women on low incomes have avery limited
choice of contraception. No form of contraceptiveis available
as such to women with medical cards, athough 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% offirst 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 Planning.and Well Woman Clinics
where avisitto the doctor is required for contraceptives. This
situation prompted one local women’s group to declare:

.'"No'sex issafe sex'




Women who are poor frequently have difficulty getting
information about different forms of contraception and
associated health risks. Asaresult the developmentsin 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.(130)

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) Thisis 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
professon and. health administrators have the control. In
Ireland, catholic valuesinfluence health service provisionin a
maor way. The majority'ofhospita:ls,which receive most of
thair funding from the state,were founded and many continue
0 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 perform
terilisations for example. And of course; this lack of means
to control fertility is reflected in birth rates, which, while
fdling, arestill high by international standards.

5. Women as Mothers

Irish women, by international standards, have high numbers
of children: the birth rate was 16.6 per 1,000 of the popularion
in 1987; compared with a French rate, the European country
nearest to us, of 139 in 1985. Other European countries
actually have a declining population. The blirth rate here,
athough high, is falling however: in 1980 it was 21.8. The
traveller community has an extremely high birth rate: the
average traveller woman bears ten children. Although family
sizeis falling there are till very many women rearmg large
families - 13% of mothers who gave birth in 1987already had
four or more children. There is-a class difference agam here:
women from poorer backgrounds have more children. :

The number of babies born outSlde marriage IS mcreasiDg,
reaching 10% of dl births in. 1987. Ten years earlier just 4%
of dl babies were born outSlde marriage. Many bables bom
outside marriage are born to women from lower SOCIO-
economic backgrounds: 55% of all hon-marital births ID .1983
were to mothers from seml-skJlled and unskllled
backgrounds.(133) While not dl of these women will. rear
their children" alone, a significant proportion of them will be
lone mothers and therefore run a high risk of poverty sDce
many are from low income backgrounds. Many are also very
young: 30% (nearly 2,000) were aged .19. or less in 1987,
according to Department of Hedlth stanstlcs, while 185 of
singlemothers were aged 16 yearsor less.

There are good grounds for concern about pre- and post-
natal care. A Department of Health Survey in 1981 1Ddlcated
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 emerged
very clearly: the carejof single mothers and those ID the
lowest income groups was partlcularly poor. Women from the
traveller community also make much less use. of health and
GP services during pregnancy and their bebles are lighter
when born and have a higher than average nsk of mfant
mortality. One of the main risk factors for maternal health -
poor nutrition - 1S outSlde the control of the medical
profession. The, situation of women on low incomes IS
especialy worrying since these women’s nutrltlon IS often




inferior to that of other women.

Alonaside these statistics must-be placed the fact that large
numbers of [rish women travel to Britain each year for
abortions, The numbers taking this option haveincreased 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 having abortions - 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 pogular 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 -

-Onthe brink - again.

That old, familiar

prickling in my toes _

that signifiesno solid land ahead .

only the recognisable uncertainty

of thin air I've plummeted through before:

Evidence of my many escapades

ame caught here,

snagged by unforeseeable circumstance:
In some places the strips of flesh

ae not quite withered,

the bloodstains, not quite dry

But herel stand-

poised on this overhang,
the sheer drop tantalising:
A kamilkaze thought -

_am| masochist orlemming? .
Ordo | pray that the glueonmy .
feathered wings will hold
and that thistime, | will surely soar?
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SOME ACTION FOR CHANGE IN THE 19805

Feminismfor the 1990s must address itself and be
relevant to the needs and concerns of women of
different classes and social Stuations, ressting 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 ingpiration
from our divergity.{136)

Women generally have been active at many levels since the
re-emergence, of the women's movement in Ireland in the
early 1970s. Theissues 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 overtime 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.
Hers we concentrate on describing activity among, with or for
women who are poor. The purpose isto try and evaluate the
potential., of ‘loca activity for bringing about' significant
changein the situationof women 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 al wornen'sf activity over the last two decadesor
of the relationships bet‘;veen different groups of feminists in

rely

Women's Effortsfor Change:

