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March for choice, Dublin, September 2017

Not so long ago media pundits were fond of say-
ing that women across the western world had it 

all, that we were living in a post-feminist world. Then 
Trump, an open sexist and woman molester, arrived in 
the White House. Then Hollywood king, Harvey Wein-
stein was shown up as a rapist and sexual assaulter who 
had got away with intimidating his victims and journal-
ists over decades. 2017 laid bare what women had long 
suspected: violent sexism was the norm and very little 
had changed.

In Ireland, too, sexual harassment has been going on 
in elite circles for decades. The extent of Michael Col-
gan’s power-mad sexism at the Gate Theatre included 
the screaming of obscene threats to women that if they 
didn’t give in to him, he would make their life hell.

Violent sexism was uncovered in other high places. 
‘Inappropriate’ sexual behaviour toppled a British Tory 

minister. In the ‘men-only’ President’s Club in London, 
young women working were forced to sign non-disclo-
sure agreements to allow corporate executives to paw 
and grope them with impunity. The ruling classes do 
gross sexism shamelessly, and have the means and pow-
er to keep it hidden.

From #MeToo to women’s strikes

numbers broke the silence. The #MeToo campaign with 
literally millions of women speaking out about their 
experience of sexual harassment showed the shocking 
normalization of a violent, sexist culture. 
Golden Globe awards the celebrities wore black in sol-
idarity with survivors of sexual abuse and assault; and 
invited was Tarana Burke, a longtime black activist who 

-
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-
where. It has put other issues back on the agenda, like 
the glaring gender pay gap at the BBC and RTE and in 
other jobs.

#MeToo is part of a rising international movement 
of women standing up against sexism. The women’s 
marches in the US, in January, drew hundreds of thou-
sands of people onto the streets across many cities. 

reproductive rights, were demands for immigrant and 
LGBTQ rights, for a free Palestine. In the UK, between 
over 80,000 people joined the Women’s March in Lon-
don. Marches took place in Berlin, Paris, Rome, Vienna, 

the streets in freezing temperatures to support the Pol-
ish Women’s Strike against restricting the right to abor-
tion. In Italy,the #MeToo movement—#quellavoltache 
(that time that)—has drawn thousands to Women’s 
Marches in Rome, Milan and Florence and it also at-
tacked Berlusconi and the racism of the Lega Nord and 
Forza Nuova.

On International Women’s Day in Spain this year,vast 
numbers protested on the streets in support of a strike 
for women’s rights. Called by ten unions to demand 
equal pay, the 24-hour strike saw hundreds of trains 
canceled and women TV announcers joining the pro-
tests. 5.3 million people observed the two-hour stop-
page that Spain’s two main unions,the CCOO and UGT, 
were pressured into calling. Mainstream parties were 
running to catch up. The liberal-rightist party Ciu-
dadanos declared that it too was in favour of women’s 
rights,hastening to add that‘being feminist doesn’t 
mean being anti-capitalist’. 

Women’s oppression the norm
The growing campaign for Repeal in Ireland is part of 
this new resurgent movement for women’s rights. Ire-
land has an exceptionally conservative legacy on issues 

never challenged. It suited the Irish establishment, fol-
lowing its close shave with revolution in the 1920’s, to 
allow the Catholic Church to take the lead on imposing 
ultra conservative views on sex and sexuality. This pact 
explained in 1983 how Garret Fitzgerald – supposedly 
a liberal –could so quickly cave in to ‘the masterminds 
of the right’ and allow a referendum to insert the 8th 

1 Subsequent Irish govern-
ments were only too happy to leave the amendment in 
place, plead a special Catholic case for Ireland in Eu-
rope, and hold back the tide of liberalisation. 

Despite this, it should be remembered that Ireland is 
at the bad end of a regime of women’s oppression that 
exists right across capitalism. Globally, women earn 
23% less than men: across the EU, it is 16.2%. One re-
cent report has found that no country was left untouched 
by sexism and discrimination when it came to women in 
the workplace.2 For women everywhere, pregnancy and 
child-rearing leads to low pay and being unavailable to 
work. 26% of Irish women aged 15 or over have experi-
ence sexual, physical or psychological violence,slightly 
more than the rate in Spain.3 In India for example rising 
growth rates and urbanisation has not altered the fact 

violence.4

Women’s reproductive rights, not fully won any-
where, remain restricted by the costs involved, in-
creased privatization of healthcare, imposed waiting pe-
riods for abortion. They are under constant attack from 
the Right. In US, for example,after Roe vs. Wade and 
the long battles, you could have believed that women’s 
rights had achieved some sort of settled status. Not so. 
In recent years the automatic right to free birth has been 
taken away from some 55 million women in the US and 
30 anti-abortion laws have been passed in 14 states.5 
Similar rolling back on access to legal abortion has tak-
en place under a right wing government in Poland, with 
victims of rape not being able to get abortions and the 
number of back-street abortions on the increase.

