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To judge by  results in legislation and social progress, one might well think that Ireland has never had a Womenâ€™s Liberation Movement. It is true that in theory women now have equal pay and equal entitlements under social welfare, and that childrenâ€™s allowances are paid directly to mothers. Yet these advances have been partially offset by the discontinuation of tax allowances for children and other reductions in total family income. The participation of married women in the labour force remains the lowest in Europe, while women in general are still horizontally and vertically segregated at work and receive an average industrial wage much lower than that of their male counterparts. In the field of marital and sexual life, it may at last be possible to purchase non-medical contraceptives (condoms) in most of the larger towns, but the Constitution continues to prohibit divorce and has now even incorporated the statutory ban on abortion. How are we to explain the fact that Ireland has resisted modernizing influences and become, as it were, the last bastion of the traditional â€˜protectionâ€™ or enslavement of women in the family? Structurally, the Republic of Ireland appears fixed at the bottom of the developed or the top of the underdeveloped countries.footnote1 But if we remain within a broad European framework, there can be no doubt that the continuing hold of the Catholic Church is the starting point for any analysis of the peculiar position of Irish women.
The success of the Catholic Church in Ireland has been due to its effective socialization processes, its organizational competence and its material wealthâ€”advantages which have been highlighted by the lack of any concerted or widespread opposition or of any other organization of comparable strength. Towards the end of the nineteenth century a thorough reorganization of the Church and expansion of the priesthood were implemented under Archbishop Paul Cullen,footnote2 and from that time the bishops began to meet regularly and to present a unified voice to the public in a regular flow of policy documents. Having settled their internal affairs, the bishops then moved on to the public domain, and above all education. The â€˜Queenâ€™s Collegesâ€™, introduced by the British in 1845 on the suggestion of Robert Peel, were attacked as â€˜godless collegesâ€™, and Catholics were discouraged from attending them. The bishops succeeded in raising Â£190,000 for a new Catholic college in Dublin and appointed John Henry Newman to run it, but he soon resigned over disagreements with Cullen. The college was beset with other problems, as its degrees were not recognized and it needed state support. In 1879 a University Education (Ireland) Act brought into existence the Royal University, an examining body empowered to confer degrees on those who passed its exams. It also granted fellowships to those who wished to pursue degrees. In 1908 Trinity became a separate college, the Royal Universities were abolished and a supposedly non-denominational system was established to cover Belfast, Cork, Galway and the Catholic University of Dublin.footnote3 A ban on Catholics attending Trinity was enforced by the bishops. But, at the same time, bishops sat on all the governing bodies of these non-denominational universities, which until recently observed Church holidays. The Catholic influence was also visible in appointments to posts in Humanities, where areas such as philosophy, education and social science were dominated by well-educated priests who had often obtained doctorates abroad.
A similar situation prevailed in primary and secondary education. By 1831, a Commission on National Education had been formed and a series of national non-denominational schools established. The emphasis here was on Anglicization of the Irish, largely through the teaching of English, mathematics and science. In the 1920s, however, these schools came under sharp criticism for their poor conditions and badly trained teachers. New training colleges incorporated Catholic teaching into all subjects and set out the basic ideology on which a primary education should be based.footnote4 There was, of course, strong Roman and European support for this integrated philosophy of education. At first, nuns and brothers were not recognized by the State as teachers, but in 1886 a Royal Commission permitted them to teach. The national schools were non-denominational and community-based and two-thirds of their costs were covered by state support. It was the one third which had to be collected from the community which assured the power of the clergy over education. For the only, or natural, community leaders were priests, who became in turn fund-raisers, local brokers and school managers. Any demand for a totally state-funded education (e.g. the suggestion of Chief Secretary Wyndham in 1904) was rejected and condemned on ideological grounds by such able and powerful bishops as Dr Browne of Galway.footnote5 But some bishops did at least appreciate the community dependency which facilitated Catholic expansion and control. Collections for the school, requests to bring in turf to help heating etc., were all made from the pulpits. Religion legitimated the fund-raisingâ€”which was in turn a major factor in the growth of ecclesiastical powerâ€”and the collection systems gradually became better organized and professionalized. Even in recent recessionary times, the Church has managed to raise funds to build new churches, and so on.
As school managers, the parish priests controlled the recruitment of teachers. In the sex-segregated training colleges, nuns and priests required a strong Catholic ethos from applicants, who mainly came from rural backgrounds where Catholic values were strongest. As the secondary educational system expanded, nuns and brothers made a considerable economic contribution to producing a highly educated population, far in excess of what might be expected in the current state of economic development.footnote6 Another significant aspect of this contribution was that girls were also educated, in time even more than boys. In one sense at least, girls were always equal: they too had immortal souls which required salvation.
With a network of private, but largely state-funded, secondary schools, the Church was in a strong position to carry out its task of teaching faith and morality, particularly sexual morality. In 1965, out of a total of 22.5 hours at school, 2.5 hours were still given over to religionâ€”and even more during the years of preparation for First Communion and Confirmation.footnote7 Nor were adults neglected in the provisions for continued religious education. Sermons, confessions and missions all exercised control over peopleâ€™s lives, producing a community with strong Christian values and conservative attitudes to sexual morality.
A recent European study on values and belief systems has shown that the big differences between the Republic of Ireland and the rest of Europe concern â€˜life and deathâ€™ and sex.footnote8 Strong disapproval is expressed of abortion and adultery, moderate disapproval of euthanasia, prostitution and homosexuality, and mild disapproval of divorce. Tolerance of all kinds of sexual behaviour is much lower than in Continental Europe. As regards gender differences, women emerged as more conservative than men, although housewives working part-time proved the most radical of all.footnote9 All women expressed strong disapproval of abortion, however, with a slight variation again between full-time and part-time housewives.footnote10 Irish respondents are considerably less permissive than the English or Continental Europeans, though on some questions the South is marginally more tolerant than the North and there is a general tendency to greater permissiveness among younger age-groups. It is against this background of Catholic hegemony that we must look at the two referenda campaigns. But first we should consider the Constitutional and legal restraints on women and the efforts of the Womenâ€™s Liberation Movement to remove them.
The 1937 Irish Constitution endorses a patriarchal system in which the male is considered the breadwinner and the woman is confined to the domestic sphere.footnote11 Article 41 states: â€˜The State recognizes that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved. The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home.â€™ First-wave feminists in Ireland such as Hanna Sheehy Skeffington objected to this inclusion, though in Dail debates De Valera maintained that 99 per cent of women in the country would agree with it. He also assumed that the breadwinner was normally and naturally the father of the family.footnote12 This was the view of Catholic social teaching at the time as outlined in Cahillâ€™s conception of women as complementary rather than equal to men and best sited by nature for work in the home.footnote13 Already in 1933 new legislation had required women teachers to resign on marriage (this was repealed some years later), and the Conditions of Employment Act, 1935â€”after unsuccessful opposition from the Irish Women Workersâ€™ Unionâ€”had given ministerial powers to prohibit totally or to limit the number of women employed in a particular industry. It is not surprising, therefore, that a ban was imposed on the employment of married women in the Civil Service, local authorities and health boards until 1973. Women were forced to resign on marriage, although some were allowed to return to temporary, lower-paid posts if they wished. The participation rate of married women in the labour force remained at the very low level of 6 per cent until the removal of the bar in 1973 initiated a gradual rise to 20 per cent in 1985. In the sexual domain, the Criminal Law (Amendment Act) of 1935 prohibited the sale, advertising or importation of contraceptives, reinforcing the earlier censorship ban on books or periodicals that advocated â€˜the unnatural prevention of conceptionâ€™.
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