It is.hardto credit 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. Picturefor 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 ajob, emigrate
or depend on help from their families or charity.
Contraception was illegal; women were forced to leave their
jobsin 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
socia 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 traditiond
values, attitudes and structures came to be increasingly
guestioned and challenged. Issues about women's lives - their
role, status, opportunities and financia position vis-a-vis men
- were forced to centre stage by women activists. Feminist

activity in other countries was a magor 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
(IHA) and the Irish Countrywomen's Association (ICA),
formed an ad hoc committee to investigate discrimination
againgt women.(137) Following arequest 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 different 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,.discusson and consciousness-

raising dominated. The. movement framed six demands in its
manifestoin 1971: .

% equal rightsin law _
. €qual pay and the removal of the marriagebar .

justicefor widows, smgle mothers and deserted wives -
: equal educational opportumties

the right to contraception

one family,one house

As priorities: identified for political activity, they were not
aII-err?bracing: abortlOn, divorce, and many health 1ssues were
not among the main demands made because they were seen
as divisive. Nor was poverty a specific Issue, athouah t_gg
demand for justice for widows, single mothers and desert
wives Was of course relevant to some groups of women W
in poverty. A more radical group Irishwomen United (¥
which emerged in 1974, sought, in addmon to the above &!™S;
the recognition of motherhood and parenthood- as a. SOCId
function, state funding for women's centres and the nght to
saf-determined sexuality. _ :

The lack of initial emphasis on poverty may have been due
to the fact that only small numbers of women from low
income. backgrounds were active' in early feminist activity.
The dominant belief was that the rights ot .dl women should
be the focus because women were oppressed as a group- The
National Question overshadowed .much of what was
happening in Ireland at the time and thiS also led to dIVISI(Lns
within the women's movement. Taken as a whole, e
interests that dominated within the women's. movement 10
Ireland were those of the middle classes. Equality was malnly
defined in terms of equality with middle or upper class men.
This did not change significantly.in the-intervening years:
working class and poor women have tended to pursue thelf
concerns independently of women from middle class
backgrounds, if at al. However, a number of individua
women who were involvied in the women's movement went
on to work with the first European Programme to Combat

Poverty(1975-1980), soine working directly with women on
[ owincomes. el ..k

Despite mapy initialflamboyantdemonstrations and piC ets,
protests and Nard work over the next fifieen years, progress
on theoriginal aimswas dow. Most actlVity centred 1 equal
pay, the recognition of single motherhood and anght to




contraception. Emphasis soon shifted from the ideological to
a concern With service provision and building networks of
support for women. AIM (the pressure group for family law
reform), Ch.ensh (a pressure group for single mothers) and
Women’s Aid (for batiered women) all date from this period.
The first of the Rape Crids Centres followed in 1977. Each of
these services IS sU funded significalltly by voluntary effort,
operating on a shoestring; attempts to get a substantial state
commitment to these health services for women have not
been very fruitful.

Collectively, women have had significant achievements over
the last twenty years. The demands that endured were among
the most centrahsed or acceptable of the original demands:
eqUdity m the. workplace, contraception, social welfare for
one parent farmlies and for unemployed women. Were it not
for the efforts of women, lobbying through trade union and
other channels of influence” these and other devel opments 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 freedoms for women only very slowly affect life in
poor commumnes.

THE SITUATION TODAY"

Over the. last number of years, the economic climate has
changed 1n Ireland and, with it, attitudes about women. In
1986, for Instance, 55% of people agreed that when thereis
high unemployment married women should be discouraged
from working.(139) The economic conditions in which: the
original demands for women were framed no longer exist. In
a climate of high unemployment, increasing emigration and
poverty, progress on women's issues, many of which
challenge the badc structures of society, especially the power
of the c¢atholic church as well as right-wing ideologies, is
difficult to achieve.