Sexist and discriminatory attitudes and norms have 
always persisted but in recent times they have in many 
ways become more glaring. The utter physical degrada-
tion of women, aided amply by the booming multi-mil-

-

normalised. In the recent Belfast rape trial, it would 
appear, given the lack of objections to the defence’s line 
of questioning at the trial, demeaning women is normal 
for the judiciary too.

Materially, socially and economically things have gone 

women are worse off than those of the Baby Boom-
er generation, in terms of economic equality, health, 
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and overall wellbeing. Poverty rates among women, 
especially amongst those without college degrees, are 
rising. Women still need an extra college degree to earn 
the same as men. Female incarceration, maternal mor-
tality and female suicide rates are up. 6

If this teaches us anything it is that reforms are nev-
er permanent. In today’s world, there is no long march 
to greater gender equality. Deeper economic crises and 
political backlashes can rip away hard-fought gains. 
What’s more, capitalism itself perpetuates women’s op-
pression in the very way that it is structured.

The family and social reproduction
One of the distinctive features of the Marxist analysis 
is that it locates women’s oppression and sexism, not 
just as societal excesses, but as rooted deeply within the 
capitalist system.

Marx argued that wage labour was the essence of 
the capitalist system. Workers sell their labour power 
to capitalists in return for a wage. Its constant supply 
must be maintained which means providing recupera-
tion, sustenance and the reproduction of new workers 
for the future. One form of labour replacement in the 
past was slavery; another today is immigration. But the 
family, in all its contemporary forms, remains the main 
institution for the reproduction and replenishment of 
labour power.

Domestic care in the family unit dovetails with capi-
talist exploitation and is traceable in the wage form. It 
may seem as though the worker freely engages in work. 
But in capitalism, because workers are separated from 
the means of production, they have no choice but to 
work. The only way they can access money to buy what 
they need to live is to sell their ability to work on the 
labour market. This simple fact is an ever-present ‘silent 
compulsion’ behind the wage system, as Marx called it.7

What people are paid in capitalism is not a fair sum 
for a fair day’s work but, because surplus value is ex-
tracted by the employer, an amount whose value is al-
ways less than the value of the work done. In fact, as 
Marx wrote ‘the value of labour power is the value of the 
means of subsistence necessary for the maintenance of 
its owner’ 8 (i.e. the worker). In other words, the wage 
is calculated around a base-line of what is considered 
necessary to meet the basic needs of workers – to feed, 
house, clothe themselves to be able to renew ‘a work-

er’s life process’ as Marx called it.9

shoulder most of this work.
The wage that a worker gets is set not around the 

value created, but around a concept of ‘a living wage’- 
enough for workers and their families to live and ex-
ist through the structure of individual family units. Of 
course, employers do not always get away with setting 

to raise wages to raise their standard of living, and to 
reclaim from the employer what has been taken from 

economy can command higher wages. But the point to 
stress here is that domestic care for social reproduction 
is not a parallel system running alongside production 
but is intricately tied to capitalist production and prof-
it accumulation. In other words, ‘the human life cycle 
turns to the drum beat of capital’. 10

This is of course an ideal arrangement for capital be-

care vital to the reproduction of labourpower. It suits 
capitalist states, too. Governments may deem it neces-
sary to provide some additional aspects of social repro-
duction, such as education, a health service and,to some 
extent, pensions(together called the ‘social wage’ by 
mainstream economists) to ensure they get the skilled, 
healthy and stable workforce they need. But even these 
depend on basic care being provided in the home.

The role that women play as mothers and carers is 
therefore a vital one for the capitalist system. It also 

from work when they have children, because they must 
juggle work and childcare,many women end up in low-
er paid, dead-end jobs. In the cases of migrant women 
and women of colour, they end up doing domestic and 
child care work which has been outsourced to them by 
wealthier women.