Tradidonally, women have always been, important -in
organised activities, although usually in a back-up capacity. A
customary back-up role meant that women were ,often dow to
organise around; their own interests. This is changing,
however. Judged 1n 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 loca women's
educational and development activitiesin disadvantaged areas
over thelast four to five years. Women's groups come and go,
products of a very insecure funding environment, but asfar as
we can ascertain a total of 166 women's groups or organisa-
tions are active now(140):

National Groups Campaigning on

Women's I ssues 21
Groups Providing Services for Women '21
Women's Specia Interest Groups 18
Women's Studies Groups '8
Locad Women'sEducational and

Community Groups 98
Totdl 166

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

1." National.Campaigning Groups
There are many d%fergnt typ% 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 position ef gll women. As far aswe know, only two of the
twenty-one campaigning groupswere set up by women from
low income backgrounds - Women Together Against Poverty
and National Travelling Women's, Forum. These are aso
among the most recent groups. The remainder are mainly
professional women's groups, represenﬂng their members
Interests’ or are branches of - other organisations, such as
polltlcal parties. Only a handful ar¢ actively concerned with
women's poverty and generally these. groups are not
representative, of women from poorer backgrounds. :
One of the groups mostrelevant to women living on low
.incomes is Women Togéther Against Poverty. Just under two
years old,this group comprises trayeller and settled working
classwomen mainly from the Dublin area. Duri ng 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 adso held a number of
meetings themselves in 1989 with the suppon of the Dublin
Travellers Education and Devel opment 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 RapeCrisisCentres,
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, athough 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 |easteighteen specia interest groups. They are
mainly professional groups which provide a point of contact
for women with similar interests or those in the same job or
profession. They are almost exclusively middlé' class
Included here are organisations such as the National
Federation of Business and Professonal 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 polltlcal issues and they have NO known
links with women's activities at local level |n poor
communities, except in acharitablerole.

4. Women's Sudies Groups
There are anumber of women's studies groups, active mainly -
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in the third-level education sector, holding lectures, seminars
and publishing material on women. For the first time m
Irdand a graduate diploma in women's studies Will be
availabiein 1989 (from the University of Limerick) and post-
graduate Masters Degrees in Women's Studies are planned for
1990 by Trinity College and University College Dublin.

Women's studies courses are frequently avallable m arts and
socia science undergraduate degree programmes. UCD
Women's Studies Forum is the longest established group:

active since 1983, it is main.ly involved in running fortnightly
research seminars, lunchtime discusdO.ns, thematic .con-
ferences and in publishing repons of semtnars. At a.nauona
level, most women's: studies groups are linked 10to the
Women's Studies Association. The fact that the Third
International Interdisciplinary Congress on Women m DublIn
in July 1987 was attended by over 600 Irish. women (along
with another 600 women from other countrles) 10dlcates a
hedlthy interest in women's Issues. A good dea of research
on women is a'so underway.(142)

5. Local Women's Educational Groups/Projects.
Women who are poor today are most. active at local
communlty level. There are at least mnety-elght. local
women's groups;(143) The majority of these are based m low
income areas being espeCidly popular m Dubl[n: almost half
of al groups are based in Dublin and most.of the remamder
arein 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) " '
hese loca women's groups are. not easily” categonse .
some are educationa, or action| proJects, others are groups
gathered together for aspec:fic purpose, and ill. others have
evolved from family resource centres or other activities, They
ae usually aresponse to poverty, at locd. level, often initiated
*a professional worker or developlOg out of another,
typlcally a family-related;, activity.' Most of the local groups
are relatively young (less 'than three years old); two Dubl10
grotips - KLEAR (Kilbarrack Loca 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
demand can often be huge: the, Coolock group had a 600%
mcrease m attendance in four years. Other evidence of high
demand also exists. locad women's projects accounted for
nearlg 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
usudly 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.
Sdlf-development and group development are key objectives
(see diagrarn). The educational content generaly falls into
four man areas. personal development and hedth; skills
usualy, 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 aresult - 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 gfter a
few classes [began to get more dependent on
myself, and[ ammoreinvolvedin thi ngs[ 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 persond
and family interests;, participative learning sessions and
creative ,methods; a creche and'a time schedule that
accommodates people's, family responsibilities.(146) A
dogan of the KLEAR group is: 'Nocréche, noclass.