Women earn less than men in capitalist societies ev-

less than men and, despite women overtaking men in 
possessing higher education degrees, the gap has wid-
ened by 2% since the recession.11

in 2016 found that 207,000 female employees were cat-
egorised as on low pay,about 60% of the total.12 Half of 
women workers earn less than €20,000, which is well 
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below the median wage for all workers.13 In 2015, a re-
port on labour exploitation across the EU found that in 
Ireland domestic workers are most at risk of super-ex-
ploitation.14

higher their educational attainment and the more expe-

lot less than their male counterparts; one Irish study, in 
15 Moth-

erhood and work are often incompatible as childcare 
in Ireland is exorbitantly expensive. 40 years after the 
marriage bar was lifted, many Irish women still must 
give up full time jobs when they have children. This also 
results in a large pension shortfall for women.16

The state is directly responsible for this gender in-
equality. The neoliberal privatisation of social services 
and state cutbacks in public spending has made the sit-

class living standards permanently and women, because 
of their position as society’s as default caregivers, have 

For example, Joan Burton’s infamous slashing of 

lone parents – 84% of whom are women. They have the 
highest deprivation rate of any disadvantaged groups.17 

The largest section of the Irish population who are poor 
(25.7 %) are children.18 Long-term unemployment, 
which occurred because of the crisis, is more common 
for women.19 Shockingly, a higher proportion of home-
less people in Ireland are women compared to other EU 
countries.20

working class have triggered struggles outside work-
places,around ‘the circuit of social reproduction’, as 
Tithi Bhattacharya points out. She cites as an example 
Ireland’s water charges movement, and the anti-priva-
tisation movement in Cochabamba in Bolivia, the strug-
gles against land evictions in India and others.21 The fact 
that these struggles started in working class communi-
ties has also meant that women played a prominent role 
in the struggle. In the Irish water charges movement,its 
distance from the bureaucratic conservatism of trade 
union leaders,the spontaneous super-organisation of 
its activists, many of them women, gave the struggle its 

-
ance of all-out state attacks through the courts, to repeat 
huge mobilisations, secured an outright victory for the 

movement. People power delivered. Trotsky’s obser-
vation about revolutions being started by women,‘the 
most oppressed and down trodden part of the working 
class’, certainly seemed apt for those long columns of 
anti-water charges protestors as they lined both sides of 

not all the women on the anti-water marches have em-
braced as enthusiastically the cause for abortion rights. 
But the achievements of that movement have resonated 

mobilising in the communities, being local activists 
seems logical to some of the Repeal groups and the les-
sons of the struggle have been passed on.

Irish women as workers 
The value of the Marxist social reproduction analysis is 
that it stresses the relationship between class exploita-
tion and oppression. It shows how gender and class in-
tertwine. Rejecting the idea of two parallel independent 
systems – patriarchy and capitalism – social reproduc-
tion analysis articulates a unitary Marxist theory which 

the need of capitalism to ensure a constant supply of 
labour power. It also highlights how struggles outside 

imperatives of the working class at any one time.22

But it is also worth stressing how women are part 

consciousness. Women working has an impact on the 
family, on the relationships between men, women and 
children, and on women’s social agency. This was a key 
insight of the socialist writings of Engels, of Zetkin and 
of Kollontai.

It is particularly relevant for Ireland because the num-

table on page 44 shows, Irish women have entered the 
workforce in large numbers in a relatively brief period. 

The percentage Irish women as part of the total la-
bour force is well ahead of Turkey and nearly on a par 
with the US. Like Brazil, Ireland the percentage of wom-
en which make up the workforce has grown consider-
ably since 1990.

It is true that, as a proportion of the female popula-
tion, the number of women working in Ireland is still 
lower than other countries – a fact due to the type of 
jobs lost during the recession, numbers of males emi-
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grating and other factors.24 It is also true that the lack 

are less likely to work than in other countries. For Irish 
women aged between 30 and 39,and without third lev-
el education, there has been a decline in participation 

childcare costs.25 Nevertheless there has been a sub-
stantial and cumulative change to female participation 
rates: in 1992 only 48 per cent of women aged 20 to 64 
were in the labour force, in 2015 68 per cent of women 
of this age group were.26 

More women in third level education, (they now 
outnumber men) has led to new areas of work for 
women. This has changed the look of what was tradi-
tionally known as white collar work.27 In recent years, 

grown, with the share of workers with tertiary education 
growing from 27 per cent to 48 per cent between 1995 
and2015. Because women are more likely to have third 

-
-

gration than men.28

It is often said that the victory of the same sex mar-
riage referendum in the south was down to a slick PR 

campaign. However, issues of class and gender includ-
ing women’s participation in work and higher education 