Some Problems Affecting Women's Activity

Clearly, local level activity among women has great potentlal
for change, athough of course it also has to be accompanied
by change at other levels. Considering women's activism
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generdly, there are a number of difficulties a the present
time, three of which stand ouit:

* little or no fundi ng is available for activity among women
« atlocal 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 suffici entIy

Limited Funding and Resources

There is no central source of funding for aCtIVlty among
women, especially for women in poor communities. The
Combat Poverty Agency has made women's groups a priority
for funding and the vocationa education committees fund
some educational work among women's groups. But funding
from each of these sourcesis 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 fall to get
underway or to survive because of the scarcity of available
funding and resources is unknown. Most. groups operate with
minimal funding; when they do get funding. it 1S mainfy. from
state and semi-state sources, there are condldons attaching to
itanditisfor one year only.

Operating on a shoestring' has many consegquences. groups
are limited in their learning content (they may.be unable to
pay tutors for instance); many have to rely on voluntary
labour; they may be unable to afford acreche (an essentlal for
awomen's group); and their time and energy can.be absorbed
by fund-raising. Most have access to loca premises, usually
from the vocational education commlttee someomes from the
local authority. The premises.areioften in poor' condition,
however, and they are frequently shared with other groups.
Some groups have a very short life span: depending on the
energies of one individual or on msecurefundlng, they fa|I to
survive.

The search for fundlngI requwes 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
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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 loca
groups to aign 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, a
local level. Fairly routine educationa activities are most
likely to be funded, hence the concentration on this type of
work at .loca level.. The short-term nature of most funding
discourages the devel opment of long-term programmes, at the
same timeincreasing ,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 individua participants. confidence grows, one develops a
different perspective on one's own situation, and women are
enabled to become part of aigroup,’ the friendships usudly
outlasting the programme or course. The courses: help also to
improve women's relationships. with their children. A
personal focus isilecessary and desirable from the start, being
one ofthe first principles ;of feminism. But, if an in-
dividualisedfocuscontinues; the programmes, while valuable
for the participantsin the short- term,"'will not lead to the types
of collectiye orientation and activity which are necessary to
bring'sabout. ¢change in the’ position of women in poor
communities; What many personal development coursesdo is
to help women cope better with their immediate situation.

107



However, if only thisfocus persists, programmes ats unlikely
to lead to any long-term structural change, either in the

posltion of the participants or of the many women who share
the same situation. ‘

Programmes o 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 paliticisation is not confmed to women
who are poor. But it is especially vital for women from low
income backgrounds to become involved in these kinds of
activides If they are to be active in changing their situation.
What IS needed IS a properly funded programme of
devel opment work among women In poor communities. Based
on an analysis of individual situations and how they link into
the shared experience of dl women in poor communities,the
programme could develop a strategy for collective actiollas
well as individual change The starting point could be 'the
individual participants own sjtuation and the practical
redlities of the)l' Hives. 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 individual and over us as agroup of women? Where are
the decisions that most affect our lives made and by whom?
Leadership tramimg IS also Vital. Tims kind of work i's 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 amodel of the kind of devel opmental
work that c.anbenefit women who are poor. The Centre, which
IS one of nme local projects in Ireland being funded under the
second European Programme to Combat Poverty, provides a
comprehenslve suppon and development programme for
women lone parents. A primary aim, along with providing
services, [S to develop acore group of women lone parenis and
to give them relevant organisational and other skillsas well as
a political,analysis of the situation of lone parents and other
groups of women living in poverty in 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 Linksor Networking

At amacro level, there is very little or no networking, either
among local groups in different areas or between them and
activiry a 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 arein
competition with one another. These factors are barriers to
networking.