-
alised. In the campaign, the younger generation, men 
and women, were mobilised in large numbers and 
many graduates working abroad returned home to vote 
(68,000 people were added to the supplementary elec-
toral register in advance of the referendum). Rapidly 
expanding number of students, particularly women, 
in colleges and universities - where sexual politics, for 
gay and trans rights, and against sexism have become 
the new politics in recent years - swelled the Yes vote. 
Polls before the referendum showed women were the 
most supportive of same sex marriage. There was also 
a strong vote in Dublin working class areas – Dublin 
South Central had the highest yes vote at 72.3% - where 
there are marginally fewer men than women.29 USI , 
with a female student president at the time, played a 
very prominent role in energising the Yes vote.30

Liberal limits 
We are living in times which has seen a huge widening 

-
ed the politics of women’s rights. Last year has seen the 
biggest ever global increase in billionaires, with two new 
Irish billionaires joining the list.31 

ever-larger proportion of the population is unable to 
meet even their basic needs, and800,000 Irish people, 
including those in employment, experience depriva-
tion.32

the right and the left outside Ireland: the growth of 
Trump and the far right and fascists but also the pop-
ularity of radical politics amongst people increasingly 
impatient with the unmissable elite bias of traditional 
‘progressive’ parties. Hilary Clinton’s record on welfare, 
Wall Street, criminal justice, education saw her dubbed 
a rich ‘faux feminist’ who advanced policies which have 
done actual harm to the lives of poor women in the US 
and across the globe.33 The radicalisation of the politics 
of gender and race has given socialist ideas in the US 
a new currency. The Democrats may still be trying to 
play catch-up (as evidenced by their ‘March to the Polls’ 
slogan this year on the women’s marches) but for many, 
their fake liberalism cannot be easily papered over.

Liberalism in the mainstream is a newer phenom-

Labor force, female (% of total labor force), selected 

countries23 

Female labor force as a percentage of the total show the 
extent to which women are active in the labour force.

COUNTRY 1990 2017

Australia 41 46
Belgium 39 46
Brazil 35 43
China 45 44
Canada 44 47
Denmark 46 47
France 42 47
Germany  41 47
Greece 36 44
Ireland 34 45

Nigeria 42 45
Poland 46 45
Saudi Arabia 11 16
Sweden 47 47
Turkey 31 32
United Kingdom 43 47
United States 44 46
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enon in Ireland and has not yet lost its shine, but the 
same contradictions lie beneath the surface. Varadkar 
wants to be the modern, trendy PR-savvy liberal. To the 
Canadian Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, he declares 
he is a feminist, to Emanuel Macron that they are both 
the clean sweep politicians who will save Europe from 
its crisis. But, as the old ruling centrist parties in Eu-

Varadkar’s approach to the abortion issue is a classic 

gaining a foothold in Irish politics, he seeks to steer 
change along safer liberal lines. He thus goes along 
with the Oireachtas committee’s recommendation for 
Repeal and the 12-week period for abortions, which 
decriminalises and provides the legal basis for abortion. 

But we should remember that what got us here were 
the thousands of pro-choice people on the streets, 
the campaigners for women’s health care and rights 
across the country over many years, the women who 
have spoken out about their abortions. In comparison, 
Varadkar, only recently describing himself as pro-life, 
is a johnny-come-lately. His current calculation is that 
being pro-repeal will do well for FG among the young 
urban professionals and appeal to the pro-diversity IT 
corporate sector.

But Varadkar, Harris and company- like many lib-
erals – speak of abstract rights separate from material 
questions. They have put a ‘doctor-led’ solution at the 
centre of their legislative proposals. Given that the GP 
is a paying system, and that eligibility for medical and 
GP visit cards have a weekly income threshold of €184 
and €276 respectively, even low paid workers will not 

abortion pills can cost over €100.
Equally,it is not clear how abortions will be accommo-

dated in the existing system. Will future surgical abor-
tions be able to be squeezed into an already overladen, 
under-resourced health service? Will all those who 

For most women,rights without access does not make 

Smith summed this up in the Dáil: ‘The referendum is 
about the right of an individual to choose abortion. But 
it is also about the provision of services and education 

that makes that choice open to everyone’. 
Ignoring the reality of access brands one section of 

the Repeal movement as being disdainfully distant from 
the concerns of ordinary people. Fine Gael is against 
extra spending for public services and has arrogant re-

morning’. For many working-class voters, Fine Gael is 

campaign, as the Brexit referendum did for the Tories. 
It could result in a low vote or feed into support for the 
conjured-up populism of the other side.

Mass campaign
How the Repeal movement expands between now and 
May 25th will determine the size of the Yes vote. If this 
is decisive, it will make further changes in Irish society 
winnable.