At a more genera 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 bui 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 ¢ridque and policy and
linking women across classes, never emerged in Ireland, orin
other western countries. Instead, we 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, alotwas achieved. However, today, the women's
movement i s fragmented. ‘

Women ‘from low income backgrounds have been largely
outside the organised women's movement or, when they did
becomeinvolved, their needs were largely unheard. |f women
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living on low incomes want to work for change effectively
they have had to set up their own organisations or groups to
do so. Few Issues around which women have organised over
t?w past twenty years have crossed class boundaries organisa-
tionally, except perhaps the Campaign for a Unified Social
Welfare Code, the Equal Pay campaignin the early stages, the
campaign around the SOCid welfare equality legidation in
1985/86, and issues related to violence against women to a
les§er extent. Women in poor communities are hampered by
their lack of resources and the class politics of the women's
movement 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 dliances 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
women from poor communities and other interests have to be
selective ones. Rather than looking for a blueprint for change,
to iImprove the Situation of women who are poor will require
many strategies and alliances. Before getting involved in any
aliances, however, women living on low incomes must be
very clear about their own needs and very assertiveinvoicing
them. The concept of contio! is cruCid: apart from one or two
exceptions, women hving on low incomes have .not had a
high degree of control in the aliances in which they have
bee‘n involved up to now. Properly-funded politicisationwork
which recogmses where power lies and how it'is used - with
women living on low incomesis avital first step-to any long-
term change. ldedly, this must precede decisions about
aliances, so that any 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 who are
experiencing poverty.
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WHO AMI?

Carmel McCarthy

| thought it would be easy to answer the question, 'Who am
|7, butl am so many people everyday that sometimes | don't
know who | am myself! '

If the kids are sick, | am their nurse

When they're hungry, | am their cook

When the house needs cleaning, | am the maid

When the windows need cleaning, | am the window cleaner.

| am aso alaunderette operator, a messenger, a child-minder
and accountant and a teacher.

| 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 husband whether you know
it or not) ’

I'm aso aperson 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. S0 you don't know until you sit down and
think about it, then you realise who you are. '

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

Some women don't know 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 afairer distribution ofincome 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 benefitfrom, 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 nationa 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 on
household income and take no account of how money is
shared out between members. So, it is possible that women
are poor i nhouseholds 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, athough unknown is
in addition to the above figure of the numbers of women'in
poverty.

Of course not al 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, especialy those
caring for an elderly relative, elderly women living aorie,
women in low paying jobs, traveller women and those who
-find themselves 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 athird 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 wagesfor women's work. ‘

The accuracy of research on poverty. and especially on
women's poverty in Ireland and el sewhere 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

* gignficant 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 hasgenerally 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 views 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 money.
Personally, it means feeling inferior to other people, feeling
inadequate in some way. Socially, it can mean isolation and
living in a community;whereevery one is in a similarly.poor
situation. At'a cultural level, poverty distances people from
creative, ways of expressing themselves,through wrnang, 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 placedin aparricular relationship
ofinferiority to the wider society. Poverty involves
a particular sorr of powerlessness; an inability to
control the circumstances ofone's life in theface of
mor e power ful 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 challengeisto
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 dlass 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 generaly. But, because some
aspects of women's poverty are due to the fact that they are

women, actions to improve the pO,stion of all women are dso
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integral to tackling women's poverty. But the experience of
the past l:wenty years gives avery clear message: women who
are poor'are usudly the last to benefit from sex equality
measures.' Women on low {ncomes must be given priority if
their situation is to be improved.

Three sets of actions are needed:

* general measuresto address poverty |
L, measuresto improve the position of al 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 inequalities between women and
men in our society; the third recognises that some women are
doubly disadvantaged: by sex and by SOCld class and that,
without specific measures targeted to them, women who, are

- poor will not benefit.

Measuresto 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 boas. 1f we, conSlder
Ireland's experience over the 1960s.and 1970s, we find that
growth did not break down inequalities and in SOme cases,
even worsened them.(150)

Alongsidethe selectlve growth thereis.

avery high natibnal dabt (in the region of £25 billion owed
~ to Irish financial interests and forefgn bankers)
* ahuge outflow of profits from this country each year,
‘undertaxed (estimated at £1.6 billionin 1988)
™ high emigration (estlmated to be between 30,000 and
-'45,000in 1989) $e
* hjgh uriemployment(235, OO apprOX| mately in. 1989)
very high poverty (up to athird of the populanon)
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Ireland’s economic dependence on international capitalism
explalns why some of these problems persist. A key aspect of
our development strategy over the last thirty years was to
encourage foreign trade and to get multi-national companies
to locate. In Ireland. As a consequence, we became dependent
on muln-narionals - they now own 55% of our industrial
assets - .and remain so, even though they are leaving the
country In the search for even greater profits. Our policies,
especially taxation policies, are biased in favour of large
mdustrlal and business Interests. When cuts in expenditure
have been.made, it is public services that have been affected,
services vital to the poor - hedth, education, social welfare
and housmg. When tax cuts have been made, they have
mamly benefited the better off, leaving the structure of the tax
system unchanged and profits, especialy, undertaxed.