Some sections of the Together for YES campaign are 
very fond of appealing to the ‘middle ground’. Of course, 
there are still many people who have not made up their 
minds yet about which way they will vote. Canvassing 
already done in some Dublin constituencies shows that, 
while overall showing a positive response to Repeal, 
some people are not clear on what it will mean, not sure 
what they feel about the 12 week proposal and so on. 
They are as yet undecided and the campaign certainly 
needs to reach out to them. But ‘middle ground’ implies 
something else: that they veer naturally to older tra-
ditional views. From this, it follows that the campaign 
must tightly promote ‘soft messaging’, with an empha-
sis on care and compassion, not choice. The PR consul-
tant, for the Together for Yes campaign has gone as far 

mention of choice was ‘a gift to the other side’.
This is wrong-headed. Focus groups are a market 

ritual which may give the impression that people are 
being consulted but are, in fact, notorious for directing 
respondents to giving the answer the moderator has 
already decided upon. They are usually rather conde-
scending to ordinary people and certainly no substitute 
for real democracy.34 

focus groups, nor need it be unduly worried about a 
tightly controlled messaging strategy. It has hundreds 
of activists that are only too aware why they are for Re-
peal and these activists are getting live feed-back on 
the doorsteps and on the streets. More importantly, the 
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campaign to Repeal the 8th, as all the recent demonstra-
tions have shown, is absolutely about choice. Most of 

winning women’s full bodily autonomy on the road to 
full gender equality. To pretend otherwise is phoney. 
On the doorstep, while there is sometimes hesitation 
around the 12-week proposal, most agree that the per-

is not the judges, not the politicians, not the bishops, 
but the woman herself. Given the widespread experi-
ence of abortion in Ireland – every day 12 women and 
girls travel and at least 3 take abortion pills - this is not 
surprising.

If the Repeal campaign is to mobilise women and men 
in their thousands it must to reach out wider across so-
ciety and engage in the full range of the arguments for 
Repeal. It needs to give voice to those who want to see 
an end to the dark history of bishop control, to wom-
en who are parents now but who have had abortions 
in the past, to young women and men who believe that 
restricting women’s reproductive choice is archaic and 
oppressive, to the women who are forced to keep silent 
on their experiences of abortion, to migrant women who 
cannot travel. It needs to strongly defend the 12 weeks 
provision as a bare minimum to decriminalise abortion. 
The strength of the Repeal movement is its diversity and 
women being at the centre of it. Narrowing it down into 
one bland soft message of compassion towards women, 

the lived experience of the real women who have made 
the choice to have abortions.

It needs to speak directly to the 45% of the Irish work-
force who are women. The Trade Union Campaign to 
Repeal the 8th has produced a very good report entitled 
Abortion is a Workplace Issue. Workplace meetings 
and Repeal groups should discuss the ways it suggests 
of concretely supporting working women who have 

sick pay, being able to go to the union representative 
for support.35 

abortion rights proved crucial for the UK and elsewhere 
in the 1970’s; in Ireland today, support from the trade 
union movement and in workplaces is vital too.

of its respondents, a 40- year-old woman living in the 
Republic highlighted that while those with money could 

not only readily access abortion, they did not have to 
reveal that they were seeking an abortion in order to ac-
cess funds/resources. ‘If you have money and means to 
travel without anybody taking note, then you can go to 
the UK and have an abortion and no one is any wiser 
– no embarrassment or public stigma. If you are in a 
low paid job or unemployed you could end up trapped 
in an unwanted pregnancy or have to turn to friends, 

36 With abortion, like 
so many other things, the experience of oppression is 
mediated by class. The campaign should make clear that 
no woman should have to travel.

With the Yes campaign, Ireland is at a crossroads and 
a lot is at stake. Does the Repeal movement channel the 
anger against Ireland’s oppressive anti-woman legacy 
into drawing in the students, working class communi-

women? Or do we settle for a limited nod to the reality 
of abortion but which leaves lots of women still unable 
to access it?

To win real rights for women, we need system change. 
Our government is cutting services to community, and 
will never provide free childcare and free healthcare to 
women. This leaves women taking care of those that 

jobs that capitalism requires. On the massive Spanish 
women’s strike on March 8th, many had no problem 
answering the right-wing government’s attempt to 
tar them as radicals, by saying ‘but of course we’re 

opportunity here to push back the forces of conservative 
reaction and, with the huge energy and activism of the 
Repeal campaign, to open the door to real social change 
for women.
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