To deal with poverty and the problems associated with it,
state poliCies In taxation, education, housing and so on need
to be far more redistriburive. At present, state policiesdo not
sufficiently prevent the cycle of privilege repeating itself, and
in some cases they encourage and further it. The children of
the better off gain most from the public money allocated to
educallon every year. And yet, the better off are not
dependent on public services, unlike the poor who cannot
afford to buy essential services, such as hedlth, education and
hOUSIng, on the private market.

Eradicating poverty means redistributing resources
and opportuniies and changing the structures that,
exist at present.

Change must happen at a number of levels:

 the socia welfare system
* the taxation system

* public services

* the wages paid for work-

None of these will be sufficient on their own. Unless a ¢o-
ordinated programme of action istaken by thestate, there will-
be little change In the numbers of peoplein poverty.

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

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 g group 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 Socia Welfare (£55 - £65 aweek for an
;ndividual); this should involve disaggregation of payments
;0 that each person gets a payment of their own; better
?2rovision 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 andin the
meantime adopt the principle of social welfare as aright of al
sitizens.

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 and other ways of making money are under-taxed.
The fact that wedlth 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
services are ,particularly important for people living on low
incomes for whom transport and. access can be problems.
Some action is aso necessary.on low wages and pan-time
work, A Satutory minimum wage would significantly improve
income levels since at least a tenth of the poor are in low

bS. n

Jylb Creation is avital 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 a local level canl be combated. Through a properly
funded programme of community development, peoplein low
income. areas could build up structures with a strong local
representation that can influence both local and national
decisionsinrelation to resource allocation.

“These and other changes will not come about of their own
accord; in fact they aredikely to be strongly resisted because
they go against the interests of the powerful. The economic




and socia 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 clamants and others who are arguing for
fundamental change.

Improving the Position of Women
There are a number of e ements 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 lav. 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, legidation on its own has only alimited.effect
in bringing about change. In any case, progress in legal
reform has been both dow 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 barrlers
remain, not least in the Congtitution: - g

A constitution which recognises that 'by her | ife'
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 ..
l[imits on the role of women in that society; (151) .

2.Women's Employment Situation.
At first-glance this is an area of great achievement: the

marriage bar for womenin 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 Act of 1977
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 legisation, even the govern-
ment itself tried to avoid equal pay in the public service in
1976! A fundamental difficulty with our legidation is that to
qualify a woman must establish comparability with.a male
worker - difficult to do when so many women and men work
a 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. Legidation 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 equa pay was fully
implemented, women's earnings would probably nse no
higher than 74% of men's.(152)

Vey significant barriers still prevent women with children
from working outside the home. Child care provision IS. a
best patchy with no statutory service - workplace créches
exist only at the discretion of the employer, and can be very
codly. Work is still organised very inflexibly in terms of male
life-styles and life-cycles. Even if they are introduced, some
flexible arrangementsinjobsmay work against the long-term
career interests of women. Whether these ae a cause or
symptom of the problem is difficult to say. Some would say
that barriers reflect a fundamenta belief thatmarried women
with young children should not work outside the home i f they
do not need the money - a belief held by 58% of the
population.(153)

Finally, there is the issue of famﬂy responsl blhues:.women
cannot take an equal part in!the. labour market and in other
areas of social and political life, unless men do an equal share
of the work in the home. This has not happened. 80% of Irish
women feel that they do most or al of the housework
themselves.(154) Many women are doing two jobs: working
full or part-time outside the home and doing most of the
homerel ated work aswell. : :

3. Women's Control OverTJieir Own Fertility
Family sizeis closely related to poverty - Iargefarnllleﬁ have
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a very high risk of poveny. Yet dthough 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 congtitutional 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 yearsand over was legalised.

Generdly, Irish women till 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 acriminal 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. Stuation of Women Within and Outside Marriage.

To begin with the positive, most women. rearing families
outside of marriage are now entitled to socia 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
|ast ten years were operating satisfactorily.(155) ‘

In 1986 a referendum to remove the Constitutional
prohibition on the dissolution of marriage was defeated. So
the Irish Constitution still prohibits divorce. Yet the catholic
church recognises and will. perform second marriages for
people whose first 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 separationbill has just been passed, having taken two
years to come through the houses of the Qireachtas, 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 individualised while, for maintenance and taxation
purposes, marriage is defined as a community of
Interests,(156) In turn the socia welfare system treats women
as dependent spouses.

Many concrete proposas 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 dow. -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 magjority 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 of dealing with marital breakdown, other problems exist
for women: for instance, rape is still very narrowly defined
here and rape within marriage is still not alega 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. ilt was 1986 before the
changes were actually implemented in Ireland.. The choice
faced by the government was either to equalise upwards (to
pay al claimants an adult’ dependant allowance fortheir
spouses regardless of whether they. had an income oftheir
own) or to equalise downwards (to abolish payments for the

" gpouse where shelhe had an mdependent Income). Equalismg

down wes the optionchosen; A, positive outcome of the
Directive was that married women could claun for depen-
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dants and 'got equal entitlement to unemployment benefits on
the .same basis as men and single women. While many
families gamed, at least 17,000 families lost some income.
Followmg alot 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-
ation, it has been described as ‘piecemeal and cosmetic'.(157)
Indirect dlscrimimatton 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 ajob 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
have had to expend a lot of energy defending legal and
mcome mamtenance rights already gained. Clearly, a re-
newed and intensive programme o/action is needed. This
should involve both legidative change and positive action
programmes which recognise that women's disadvantage is
built .into structures. Until now a very narrow concept of
egudlty .has been used: somewhere between equality of
opportumty and, eqUdlty of paniclpatton. By and large,
equality has been assumed to exist once the legal obstacles
fachg awoman as compared With aman are removed. Thisis
not enough. Women are unequal across different areas of their
lives - education, health, sociad welfare and work - and
programmes designed for one oreven two areas wili not bring
about sufficient change. Values and ideology must also
change. ) : ! T T

While the equality legidation must be monitored and
rigidly enforced, on its own it has alimited impact. This was
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recognised from the start in the United States of America
where equality legidation 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 0 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, especialy
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 unegual to, others unless specific measures to
redirect resources and opportunities to women on low
incomes are taken. '

ecific Measuresfor Women Who Are Poor , '

The diagram shows how one group of women in a loca
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,
financid - socia. 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

accessto lega services .

good health and health services

i adequate socia welfare payments
,proper housing

*

_ Women living in poverty: lack most if not all of these.
,Money is a major problem both:in terms of ,inadequate
incomes and aso because. with the cut-backs in public
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— its opposite.is control. Many women who are poor fed
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: itis not easy to
get information on services, clear statements of rights are not
adways. available, people have to undergo a complex, often
degrading, process 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,
welfare payments, rent, and s ori. Since women usually
mteract for the family with the socia 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 socia 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, visitsto
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 aman's
presence - if there were, he may be held liablefor 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 aresult. And yet, people have a
right to these services'aright that is not sufficiently asserted
or recognised. So,the way applicants and especially women
are treated by publlc 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
only a social. outlet but also new skills. But if change isto be
dgnificant, projects must do more than this. First, they must

demonstrate to women that they are not alone in their poverty
and that their poverty is not their own fault. Secondly, the
educalion process must help to identify the factors that make
people poor - to give a sense of perspective on the economic
forces that create poverty and show that, while poverty may
be outside the control of one individual, it can be challenged
by collecrive acrion. And the nature. of power and how it is
exerted must.be explored. Projects could lead. some way to
COllecUve acuon if they helped women to get in touch with
othersin a similar situation, within their own area, in other
parts of the country and even in other countries. At present,
amost one hundred loca 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
overcome the effects of poverty. Funding must be made
available for democratically-run local. educational projects
that work to enable their participants to become politically
acUve, at local and national level.

- The question of aliances 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 alocal rather than a national focus. While
thisinitselfis not a bad thing, a national focus is necessary as
well. Women 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
communities need to empower themselves and develop their
strengths and resources, it will bedifficult to achieve change
on their own. The struggle is;just too big and the opposing
forces too strong. So, alliances: with o.thergroups and interests
Will be necessary. Bufthey must be ‘on a selective bass and
be . informed by a very. clear sense of purpose and an
acknowledgement that 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. 1f women
living on low incomes are to challenge the diviSlon of labour




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 al 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

‘individua 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
%Retbreadline isnot afull life. And all women are entitled to

al
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FINIS
Heather Brett

Itiscold here

at zero level

and the ground is hard

| still hear the thud

as| connected

still remember the wind

rushing in my ears

as| fdl

Itislonelier than lonely here

and sometimes | imagine things
sometimes the echo

of my mutecry for help
repeatsitsring

and | rise again to al the
repercussions

sometimes my arms ache with phantom
pain

and | remember how | held them up
for solong, empty

and sometimes my eyes are on t"u-e
There are no tears |eft.

Nobody broke my fall.

| am getting used to zerolevel;

. this place too, has its advantages

never again will | haveto beg

for anything. }

Here, even love can be bought
!
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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 dl 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 dea with unemployment and to create work
opportunities that are well paid and that can' accommodate
workers' family-related responsibilities.

7. Legislative and political changes to improve the economic
and social position of women.
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gpecid edition on 'Feminismin Ireland’ which will be available
by mail-order only from Attic Press, a £9.95

Thisis aunique collection of writing by women active in awide
range of spheres, reflecting the diverse responses of Irishwomen
to the issues and experiences confronting them today. The socio-
political redlities and the cultural and cregtive needs of women
In Ireland are explored by community and movement actividts,
by academics and by creative writers and artigts.

The relaionship between feminism and the state is analysed
from avariety of perspectives, both historical and contempo-
rary, including significant assessments of the development and
impact of the women's movement, the effects of partition and
British Imperidism, the role of the Catholic Church in the
congruction of ideology. Poverty, emigration, lesbianism, di;
vorce and the legd system, are only some of the urgent, often
controversid issues brought into focus in this collection. Con-
tributors incdlude: Eavan Boland, Anne O'Connor, Angela
Bourke, Jo Murphy-Lawless, Ros Cowman, Bairbre de Bnln,
RitaKdly, Mary Robinson, Noreen B?/me, Anne Le Marquand
Hartigan, Joni Crone, Cathleen O'Neill, Brfona Nic Dhiarmada,
Nudla Nf DMmhnaill, Pauline Cummins, Ursula Barry, Evelyn
Conlon etc.
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WOMEN AND POVERTY

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE POOR IN |RELAND TODAY?

How MANY WOMEN LIVE IN POVERTY?

WHAT IS THE INCOME POSITION OF WOMEN IN THE HOME?

How Do WOMEN SURVIVE ON LOW INCOMES OR ON SOCIAL WELFARE?
How DO WOMEN EXPERIENCE THE TRAP OF POVERTY?

IN THIS IMPORTANT NEW ANALYSIS OF THE ROOT |
CAUSES OF WOMEN'S POVERTY IN IReLanD, MaRy
DALV EXAMINES THE EXTENT OF FINANCIAL POVERTY
AND ITS IMPACT ON WOMEN'S LIVES IN TERMS OF
ACCESS TO EDUCATION, HEALTH SERVICES AND OTHER
RESOURCES AND OPPORTUNITIES.

BASED ON THE MOST UP-TO-DATE INFORMATION,
WOMEN AND POVERTY, OFFERS A THOUGHT-
PROVOKING NEW PERSPECTIVE ON ONE OF THE MOST
URGENT PROBLEMS FACING OUR SOCIETY TODAY.
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